Sea Change in the Sea Islands

By CHARLES L. BLOCKSON
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owanays Verneda  (“Rikki”)

University = of Pﬁnnsy‘wama

i Phlladefiphia, But in the 1050s; when She
‘wasasmall girlin Charleston; South Caroli-
ria, she. was passed over the coffin of her

jgreat—gra,ndmother so that she would be free

of fear i accepting the mystzcal powers
the old woman had specifically .
- bequeathed to her. Rikki’s an-
cestress,. Hke: many other black -
mainlanders on the Southeast .
coast, had embraced the- tradi-
‘tions and customs deeply em-
bedded i the Sea Iglands, just
offshore: Rrkk:s famﬂy moved.
there-—to the island of Port
Royal—three vears after the old
womah died.

“Wiy 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.”

Dy, 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 pracnca,l nurse and midwife who was
expert in the use of medicinal herbs, was
famous for her®dlairvoyance: Dr. nghts
herself has a gift for medical diagnosis in
internal medicine--a gift, she says, that
came from God.
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Lights, M.D., a graduate of ]
" Bryn Mawr College and of the

Bchool: of Medicine, practices

sonai anci prnféssm a1 hfe
no separation. betwgen medmme and poeb»

CLOSED OUT of her birthplace on-South
Carolina’s Kiawah Island, Dolly Green stands.
outside Vanderhorst Plantation, where her
grandparents were slaves, Gates also imit
dgccess to a black cemetery ot Sea Pines
{above),.an exclusive enclave on Hiltor: Head
Islund. Those visiting buried kin may enter,
but the need po ask for a pdss ¢ffrorits black
islanders who see their land and: Ezfe—styla lose
ground to development Says omer“T heen

swaflerm bitter ptlls and chewin’ dry bongs.”
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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 heacllong Sea Islands Creole that mixes
- English words and syntax with those from
- the Caribbeairand especially West Africa to
create aspeech that isall but incomprehensi-
© o bleto outsiders, including blacks who may
= live only afew miles away on the mainland.

“ .Charles L. Blockson wrote abeut the Under-

- ground Railioad in the July 1984 GEOGRAPHIC.
¢ Photographer Karen Kasmanski i34 frequent
: tributor to the magazine.

This tongue, sometimes called Geechee, is
animportant reason why Sea Islandershave
preserved a way of life that remains African
insome of its essentizls.

Like many another Sea Islander, Dr,

" Lights fears that the world of et anceéstors,

which survived more or less intact into her
own childhood, is fading away. Beooming
development is changing life in the Sea Is-
lands, displacing people who have in many
¢ases lived on family land for generations.

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

HEARD this emotwnal eva,ngﬂhcal ighe
in many voices this past year as I tray-
eled upand downthe SeaIsIands these
low-lying, marshy barrier islands that

- hugthe coastof South Carolina.and Georgia
(niap; page 745). In Whes Roots Die, her re-
~markable hook about the life and language
of the Sea Iilands, 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
“Uoffinto family communities; where all mem-
- tbers of éne Farmily, their-close relatives, and
_i-j"people remotely related live or have a right
- kolive, .
il members butis;passed on through anun-
- written contract called ‘heir'sland.”™”

. Landisnot normally sold to fam-

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.
 Manystill living inthe islands’ beheve thata
A person is composed of three parts—body,

¢ soud, and spirit. When the body dies, the

1N A FINAL AMEN an infant is passed over
= her grandfather’s coffin, ¢ West African

“custom to prevent his spirit from bother-
" ing her. In o hallelujah to life the Rever-

end Ben Williams, with staff (top), leads

: ‘_s'o_me of his flock to g river baptismén
. Hiltors Héad Island. “Mari, you must go

under the water to receive the Holy
Ghest., . .none of that sprinkling stuff,”

¢ Charleston dedcon told the atithor,
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soul departs, but the spirit remains behind
and is capable of doing good or mischief to
the living. As in West Africa, gravesin the
Sea Islands traditionally have beenadorned
with belongings of the departed, and with
charms desigied 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 Iong lived in isolation,
and many of their customns and beliefs close»
ty resembie those of the Ibo, Yoruba,
Kongo, Mandinka, and other W&st African
tribes: from whom they probably descend.

“*NIGNS OF DEVELORMENT, and reac-
ons to it, are par culariy vwici on

SPECIAL DELIVERY: During the 1940s and
505, Agnes Brown, now 89, delivered.
most residents of Wadsalaw Island,
including Kerry Linen (facing page).
“Sometirtes they'd Izeep the cdr running,
and she'd rush off to the next one,”

granddaughter Ruth Peterson recalls.
Folh medicine came to these islands from
Africa, as did e taste for plqm:s 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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developmentoverthenext 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 Daifuskie, will result in a population
of 10,000 permanent residents in additien
to a seasonal and part-time population of
16,000, Daufuskie’s population in the 1980
census was 59, of whom 45 were black.

Propertyvalies were inflated dramatical-
Iy by the development plan. A lot that may
have been-worth almost nothing rosein val-
e to as much as $350,000 depending on its
location,

“Yaymanl” says Thomas Stafford, whe
: - makes his living on Daufus-
kie #@s a crab fisherman.
- “Money talks and you know
“what waiks——same people
can’t wait to leavel” Thick-
ets of For Salé signs Sprang
- tip over the island and are
still to be seen.

But the sale of the heir’s
land is not always entirely
~veluntary.  Under South
‘Carolina law, heir’s proper-
‘ty (land whose title is often
clouded because the original
owner died ‘without baving
made 2 will) usually cannot
be sold until the title is
¢ledred, butheirs Hvingonit
must pay taxes in order to
continue thelr residency. As
development causes land o
become mare valuable, tax-

es rise. Consequently, the eccupants of

heir'sland are sometimes obliged to sell it in
order to pay taxes. Because all known heirs
must relinguish their interest in the land be-
fore titie can be cleared, and because there
may be hundreds of he;rs toany given piece

of land, the process is long, arduocus, and
fraught with emotion,

Most of the land on Daufuskie has been
owned by whités since before the Civil War.
In the davs of slavery Daufuskie was divid-

e into several large plantations growing

Narional Geographic, December 1987
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long-staple sea island cotton. Profits for the Se a ISlandS

white owners were enormous—the supple,
silky sea island cotton sold in European 1"0.115
markets for more than twice the: price of
ordinary cotton. Union forces oceupied Oibanarea
Daufuskie early in the war, White owners .., jiaconstal
abandoned their plantations, and blacks Waterway
who had been theirthattels were dispersed. 7 pfft‘f}ggal wikdiife

As the Confederacy collapsed, freed
slaves moved into the Sea Islands in large
numbers. On January 16, 1865, after meet-
mg; at Savannah with a delegation of black
9%lergymen who pleaded for land for former
slaves, Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman
issued Special Field Order 135, ceding most
of the Sea Islands in Georgia and South Car-
olinz to them and declaring that no whites
apart from military officers and others in
helpful capacities were permztteci to reside
intheislands, After the war, however, Pres-
ident Andrew Johnson allowed p}anta‘tion
ownersto return. Many former slaves nev-
ertheless retained small holdings.

Ditring Reconstruction twe of the planta-
tions on Daufuskie were subdivided into
small tracts and sold to blacks who had
mioved onto the island, but the others
remained under white ownershlp Acperiod
of prosperity followed, based on sea island
cotton, lumnbering, aid ihe rich oyster beds
that surround Daufuskie. By the early years

. of the 20th century, a thousand blacks were
residmg there.

“Then disaster struck. By the 19205 the'
boll Weevﬁ had destroyed the cotton indus-
try. In the ensuing economic collapse, many
black families sold theirlasnd to maintandin-
vestors and moved awsay, and by 1936 fewer
than 300 blacks remained on Daufuskie.

G Wetlands

THEMOSSY FRINGE of the Sea Islands edges a
as0-mile stretch of southern coast. The islands,
marshy lowland veired by tidal streams, num-
berin the hundreds, perhiaps 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
Idte as 1858. The slave population, by 1860
more tharn 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 Ov der 15,
reserving tand for former slaves. The order was
widely ignored within'a year; but many held on
o their lands, bequedthing them to heirs.

_.S'ecz C}zange in zhe Sea Islands
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WITH ALL OF SUMMER stf‘etchmg ahead, the Daufuskie Tsland children and their
ﬁ’tends from the mainland picnic on the bedch 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 down in the 1950s after industrial
pollution from the Savannzh River poi-
soned Daufuskie’s oysters. The population
fell steadily as residents departed in search
of work and education.

"W LHER ISLANDS have experienced
B Nmilar declines. The exodygs
81 50 ma,rked that somé

Phing of the pastby
Tho‘se who do re-

Jdeads mu!et.into. the net, the wise bigzard
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{a favorite creature among blaeck islanders).
‘Most people feel, what can we do?” says

er, arenotase chant \E to those who grew

up on the islands as the Salt marsh, the piney
woods full of birdsong, the lagoon teeming
with duc

To the futsider’s eve, the'\Sea Islands re-
main en¢hanting. Separated thom the main-
land apd from one another Dy a system
of tidal creeks and salty inlets, wide bays
and marshes, they form magnificent beaches

National Geographic, December 1987
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DEVELOPMENT FEVER hit Hilton Head in 1956,
when developer Charles Fraser carved a meﬁ-
culously ‘planned reso
.island’s south end. Landvalues s@’a

. ocedanfront lots sell foF $400,000.0r mior
* Blacks feel elbowid ont a elat i fre)
opportumugs hmre narraw»e‘ﬂ" Now it’s -

o

sidential/Cominercial ' -
Planned coremainity

Mative-owned jard [}

vice, land
LikeMr.

vige pres;dent ;

Haig Point Realty Ct fion, which has

been buﬂdmg on Daufuskie since February

}.Ol'lg as therespr{}gress with prl e, Says the
7 th Of the

Hcestors without showing identification.”

9 ENEATH this tense and pugzzled sur-
face, old things syrvive. One el-
derly woman, who asked that her
b pame nol be published, told me,
“We have love and understanding here—
butItell you, when the burden becomes too
heavy to carry, we goto church.”
Churchgemg on the islands is &n inspir-
ing experience; and as Dr. Iones—}ackson
observed, the sound of singing and praising
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. can be heard from afar on Sunday morning.
- In her book she quoted this passage from a
prayerinan istand church:

As you say the foxes of the forest

Got hole

And then the bivds af the aiv has nest
Mauster, we ave poor son of man

Nowhere to loy down weary kead.

fos. Gillian Hinson-White spoke about

- i:'dt:_he'z_f'traditional_a-e'tiv:i‘ties, “Tused to be the
best ‘shot on Tuskie,” said Mrs. Hinson-

7' White, whe told me that she was 86 years

" old, five feet tall, and had always weighed

exacily 98 pounds. *I could shoot alligators
between the eyes. I buried two husbands on
Fuskie, and now those folks talking about
removing the cemetery: If the construction
companies bother my husbands’ graves,
that is the day I}l put them in one.”

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

Nutional Geographic, Deventber 1987
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for purging the system, secrétroots used by
midwives, polie leaves for sprains, leaves
from the lly bush:for sweating out fever.

Wken 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 age. Some
people believed in ghosts, liexes, and roots,
Sheriff McTeer arid Dr.. Buzzard were good
witch doctors'who made 2 lot of money.”

1 had heard that blue paint was much in
demarid in the Sed Islands hecause it is sup-
poséd to protect the honie from evil spirits.
“That's right,” said Mrs. Hinson-White

Sed Change in the Sea Islands

SEALED WITH A KI58, the loving compuact
between kin is shared by young Thomas
and his mother, Sallie Ann Colernan,
president of g community action group
en Doufushie Island, A mystical seal, a
pyramid, graces a chimrney in McClellan-
ville, “It's the Egypt in me,” says Eugenia
Deas. And the blue window frame? “I
just like the coler,” she says. But island
lore says blue wards off evil hags.

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

OQUBTLESS preparation of herbal
medicine and the use of incanta-
tion and witcheraft 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 beliéved, and still believe, that
malevolent juju men could “put de mout
[mouth] on you,” 45 bewitchment is called.
In any case the picturesque terminalogy of
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S 'THE.COURAGE of their convictions

: _Jsplrxts away
- sene, or-lime around your gate to
© L Ipoisonoeus snakes. .
near the grave. .

-lestomaris Sepnnm Clm fz

Pour turpexm
. Plant a cedar i
one, mix up: ashes and chicken feathers,”

H. L. Mencken, amaohg others, Wraté:
s of Gullah. Other scholars

ted _-States, including. some 10, 000 m. E

‘n.w\-yc,;l o A

t"-bgs LY

To put a curse on some-__ H

ought dsfferentiy, and as long ago’ As -
1940 a linguist reported that he had identi-
fied 6,000 naimes and other words of Afri-
‘can origin in the speech of the istanders,
‘Professor William Stewart of the City Uni~
_ versrty of New VYork has estxmated that-;.
a"b it 250,000 Gullah speakers live in thei_

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-

. mey p&smr of F 1rst Unmn Afrman Baptmt

_schola,rs ,fo_x: nine .year_s_ to trans-
ible ’intc') Gullah.

' oie spoken in the Carxbbea.n
-Grady];;ghts brctherof Dr.
e

. 1eammg & forelgn'
but Sometlmes

the- dlfference, .
'G-ullah and Gee-
‘e smlled “Folks

r .chp tha,n We do,“ he
‘We seldom used the

‘hmes and new times WIth the xsland-
"I would find myself thinking
ént‘ p’eo‘p}es -who, Iost their

;smzles ;‘eﬂected the 1e1gn1ng moed of the in-
terracial crowd. It was a feast—fish, oys-

‘ters, clams, fried chicken, corn on the ¢ob.

There was much talk of £he history of the -
island. Sirelling around the shady park, I
recalled the contributions of Penn School
founders Laura Towne and Ellen Murray,
and Chatlotte Forten, the first black teach-
€r, Thesa three and others were sent by mis-

'rsmnaxy societies. in the North to educate
10,000 newly emancipated slaves wholived

- -on Bt Helena Island. Soon schools began -

- spiinging.up on neighboring islands. Abeli~
: _-,tmmst puet John Greenleaf Wh1tt1er sent o

5"*?{\‘“&)’\(5&""" _: .
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e A SHOULDER TO LEANON is.the safe har-
: bor ojj“ered t:wo~year~ Id. Lindsay Barry
: h T sz_t:ter Helan Bryam netmaker and

the tall chimneys on Butler Island in-which
every brick, T was told, memorializes a soul
born into slavery.
But I remernbered too the accomplish-
nerits of the British actress Fanny Kemble
‘Buitler, wife of the master of this famous
pla.ntatzon Her Journal of u Residence on o
Geovgian Plontation in 1838-1839 strength-
ened antislavery sentiment in the North
and, some feel, was a factor in the British
decision torefrain from aiding the Confeder-
"ate cause, God works in mysterious ways.
. .Omoneisland, atleast, God seems to have
' prdam_ed contentment. On the landing at

'they dmﬁvned #The
the Water wﬂl take us

Narional Geographic, December 1987
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Sapele 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 farilies 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
Sapeloarelivingalloverthe world. Butthey
always come home. We have an equal num-
bet of meén and women, so there is someone
foreveryone. Thére areseldom any divorces
and never an orphan because every child is
welcome. If & person starves on Sapelo,

Sea Change in the Sea Islands

something is definitely wrong. My grand-
mother Mrs, Annie Walker, who is 05, was
born in Sapelo and can still walk around.”

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

I hiad been told that they used to have hags
on Sapelo-—supernatural visitors who ter-
rotize 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. ]
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