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Between "Preservation" and "Progress:" A
Cultural History of Gullah Landownershipand
Commercial Development On James Island, SC
Brian Graves
Ethel Campbell, an African American woman who grew up in the early
part of the twentieth century on the Grimball Farm of James Island, South
Carolina, remembers barely being able to sleep at night because she was so
excited about taking a trip to the Charleston City Market. Before sunrise, her
parents loaded the vegetables that they would sell onto a wagon by the light of
a lantern. At daybreak they hitched the horse and accompanied several other
families to the City. The trip, a distance of about eight miles, seemed to take a
long time, and no one had a watch to measure the hours. The family had to cross
three wooden bridges: the little Ellis Creek Bridge, the James Island Bridge, and
the Charleston Bridge. Ethel remembers looking through the wooden planks of
the bridges, and covering her head because she was afraid of water. At the end of
the journey, she recounted, "You'd get to Charleston and it seemed so new, you
know, steam from some places, maybe the hospital... It was just fascinating."
Ms. Campbell's story about her family's trip to Charleston encapsulates
some ofthe ways that life was changing for African Americans on James Island
in the early part ofthe twentieth century. Her generation was virtually the last
to experience everyday life without electricity, a sense of time without watches,
and an island geography in which a few miles marked a different world. And
like many African American elders who grew up on the island, she remembers a
rural culture rich with African heritage, known as "Gullah," which existed more
prominently on the island before it became a part ofthe "modern" world.
AH along the Lowcountry Coastal Plains and Sea Islands of the
Southeastern United States, Gullah communities are known to have retained
more of their African heritage than any other large African American community.
From the times of slavery until the latter part ofthe twentieth century, Gullah
communities lived in relative isolation from the mainland and constituted the
majority ofthe Sea Islands' population. They also occupied a coastal landscape
with a geography and climate remarkably similar to the shores of Western
Africa. According to William PoUitzer, "So many Africanisms survived in
Gullah culture, that to some degree it was a re-creation of Africa within the New
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World" (PoUitzer, in Cross, pg. 229) including African traditions of folklore,
language, religion, arts and music, land use, food ways, architecture, and health
practices.
Like many other Gullah communities of the Sea Islands, James Island
has a history of black land ownership that spans many generations. After the
Civil War, a sizable number of Freedmen in these island communities were given
shares of plantation property in the "forty acres and a mule plan," a government
land reparation program initiated under Union General William T. Sherman.
Ironically, today, much of the property on James Island that was considered
undesirable and therefore given or sold to former slaves by plantation owners has
become some of the most highly valued property on the Southeastern U.S. coast,
and economic pressure to "develop" in these areas has increased in unprecedented
ways. As the nearby City of Charleston expands, new market value assessments
and subsequent tax burdens, as well as unclear property deeds, make it difficult
for recent generations of farm families to continue their way of life on large tracts
of land, particularly along the waterfront. And increasingly, the conditions that
allowed the Gullah to maintain cultural continuity with their African roots have
changed as suburban, commercial, and public real estate developments transform
the Sea Islands' physical and social landscapes. Eleanor Kinlaw-Ross (2004), a
former resident of James Island writes, "no one would imagine that this is the
same island once inhabited by generations of country folks- grouped together
by less than two dozen last names- who were self sufficient and steeped in a rich
and abiding culture" (pg. 5-B).
On James Island, a failure of communication and cultural
misunderstanding, rooted in a lack of shared history or historical knowledge
between African American communities and the island's mostly white developers
and newcomers has been a continual problem. Eugene Frazier, a seventy-two year
old "born and raised" James Islander explains:
Well, let me put it this way. Some people call it destroying the
landscaping. I think basically, that for example, if a person move to
James Island from up north or theoretically from anywhere they have a
problem understanding why and how we live and why we feel the way we
feel, because we came up feeling the landmarks, and feeling, when this
pace was nothing but woods, dirt roads, and they [the African American
ancestors] helped build these structures with their hands before all the
machinery. And so we have a sense of close knit with the island. And
when we see them bulldozer the buildings... when we see that it look
like they don't have no concern about tearing things down, without
the feelings, the genuine feelings of people on the island . . . Until they
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understand where we're coming from, they have some problems with us,
and we have some problems with them.
While differences in culture and a failure of communication among
longtime islanders and newcomers arguably lie at the heart of problems of
development in rural African American communities on James Island, common
perceptions and public debates expressed in local and regional media do not often
frame the problems in these terms. Rather, the problems tend to be understood
more in terms of the "politics" and "economics" of modern development and
cultural preservation. For example, public debates have occurred about whether
or not the City of Charleston has the right to annex land on James and other
Sea Islands for development, and in related debates, politicians and community
members have argued whether or not such development would benefit islanders
economically in terms of job creation and expanded access to better municipal
services and education. In the wake ofdevelopment, local and regional media also
often frame politics and economics as guiding factors and fields of struggle for
GuUah preservation efforts; for example, in news coverage of recent legislation
approving Gullah heritage corridors, or tourism trails, and court cases concerning
the justness of heirs' property laws.
While I do not wish to diminish the progressive possibilities of these
forms of development and preservation, or deny the very real political and
economic constraints that require them, I argue that an overcommitted focus on
development as a matter of politics and economics can obscure more fundamental
problems of communication and culture occurring on James Island. The fields
of "politics" and "economics" are often bracketed off from "culture" in popular
discourse; more specifically, the former are perceived as capable of determining
or shaping culture, but not as integral parts of culture itself. This study considers,
however, ways in which politics and economics of development are themselves
cultural conceptions, grounded in a particular history of colonialism, and realized
through various representational practices of modern communication. And while
forces of development and cultural preservation are often framed as be being at
odds in popular discourse, they are actually different sides of the same coin in
so far as they are a forced contextualization of people and places within systems
of knowledge and communication that privilege modern European conceptions
of politics, economics, and culture.
Usually, development implies a particular model ofeconomic change that
is favored by those doing the developing, along with an object that supposedly
"needs" development within this model. Take, for example, the general wording
of the South Carolina Department of Commerce's description of its Rural
Infrastructure Fund: "The Rural Infrastructure Fund (RIF) is funded by a portion
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of the Job Development Credits ( JDCs) earned by qualifying new or expanding
companies creating jobs in counties designated by the SC Department of Revenue
(SCDOR) as being underdeveloped, moderately developed or developed" (South
Carolina Department of Commerce, 2007). Though "development" is often
framed in monolithic terms, it always manifests itself differently in relation to
different places, social structures, and forms of modern capitalism. Understanding
the presence of development (and by extension Gullah preservation) in any
particular place requires situating it within that place's specific and concrete
historical context. The remainder of this article traces a particular cultural history
of Gullah landownership and commercial development on James Island, from the
days of European "settlement" to the present, with a goal of understanding how
the present politics are economics of development on the island are historical and
cultural constructions. By so doing, the article also presents some conclusions
about how more progressive development and cultural preservation efforts might
be imagined and implemented on James Island.
Agricultural Development and Black Landownership on James Island
Historically, the strong sense of landownership practiced in Gullah
communities is tied to a unique sense of place, cultural identity, and communal
life that facilitated black survival through slavery, Jim Crow, and segregation.
Within the knowledge of the island's African American communities, land is
often understood less as a commodity to be bought and sold by private owners,
and more as a resource to be passed down through generations and used among
extended networks of kin that stretch beyond residential units and across
property lines. Such a model is incompatible with the more individualistic
ethos of ownership and exclusive control of property that characterizes modern
development on the island. Present struggles of development on the island can
thus be situated as cultural tensions arising between a more generational and
communal understanding of landownership practiced within African American
communities, and a more private and individualistic understanding of ownership
practiced among developers and suburbanites on the island.
The perception of development as a modern phenomenon has distinct
cultural roots in the European model of "settlement," that included particular
notions of the extension of landownership, nationalism, capitalism, and religious
beliefs into the New World. The first English settlers arrived in the Sea Islands
in 1670 and began the "Charles Towne" settlement at Albermarle Point on the
Ashley River. In addition to the Charles Towne settlement, the settlers soon
established two more settlements, James Towne and Oyster Pointe. James Towne
was located somewhere on James Island, but the exact location of the original
town is unknown. The site expanded very quickly, as settlers were given half-acre
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lots in town and ten-acre lots next to the town. Four years prior to the Charles
Towne settlement, English explorer Robert Stafford noted the presence of the
Stono tribe which perhaps suggests that it was the Island s majority population.
Once large in numbers. Native Americans disappeared early from the scene of
European "settling" of the Sea Islands, as they were killed in war, devastated by
European diseases, and subjected to external economic pressures which broke
traditional and sustainable life patterns.
When labor-intensive cotton farming was introduced to the Island in
the 18th century, slave numbers increased tremendously and African Americans
became the island's majority population. In 1720, population figures for the
nearby St. Andrews Parish of the South Carolina Lowcountry region, listed 210
white taxpayers and 2,493 slaves. Many of the plantation owners were absentees,
the majority slave populations of the Sea Islands lived in relative autonomy,
and during the colonial era on James Island, "imost plantations were owned and
operated by men who actually lived in Charleston" (Bostick, 2008, pg. 50). Black
overseers were common, and many slaves in the region lived in an environment of
few whites and fewer freed blacks. According to a visitor to the region, the great
wealth of the Lowcountry plantations was "the product of a sun that dashes his
benefits with malaria, pestilence, and death" (in Joyner, pg. 37) and:
The planter walks forth in the morning unrefreshed, yet he must heed
his steps, for the poisonous reptiles lie in his path—the shark watches
for him when he leaves his burning body in the surf, and the alligator
pulls him down in the rivers. For nearly half the year he cannot visit his
own plantation... if he comes back before the frost, it is like the return
of the banished Foscari, on pain of death. Thus he becomes an absentee
(ibid).
On some plantations, slaves worked with a degree of self-supervision
under a "task system." Each morning, an overseer organized tasks according to
an estimated day's work, and if slaves completed their tasks before the assigned
time, they were free to pursue personal interests. While allowing some degree
of freedom and cultural activity, the task system also had a negative side: both
oral tradition and slave-narratives record many instances in which Slaves were
beaten if they failed to complete tasks, some of which were impossible to finish
in time.
In spite of the horrible conditions that they faced, Joyner writes, "The
slaves developed a strong sense of ownership of these plantations that their
ancestors had created and that they continued to make productive" (pg. 42).
He further observes "that, a slave, considered to be property, might enjoy a sense
of ownership that rivaled his master s claim might seem paradoxical; but a slave
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was not merely property. A slave was also a human being who had an immense
investment in the plantation both by inheritance and by personal contribution"
(ibid). For example, when an ex-slave, named Morris, who lived on one ofthe
rice plantations ofthe Waccamaw, learned that the plantations superintendent
planned to kick him off of the plantation, he visited the plantation's landlord,
and is reported to have said:
I was born on dis place before Freedom. My Mammy and Daddy worked
de rice fields. Dey's buried here. De fust thing I remember are dose rice
banks. I growed up in dem from dat high... De strength of these arms
and legs and of dis old back. Mist' Bernie is in your rice banks. It won't
take long before de good lord take de rest of pore old Morris away too.
An' de rest of dis body want to be with de strength of de arms and de
legs and de back dat is already buried in your rice banks (in Baruch,
1957, pg. 292).
And a slave-owner, J. Motte Alston wrote that his "head man" Cudjo
"looked upon my property as belonging to him" (in Childs, 1953, pg. 108).
In these examples, one can see that a Gullah sense of landownership began to
emerge long before the end ofthe Civil War, as did a sense of place that was
already rooted in generations.
Following the Reconstruction implementation of land reparation
programs, in which coasts and riverbanks stretching thirty miles inland from
Jacksonville to Charleston were set aside for the Freedmen, many planters on
James Island tried to regain ownership of their land, sometimes purchasing the
claims from the freed slaves. For example, James Island plantation owner, Wallace
Lawton, according to his wife Cecilia "experienced much difficulty in gaining
possession of his James island property; he finally had to pay several hundred
dollars— a big sum then— to buy off the negroes who had land claims from the
U.S. government" (in Bresee, pp. 149-150). Ultimately, however, repurchasing
the land was unnecessary. In May of 1865, President Andrew Johnson announced
that all plantation land was to be returned to its previous owners and soon
after almost all ofthe plantations on James Island were back under their former
owners' control.
Throughout the South, white farmers exploited the poverty of blacks to
control their labor, and many blacks found it difficult to attain land from whites,
and even when they managed to do so, often lacked the supplies to properly farm
it. Of the James Island freedmen's predicament, Bostick writes, "Though the
freedom bestowed upon them must have been exhilarating, the realities of what
they faced were harsh. Planting was all that James island slaves were trained to do.
They had never negotiated a relationship with a factor and most would have few
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assets to do so" (2008, pg. 89) Even if they did manage to establish a relationship
with a factor, or creditor, freedmen had difficulty attaining a fair rate of interest.
In addition, there was no organized system of support for black planters beyond
the Freedmans Bureau. The Bureau, while offering support for black owners,
could be less than a sympathetic advocate. For example, J.M.Johnston, an agent
for the Bureau, wrote a report to Washington on the conditions ofJames Island,
in which he criticized "idleness," "negligence," and theft: and robbery among the
freed people.
In spite ofenormous difficulties they faced, a sizeable number of blacks in
the region were able to acquire and work their own land. By 1880, blacks owned
around ten percent of the land on James Island, totaling about 1,600 acres in
tracts that varied from 5 to 20 acres in size. By 1900, 42.8 percent of blacks in
Charleston County owned land, a large number relative to the 22.4 percent of
blacks who owned land in the rest of the state. For most of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, black property on James Island was owned by former slaves
and their descendants, who continued to farm the same plots. Ethel Campbell
remembers that on the Grimball Farm everyone had their own house and nobody
paid rent. She is not sure how her family acquired their land, whether it was
"given to him (her grandfather) after the proclamation of freeing the slave, or
if my grandfather bought land from him (Mr. Grimball), but when we came
up everyone was free and had their own land." According to Cecelia Simmons
Green, "Some of the plantation owners were fairly descent to us. Mr. Ephraim
Clark, Lawton, and the Grimballs sell land to black people at a reasonable price
they could afford. The Seabrooks did give blacks the property where the Payne
RMUE Church was built" (in Frazier, 2006, p. 89). Other plantation owners,
however, "gave the slaves nothing." (ibid).
Acquiring land marked a huge achievement for black families on the
island, and allowed an unprecedented social and economic freedom. It is
not surprising, therefore, that the land in black communities on James Island
today is attentively cared for and often understood in terms of familial history
and continuity. Of his family's land, Thomas Backman, a shrimper in the Sol
Legare community, explains, "The history of this place is what makes me hold
on to this. I know my mother she eats this, she breaths it, she sleeps it..." And
according to Queen Quet, a Gullah activist, "Land is like one of the family
members." Explaining the Southern Black family's relationship to the land, Tony
L. Whitehead notes that land was very difficult to attain, and ownership was
a priceless symbol of freedom; therefore, land was regarded "not a commodity
to be sold but a resource to be used by kinsmen and to be passed down from
generation to generation (1989, pg. 154).
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In addition to a sense of landownership that extends across generations,
a broad sense of kin in black families has implications for more communal
understandings of ownership. As a means of survival that began in slavery and
extended through Jim Crow and segregation, families extended far beyond
property lines and residential units, and included distant relatives as well as
members who are not biologically related. Many James Island elders remember
when land was a lifeline of family and community: people mostly grew and
raised their own food, and shared when necessary; "it was not unusual for
neighbors to send their children to each other's house to borrow a cup of sugar,
flour, salt, grits, rice or coffee when their supply ran out," and "If they needed
to cook soup, many parents would send their children to each other's farms
to get coUard greens, tomatoes or okra out of the fields" (Frazier, pg. 97). The
community also shared a mill, in which people could grind cornmeal and grits.
Of nearby St. Helena Island, William Cross writes, "Families and extended
families worked the fields, fished the waters, and shared and exchanged goods
and labor. Everything that went on their tables and most of what their families
needed came from the natural environment of the island" (pg. 50). Values of
sharing and community are also reflected in a tradition remembered by James
Island elder Caroline White, in which meat from hog killings would be shared
among members of the community.
Along with kinship, religion was arguably the central value of black
communities in the South, with implications for social bonding and communal
structures of ownership practiced on James Island. Almost immediately following
the Civil War, free blacks broke away from white churches, established their
own congregations, and held more open and formal worship services (Holt,
1989, pg. 137). On James Island, for example, shortly following the Civil War,
the St. James Presbyterian church broke away from the white congregation of
St. James. Black churches, and also "praise houses," were important centers of
communication that organized many aspects of black political and social life on
the island. Sociologist T.J. Woofter (1930), who studied the black family in the
1920s, wrote extensively about the relationship of church and community in the
Sea Islands, in which "The religious organization is strong. The church is much
more of a factor in the control of Sea Island communities than in the average
modern community." (pg. 79).
In addition to the churches, black secular organizations established senses
of identity, rootedness, and communal values. One such set of institution on
James Island were the Lodge Halls, which served as a meeting place for black
beneficial societies. In 1907, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, "No complete account of
Negro beneficial Associations is possible, so large is their number and so wide
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their ramification" (pg.92). Their function. Du Bois writes, was "partly societal
intercourse and partly insurance. They furnish pastime from the monotony of
work, a chance for parade, and insurance against misfortune. Next to the church
they are the most popular organizations among Negroes" (ibid). Lodges were
centers of black political and social life, sites of traditional rituals, such as prayer
meetings, funerals, and social activities that reinforced communal values, and
collectively, an institution that helped people survive when they didn't have
enough food, could not afford insurance for their crops or healthcare, and lacked
access to recreation areas used by whites. If a member did not earn sufficient
income from crops, or "defaulted" at the end of a growing season, the Lodge
would help to provide seeds for the following year, and if a member of a Lodge s
family was sick, a committee would take care of them and provide assistance
with maintaining their household. The Lodges were also and important centers
of information and communication in a rural area with no telephones and few
automobiles. A drum that was beat at the Hall signified important news in the
community:
"in the early days of the African American there were no telephones, and
James Island were primary farm and woods. In other words, you would
very seldom see an automobile when I was a young boy growing up. And
in those halls for example, someone get gravely ill, or die, an there was
no transportation, the secretary ofthat lodge hall would open that lodge
hall in that community, and if a person died, they would send the oldest
son to that hall and the secretary and the drummer would beat that bass
drum and you would hear them say 'boom, boom* and people in that
community would put their eldest son on a horseback or a mule, whatever
they had and send them into the direction until they find the lodge hall
where that drum were being beat, and there they get the message that
Mr. so and so or Missus had passed away, died, expired. That's how they
use it, for the information. There were no telephones. That's one of the
way in which they communicate by the drumbeat."
Community institutions were also banded together under segregation. While
segregation was fundamentally wrong, it was not without certain benefits for
black communities. As Booker T. Washington advised, a black middle class
could make the most of a bad situation and build its own economy as a means
of empowerment. Some Islanders remember that during segregation, at least
the money of the black community was often spent at black businesses. Other
Islanders remember cultural benefits of being educated by black teachers in
black schools.
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From Agriculture to Real Estate: Popular Political and Economic Discourses of
Development in African American Communities on James Island

The large black majority on James Island diminished when northern
black migration and the influx ofEuro-Americans radically shifted the population
dynamic during the nineteenth century. Increasingly, white farmers sold their
land for development, and by 1950, James Island's population reached around
6,600 people, and was comprised of more whites than blacks. Today the Island's
population is around 40,000, and according to a 2004 feature in the Real
Estate section of the Charleston Post and Courier, "Benefitting from close-knit
neighborhoods and the short commute to downtown, James Island's evolution
from a modest suburb to a magnet for upscale residences is showing no signs of
slowing" (Aug. 28,2004).
As population and property and tax values grow, developers increasingly
perceive land in and around the island's black communities as a space of
opportunity. Many of the Gullah's ancestors, who acquired land following
the Civil War, were not instructed to properly deed their property. As a
result, hundreds or even thousands of their descendants can possess shares of
property, none of which is clearly demarcated, either spatially, or by percentage
of ownership. If a single heir, even one who has never set foot on James Island,
can be convinced to sell his or her share, then that share must legally be "cut
off" from the rest of the property. Since shares are not clearly delineated, legal
disputes can arise where the sale of a greater number of shares, or even all of the
property, is forced by the courts.
While the informal land arrangements ofAfrican American communities
can be subject to exploitation by developers, it may also to some degree be these
very land arrangements that protect Gullah land and culture from real estate
development. In order to develop the land, it must first be understood within
a particular "grid of intelligibility," in which it is literally divided into grids,
assessed for value, taxed, considered in terms of easements, and so forth. Often
developers are hesitant to get involved with property in which the ownership
is unclear, as it can lead to unforeseen financial problems. Before the property
can be exploited, either through heirs, property laws or by taxation, it must be
subject to political and economic knowledge about development and valuation
of the land upon which these strategies depend.
The production of knowledge about the "need" for development is often
oblique, and usually takes form through commissioned reports about the needs
of the island's population, such as the construction of schools, bridges, and public
utilities (all of which raise property values). The sets of knowledge produced
about development are usually scientific and empirical, and taken as self-evident,
in terms of statistical observations about "traffic-density" or the need for a new
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school because ofpopulation "overcrowding." While these "improvements" that
such reports call for generally do fix the perceived problem, at least for a time,
they also increase property value, and add infrastructure that paves the way for
further development on the island. Once infrastructure and development are
implemented, and property values rise, they come to redefine standards of life
for people already living on the island. Development is perceived as not only
beneficial, but as necessary to rural and "impoverished" areas. Such a trend lines
up with other instances of development found in many places around the world.
Arturo Escobar (1995) explains that poverty on the global scale was a discovery
ofthe post- World War II period. In colonial times, the European colonizers
did not believe in or recognize the capacity of natives to "develop" th-emselyes,
technologically or economically, however, it was recognized that native societies
were capable of accommodating conditions of poverty through community,
frugality, and self- sufficiency. Conditions of "poverty," did not emerge until
after "the spread of the market economy broke down community ties and
deprived millions of people from access to land, water, and other resources. With
the consolidation of capitalism, systematic pauperization became inevitable"
(Escobar, 1995, pg. 80).
A contradiction of capitalist development on James Island is that it
produces the very conditions of poverty, or "lack," "deficiency," or " backwardness"
to which it then responds. In interviews I conducted with African Americans
living on the island, they explained that "poverty" occurs because they no longer
have access to certain resources on the island. One interviewee explained that
private waterfront developments and docks have been built where people once
fished. Another interviewee explained that property taxes make it impossible
to earn a viable income from farming. Discourses of "poverty" or "lack" must
first be naturalized before development can redress their apparent social and
economic problems.
A close examination of discourses ofthe island's development reveals
that even the more liberal, "social work" oriented attitudes and the desire to
intervene progressively into the economic conditions of poverty are symptomatic
ofthe same economic discourses that produce rural African American poverty
in the first place. Many older people on the island, supposedly living in poverty,
say that as children growing up on the island, "they were poor, but didn't know
it." One woman explains that there was always enough food to eat, and if her
family ever needed anything, they could get it from a neighbor. The son of a
farmer recalls that all his community needed from the outside, were truckloads
of free lime for planting that the government would drop off on the island.
Writing of the influence of modern development and a cash economy, and
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diminishing communal traditions in the Sea Island region, Emory Campbell
(2009) explains:
The biggest impact has been the need for cash. The old culture known
as the Gullah, and just now being recognized as a major heritage, had
existed without the need for cash. Everything the Gullah people needed
was done by them, among them, and you might say, in coordination with
the entire community. If you needed a net knitted, you knew where the
net knitter was. You shared information. All of a sudden, development
and the need for cash comes. Now on the island people have to buy food,
look for a better way to fix the roof, or equip their homes, but since they
don't grow crops or maintain a tool shop, and since they have a job that
takes all their time, and hardly ever get to gofishing,they realize they have
changed day-to-day occupations and a way of life" (In Cross, pg. 51).
In African American life during the pre-, or perhaps proto-capitalist conditions
on James Island, it seems there was simply not a widespread sense ofpoverty, or of
lack or deficiency. Current interventions into the "poverty" of African American
communities then, do not counter the forces of capitalist development, rather
they are symptomatic of them. Such examples point to the need for greater
intervention in the field of culture and discourse, rather than a narrow focus on
the political and economic dimensions of development.
And, arguably, the concept of "developed land" that already exists in
many African American communities is more beneficial than that of the new
suburban developments, both from an environmental and social standpoint.
For example, in ajames Island Journal article, Ross (2004), a former resident of
the island writes, "James Island became synonymous with nature, open spaces,
clean living, and people whose motives were understood from the first 'hello.' It
was good country with a way of life that people now travel to exotic islands to
find" (pg. 5-B), and "Once an innocent portrait of natural beauty and authentic
culture, James Island and its future are now awash in ugly tones of greed and
exploitation" (pg. 5-B). Today strip malls, fast food restaurants, and housing
developments have taken over the land. Traffic is a problem, in spite of the bigger
highways and bridges that have been built. It is clear that the Island's economic
infrastructure cannot support its rapidly expanding population. Planners project
that if Charleston proceeds to develop James Island, then its population will grow
from 29, 969 (1990 population) to 43,599 in the year 2015.
In the wake of these changes, it is possible to romanticize the island's
past, in which it had a black majority and unique culture, however, the point
is not that "things were better back then," as the histories of slavery, Jim Crow,
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and segregation attest. As a form of progress, development has arguably marked
many positive improvements for African Americans on the island, such as
running water, sewers, electricity, and increased access to educational, social, and
cultural resources. However, it is still important to look closely at development
as "modern progress;" to not accept a broad and universal definition, but to look
more deeply at specific instances of development, and determine what the pros
and cons are, who benefits the most and why.
For example, a general assumption apparent in the local media of the
early 2000's seemed to be that development would be a form of "progress"
that could benefit African American communities and bring them into the
modern world. Charleston's Deputy Assessor, Bobby Cole (2003), is quoted in
a newspaper article addressing the possibility of condominiums being built in
the Sol Legare community: "You can ride out there and see a lot of potential
with all the waterfront property, but no one has come forward to exploit it. It's
like a time warp out there" (pg. 1 A). Phrases such as "see a lot of potential" and
"it's like a time warp" imply that the community is backward, and needs to be
developed and brought into the twenty-first century. Apparently this was to
be accomplished through the building of condominiums. But the logic of this
assumption is questionable: the community already existed in the twenty-first
century. The community only appeared to be behind within a perspective that
conflates the "progress" of real estate development with a particular notion of
cultural development that assumes a people's way of life is behind the times.
Media coverage of development in the Sea Islands has been often been
regarded as untrustworthy within the islands' black communities. According to
Cornelia Bailey of Sapelo Island:
The media portray it as development coming down as savior.. . a long
time ago our savior [was portrayed as] the slave master, who got us out
of Africa, and put clothes on us, and taught us how to talk and so forth.
.. because we were like infants, that we were trying to learn something
and blah blah. They brought us in modern society and henceforth here
we grew. And so, the media today is doing a thing like that. . . so big
development will come in and help the community and bring jobs and
various things. And it doesn't work that way... I got a paycheck but at
what price? The only thing they want you for is to sweep their floors,
swab their commode, and gas up their cars and trucks or chauffeur them
somewhere. .. There are places where people are working as gardeners
and maids in places they used to own. It's like a slap in the face.
There are many cases in which the ultimate effects of developments on
James Island do not match with the logics of "modernization" or progress upon
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which they are initially based. Eor example, in an article "New Day Dawns
for Students in Schools on James Island" (Charleston.net, August 10, 2003),
school development, including a new elementary school constructed in the
community of Grimball Earm is framed as being a solution to problems of
education. Throughout the story, renovation and construction of schools are
portrayed for the most part as positive developments; updating classrooms with
new technology, expanding facilities to accommodate population growth, and
allowing new courses. The assumption that increased education is progress is hard
to argue against. The article says very little, however, about any negative influence
that school development might have, with the exception that some parents are
concerned about the racial makeup of school districts. However, these concerns
are offset in the article by its inclusion of a statement that numbers indicate a fair
racial balance in most schools relative to the island's population, as well as the
opinion expressed by the school superintendent that current numbers showing
a racial imbalance are inaccurate and could not be correctly determined until
the school opens.
The article fails to mention that in some ways, school construction is a
kind of "trojan horse" that often precedes an increase real estate development in
the community and surrounding areas. The construction of schools increases the
exchange value for people profiting from land development, since new schools
make the area more attractive for investors. In a National Association of Realtors
"Pubic School Toolkit," which provides tips for how realtors can improve public
schools, NAR president Al Mansell (2005) writes:
Every REALTOR"knows what surveys and studies confirm: The quality
of public schools influences where people buy a home and what they pay
for it. Regardless of whether they have children, buyers care about the
reputation of the local schools because they know that schools directly
affect a community's vitality as well as a home's resale value (pg. 1).
While improved schools do have educational benefits, the black communities
at Grimball Earm and Sol Legare fear that the subsequent development and tax
burden may lead to the dislocation of people whose families have lived there
for generations. Tom Johnson, a resident of James Island, gesturing to the newly
constructed James Island Elementary School, explains:
We're looking at preparations being made for future growth and
development in this area. This is a recently constructed elementary
school, which is good planning in a sense of speaking, built to anticipate
the growth that will happen here in the next few years. The only negative
aspect ofthat is that on this end what we're looking at, what was once
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a plantation, Grimballs plantation, which was once farmland, and so
forth ; many parcels ofthat are going to be sold, if it hasn't been sold, and
the kinds of homes that's going to be constructed there and developed
there, will be those of high income. What I'm talking about, is probably
starting around two hundred and fifty thousand, and who knows, maybe
going up tofive,six, or seven hundred thousand. But the negative impact
will probably be on those individuals that's been here for the last sixty
or seventy years or longer, whose home are not worth near that much.
But the tax impact, the impact that it will have on these homes and
these individuals.
About six months following my interview.with Johnson, the Post and
Courier announced that the Grimball tract was sold to the Ginn Company.
The article contains quotes, mostly from the company's president, Bobby Ginn,
that reference the purported benefits of developing on James Island: "We like
the proximity to the historic district" (2005, pg. 7-B), and "We like the river
frontage, the views, and it's a size that suits us. We think it s a well-located and
attractive property that's ready for development" (pg. 7-B).
The newspaper circulates knowledge about development, for example,
what benefits new schools will bring, the real estate section's "hot" properties, and
the socioeconomic problems that development might cause. To understand the
kind of knowledge about development that the newspaper produces, however,
it is important to understand the newspapers own involvement within the
regions economic relations. According to Logan and Molotch (1987), "Most
newspapers . . . profit primarily from increasing their circulation and therefore
have a direct interest in growth" (pg. 70). As a vehicle of communication,
the newspaper is capable of circulating knowledge across geographic expanse
and fostering a common cultural perception of development as a political
and economic phenomenon, and in many cases, as a general form of progress.
While the conveniences of modern life, and the new social and economic
opportunities opened by development may be worthwhile, a vague notion of
"progress," and incorrect, yet naturalized ideas that rural black communities are
"behind the times" or that a "new day will dawn" with development can obfiiscate
development's real material benefits (or lack thereof). To understand the true
pros and cons of modern development, its specific instances must be examined
in greater detail.
Morefiillyunderstanding discourses of development on James Island also
requires understanding of how a proliferation of communication technologies
functions as a means of "modernization," "progress," and "development" of
rural lands. Media, such as the local newspaper, televised news, the Internet,
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and many more, relate to "political" and "economic" knowledge on two
levels: 1) They inherit, and are themselves rationalized through, political
and economic knowledge, in which media are understood, for example, as
contributing progressively to informed citizenry, a public good, as a forum for
public expression, or as vehicles of profit; and 2) They are produced within and
also produce particular understandings of communication and space, in which
different locations and populations are reconciled for political and economic
purposes. Most importantly for understanding the related phenomena of modern
development and communication, these purposes include the dissemination and
naturalization of political and economic knowledge about a population and
its problems (which development and/or preservation can then "solve"); for
example, that traffic is unacceptable and the City Council needs to approve a
new traffic lane, or that additional tax increases will lead to the displacement of
Gullah people. In addition to circulating knowledge that can benefit politicians
and developers, these media can also marginalize those who do not have access to
modern communication technologies, and form part of a basis for their exclusion
from the political and economic process.
Conclusions: Communication and the Future of Black Landownership and
Commercial Development on James Island
When I began my research in 2004, the United States real estate boom was
in full force. All over James Island, properties were churned, and a large number
of new suburban and commercial developments emerged almost overnight. In
addition to the aforementioned Grimball Farm and Sol Legare developments,
others communities and important sites ofAfrican American history were slated
for future development. The Mcleod plantation, for example, which contains
the only remaining slave cabins on James Island and the island's largest African
American cemetery, was sold to a School ofthe Building Arts. During that time, I
spoke with many members ofthe African American community who were cynical
about these plans and feared that they would ultimately lead to their displacement
and the erasure of African American history and culture on the island.
Development on James Island, however, at least over the last seven years,
has not followed the grimmer predictions that I heard in 2004. Following the
collapse ofthe housing market during the later part ofthe 2000's, many plans
for development were slowed or stopped altogether. The School ofthe Building
Arts could not afford to construct a campus on the Mcleod plantation and sold
the property back to the Historic Charleston Foundation. The condominium
plans for Sol Legare were abandoned, and Backman's Seafood, a small business
occupying the site, remains open for business. The Ginn Company has temporarily
halted its plans to develop Grimball Farm, and has even met with members of
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the African American community to include them in discussions of its future
plans. Efforts to preserve African American communities and important sites of
black history on the island also gained some political traction during the later
part of the 2000's. In Sol Legare, a community organization banded together to
protect the Seashore Farmer s Lodge 767, a historic structure once occupied by a
black mutual benefit society. A citizens group, the Friends of McLeod, fought to
preserve the island s historic McLeod plantation. Other citizens groups worked to
communicate with developers, protect African American cemeteries, and defend
the right to incorporate a Town ofJames Island as a municipality separate from
the City of Charleston.
While commercial development on James Island has slowed over the
last several years, at the same time as an increasing number of African American
historical and cultural preservation projects have emerged with encouraging
results, future development will nevertheless occur, and likely at an increasing
rate, in rural areas long settled by black communities. Currently there are around
40,000 residents on the Island. Of the Island's residents, 79.1 percent are white,
and 18.8 percent are black. The black population remained relatively stable
during the later part of the 20th century, but population on the Island is a trend in
fiux: during the 199O's, the white population of James Island increased by around
14 percent, while the African American population increased by only around 1
percent. As the City of Charleston continues to expand, white population growth
and extension into the less densely developed areas of rural black communities
will persist. In response to these trends, problems of communication and culture,
such as the social construction of barriers and inequalities alonglines of "race" and
"class," and a lack of shared history, or historical understanding, among longtime
islanders and newcomers will continually need to be addressed.
Too often, development and preservation are mediated and imposed
upon communities "from above" without sufficient regard and understanding
for the community's own history, culture, and communicative practices. Outside
of the dominant political and economic discourses of "development" and
"preservation," alternative forms of knowledge are available, including from
within Gullah communities themselves. People of the Sea Islands speak about
their struggles against development in a rich and emotionally engaging way, using
a dialect of words and phrases that belong to them. Historically excluded from the
means of popular representation, these powerful voices deserve greater attention
in the public discourse. While a public dialogue surrounding black landownership
and the preservation of African American history and culture on James Island
has begun, preservationists, town planners, developers, island newcomers, and
local media need to interact and engage still further with James Islands black
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communities, to more fiiUy understand, interpret, honor, and preserve their
history and culture. An effective dialogue also requires understanding, not only
how improved communication among individuals, institutions, and cultural
groups may be achieved within preservation efforts, but also understanding how
communication constructs preservation itself
Notes:
1. Campbell, Ethel (2005) Authors Interview.
2. As a symbol of national pride, the term Gullah/Geechee has also been used extensively in
recent times to describe the peoples ofthe "Gullah/Geechee Nation," a territory which extends
along the Southeastern coast from the southern North Carolina Goast to Jacksonville, Florida
3. Pollitzer, William S., 2009, pg. 12.
4. For a bibliography of studies on Gullah's cultural continuities with Africa, see Hargrove,
Melissa (2006), pg. 3.
5. General Shermans "Special Field Orders, No. 15" (1865) confiscated 400,000 acres of arable
land along the Southeastern coast and distributed it to 18,000 freed black landowners in 40 acre
parcels, sometimes along with an Army plow mule.
6. Author's Interview (2009).
7. Many ofthe Gullah's ancestors, who acquired land following the Givil War, were not instructed
to properly deed their property. As a result, hundreds or even thousands of their descendants can
possess shares of property, none of which is clearly demarcated, either spatially, or by percentage
of ownership. If a single heir, even one who has never set foot on James Island, can be convinced
to sell his or her share, then that share must legally be "cut off" from the rest ofthe property.
Since shares are not clearly delineated, legal disputes can arise where the sale of a greater number
of shares, or even all ofthe property, is forced by the courts. A lack of clarity with regard to
ownership can be exploited by developers who wish to acquire the property.
8. The first "Gharles Towne" was not established at the site of modern Gharleston. "Gharles
Towne" was quickly abandoned and residents moved to the Oyster Pointe settlement located
on what is today the Charleston peninsula and site ofthe modern city.
9. James Island was known as Boone's Island at the time.
10. Bostick, Douglas, 2004, pg. 1.
11. For a more detailed discussion of Native and European history in the Sea Islands, see Jordan
and Stringfellow (1989).
12. Bostick, Douglas, 2008, pg. 27.
13. in Bostick, 2008, pg 87.
14. ibid, pg 97.
15. Land ownership, however, did not guarantee economic success; ofiren former slaves were
given the plots of land on the Island with the poorest drainage and limited access to waterways,
or were conned into selling land back to their former masters (Preservation Gonsultants, Inc.,
1989, pp. 13-14).
•16. Author's Intcrvicwi Campbell, Echcl, 2 0 0 1
. . .
17. Author's Interview, 2004.
18. Author's interview, 2004.
19.Whitehead,pgl53.
20. Author's Interview, 2005.
21. See Holt, pg 137.
22. Nickless, Karen, 2007.
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23. ibid.
24. See Weare. 1989. pg 146.
25. But separate, of course, was never equal. For example, Ethel Campbell (Author s Interview,
2005) recalls that while white kids rode to the Charleston High School in school buses, black
students had co catch their own rides, or they would have to wake up early in the morning to
walk, sometimes as much as ten miles.
26. See Twining. 1989. pg223.
27. Bostick. 2008, pg 123.
28. Authors Interview, Thomas Johnson, 2004.
29. Author's Interview, Anonymous, 2004.
30. Authors Interview. Ethel Campbell, 2004.
31. Author s Interview. William Saunders. 2004.
32. LPA Group, Transportation Consultants (Oct. 2001 ).
33. Charleston County Planning Report (2002).
34. Author's Interview, 2005.
35- Actually, property values were greater than Johnson's estimate (which was given before the
property went on the market). At that time, before the housing crash of the 2000s. smaller
loLs without constructed homes were selling for $525,000. Larger lots and those with homes
constructed on them were projected to sell for more than one million dollars.
36. Author's Interview. Tom Johnson, 2004.
37. Historically. African American mutual benefit societies were widespread in the South. They
have roots in slavery, and facilitated black survival through Jim Crow and segregation by providing
asocial safety net, including health care, crop insurance, and recreation.
38. http://wvAv.city-data.com/city/James-Island-South-CaroIina.html (last accessed March
3,2005)
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