
Rural Commerce in Context:  
South Carolina’s Country 
Stores, 1850-1950 



National Register-Eligible Country Store 
  
 
SCDOT 
US Route 1, Lexington County 



What was a Country Store? 
 
•  Sold a variety of goods 
 
•  Located in rural communities,  
     commonly at crossroad intersections 
 
•  Most common building form is a 
     rectangular one-room plan 
 
•  Was the social center of a community 





SOUTH CAROLINA  
COUNTRY STORE HISTORY 

B.J. Brant Store in 
Ashepoo, SC 
Ca. 1939 



The Antebellum Country Store 

Holmes-Bailey Store (on first floor of residence), 
Edisto Island, ca. 1820 

•  Fewer stores prior to the Civil 
War 

 
•  Wide variety of goods sold 
 
•  Typically smaller in size than 

later stores 
 
•  Credit system established 

during this time 
 
•  Storekeeper acted as 

intermediary between farmer 
and big city merchants   

 
•  Many stores were established 

as post offices            
 



The Economic Importance of the  
Post-Civil War Country Store 

Florence, SC, 1938 

“The shift from slave to free labor;  

the rapid expansion of cotton production at the expense of 

subsistence crops;  

the rise of the town merchant as the principal figure in the 

financing and marketing of cotton;  

and the emergence of towns as centers of economic 

activity, boosterism, and industrial promotion.”  

 
Historian Lacy K. Ford 



•  Cotton was the chief product used for collateral to buy goods at the country store 
 
•  Cotton was the ideal crop for the crop lien system  
 
•  Country store acted as the local bank 
 
•  Debt cycle- 30% to 60% of cotton was obligated for debt by late 1880s 
 
•  Goods sold on credit could have a markup as high as 25% 

 

Ruff Stores and Gin, ca. 1860-1947. Ridgeway Historic District, Fairfield County. 

When Cotton Was King 1870-1920 



The Social Importance of the Country Store 

•  A community gathering place 
 
•  The iconic pot belly stove 

acted as the physical center 
of conversation 

 
•  Political careers and 

movements were often 
started on the porches of 
stores 

 
•  Many country stores were 

also polling locations 
 

A gathering at a country store in Ellen, SC,  
in the 1950s. 



Country Store Architecture 

Tigerville, Greenville County 



One-Part Vernacular Two-Part Vernacular 



















The Lenoir Store, Horatio, 
Sumter County 

Built in 1869 

Post office established in 1900 





Preserving Country Stores: 
The Hester Store, ca. 1893 
Easley, SC 




