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Sea Change in the Sea Islands

“Nowhere to Lay
own Weary Head”
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Sea Change in the Sea Islands

“Nowhere to La
Down Weary Head”

By CHARLES L. BLOCKSON
Photographs by KAREN KASMAUSKI

OWADAYS Verneda (“Rikki”)

Lights, M.D., a graduate of

Bryn Mawr College and of the

University of Pennsylvania

School of Medicine, practices
in Philadelphia. But in the 1950s, when she
was a small girl in Charleston, South Caroli-
na, she was passed over the coffin of her
great-grandmother so that she would be free
of fear in accepting the mystical powers
the old woman had specifically
bequeathed to her. Rikki’s an-
cestress, like many other black
mainlanders on the Southeast
coast, had embraced the tradi-
tions and customs deeply em-
bedded in the Sea Islands, just
offshore. Rikki’s family moved
there—to the island of Port
Royal—three years after the old
woman died.

“My great-grandmother came
from a community of Christian
mystics,” Dr. Lights explains. “In
the islands we all took it for grant-
ed that there were spirits, and we
had to get rid of the hostile ones.”

Dr. Lights, who is descended from West
Africans transported to America as slaves,
has never doubted that the powers that she
inherited are real. Her great-grandmother,
a practical nurse and midwife who was
expert in the use of medicinal herbs, was
famous for her clairvoyance. Dr. Lights
herself has a gift for medical diagnosis in
internal medicine—a gift, she says, that
came from God.

The physician feels that her inheritance
has strengthened her natural talent for mu-
sicand poetry and thatthe spiritof herisland
and ancestors is a strong presence in her per-
sonal and professional life. “For me there is
no separation between medicine and poet-
ry,” she told me in the cool tones of a modern
scholar as we discussed the treatment of
cancer patients with the latest drugs. The
miracles of modern medicine, Dr. Lights

CLOSED OUT of her birthplace on South
Carolina’s Kiawah Island, Dolly Green stands
outside Vanderhorst Plantation, where her
grandparents were slaves. Gates also limit
access to a black cemetery on Sea Pines
(above), an exclusive enclave on Hilton Head
Island. Those visiting buried kin may enter,
but the need to ask for a pass affronts black
islanders who see their land and life-style lose
ground to development. Says one: “I been
swallerin’ bitter pills and chewin’ dry bones.”
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pelieves, are every bit as wondrous as the
feats of her long-ago neighbor on Port Roy-
al, who would give Rikki’s mother “flowers
hexed, which would never die.”

The latter phrase was spoken in Gullah,
the headlong Sea Islands Creole that mixes
English words and syntax with those from
the Caribbean and especially West Africa to
createaspeech thatis all butincomprehensi-
ble to outsiders, including blacks who may
live only a few miles away on the mainland.

Charles L. Blockson wrote about the Under-
ground Railroad in the July 1984 GEOGRAPHIC.
Photographer Karen Kasmauski is a frequent
contributor to the magazine

Th}s tongue, sometimes called Geechee. is
animportant reason why Sea Islanders hz;ve
preservcd a way of life that remains African
insome of its essentials.

.kae many another Sea Islander, Dr
ng.hts fears that the world of her ancestors.
which survived more or less intact into he;
own childhood, is fading away. Booming
development is changing life in the Sea Is-
lands, displacing people who have in many
cases lived on family land for generations.

“The situation is horrendous!” says Dr.
Lights. “The islands have become a play-
ground for white people. But this will not
conquer the spirits of those whom the Lord
has spoken to! The land knows who it
belongs to.”

HEARD this emotional, evangelical tone
in many voices this past year as I trav-
eled upand down the SeaIslands, those
low-lying, marshy barrier islands that

hug the coast of South Carolina and Georgia
(map, page 745). In When Roots Die, her re-
markable book about the life and language
of the Sea Islands, the late Dr. Patricia
Jones-Jackson explained some of the rea-
sons: “The extended family is the norm in
the Sea Islands. Most islands are sectioned
offinto family communities, where all mem-
bers of one family, their close relatives, and
people remotely related live or have a right
tolive. . .. Landisnot normally sold to fam-
ily members but is passed on through an un-
written contract called ‘heir’s land."”
Island tradition also places great impor-
tance on burial in home ground, and island-
ers will pay all their lives on insurance
policies designed to provide for funerals
that may cost many thousands 9f dollars.
Many still living in the islands believe thata
person is composed of three parts.—bodﬁ',
soul, and spirit. When the body dies, the

IN A FINALAMEN an infant is passeq over
her grandfather’s coffin, .a'West Afnc;lm
custom to prevent his spmtfram bother-
ing her.Ina hallelujah to life the Relve:i-
end Ben Williams, witi} staff (tqp), eads
some of his flock to a river baptism otn :
Hilton Head Island. "Man, you mlus g
under the water to recetve'the ﬂo e
Ghost . .. none of that sprmhlmg};stuff,

a Charleston deacon told the author:







believes, are every bit as wondrous as the
feats of her long-ago neighbor on Port Roy-
al, who would give Rikki’s mother “flowers
hexed, which would never die.”

The latter phrase was spoken in Gullah,
the headlong Sea Islands Creole that mixes
English words and syntax with those from
the Caribbean and especially West Africa to
createaspeech thatisall butincomprehensi-
ble to outsiders, including blacks who may
live only a few miles away on the mainland.

Charles L. Blockson wrote about the Under-
ground Railroad in the July 1984 GEOGRAPHIC.
Photographer Karen Kasmauski is a frequent
contributor to the magazine.

This tongue, sometimes called Geechee, is
animportant reason why SeaIslanders have
preserved a way of life that remains African
in some of its essentials.

Like many another Sea Islander, Dr.
Lights fears that the world of her ancestors,
which survived more or less intact into her
own childhood, is fading away. Booming
development is changing life in the Sea Is-
lands, displacing people who have in many
cases lived on family land for generations.

“The situation is horrendous!” says Dr.
Lights. “The islands have become a play-
ground for white people. But this will not
conquer the spirits of those whom the Lord
has spoken to! The land knows who it
belongs to.”

HEARD this emotional, evangelical tone
in many voices this past year as I trav-
eledupand down the SeaIslands, those
low-lying, marshy barrier islands that

hug the coast of South Carolina and Georgia
(map, page 745). In When Roots Die, her re-
markable book about the life and language
of the Sea Islands, the late Dr. Patricia
Jones-Jackson explained some of the rea-
sons: “The extended family is the norm in
the Sea Islands. Most islands are sectioned
offinto family communities, where all mem-
bers of one family, their close relatives, and
people remotely related live or have a right
tolive. . . . Land is not normally sold to fam-
ily members but is passed on through an un-
written contract called ‘heir’s land.’”

Island tradition also places great impor-
tance on burial in home ground, and island-
ers will pay all their lives on insurance
policies designed to provide for funerals
that may cost many thousands of dollars.
Many still living in the islands believe that a
person is composed of three parts—body,
soul, and spirit. When the body dies, the

IN A FINAL AMEN an infant is passed over
her grandfather’s coffin, a West African
custom to prevent his spirit from bother-
ing her. In a hallelujah to life the Rever-
end Ben Williams, with staff (top), leads
some of his flock to a river baptism on
Hilton Head Island. “Man, you must go
under the water to receive the Holy
Ghost. .. none of that sprinkling stuff,”
a Charleston deacon told the author.
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HUSTLING THE MARSH for crabs, 12-year-old Taj Linen goes bogging on
Wadmalaw Island. Bogging is best done at low tide, when crabs are
stranded in pools. But the tide sneaks in treacherously. To be ignorant
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of “ocean time” is to risk death. To this day most of the Sea Islands remain
remote and inaccessible, enabling blacks to retain their Gullah speech—
an African-influenced Creole that shapes and defines the culture.




soul departs, but the spirit remains behind
and is capable of doing good or mischief to
the living. As in West Africa, graves in the
Sea Islands traditionally have been adorned
with belongings of the departed, and with
charms designed to contain or placate the
spirit of the person buried there. Real or
imagined threats to graveyards are, there-
fore, a cause of disquiet.

The island people long lived in isolation,
and many of their customs and beliefs close-
ly resemble those of the Ibo, Yoruba,
Kongo, Mandinka, and other West African
tribes from whom they probably descend.

IGNS OF DEVELOPMENT, and reac-
tions to it, are particularly vivid on
Daufuskie. Three-quarters of Dau-
fuskie, a particularly lovely island

lying off Savannah, has been earmarked for

SPECIAL DELIVERY: During the 1940s and
’50s, Agnes Brown, now 89, delivered
most residents of Wadmalaw Island,
including Kerry Linen (facing page).
“Sometimes they’d keep the car running,
and she’d rush off to the next one,”
granddaughter Ruth Peterson recalls.
Folk medicine came to these islands from
Africa, as did a taste for plants like the
elephant ear (above). Chefs Edna Lewis
and Sylvester Holmes prepare the tubers
as a side dish for the Restaurant at Mid-
dleton Place near Charleston.
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developmentover the next 20 years, and two
large tracts totaling 1,798 acres, or 29 per-
centoftheisland’s surface, are already being
developed to include more than 900 new
homes, two inns, two golf courses, two ten-
nis clubs, and two beach clubs, along with
buildings for community services.

Local government officials estimate that
“buildout,” or the completed development
of Daufuskie, will result in a population
of 10,000 permanent residents in addition
to a seasonal and part-time population of
10,000. Daufuskie’s population in the 1980
census was 59, of whom 45 were black.

Property values were inflated dramatical-
ly by the development plan. A lot that may
have been worth almost nothing rose in val-
ue to as much as $50,000 depending on its
location.

“Yayman!” says Thomas Stafford, who
makes his living on Daufus-
kie as a crab fisherman.
“Money talks and you know
what walks—some people
can’t wait to leave!” Thick-
ets of For Sale signs sprang
up over the island and are
still to be seen.

But the sale of the heir's
land is not always entirely
voluntary. Under South
Carolina law, heir’s proper-
ty (land whose title is often
clouded because the original
owner died without having
made a will) usually cannot
be sold until the title is
cleared, but heirs livingonit
must pay taxes in order to
continue their residency. As
development causes land to
become more valuable, tax-
es rise. Consequently, the occupants of
heir’s land are sometimes obliged to sell itin
order to pay taxes. Because all known heirs
must relinquish their interest in the land be-
fore title can be cleared, and because there
may be hundreds of heirs to any given piece
of land, the process is long, arduous, and
fraught with emotion.

Most of the land on Daufuskie has been
owned by whites since before the Civil War.
In the days of slavery Daufuskie was divid-
ed into several large plantations growing

National Geographic, December 1987
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Old-time talk we still de talkem here!
(Westill speak Gullah here!)

MANY OLD WORDS and expressions  ¢¢ b
are still in use among the Gullah The Buzzard and the HaWk
speakers of the Sea Islands.

A GULLAH FOLKTALE, AS TOLD BY MR TED WILLIAMS
For example:

day clean: daybreak

: ‘l’hggs'l‘;‘; ‘:‘,:‘l:hd::: 4 ugly You know the buzzard always was a—a nice educated
. 1
; sweetmouth: flatter animal, you know! E take e time—just like he done
? one day mong all!: finally! :
ey with the hawk.

small small: very small
‘ small small small: tiny

1 de shell em: I am shelling them  day, and he said—Him and the hawk had a consolation
1 ben shell em: I shelled them

Him and the hawk was sitting down on the limb one

I bina shell em: I have been [ConSUhanonl'
shelling them Say, “I'm very hungry!!!”

1 ben don shell em: I shelled them Thelasl “P'm h ord o Lol
some time ago € Nawk Say, m ungry too! Lord— ora:

‘ ' »
HUNDREDS OF WORDS derived from MY Stomach! I too hungry!

West African languages occurin - The buzzard say, “Wait on the Lord—"
Gullah, and some have crossbred

with English to become common ~ ANd e look up—Nothing for dead—NOTHING, you know

expressions. Here are a few of So the buzzard say “MAN! I
them, with the languages from A

which they may have come: The hawk say, “I can’t wait no longer!”

goober: “peanut” (Kimbundu) So when he look, a little sparrow come along. And—
gumbo: “okra” (Tshiluba)

heh: “yes” (Vai) and—and the hawk get up and run at the sparrow and

hoodoo: “bad luck” (Hausa) hit a tree Uh huh!
yambi: “yam" (Vai) ;

chigger: “small flea” (Wolof) And the buzzard sit on he limb and look the hawk,
nana: “grandmother” (Twi) %
tote: “to ateyP ARG IE] look at the hawk, when he run into tree. The buzzard
biddy: “small chicken" (Kongo)  say, “I tell you wait on the Lord. Now I gone
buckra: “white man” (1bo) d

eat you now!

PATRICIA JONES-JACKSON 1946-1986

WHEN PATRICIA JONES-JACKSON, a young doctoral candidate in linguistics
from the University of Michigan, arrived in the Sea Islands, the first ques- 3
tion she was asked was “Who is your mother?” Not until she was “adopted
as a “granddaughter” by a respected older woman did the people begin o
accept her. Pat remained among them, intermittently, for 13 years, pursuing
ascholarly passion for Gullah that also took her to West Africa in search of
the roots of the language. Later Pat—an associate professor at Howard
University—suggested a NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC article about Gullah and
the Sea Islands. The assignment, Pat’s first for the magazine, ended in
tragedy. On June 30, 1986, she died of injuries suffered in an automobile
crash on Johns Island, South Carolina. The material about Gullah on this
page is adapted from her posthumously published book, When Roots Dic.
and is reprinted by permission of the University of Georgia Press.

CHARLES SLSSOMS




long-staple sea island cotton. Profits for the
white owners were enormous—the supple,
silky sea island cotton sold in European
markets for more than twice the price of
ordinary cotton. Union forces occupied
Daufuskie early in the war. White owners
abandoned their plantations, and blacks
who had been their chattels were dispersed.

As the Confederacy collapsed, freed
slaves moved into the Sea Islands in large
numbers. On January 16, 1865, after meet-
ing at Savannah with a delegation of black
clergymen who pleaded for land for former
slaves, Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman
issued Special Field Order 15, ceding most
of the Sea Islands in Georgia and South Car-
olina to them and declaring that no whites
apart from military officers and others in
helpful capacities were permitted to reside
intheislands. After the war, however, Pres-
ident Andrew Johnson allowed plantation
owners to return. Many former slaves nev-
ertheless retained small holdings.

During Reconstruction two of the planta-
tions on Daufuskie were subdivided into
small tracts and sold to blacks who had
moved onto the island, but the others
remained under white ownership. A period
of prosperity followed, based on sea island
cotton, lumbering, and the rich oyster beds
that surround Daufuskie. By the early years
of the 20th century, a thousand blacks were
residing there.

Then disaster struck. By the 1920s the
boll weevil had destroyed the cotton indus-
try. In the ensuing economic collapse, many
black families sold theirland to mainland in-
vestors and moved away, and by 1936 fewer
than 300 blacks remained on Daufuskie.

THE MOSSY FRINGE of the Sea Islands edges a
250-mile stretch of southern coast. The islands,
marshy lowland veined by tidal streams, num-
ber in the hundreds, perhaps thousands. Be-
cause the deep waterways offered good harbor,
slaves were landed here from West Africa, or
via the Caribbean, in a trade that continued as
late as 1858. The slave population, by 1860
more than 400,000 in South Carolina alone,
provided the muscle for plantations of rice,
indigo, and cotton. During the Civil War, Gen-
eral Sherman issued Special Field Order 15,
reserving land for former slaves. The order was
widely ignored within a year, but many held on
to their lands, bequeathing them to heirs.

Sea Change in the Sea Islands
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“I CAME FOR A MONTH and stayed
for ten years,” says Dominican
Sister Sharon Culhane, teacher
of Daufuskie’s only school, a two-
room clapboard structure that min-
gles prekindergarten through sixth
grade. Second graders Rakenya
and McKinley Robinson have

homework checked (right).

The curriculum includes the
tried, true, and new. Sabrina
Robinson, six, learns on a com-
puter (below). Mascot Megan
audits class (bottom right) and
naps with the preschoolers. The
school serves breakfast and lunch,

and then the lesson plan calls for
toothbrushes (right).

Recently, thanks to Sister Shar-
on’s firm, loving hand, the school
won a state award for test scores
and attendance. But sometimes
friends move on. Last June, Sister
Sharon took another job, on the
mainland. “I won’t say good-bye,”
one mother told Sister Sharon.
“You’re one of us.”
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WITH ALL OF SUMMER stretching ahead, the Daufuskie Island children and their
friends from the mainland picnic on the beach to celebrate the last day of school.
A pine tree’s exposed roots testify to the forces of erosion.

Many worked at an oyster cannery, but it
was closed downin the 1950s after industrial
pollution from the Savannah River poi-
soned Daufuskie’s oysters. The population
fell steadily as residents departed in search
of work and education.

THER ISLANDS have experienced
similar declines. The exodus has
been so marked that some com-

munity leaders, such as Bill Jen-
kins, the heir of a family long established on
Johns Island, believe that black ownership
oftheland willlikely be a thing of the past by
the turn of the century. Those who do re-
main will be living under conditions that are
quite different from the life described in the
Gullah folktales, in which the simple adven-
tures of the islanders almost always involve
the soil and the animals—Brer Rabbit, Brer
Gator, Brer Deer, the friendly porpoise who
leads mullet into the net, the wise buzzard
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(a favorite creature among black islanders).

“Most people feel, what can we do?” says
Tom Stafford. “Sure, I raised some hell at
first, but now I don’t feel a cuss about the
damn pollution and the building that are
changing everything.”

An elaborate plan of development,
approved by the local authorities, seeks to
provide adequate protection against over-
building and the pollution and other prob-
lems that can result from it. But golf courses
and hotels and villas, pleasing though they
may be to the investor and to the city dwell-
er, are not as enchanting to those who grew
up on the islands as the salt marsh, the piney
woods full of birdsong, the lagoon teeming
with ducks.

To the outsider’s eye, the Sea Islands re-
main enchanting. Separated from the main-
land and from one another by a system
of tidal creeks and salty inlets, wide bays
and marshes, they form magnificent beaches

National Geographic, December 1987



and dunes and grow lovely forests of pine
and live oak. Their names are pure music:
Pawleys, Cedar, Murphy, Bull, Capers,
Dewees, and the Isle of Palms off Charles-
ton; then James and Johns, Kiawah, Wad-
malaw, Edisto, famous Parris Island,
Hilton Head, and Daufuskie, and on down
to Tybee, Wassaw, Ossabaw, St. Cather-
ines, Sapelo, St. Simons, Jekyll, and Cum-
berland at the Florida line.

I was charmed by these place-names, in
which the languages of two or three conti-
nents tumble together. And I was charmed
by the vast stretches of brown fields and
moss-green marshes, charmed by the sandy
beaches pounded by rhythmic surf; and I
was charmed above all by the magnetic peo-
ple of the Sea Islands.

HE FIRST PEOPLE were Indians—

Guale and Cusabo—who inhabit-

ed the Sea Islands when they were

“discovered” by the Spaniards in
1521. The first European colony in what is
now the United States, predating St. Augus-
tine in Florida by 39 years, was established
by Spain in 1526 on the coast of South Caro-
lina. Among the original settlers were the
first black slaves, and they staged the first
slave revolt. The colony failed. In time,
other Spanish settlements and missions
sprouted along the coast. All were eventual-
ly uprooted by the English, who founded
Charleston in 1670. James Oglethorpe
established Savannahin 1733 and crushed a
last-gasp Spanish attack on St. Simons
Island nine years later.

The whites who displaced the indigenous
Indians were never numerous, but the black
population grew apace. In 1835 a South
Carolina grand jury complained that during
the summer months (when mosquitos made
life miserable) there were only 40 white pro-
prietors to oversee a black population of
15,000 on the plantations around George-
town. By 1860 South Carolina had a white
population of 291,300, a slave population of
402,406, and 9,914 freed slaves.

The ratios did not yield to the passage of
time. The 1940 census revealed that only
251 of the 1,858 inhabitants of Wadmalaw
Island were white. Ratios were similar on
otherislands, but whites appearinsome sur-
prising historical footnotes: Aaron Burr

Sea Change in the Sea Islands

took refuge on St. Simons after killing Alex-
ander Hamilton in a duel, Edgar Allan Poe
found the inspiration for “The Gold Bug” on
Sullivans Island near Charleston.

Black history was recorded in an oral
tradition that is typically African. Every
islander, however young, is expected to
know his own family history, and older
people often subject newcomers, black or
white, to a strict interrogation on their
lineage. Parentage is the passport to trust
and acceptance, and islanders can be cool,
even hostile, to outsiders regardless of race.
Most black islanders have two names—one
for home use and another to be told to
strangers. Some older residents are named
for months or for days of the week, a system
of naming that is common among West Afri-
can peoples.

Today large tracts of private land are
closed to everyone except those with permis-
sion to enter. In the opinion of Emory
Campbell, the soft-spoken director of the
Penn Center on St. Helena Island, the old
cohesion of history and everyday life is com-
ing to an end. Development, the latest in a
long series of intrusions from the outside
world, generally gets the blame. “Yayman!
Somethingis slippingaway,” Mr. Campbell
said. “We used to hunt, fish, and play at
will. Now we need identification in order to
enter certain areas.”

S THERE NO BRIGHT SIDE to recent
events? Edward A. Chazal, vice presi-
dent of International Paper Realty
Corporation, suggests that the jobs cre-

ated by development may make it economi-
cally possible for Sea Islanders to come back
to the Sea Islands. “The children are coming
home,” he says, pointing out that his firm
has created 140 jobs on Daufuskie. Nearly
all of these, he concedes, are filled by work-
ers who commute from the mainland.
Certainly development brought employ-
ment opportunities on Hilton Head, where
development began in the 1950s. But Laura
Bush of the Institute for Community Educa-
tionand Training on Hilton Head maintains
that there are few blacks in white-collar
positions. “We have set up a system with
Beaufort Technical College whereby we
prepare students both for high-school equiv-
alency tests and post-secondary education,
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“] STAY RIGHT HERE,” proclaims 85-year-old Virginia Bennett of Hilton Head [sland
Five years ago a condominium pushed up in back of the acre plot she’s lived on for
40 years. The land could bring a relative fortune, but she won’t sell. Her late husband
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built the house for her. “If she moved, she’d die the next day,” a friend says. As hotels
and golf courses proliferate, the cultural slippage accelerates. In 1950 nearly all
Hilton Head residents were black. Today whites outnumber them eight to one.
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H with the hope that they can move ahead into
- college level classes,” says Mrs. Bush. But
the 5,000 men and women who arrive daily
| on Hilton Head at 7 a.m. from five sur-
| rounding counties work in construction, ser-
vice, landscape, cleaning, or maintenance.

Like Mr. Chazal, Donald Martin, former
vice president and now a consultant for the
Haig Point Realty Corporation, which has
been building on Daufuskie since February
1985, sees the resort boom as a long-term
source of jobs in the Sea Islands. “Every-
body who wants to work can work,” Martin
says. “Inevitably there will be growth and
therefore more jobs.”

“We can tolerate what is happening so
longas there is progress with pride,” says the
Reverend Benjamin Williams, pastor of the
Mount Calvary Missionary Baptist Church
on Hilton Head and member of the board of
the Paralleled Land Owners Association.
“But surely residents must be given the priv-
ilege of traveling about on theislands of their
ancestors without showing identification.”

| ENEATH this tense and puzzled sur-
| face, old things survive. One el-
‘ derly woman, who asked that her
| name not be published, told me,
| “We have love and understanding here—
but I tell you, when the burden becomes too
heavy to carry, we go to church.”
Churchgoing on the islands is an inspir-
ing experience, and as Dr. Jones-Jackson
observed, the sound of singing and praising
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A LOW COUNTRY BOIL of seafood
and sausage simmers for 300
guests at the annual Williams
family reunion on Hilton Head
(below). Relatives attend from
as far away as California and
New England. Emory Campbell
and Jesse Williams, Sr. (left),
return from a memorial service
at the cemetery. The far-flung
family reflects a continuing exo-
dus of black islanders in search
of jobs and education. Develop-
ers argue that resorts create jobs
that will encourage locals to
stay. But blacks rebut that the
jobs created are menial ones
with negligible potential.







SHOULDERING A SHEAF of
rush, Wendell Foreman (left)
gathers weaving materials for
his aunt, master basketmaker
Mary Jackson (above, at left),
who passes on her skills to her
daughter, April. A display of
Mrs. Jackson’s baskets are
exhibited at the Charleston
airport (right). Basketry is

one of the oldest African crafts
practiced in the United States.
Originally made for utilitarian
use—winnowing grain, cra-
dling infants, and storing food
—such baskets are now prized
by collectors. Those made by
Mrs. Jackson can take three
months. Sweet grass, a weav-
ing material valued for its deli-
cacy and pliability, is becoming
difficult to obtain, as access

to South Carolina’s marshes

is blocked by development.

Sea Change in the Sea Islands
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can be heard from afar on Sunday morning,.
In her book she quoted this passage from a
prayer in an island church:

As you say the foxes of the forest

Got hole

And then the birds of the air has nest
Master, we are poor son of man
Nowhere to lay down weary head.

Mrs. Gillian Hinson-White spoke about
other traditional activities. “I used to be the
best shot on Fuskie,” said Mrs. Hinson-
White, who told me that she was 86 years
old, five feet tall, and had always weighed
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exactly 98 pounds. “I could shoot alligators
between the eyes. I buried two husbands on
Fuskie, and now those folks talking ab9ul
removing the cemetery. If the construction
companies bother my husbands’ graves,
that is the day I'll put tkem in one.”

Rikki Lights had told me about a plant
known to black island residents as “life ever-
lasting,” whose dark leaves and stems can
be boiled into an herbal tea to treat many ail-
ments, including asthma. Elsewhere in the
islands I had heard tales of hexes and other
herbal remedies—mullein tea for curing
colds, tinctures of wood chipsand turpentine

National Geographic, December 1987



for purging the system, secret roots used by
midwives, poke leaves for sprains, leaves
from the lily bush for sweating out fever.

When I asked Mrs. Hinson-White about
these matters, she gave me a searching look
and responded with caution: “Yes, there
were a few root doctors—years ago. Some
people believed in ghosts, hexes, and roots.
Sheriff McTeer and Dr. Buzzard were good
witch doctors who made a lot of money.”

I had heard that blue paint was much in
demand in the Sea Islands because it is sup-
posed to protect the home from evil spirits.
“That’s right,” said Mrs. Hinson-White

Sea Change in the Sea Islands

SEALED WITH AKISS, the loving compact
between kin is shared by young Thomas
and his mother, Sallie Ann Coleman,
president of a community action group
on Daufuskie Island. A mystical seal, a
pyramid, graces a chimney in McClellan-
ville. “It’s the Egypt in me,” says Eugenia
Deas. And the blue window frame? “I
just like the color,” she says. But island
lore says blue wards off evil hags.

tartly, “but my house isn’t painted blue.”
Many others are.

OUBTLESS preparation of herbal
medicine and the use of incanta-
tion and witchcraft were brought

to the islands from Africa. Such
practices have been persistent features of
Sea Island culture, and they did not always
work for the good.

Many believed, and still believe, that
malevolent juju men could “put de mout
[mouth] on you,” as bewitchment is called.
In any case the picturesque terminology of
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DUSK SOOTHES A SKYLINE fevered by
marsh heat. A boat slips through the
Intracoastal Waterway, which intersects
marshes near Daufuskie Island. Much of
the Sea Islands land is federal or state
nature reserve and untouchable. The
grab for the remaining private land has
left bitterness and helplessness in its
wake. “The man that got the most
money, he right all the time,” one black
islander from Hilton Head said. Some
land is sold—and gladly—by blacks for

huge profits. But some is lost through
less than ideal means when taxes on
reappraised land become unaffordable,
when owners unused to record keeping
fail to pay taxes, or when land is left

to heirs who have moved and titles are
clouded. Now fewer than 12,000 black
Sea Islanders remain. One of the region’s
resources, oysters, here being harvested
by tongers on Lemon Island, is declining
in numbers as well, the victim of increas-
ing pollution.

National Geographic, December 1987
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THE COURAGE of their convictions
inspired Charlestonians Septima Clark
(facing page, seated) and Bernice Robin-
son, the first teachers at the nation’s first
citizenship school, begun on Johns Island
in 1957 to enable blacks to get voter-
registration cards. The constancy of
affection has kept the Reverend John
Chaplin and wife Janie (below), of St.
Helena Island, sweethearts for 60 years.
They met in grade school and had their
first date at the farmers’ fair.

SeaIsland superstition and folklore is still in
everyday use: “When you hear the pig hol-
lering, it’s going to rain,” the islanders will
say. Or “hanga bottle in the tree to keep evil
spirits away. ... Pour turpentine, kero-
sene, or lime around your gate to keep off
poisonous snakes. ... Plant a cedar tree
near the grave. . . . To put a curse on some-
one, mix up ashes and chicken feathers.”

H.L. Mencken, among others, wrote
contemptuously of Gullah. Other scholars
thought differently, and as long ago as
1949 a linguist reported that he had identi-
fied 6,000 names and other words of Afri-
can origin in the speech of the islanders.
Professor William Stewart of the City Uni-
versity of New York has estimated that
about 250,000 Gullah speakers live in the
United States, including some 10,000 in
New York City.

Dr. Jones-Jackson collected many Gullah
words in common use that have survived
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intact or have been derived from such West
African languages as Kongo, Kimbundu,
Vai, Twi, and Ga (page 744).

The Reverend Ervin Greene, pastor of
Brick Baptist Church on St. Helena and for-
mer pastor of First Union African Baptist
Church on Daufuskie, has been working
with other scholars for nine years to trans-
late the Bible into Gullah.

Mr. Greene believes that Gullah is related
to the Creole spoken in the Caribbean.
Grady Lights, brother of Dr.
Rikki Lights, recalled from
his school days that Gullah-
speaking students had little
problem learning a foreign
language, but sometimes
had difficulty with standard
English. When I asked
Grady about the difference
between Gullah and Gee-
chee, he smiled. “Folks
down the coast speak at a
faster clip than we do,” he
said. “We seldom used the
word ‘Geechee’ in their pres-
ence because it had some-
how come to mean, well—
hick. So if we did, we'd
also say, ‘Prepare yourself
for battle.””

OMETIMES, after talking over old
times and new times with the island-
ers, I would find myself thinking
about ancient peoples who lost their

history and died. Then the vitality of the is-
landers would wake me to reality. At the
sixth annual Penn School Heritage Celebra-
tion on St. Helena Island, pride, love, and
smiles reflected the reigning mood of the in-
terracial crowd. It was a feast—fish, oys-
ters, clams, fried chicken, corn on the cob.

There was much talk of the history of the
island. Strolling around the shady park, I
recalled the contributions of Penn School
founders Laura Towne and Ellen Murray,
and Charlotte Forten, the first black teach-
er. These three and others were sent by mis-
sionary societies in the North to educate
10,000 newly emancipated slaves who lived
on St. Helena Island. Soon schools began
springing up on neighboring islands. Aboli-
tionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier sent

National Geographic, December 1987
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A SHOULDER TO LEAN ON is the safe har-
bor offered two-year-old Lindsay Barry
by her sitter, Helen Bryan, netmaker and
wife of a Hilton Head oysterman. But
outside, a traditional way of life founders
as development whittles away black land
and culture. Islanders phrase it this way:
“Everything change up now.”

Charlotte Forten his “St. Helena Hymn”
written for the scholars of St. Helena Island,
occupied by Union troops. Charlotte taught
her students to sing Whittier’s verses for the
Emancipation Proclamation exercise of
January 1, 1863.

N 1858, on Jekyll Island, the slave ship
Wanderer debarked one of the last
major cargoes of slaves ever to land in
the United States. Jekyll, lying near the

mouth of the Satilla River some 20 miles
north of the Florida line, greeted me with a
shower of warm rain and a great squawking
flock of sea gulls, almost the first I had seen
in the Sea Islands. At the turn of the century
Jekyll wasdeveloped as the exclusive winter
retreat for a group of northern industrialists.
Some of the great houses that they built and
filled with servants brought from Newport,
Nantucket, or Southampton still look down
stately avenues of live oaks.

If present-day luxury is something a per-
son values, then he must not miss St. Si-
mons, for here are exclusive country clubs,
opulent private estates, marinas bristling
with yachts. Fields where slaves toiled have
been converted to emerald golf courses.

In a sense the slaves are still a presence
here. It is said that a slave ship landed at
high tide on a bank of Dunbar Creek. As the
slaves were unloaded, they turned together
and marched into the deep waters of the
creek, chanting as they drowned: “The
water brought us in, the water will take us
away.” Ghost hunters today say that the
chant, and the clanking of chains, can still
be heard on dark nights.

On nearby Cumberland Island I sought
out more contradictions of history and
human nature. There is a dewy freshness
about Cumberland—waves of sand, great
live oaks, vast stretches of green-brown
earth. Here I walked among the ruined
chimneys of slave quartersand meditated on
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the tall chimneys on Butler Island in which
every brick, I was told, memorializes a soul
born into slavery.

But I remembered too the accomplish-
ments of the British actress Fanny Kemble
Butler, wife of the master of this famous
plantation. Her Journal of a Residence on a
Georgian Plantation in 1838-1839 strength-
ened antislavery sentiment in the North
and, some feel, was a factor in the British
decision to refrain from aiding the Confeder-
ate cause. God works in mysterious ways.

Ononeisland, atleast, God seems to have
ordained contentment. On the landing at

National Geographic, December 1987



Sapelo Island I met Tracey Walker, pilot of
_the ferryboat Sapelo Queen. He painted an
idyllic picture of his island. “We have 75 or
80 black families all the time,” said Tracey.
“During the weekend, when my business is
atits best, maybe 200 people will come home
to the island. Many of them work in Bruns-
wick, St. Simons, or Savannah. People from
Sapelo are living all over the world. But they
always come home. We have an equal num-
ber of men and women, so there is someone
foreveryone. There are seldom any divorces
and never an orphan because every child is
welcome. If a person starves on Sapelo,

Sea Change in the Sea Islands

something is definitely wrong. My grand-
mother Mrs. Annie Walker, who is 95, was
born in Sapelo and can still walk around.”

“Does Sapelo have any problems?” I
asked. Tracey gave me a jaunty smile. “We
have no drugs, crime, or jail,” he replied,
“and if we did have a drug problem, there is
only one way to go, and that is to the boat.”

Ihad beentold that they used to have hags
on Sapelo—supernatural visitors who ter-
rorize people at night while they sleep—but
everyone on the island assured me that the
hags have gone away because nobody be-
lieves in them any longer. O
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