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MEPKIN ABBEY PLANTATION, BERKELEY COUNTY 

Mepkin Abbey is a place heavily steeped in historical and architectural history. It lies 

northwest of Charleston, South Carolina, in Berkeley County and sits along the Cooper River.  It 

was once occupied by Revolutionary War hero Henry Laurens and has been successively passed 

down a short chain of title since then.  Currently, Mepkin Abbey Plantation operates as a 

Trappist monastery where monks devote their lives to prayer, spiritual study, work and 

hospitality.1  Numerous alterations have been made within the confines of the plantation, thus 

changing the contextual landscape of Mepkin Abbey in its entirety. These changes give a special 

insight into the function, continuity, and style of the site. It is important to examine all aspects of 

Mepkin Abbey Planation in order to gain a better understanding of its significance in the 

Lowcountry’s deeply rooted history.  

In 1681, brothers, Peter, Thomas, and James Colleton received a Proprietary Grant for 

3,000 acres along the western branch of the Cooper River.  They were the sons of one of the 

original Lords Proprietors, Sir John Colleton, and they built the original structure on the 3,000 

acre plot as a family dwelling.2  James Colleton survived his brothers and became the sole owner 

of Mepkin. He later passed it down to his son, Landgrave John Colleton who allowed John Stuart 

to manage the plantation.  

In 1762, a change of title caused a shift in the functionality of the plantation site when 

John Colleton sold his family’s plantation to Henry Laurens, a native Charlestonian and 

                                                            
1 Mepkin Abbey. http://mepkinabbey.org/wordpress/ (assessed March 2, 2012)  
2 South Carolina Plantations. http://south-carolina-plantations.com/berkeley/mepkin.html (assessed March 4, 2012) 
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prominent merchant, for a lump sum of 8,000 £.3  This exchange allowed for Mepkin Plantation 

to develop as a rice plantation.  Owner Henry Laurens was heavily involved in the Charleston 

merchant business where he imported and exported goods, including slaves. Rice was the 

plantations greatest source of wealth and its location near the Cooper River played a vital role in 

the success of the business.  Henry Laurens built a toll rice mill on the property and operated it 

using the methods of a tidal rice system.4  The toll rice mill allowed rice to be processed 

efficiently and enabled large quantities to be harvested and transported to various locations along 

the Cooper River.   

Henry Laurens discontinued his operations cultivating rice and pursued a career as a 

statesman several decades after.  He quickly became popular among his fellow statesmen and 

was elected President of the First and Second Councils of Safety in 1775 and held the position 

until 1776.5  Laurens was a great contributor to the patriot efforts during the American 

Revolution and held several more governing positions.  In fact, he was elected Minister of 

Plenipotentiary to Holland in 1779 where he was commissioned to solicit a loan and ordered to 

negotiate a treaty with the United Netherlands by embarking on a European tour for peace.6  

Unfortunately, during his travels, Laurens was captured by a British vessel off the coast of 

Newfoundland and eventually committed to the Tower of London where he was charged with 

high treason.  He was held in captivity for nearly two years when he finally returned to Mepkin 

in 1784.   

                                                            
3 South Carolina Plantations. http://south-carolina-plantations.com/berkeley/mepkin.html (assessed March 4, 2012) 
4 Maxwell Clayton Orvin, Historic Berkeley County 1671-1900 (Charleston: Comprint, 1973), 8. 
5 Robert P. Stockton, Historic Resources of Berkeley County South Carolina (n.p.: Preservation Consultants, Inc., 
1990), 68. 
6 Robert P. Stockton, Historic Resources of Berkeley County South Carolina (n.p.: Preservation Consultants, Inc., 
1990), 68. 
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Upon his return, Henry Laurens witnessed the grave aftermath of the Revolutionary War. 

His plantation had been destroyed and substantial re-construction was necessary.  Laurens began 

to re-build a house on the property since the original edifice was destroyed by fire when the 

British swept through the area.  This second home was replaced by a third home later in 1906.7 

On December 8, 1792, Henry Laurens died at Mepkin Plantation.  He had ordered that his body 

be cremated and returned to Mepkin so that he could rest in eternity, perhaps keeping a watchful 

eye on the grounds he built.  His request was granted and visitors can view his resting place - a 

square of gray granite without markings of any kind located down a steep hill at one side of the 

house.8 

J. W. Johnson, manufacturer of surgical bandages and medical supplies, bought Mepkin 

Plantation in 1916 and renovated an old dwelling that was built in 1906 (dwelling of Henry 

Laurens). His renovations included adding shingle siding to the exterior of the structure and 

giving it a more New England style appearance. James Wood Johnson was president of Johnson 

and Johnson, the surgical manufacturing company, and kept Mepkin Plantation residential.  

Sadly, Johnson was overcome by an illness and later died aboard the liner Majestic in 

September, 1932, while traveling home from Scotland.9   

Henry and Clare Boothe Luce were the next owners to occupy old Mepkin.  Gaining their 

wealth from publishing Time, Fortune, and Life Magazine, they bought the seventy-two-

                                                            
7 Robert P. Stockton, Historic Resources of Berkeley County South Carolina (n.p.: Preservation Consultants, Inc., 
1990), 42-43.  
8 Chlotilde R. Martin, Northern Money Southern Land, edited by Robert B. Cuthbert and Stephen G. Hoffius 
(Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 240-241.  
9 Chlotilde R. Martin, Northern Money Southern Land, edited by Robert B. Cuthbert and Stephen G. Hoffius 
(Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 240-241. 
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hundred-acre property in 1936 from Helen Rutgers for $150,000.10 Under their ownership, 

Mepkin Plantation experienced many changes that completely altered its landscape and 

architectural design.  Mr. and Mrs. Luce wanted the Johnson house to be taken down so they 

could build a complex land design that fit their taste.  They quickly employed architect Edward 

Durell Stone, who was actually paired with fellow architect Philip Goodwin on a project building 

the Museum of Modern Art in Manhattan, New York in 1939.11 Stone’s design was not of this 

place, resembling a beach resort.  It was comprised of a main dwelling, several cottages, a gate 

lodge, a pump house, a laundry room, and other service structures.12 His design consisted of a set 

of low brick cubes, with the main residence on one side of the site and three small guest units 

connected by a walkway on the other side of the plan.13 This stripped away the integrity of the 

original property and destroyed the historical architectural record of the site.  

The Luce’s gave Mepkin Plantation to the Trappist order of monks in 1949 and Mepkin 

Plantation became Mepkin Abbey Plantation.14 More reconstruction was done on the site after 

this change in title.  Several gardens were put in and a chapel was built on the site where Trappist 

monks meditate and pray.  Currently, the plantation solely functions as a monastery, but is also 

open to the general public for tours of its beautiful gardens.  Unlike the design of Edward Durell 

Stone, the new architecture at Mepkin Abbey enhances the landscapes appeal.  

                                                            
10 Robert P. Stockton, Historic Resources of Berkeley County South Carolina (n.p.: Preservation Consultants, Inc., 
1990), 42.  
11 Chlotilde R. Martin, Northern Money Southern Land, edited by Robert B. Cuthbert and Stephen G. Hoffius 
(Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 242. 
12 Robert P. Stockton, Historic Resources of Berkeley County South Carolina (n.p.: Preservation Consultants, Inc., 
1990), 42-43.  
13 Chlotilde R. Martin, Northern Money Southern Land, edited by Robert B. Cuthbert and Stephen G. Hoffius 
(Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 242. 
14 Chlotilde R. Martin, Northern Money Southern Land, edited by Robert B. Cuthbert and Stephen G. Hoffius 
(Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), 242. 
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MULBERRY PLANTATION, BERKELEY COUNTY 

Mulberry Plantation is located on the western branch of the Cooper River in Monck’s 

Corner, Berkeley County, South Carolina.  Mulberry plantation is significant in American 

history because it actually predates the United States’ independence from England.  It was used 

as a defensive shelter during three separate wars.  Along with the impressive stripes the 

plantation has earned because of its historical and architectural significance, one cannot forget 

that its primary significance was generating revenue.  As with any plantation, the foremost 

function was to operate under an efficient business system.  The dominant trade for this 4,634 

acre property was rice, which accounted for the majority of its use. 

 Mulberry plantation has been passed down to several different titleholders since its 

erection.  In 1679 Sir Peter Colleton was granted 4,423 acres of land that adjoined his Fairlawn 

Barony.  A short fifteen years later, the son of Sir Peter, Sir John Colleton inherited all of his 

father’s land in the Carolinas.  In 1708 Sir John Colleton conveyed this land to Thomas 

Broughton, which he named Mulberry.15 This transaction was the beginning of a series of 

transactions between the two families that would eventually give the Broughtons the title to the 

Fairlawn on which Thomas Broughton built his settlement. 

In 1714 Thomas Broughton built the “Mulberry Castle” which makes him the most 

notable owner of the property.  The house was built in the Jacobean baroque style.16 The house 

was actually described as a “mansion” by Broughton himself in his will.  During that time 

                                                            
15 Cross, J. Russell. Mulberry Plantation Broughton Family. 
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~scbchs/mulberry.htm (March 2012) 
16 Dillon, James. National Register of Historic Places Inventory- Nomination Form. 
http://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708011/S10817708011.pdf (March 2012) 
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period, mansion was a term found in early wills to describe the first elaborate homes of the first 

wealthy English settlers and the self-made men that acquired fortunes in Indian trading, planting, 

soldiering, and office holding.  Over time Broughton’s will has shed a great deal of light on the 

house, as it has often been used as a primary source for historians.  One conclusion from the will 

was that the house was intended to be a family seat for future generations.17 The will entitled 

Broughton’s widow to ownership of the house and then it was to be passed down to his eldest 

son, Captain Nathaniel Broughton.  

The mansion was built over a cellar fort with firing slits in the foundation walls.18 During 

the Yemassee War, Mulberry Castle was a fortified stronghold for neighboring colonists who 

fled to the house for protection.  The square central block of the two-story mansion was laid in 

English bond brickwork, and the gambrelled roof is dormered and hipped above the wind beams, 

in the Virginia manner.  A wind beam is also known as a collar beam. These collar beams 

connect beams in a roof truss to a rafter well above the wall plate.  The eaves are flared in the 

Flemish style, and the end walls have iron anchor ties, such as those used by the Dutch.  The 

mansion featured single rooms at the four corner pavilion, and a formal stair hall on axis. The 

main rooms on the first floor were redecorated ca. 1800, whereas, the second floor retains its 

original woodwork.  The pediment over the south front porch has a carved sprig of mulberry, 

framed by a horseshoe, which indicates the early hope of developing a silk culture in South 

Carolina.  This adornment gave the name to Mulberry Plantation. The date 1714 is branded into 

                                                            
17 Cross, J. Russell. Mulberry Plantation Broughton Family. 
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~scbchs/mulberry.htm (March 2012)  
18 Dillon, James. National Register of Historic Places Inventory- Nomination Form. 
http://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708011/S10817708011.pdf (March 2012) 
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the pennons of the iron weather vanes surmounting the corner pavilions.  This is the only 

evidence suggesting the exact date it may have been erected.19 

Early Colonists moving from Virginia to South Carolina came down with one agricultural 

business on their minds, silk.20 Growing silk was highly encouraged by King James himself and 

thrived in Virginia; however, once the colonists traveled further south the land did not cooperate 

as they had hoped.  Instead, rice proved to be the cash crop because of the wealth of water 

surrounding much of the land.  Therefore, this quickly became Mulberry Plantation’s main crop, 

producing the crop until 1910.  These once prosperous fields have since been flooded over by a 

hydroelectric project known as the Santee Cooper Power Development in the Twentieth century.  

Interestingly enough, most of the water that can be seen from the house today is flooded rice land 

that once powered the success of the plantation itself.21 

Mulberry Plantation has seen its fair share of battles throughout the its early history.  

During these wars various physical components of the mansion were used as an advantage to its 

inhabitants.  The plantation’s first glimpse of warfare occurred in 1715 during the Yemassee 

War.  Here the cellar’s firing slits proved to be valuable, as it was used as a fortified stronghold 

to a number of neighboring colonists who fled there for protection.22 The next battles occurred 

                                                            
19 Dillon, James. National Register of Historic Places Inventory- Nomination Form. 
http://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708011/S10817708011.pdf (March 2012) 
20 Hamilton, Elizabeth Vernen. Mulberry (Vertical File) 
21 Hamilton, Elizabeth Vernen. Mulberry (Vertical File) 
22 Sarles, Frank. MULBERRY PLANTATION. http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/online_books/colonials-
patriots/sitec51.htm (March 2012) 
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during the Indian War and American Revolution.  During both of these wars it is believed that 

the four corner pavilion rooms were used as bastions for defense.23  

The significance of Mulberry Plantation stretches across a variety of architectural styles, 

historical skirmishes, and functions.  The mansion has been called everything from Jacobean, to 

Queen Anne, to Baroque, to early Georgian. Although its architectural style is widely disputed, 

one main aspect of the structure is known; the eloquence of design.  If nothing else, this structure 

brings together aspects of Seventeenth century styles, and paves the road for the arrival of 

Eighteenth century Georgian formality.  The architecture along with the history of this plantation 

solidifies its reputation.  

 

Courtesy of en.wikipedia.org 

 

                                                            
23 Hamilton, Elizabeth Vernen. Mulberry (Vertical File) 
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LEWISFIELD PLANTATION, BERKELEY COUNTY 

 Through the centuries, few buildings have managed to endure.  Lewisfield Plantation is a 

magnificent example of Lowcountry architecture and is one of the few buildings that managed to 

endure, it has remained an impressive and beautiful structure for almost 250 years.  Built ca. 

1774, this plantation has served numerous purposes.  From its original roots as a rice farm to a 

meeting place for British troops during the Revolutionary War, Lewisfield has always played an 

important role in Berkeley County.24 

 It all began in 1767 when Sedgewidge Lewis’ daughter inherited the property, which was 

later ceded to her husband, Keating Simons.25  He constructed Lewisfield ca. 1774.26  Shortly 

thereafter, the residence became grounds for Revolutionary War scuffles.  Colonel Wade 

Hampton surprised British forces as they were ransacking the home and managed to fend the 

British forces off.27  Consequently, Colonel Hampton fought the remainder of the war alongside 

Colonial forces as they tried to escape the hands of the British.28 

Lewisfield Plantation is a single-family structure, two-and-a-half stories tall and five 

window bays wide in the front.29  Its floor plan is set up in a four-square style – meaning there 

are two rooms on each side that are divided by a central hallway.30  Because of this style of floor 

                                                            
24 William P. Baldwin, Jr., Plantations of the Low Country(Greensboro, North Carolina: Legacy  Publications, 
1985), 50 – 53. 
25 IBID, 50 – 53. 
26 IBID, 50 – 53. 
27 IBID, 50 – 53. 
28 IBID, 50 – 53. 
29 South Carolina Department of Archives and History, Lewisfield 
Plantationhttp://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708007/index.htm (Assessed 2/11/2012) 

30 South Carolina Department of Archives and History, Lewisfield 
Plantationhttp://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708007/index.htm (Assessed 2/11/2012) 

20121-HPCP299-001 FINAL DOCUMENTATION REPORT St. Thomas & St. Denis Huguenot Church

James Liphus Ward, Assistant Professor 76 04/23/2012



    Team 2 
  Professor Ward 
  HPCP 299  
  April 20, 2012  
 

11 
 

plan the structure appears to be a square; however, the porch on the front façade adds extra 

length to the front of the building, somewhat diminishing its square-like appearance.  Likewise, 

the trees bordering the perimeter of the structure’s side facades further reduce the square 

appearance of the building.  Lewisfield’s long brick steps, which flare outward, add to the 

apparent lengthening of the building.  

Lewisfield’s design, however, was not tailored solely for appearance.  The very high 

brick basement and two upper stories (constructed of wood), were supposed to help keep the 

building cool.31  The front porch, with its Doric columns, shaded the front of the house which 

also kept the interior of the building cool.32  This structural design made it so the rooms were 

much taller providing them with much needed ventilation.  Almost all of the windows are 9 over 

9 double hung sashed windows, with five on each floor of each façade.33 The roof is hipped and 

has two dormers facing the front façade, which complement the two brick interred chimneys 

protruding from the hipped roof on both sides. Lewisfield is quite typical of many plantations of 

the time in that it is symmetrical; however, it does seem to express a vernacular style -  meaning 

that the function of the building was the dominant factor, and aesthetics considerations were 

rather minimal.  

                                                            
31 Lewisfield Plantation-Moncks Corner-Berkeley County http://south-carolina 

plantations.com/berkeley/lewisfield.html (Assessed 2/10/2012) 

32 Lewisfield Plantation-Moncks Corner-Berkeley County http://south-carolina-
plantations.com/berkeley/lewisfield.html (Assessed 2/10/2012) 

33 Lewisfield Plantation-Moncks Corner-Berkeley County http://south-carolina-
plantations.com/berkeley/lewisfield.html (Assessed 2/10/2012) 
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Lewisfield Plantation sits on a plot of land along the western branch of the Cooper River 

that was once 1,000 acres, of which 700 were forested areas and the other 300 were rice fields.34 

It has been used as land for rice farming, royally designed gardens, and even Revolutionary War 

quarrels.35 Also, the site and plantation house were used as a hunting club known as the 

Lewisfield Club during the early twentieth-century.36   The land is now primarily grass fields, 

with dense forestry surrounding the main dwelling.  

Lewisfield’s significance is derived from nearly every aspect of the plantation.  A great 

deal of its significance can be attributed to the design in which it was built.  The plantation’s 

high brick basement and tall rooms with numerous windows is a very important feature.  This 

was an adaptation to life in the scorching heat of southern summers.  It was becoming very 

popular around the time Lewisfield was constructed.  Also, Lewisfield’s symmetry and style, 

with its front porch with six columns and symmetrical dormers, were signs that it was not only 

functional but also quite stylish.  Lewisfield’s significance does not just lie in its style, but also in 

its history.  Revolutionary War quarrels occurred in the front yard of the plantation’s main 

structure.  Slaves lived there and farmed the fields. Its rice fields heavily contributed to the pre-

war economy of the Lowcountry.  In later years the hunting club that once occupied it 

contributed to the economy and catered to the aristocrats of the time.  Lewisfield Plantation is a 

                                                            
34 National Register of Historic Places Inventory – Nomination Form – Lewisfield Plantation 

http://www.nationalregister.sc.gov/berkeley/S10817708007/S10817708007.pdf (Assessed 2/10/2012) 

35 IBID , National Register of Historic Places Inventory – Nomination Form – Lewisfield Plantation, (Assessed 
2/10/2012) 

36 IBID, National Register of Historic Places Inventory – Nomination Form – Lewisfield Plantation, (Assessed 
2/10/2012) 

 

20121-HPCP299-001 FINAL DOCUMENTATION REPORT St. Thomas & St. Denis Huguenot Church

James Liphus Ward, Assistant Professor 78 04/23/2012



    Team 2 
  Professor Ward 
  HPCP 299  
  April 20, 2012  
 

13 
 

symbol of what life was like in early Colonial America by providing insight on the function, 

continuity, and style of its time.  

                     

                      

Courtesy of hmdb.org 
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GIPPY PLANTATION, BERKELEY COUNTY 

 Gippy Plantation is located in the town of Moncks Corner. Located within St. John’s 

Parish, the land the plantation sits upon is in an ideal location for trade. Even before the 

revolution, it was said that Berkeley County was an important center for commerce.  After many 

of the larger areas of land were divided up, production and trade boomed as a result of the 

construction of plantations. Gippy plantation was actually once a part of the much larger Fairland 

Barony. Fairland was owned by John Colleton, and by the 1850s had been purchased by William 

James Ball.  In 1852, Ball struck a deal that would result in the plantation we know today as 

Gippy plantation.  

 John St. Clair White had wanted to purchase land from Ball so that he could build a 

house on a small section of Fairland.  The two decided that the house would first be constructed 

and then White could pay his debt off in installments; however if White couldn’t meet his 

payments in a timely fashion, he would then have to surrender the structure and his newly 

acquired land back to Ball.37 White met his payments and finally owned his land in 1864. 

 After White’s death, the house passed on to his son, John White, Jr. Under his ownership, 

the house fell victim to a fire that devastated the structure.38 The house was rebuilt quickly 

thanks to a large labor force of slaves from surrounding areas. Experienced artisans from 

Berkeley County played a crucial role in expediting the reconstruction process.39  The house 

                                                            
37 South Carolina State development Board; South Carolina Industrial data Gippy Plantation (1969) http://south-
carolina-plantations.com/berkeley/gippy.html 

38 South Carolina State Development Board; South Carolina Industrial data Gippy Plantation 
39 J. Russell Cross, Historic Ramblin's through Berkeley  (Columbia, SC: R.L. Bryan Company, 1985) 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built on Gippy Plantation was built in the typical colonial style.  The home had a four-parlor plan 

and was accompanied by a central plan where a passageway was built.  There were two and a 

half stories as displayed by a projecting pediment and window that signified a half story at the 

top.  The front porch was originally built with four square columns, but when Nicholas 

Roosevelt purchased the house, the columns were round.40 

 Gippy Plantation is approximately 1,846 acres.41 Except for the Cooper River that sits to 

the east, the plantation is nearly surrounded completely by neighboring plantations such as 

Lewisfield and Oak Hill. Since its establishment, the plantation has produced several different 

goods. Cotton, rice, and pine have always been the main products of the land. In the 1900s, the 

Roosevelt family built a dairy and introduced a herd of cattle to the land. Gippy would produce 

milk for about eighty years.  Records taken in 1859 indicate that 300 acres of the plantation’s 

highest land were used for growing cotton, 45 acres of swamp were used for growing rice, and 

1000 of the land’s acres were used solely for their pine.  

 

 

 

 

                                                            
40 William P. Baldwin Jr., Plantations of the Low County: South Carolina 1697-1865  (Westbrook, ME: Legacy 

Publishing, 1994)  

41 SCIWAY, Gippy Plantation-Cooper River- Berkeley County South Carolina Plantations, http://south-carolina-
plantations.com/berkeley/gippy.html (accessed March 12, 2012) 
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Courtesy of South-Carolina-Plantations.com 
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CONCLUSION  

 In short, the plantations of Berkeley County were primarily built on principles and 

function rather than fancy.  Whether operating as a rice plantation or serving as a residential 

dwelling, these plantation homes were constructed to facilitate with plantation life and 

operations.  Examining the architectural record of each site reveals their function and tells us 

about the design elements that were popular in Berkeley County during past millennia.  Each 

plantation is architecturally unique.  Some plantations have been further transformed while 

others have kept their original appearance intact.  Despite these differences, each one tells an 

unspoken story through the seams of their windows, walls, and doors.   
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