History of the ports in Georgia

•  1733 – Gen. James Edward Oglethorpe and 114 colonists land on what is then known as Yamacraw Bluff on the Savannah River and establish Savannah and the new colony of Georgia. Cotton and rice quickly become the new colony’s money crops and Savannah becomes one of the leading cotton-shipping ports in the world.

•  1793 – At Mulberry Grove Plantation on a bluff above the Savannah River, a young teacher named Eli Whitney invents the cotton gin, forever transforming the agricultural landscape of the South.

•  1819 – The S.S. Savannah, the first steamship to cross the Atlantic Ocean from the United States to Europe, sails from Savannah in May, arriving in Liverpool, England 29 days later.

•  1820 – By this time, Savannah is the 18th largest city in the United States and has already established its reputation as an international shipping center, with exports exceeding $14 million. Cotton remains the principal export until the Civil War, making up 80 percent of the agricultural products shipped from Savannah.

•  1833 – The Central of Georgia Railway (with the city of Savannah as its largest stockholder) receives its charter from the Georgia legislature.

•  1843 – The Central of Georgia line from Savannah to Macon is completed, allowing more cotton to be shipped from the interior of the state to the port of Savannah.

•  1854 – A major September hurricane floods local rice and cotton plantations, greatly injuring the port and shipping concerns. To make matters worse, more than 1,000 people die in one of the area’s worst yellow fever epidemics.

•  1864 – Union Gen. William T. Sherman delivers his famous telegram to U.S. President Abraham Lincoln, presenting “as a Christmas gift, the City of Savannah with 150 heavy guns … and about 25,000 bales of cotton.”

•  1872 – By now, Savannah has once again achieved commercial prosperity through the export of inland-grown Georgia cotton. 

•  1880s-1920 – Savannah becomes the world’s leading exporter of naval stores products, including pine timber, resin and distilled turpentine. By 1905, Savannah’s exports, chiefly cotton and naval stores, are greater than the combined exports of all other south Atlantic seaports.

•  1903 – The United States acquires the Panama Canal Zone. They continue the earlier work done by the French.

•  1914 – The Panama Canal opens.

•  1920s – The boll weevil devastates the Southern cotton industry and Savannah port activities turn to new industries to fill the void.

•  1930s – The large-scale pulp-and-paper and food processing industries of Union Bag (later Union Camp) and the Savannah Sugar Refinery (Dixie Crystals) keep Savannah’s port at the forefront of import and export in the South.

•  1941-1945 – Savannah’s port plays a prominent role in World War II, as one of the nation’s most active Atlantic shipyards for the construction of Liberty Ship transports.

•  1945 – The Georgia Ports Authority – with control over the deepwater ports in both Savannah and Brunswick – is created by an act of the Georgia legislature in response to the post-World War II economic boom.

•  1948 – The GPA acquires land on the Savannah River in Garden City, creating Garden City Terminal to handle bulk and general cargoes and, later, containerized cargo.

•  1956 – Gov. Marvin Griffin signs a bill to make Brunswick and Bainbridge state ports.

•  1957 – The Legislature approves over $8 million for the state ports.

•  1958 – Ocean Terminal is purchased from the Central of Georgia Railway. It will later become a roll-on, roll-off terminal, handling primarily automobiles and wheeled heavy equipment.

•  1959 – The state purchases Whitehall Plantation for port expansion. 

•  1960 – State docks at Brunswick dedicated.

•  1961 – A $16 million expansion is revealed with Savannah getting the lion’s share of the money.

•  1962 – Gov. Ernest Vandiver  dedicates the improvements at Ocean Terminal.

•  1963 – The report for 1962 reveals that Savannah ranks second on the east coast behind Norfolk, Va.

•  1964 – Plans are made to build warehouses at the Garden City Terminal.

•  1965 – A strike by Longshoremen in the early part of the year shuts down shipping.

•  1966 – A joint effort between the state and federal government to widen and deepen the Savannah channel is established. Over $28 million is committed to the project.

•  1967 – The port is ranked 10th in the nation for handling general cargo.

•  1970 – Savannah is ranked 6th among U.S. ports; a new terminal opens.

•  1971 – The port is selected as a main entry point for S.S. Kresge Co. (present day Kmart). 

•  1972 – The first container terminal opens; container service with Japan begins; a second container terminal is planned.

•  1973 – The port is considered for a Trident submarine base. St. Marys was eventually chosen.

•  1975 – A master dispatch center at Garden City terminal opens. It serves all agents, lines, receivers, shippers and others.

•  1977 – Plans are made to widen the harbor 100 feet.

•  1980 – A 175-ton capacity crane opens.

•  1981 –  $6.5 million in damage is done when a GPA crane falls.

•  1982 – Rumblings about the height of the Talmadge Bridge costing potential business begin. 

•  1983 – The Talmadge Bridge sustains damage when a ship rams it. 

•  1985 – The GPA purchases the 2,200 acre Drakie Plantation.

•  August 1990 – The port moves equipment on ships for Operation Desert Shield.

•  March 1991 – A new, higher Talmadge Bridge opens.

•  August 1999 – Chinese stowaway are discovered on a ship in port.

•  September 1999 – The port is evacuated, along with the city, in the face of Hurricane Floyd.

•  January 2000 – Dollar Tree chooses Savannah as the new location of a new distribution and shipping center. The port was one of the factors leading to the decision.

•  June 2000 – Maersk Sealand signs a contract with the Georgia Ports Authority. The shipping giant will be making regular Savannah stops.

•  2001 – Jasper County begins exploring the possibility of a port.

•  September 2001 – After the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the port begins strengthening its security measures.

•  February 2002 – Pier 1 proposes a new distribution center.

•  2002 – Mary Musgrove’s trading post is discovered on port land. The site is catalogued before being graded over for a new container berth.

•  January 2003 – The port once again deploys the military for Operation Iraqi Freedom.

•  March 2003 – Savannah’s port is ranked the fourth busiest in the country.

•  June 2003 – The ports receive $2.5 million to upgrade security.

•  August 2003 – The port brings in the returning military equipment from Iraq.

•  June 2004 – The G-8 Summit is held at Sea Island.

•  February 2005 – K-Line America Inc. makes Savannah a stop.

•  September 2005 – Two super post-Panamax cranes come on-line.

•  February 2006 – More battle gear returns.

•  May 2006 – Savannah is poised to overtake Charleston to become the number 4 container port in the country.
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