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F ew topics related to the history 

of Georgia’s boundaries have 

proven more confusing and conten-

tious than its northeastern border with 

North and South Carolina, a border 

that is shared with Rabun County.  

An ac-

counting of 

this        tri-

state meet-

ing point 

seems in 

order in an 

effort to  

allay at 

least some      

confusion.   

As orig-

inally stat-

ed in Geor-

gia’s 1732 

charter, the 

state’s 

northeastern border with South Caro-

lina was vaguely defined as “… the 

most northern branch or stream” of 

the Savannah River.  While this defi-

nition was sufficient during colonial 

times, something more precise was 

needed following the American   

Revolution when settlers increasingly 

began moving into the upper tributar-

ies of the Savannah.  To resolve the 

subsequent border disputes which 

began to erupt, in 1787 commis-

sioners from each state met in 

Beaufort, S.C.  One key point of 

discussion at the Beaufort Conven-

tion was whether “the most north-

ern branch or stream” of the      

Savannah would be defined by its 

western branch (the Tugaloo-

Chattooga River system) or its    

eastern branch (the Keowee-Seneca 

River system).  For reasons          

unknown, perhaps because of its 

greater force of flow but more like-

ly because of poor or nonexistent 

maps, the Tugaloo-Chattooga was 

chosen as the most northern branch 

of the Savannah and thus became 

the dividing line between Rabun 

County and Oconee County, S.C.     

Things might have turned out differently 

had the Georgia commissioners 

known that the headwaters of the   

Keowee-Seneca actually extend     

further north than those of the        

Tugaloo-Chattooga. Nevertheless, 

the agreement meant that Georgia 

gave up a large triangular-shaped 

area between these two river systems 

which today makes up the northwest 

corner of South Carolina.       

It was also at 

the 1787 

Convention 

that South 

Carolina  

ceded to the 

U.S. Govern-

ment a strip 

of land about 

12 miles in 

width which 

was believed 

to lie        

between 

Georgia’s 

northern   

border and 

North      Carolina’s southern border.  

At the heart of this unfortunate act 

was South Carolina’s assumption 

that the head of the Tugaloo-

Chattooga lay south of the 35th par-

allel.  We now know that the Tuga-

loo-Chattooga  actually lies north of 

the 35th       parallel and therefore 

that the strip of land ceded by South 

Carolina never      existed.   
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Ellicott’s Rock, marked by surveyor Andrew Ellicott in 1811 as the boundary between 

Georgia and North Carolina, eight years before Rabun County’s creation. 
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Upon completing his work, Ellicott marked a rock 

(Ellicott’s Rock) on the east bank of the Chattooga with 

the etching “N – G.”  This, he concluded, designated the 

35th parallel and subsequently the boundary between 

North Carolina and Georgia.  In 1812, Ellicott wrote to 

President James Madison about this matter, which      

originated in 1787, in fairly blunt terms:  “…the long   

disputed boundary between the states of Georgia and N. 

Carolina …. is laid down very erroneously … and the 

strip of country ceded … to the state of Georgia never 

had any existence but on paper.”   

 

This miscalculation was compounded when, in 1802, the 

U.S. Government ceded this nonexistent strip of land to 

Georgia as part of a package compensating the state for 

giving up territory west of her current western boundary.  

To make matters still worse, in 1803 Georgia used her 

gift of nonexistent land to create the now-defunct     

Walton County (not to be confused with present-day 

Walton County) which, if still in existence, would lie in 

Transylvania County, N.C. and supplant Rabun as   

Georgia’s most northeastern county.   

At the time, settlers in the newly created Walton County 

who held North Carolina land grants objected to        

attempts by Georgia officials to impose Georgia law and 

collect taxes.  The general mayhem which ensued came 

to a head in December of 1804 when a North Carolina 

constable was killed by a Georgia official.  North Caro-

lina responded by sending in her militia to restore order 

and reassert her authority.  This military confrontation is     

referred to as the “Walton War” and is memorialized 

with a highway marker located southeast of Brevard, 

N.C. 

Despite all the trouble caused by Walton County, it was 

not until three years later that Georgia and North       

Carolina agreed to conduct a joint survey of the 35th 

parallel and thereby resolve their boundary dispute.   

After taking several readings, it was determined that 

Walton did indeed rest in North Carolina, but Georgia 

not only refused to accept the survey findings, she also 

continued to receive representatives from Walton at the 

state capitol, and even included the county in the 1810 

census (showing a population of 1,206).   

In 1811, Georgia went a step further by hiring Andrew 

Ellicott to carry out an independent survey of the      

Georgia/North Carolina border.  No one could argue 

of his day.  In addition to having surveyed the bounda-

ries of various states, President Thomas Jefferson had 

appointed Ellicott to mentor Meriwether Lewis in prepa-

ration for the Lewis and Clark Expedition.  This body of 

work certainly prepared Ellicott for the tribulations he 

faced along the banks of the Chattooga, where he and 

his men slept on the ground, cleared timber, cut roads, 

and climbed through briars until, as Ellicott wrote, “the 

blood trickled off the ends of all my fingers.”    

Highlighted in green is the area that might have belonged to Georgia if history had turned out differently.
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downstream from Ellicott’s Rock and is sometimes used 

as an alternative marking of the 35th.  In 1973, the    

National Register of Historic Places only added to the 

confusion over the 1811 and 1813 rocks by honoring 

“Ellicott’s Rock” but noting, “Local and regional usage 

has established the name Ellicott Rock for the rock    

inscribed in 1813.”   

A second and perhaps more serious issue is the validity 

of both the 1811 and 1813 rocks.  This controversy   

centers around an 1812 letter from Ellicott to the     

Governor of North Carolina in which he wrote, “In the 

parallel of 35 degrees N. latitude, on the west side of the 

Chatoga river, a stone is set up marked on the South 

side (G. lat 35 N.) and on the north side, (N.C.) for 

North Carolina.”  Not only has a “stone” matching this 

description never been found, its location on the “… 

west side of the Chatoga …” contradicts the placement 

of both Ellicott’s Rock and the Commissioners’ Rock 

which, as noted above, lie close together on the east side 

of the Chattooga.   

It is contradictions like the above that even in recent 

times have generated interstate friction.  For example, in 

1971 vestiges of the 1804 Walton War reemerged when 

the Georgia Legislature sought to once again study the 

35th parallel.  With evidently nothing better to do, the 

North Carolina Legislature responded by passing a    

resolution urging the National Guard be called out to 

defend her border “… against the spurious claims by the 

State of Georgia.”  In the end, nothing came of       

Georgia’s proposal and today hikers from near and far 

continue to trek to the Chattooga in hopes of locating 

two fairly nondescript rocks which, in addition to their 

historical significance, serve as the centerpieces of the 

Ellicott Rock Wilderness Area (established in 1975), the 

only wilderness area in the United States to be bordered 

by three states.  

What can we take away from this remarkable comedy of 

errors? Blunder on top of blunder seems to be the most 

apt description of the designation of the northern border, 

not only of Georgia, but also that of Alabama and     

Mississippi. In these days of GPS, this border war of 

two hundred years ago is quite difficult to comprehend.  

Today, Ellicott’s 1811 rock is commonly referenced as 

marking the 35th parallel and the point where Georgia 

(Rabun County), North Carolina (Macon and Jackson 

Counties), and South Carolina (Oconee County) come  

together.  However, there are at least a couple of        

discrepancies in the historical record which continue to 

spur debate about these designations. 

First, in 1813 North and South Carolina conducted yet 

another survey of the 35th parallel. As a result, a differ-

ent rock was etched with the following: LAT 35 AD 

1813 NC + SC.  This so-called “Commissioners’ Rock” 

also lies on the east bank of the Chattooga a few feet 

Highlighted in green is the area that might have belonged to Georgia if history had turned out differently. 
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museum and research 
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A 1950s photo of the state and county line on Highway 28 with a 

historical marker describing the boundary line dispute. 

http://www.facebook.com/rabuncountyhistory

