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“Return and Get It”
Developing McLeod Plantation as a
Shared Space of Historical Memory
by Brian Graves

At first glance, the site appears to have the usual trappings of other plantation tourist destinations in the
region: a Spanish moss–draped oak alley leading to the antebellum “big house,” guided tours that wind
through a rustic landscape dotted with plantation outbuildings, interpretive signs, and a gift shop.
Photograph courtesy of the author.
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O

n April 25th, 2015, the Charleston County Parks and Recreation
Commission (CCPRC) officially opened the McLeod Plantation
Historic Site (MPHS) on James Island, South Carolina. At first
glance, the site appears to have the usual trappings of other plantation tourist destinations in the region: a Spanish moss–draped
oak alley leading to the antebellum “big house,” guided tours that wind through a
rustic landscape dotted with plantation outbuildings, interpretive signs, and a gift
shop. Yet there is an important distinction between McLeod and its contemporaries: under the ownership and management of the CCPRC, McLeod has become
the first public plantation site in the Charleston region that is primarily dedicated
to preserving and interpreting African American history. Within its public history program, “The Transition to Freedom,” the CCPRC offers guided African
American history tours along an interpretive pathway that includes exhibits at
the plantation’s six slave cabins, a large cemetery, gin house, barn, kitchen, dairy,
and “main house,” as well as a mobile tour application through which visitors can
access an interactive self-guided tour of the site. To explain the CCPRC’s larger
purpose for preserving and interpreting McLeod, the mobile app’s introduction
depicts the Sankofa, a West African symbol that signifies “return and get it,” and
states:
For many, [Sankofa] symbolizes the importance of remembering the past to
understand the present with the hope of shaping a better future. To understand how the enslaved and their descendants transitioned to freedom while
here and how the McLeods redefined themselves in a changing world is to
glimpse powerful forces that continue to influence us. Beginning at the Welcome Center, explore this place set aside for remembrance through the words
and images of those who came before. Discover how McLeod Plantation of
years past helped to shape who we are today.1
As a person who was raised on James Island and embedded in its racial history and politics, I am intrigued by the CCPRC’s potentially groundbreaking public mission to “return and get it” in the spirit of the Sankofa, particularly within
a regional tourism industry that has only recently begun to acknowledge—let
alone focus primarily on interpreting—African American history at public plantation sites. Nevertheless, as I clicked through the app’s introduction on my mobile
phone, I had a measure of skepticism about the CCPRC’s general assertions that
the site could allow visitors to “glimpse the powerful forces that continue to influence us” and “discover how McLeod Plantation of years past helped shape who
we are today.” The words sounded auspicious, yet I wanted to understand more
about how they are grounded in the concrete particulars of the site’s historical interpretation.
How might the MPHS fulfill its Sankofa-inspired mission while also navigating
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Within its public history program “The Transition to Freedom,” the CCPRC offers guided African American
history tours along an interpretive pathway that includes exhibits at the plantation’s six slave cabins, a large
cemetery, gin house [here], barn, kitchen, dairy, and “main house.” Photograph courtesy of the McLeod
Plantation Historic Site.

potentially difficult political and economic challenges of presenting a frank assessment of slavery and its aftermath to the traveling public? For example, does the
site’s commercialization for the sake of financial solvency, including the products
of the gift shop, the pressure to host weddings and other events at the “big house,”
and the popular desire for “edutainment,” in some ways compromise, belie, or distract from the CCPRC’s public mission? In addition, what sense of ownership and
involvement, if any, might African American descendants have at a “public” site
that was primarily built and inhabited by their ancestors, yet is now owned, operated, and interpreted by the CCPRC and is mostly visited by white tourists, many
of whom have no historical sense of or local connection to McLeod. To explore
these questions further, I made site observations, participated in several guided
tours, took video and photographs, and spoke with members of the MPHS’s inter“Return and Get It”
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pretive staff—to “return and get it” in the spirit of the Sankofa, with the larger
goal of understanding the political, economic, and social challenges of developing McLeod Plantation as a shared space of historical memory.2
Offering a historical backdrop for contextualizing and understanding the
CCPRC’s specific commitments to preserving and interpreting African American
history at McLeod allows us to critically consider some of the opportunities and
limits that the MPHS represents as an emerging public space of shared historical
memory. In particular, it reveals how its historical interpretation both reflects and
potentially provides an alternative to prevailing themes of racial “reconciliation”
and “reparation” that tend to guide recent national efforts to publicly interpret
slavery. Ultimately, however, these revelations suggest the need to further develop, enrich, and extend the racial politics of the MPHS’s “Transition to Freedom”
interpretation, particularly at the grassroots level.3

P r e s e rv i n g a n d I n t e r p r e t i n g A f r i c a n Ame r i c a n
H i s t o ry at M c Le o d P la n tat i o n
Concerns about a changing sense of place are not exclusive to James Island’s
African American communities, and McLeod, like many other historical sites in
the region, has many diverse stakeholders in its preservation. In 1985, the Plantation’s last private owner, William E. McLeod, said, “You could see [the change]
coming; you couldn’t stop it. Now the whole island is suburban. This [plantation]
used to be all it had.” In 1990, Mr. Willie, as he was known, died at age 104 in the
main house, the same place in which he was born. He was the last of the McLeod
line and willed the plantation’s remaining property to the Historic Charleston
Foundation (HCF) with the understanding that its rural character would be preserved. Soon after his death, controversy surrounded the site as different cultural and historical preservationist groups debated the most appropriate use of the
property and how best to protect it from encroaching development. For example,
when the American College of the Building Arts (ACBA) attempted to develop
the property as a campus during the 2000s, a diverse citizen’s group known as the
Friends of McLeod, comprised of Civil War historians, descendants of planter
families, and descendants of enslaved people, among others, organized and protested the ACBA’s plans to construct twenty-one new structures that would cover
60,000 square feet on the property.4
In 2011, after a string of financial complications and political controversies, the
HCF was finally able to strike a more publicly amenable deal when it sold McLeod
to the CCPRC for $3.3 million, with the understanding that it would preserve and
maintain the property for public use. According to Shawn Halifax, Public History Coordinator for the CCPRC, “From the time that the CCPRC began looking
at the site, it was clear to the Executive Director and all the way down, that the
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primary stories that we would be telling at McLeod Plantation would be those of
the majority of the people that worked there, the African Americans.” While examining all of the histories that converge at McLeod, including African American
history, Native occupation, the Colonial period, and the Revolutionary and Civil
Wars, is essential to understanding and interpreting the site, the CCPRC’s decision
to focus primarily on the majority population of enslaved people and their descendants who built, inhabited, and defined McLeod as a place for most of its history
is arguably appropriate and long overdue, particularly within a regional tourism
industry that has long overlooked and misrepresented African American history
at the plantation. Sara Daise, an African American woman who works as a History
Interpreter at McLeod, explained:
I am really grateful for Charleston County Parks to have this mission to tell this
story [at McLeod], and to tell the story from the African American perspective.
There aren’t many [Charleston historic sites] where you can get the African perspective. With a lot of places you go, it is a disrespectful perspective, if African
American presence is acknowledged at all.5
In the early twentieth century, Charleston’s white elites increasingly turned to
historical tourism as way to revive the city’s declining economy, and Charleston
became a national leader in developing a brand of sanitized yet highly marketable
interpretations of the “Old South” for white tourists. Within the burgeoning tourism economy, the region’s plantations, such as Boone Hall, Magnolia Plantation,
and Drayton Hall, among others, became ideal places to capitalize upon popular
white desires for nostalgic fantasies of the antebellum past, including myths of
“southern romance” and the “grand achievements” of white planter families. The
lives of enslaved people, when represented at all at these sites, were often depicted
through dubious tropes of benign masters and “faithful servants” or picturesque
images of black folk life and rural simplicity. Only over the last ten years have
these historical narratives begun to change with the addition of tourist offerings
that provide more honest and complete interpretations of the experiences of enslaved people, such as Magnolia Plantation’s “From Slavery to Freedom Tour,”
which opened in January 2008. However, as a number of scholars have noted,
African American history programs still comprise only a relatively small, and in
many ways segregated, portion of an industry that continues to privilege the display of material objects of plantation landscapes, architecture, and furniture, and
white myths of “moonlight and magnolias” in its depictions of the southern past.6
While the CCPRC’s decision to center its historical interpretation on the lives of
African Americans at McLeod broadly reflects its desire to counteract the currents
of historical negationism and reactionary racial politics of the plantation tourism
industry, its more specific interpretive topics are a reflection of the unique cultural, material, and geographic opportunities that McLeod represents. The 36.9-
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Recounting her experiences as a guide, Sara Daise expressed that her position allows her to “give an accurate and
honorable interpretation of the Gullah culture—my ancestors, what they would have been doing here, how they got
here, all that they’ve contributed to American culture and South Carolina culture.” Photograph courtesy of the author.

acre tract that remains of the plantation stands as the last intact example of a James
Island plantation and a rare glimpse into the Sea Island cotton complex that once
occupied a narrow crescent within the larger South Carolina Lowcountry’s rice-
growing district. Plantations of the region are well noted for being very “African” in terms of their geography and climate, and a meticulous body of scholarship has demonstrated that it was primarily African knowledge, technology, and
labor, often organized according to a task system, that shaped the cultural, material, and economic landscapes of the region’s plantation enterprise. In addition
to these geographical traits, McLeod is close to Charleston, and about 10 miles
from Sullivan’s Island, which was the dominant port of entry for the transatlantic
slave trade, and a place to which an estimated 40 percent of all African Americans
can trace their ancestry. Once a microcosm of the black majority South Carolina
Lowcountry, the plantation is also representative of the broader Gullah/Geechee
region of the United States in which lingual and cultural ties to Africa have been
remarkably well preserved among the descendants of enslaved people.7
Daise, who is a sixth generation Gullah descendant, developed her own tour
about the development of Gullah culture at McLeod that covers a wide range
of topics, including Gullah foodways, religious practices, and African American
spirituals as a form of communication. Recounting her experiences as a guide,
Daise expressed that her position allows her to “give an accurate and honorable
interpretation of the Gullah culture—my ancestors, what they would have been
doing here, how they got here, all that they’ve contributed to American culture
80
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and South Carolina culture.” But she also confided that she is “even more interested in what this position allows [her] to do in terms of pushing the culture forward,” in asking, “So what does it mean to be Gullah now?” Daise, as well as other
local residents, political activists, and scholars, have noted the problematic tendencies of tourism, as well as other forms of popular culture, to market images
of Gullah as a kind of quaint folk culture or a “relic of the past” in relation to the
modern world. Like any living culture, however, Gullah is contemporary and dynamic, and through her interpretive work at McLeod, Daise seeks to portray a
more accurate picture of the culture; one that “lets us know how we got where we
are, in hopes to shape where we are going.” Her work confronts the dehumanizing
aspects of slavery at McLeod while also recognizing that Gullah is a culture of resistance and survival. Through this interpretive approach, Daise seeks not only to
challenge stereotypes of “backwardness” and popular misconceptions of enslaved
people as homogenous victims of racial oppression, but also to convey that Gullah
people “are human and complex, just like everybody else.”8
In addition to unique opportunities for interpreting Gullah culture, McLeod
presents an extraordinarily rich historical and material record for interpreting
African American history during the post–Civil War period. The plantation’s easy
access to Charleston Harbor made it an ideal location, not only for commerce and
transportation but also for Confederate and Union occupation, and in early 1865,
members of the 55th Massachusetts Regiment of African American soldiers arrived at McLeod as liberators of the region. During their stay at McLeod, the 55th
camped in the fields or stayed in the slave quarters and plantation outbuildings,
and today, the signature of George Smothers, a member of the 55th who hailed
from Indiana, is still visible on the 3rd floor chimney of the main house. Following the Civil War, the main house became the site of a Freedman’s Bureau Field
Office, and according to the Bureau’s records, at least forty-four land titles were
granted to black families on the McLeod property. It has also been documented
that descendants of the enslaved continued to live in the slave cabins built by their
ancestors until as recently as the 1990s.9
While using the material landscape at McLeod to interpret a broad “Transition
to Freedom” period that spans from 1851–1990, the staff also make a point of reminding visitors that McLeod’s history does not end in the 1990s; it is ongoing,
and the transition to freedom is incomplete. At the end of her tours, Daise points
out, for example, that “it’s very important that we share these stories because the
residual effects of this time period are still occurring . . . I think [the interpretive
staff ] does a good job of alluding to the present, and if we get specific questions,
then we delve a little deeper.” She goes on to explain, “We are still in transition,
which is indicative of everything that we’re experiencing right now, with the nine
people who were killed at Emanuel AME, the police violence throughout the country, poor education, the prison system. It is all still going on.”10
“Return and Get It”
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A significant challenge—turned opportunity—in interpreting the physical
landscape at McLeod involves the CCPRC’s “deconstruction” of some relatively
recent additions that the McLeod family commissioned at the site. Evidence suggests that the McLeod family might have had an interest in developing the plantation as a tourist destination during Charleston’s historical tourism boom of
the early twentieth century, which could have prompted their 1922 construction
of a grand front addition to the much more modest plantation home that was
constructed in the 1850s. I had the chance to observe Shawn Halifax as he discussed the McLeod family’s twentieth century changes to the plantation’s landscape with a non-local African American tour group comprised mostly of women,
some African-born, and Happi V, the traditional King of Bana Village in the West
Province of Cameroon. At our first stop along the interpretive pathway, under the
canopy of an oak alley that leads to the main house, Halifax asked the group to
listen. The plantation was mostly quiet, except for the sounds of chirping of birds
above a low drone of cicadas and the hum of traffic on nearby Folly Road. After a
moment, Halifax remarked:
It seems pretty peaceful, doesn’t it? But in the 1850s it would have been much
different. This place would have been bustling with activity, and the majority
of people that you would have seen around you would be the enslaved African
Americans who worked here . . . The built landscape may look English, but
the actual landscape was different. It was very African . . . and with this house
[gesturing to the main house], the kitchen was added, and the portico was added
in the 1920s . . . So why would the McLeods make that change in the 1920s? 11
The group speculated about how the addition might have served entertainment
purposes, or that it could represent the excesses of the “Roaring Twenties.” Halifax considered these ideas and then mentioned evidence that site researchers had
discovered, including a printed card with a tour itinerary, which suggests that
the McLeod family had designs to convert the plantation into a tourist site. Halifax also suggested that part of this remodeling was to create an atmosphere that
would provide an opportunity for white southerners and northerners to reconcile
after the Civil War. It was also a way to create a nostalgic, “genteel South, which
of course, in the 1920s and ’30s for a lot of southerners, it was anything but.”12
In addition to deconstructing the literal and figurative “white façade” at
McLeod, the work of effectively reconstructing and interpreting the surviving
histories of specific human relationships at the site requires a thorough consideration of their contexts and historical points of view. For example, as one might
expect, stories passed down from the owner’s family at McLeod tend to paint a
flattering portrait of the master–slave relationship. According to McLeod family
lore, an Englishman who was a guest at McLeod before the Civil War purportedly
“took in a scene” of race relations at the plantation:
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During their stay at McLeod, the 55th camped in fields or stayed in the slave quarters and plantation outbuildings,
and today, the signature of George Smothers, a member of the 55th who hailed from Indiana, is still visible on the
3rd floor chimney of the main house. Photograph courtesy of the McLeod Plantation Historic Site.

In the midst of the festivities, the Englishman began to hear screams from outside, which appeared to be that of a child. Going to investigate, the screams led
him to the building that housed a dairy. There he found sitting in the middle
of the floor, the plantation mistress [Susan McLeod] holding in her arms an
injured slave child. As tears streamed down her cheeks, she treated the child’s
wounds. The child had been playing too close to a stove and caught her clothing afire, and when she came screaming, someone had immediately called for
the “big house mistress.” As the Englishman took in the scene his only recount
was “Is this the cruel South that I’ve been hearing about?”
In another McLeod family story, the plantation was supposedly left under the
charge of a “trusted slave” named Stephen Forrest during the Civil War. According to legend, he and a group of several other “faithful slaves” extinguished a fire
in the main house when evacuating federal soldiers “broke a bottle of turpentine in
“Return and Get It”
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a corner of the first floor room and tossed a match to it.” The family asserted that
a scorched spot on the dining room floor of the main house confirmed the story.13
Rather than taking the surviving historical accounts at face value, Halifax recognizes that they must be handled with a cautious and careful interpretive approach; for example, while both McLeod and Forrest family oral traditions maintain that Stephen Forrest lived on the plantation during the Civil War period,
“Whether or not this is something he wanted to do—Stephen Forrest, who was
possibly left behind as a caretaker—how much choice he had in that and why he
was selected is difficult to say.” Avoiding neat conclusions about these interpersonal relationships at McLeod, the CCPRC’s interpretive staff work instead to cite
multiple historical perspectives that are contextually grounded in both white written accounts—northern and southern—and a variety of other sources, including
African American and white oral histories, and histories made available at nearby
sites. Halifax explains that the site’s interpretations are often more about providing an informed consideration of the possibilities than about delivering a definitive statement about what actually happened. “It’s so easy for us today to look
back and think of things as black and white, cut and dry. Something that I try to
remind everybody is that the relationships that formed at McLeod, and on any
other plantation site, were just as complex and dynamic as the personal relationships that each of us have today.”14
Exploring race relations at McLeod also involves navigating topics of miscegenation and sexual coercion of the enslaved. In portions of its historical program, McLeod is unique among regional plantation sites in foregrounding specific instances of forced sexual relations. However, the potentially delicate topic
is also arguably handled through some problematic euphemisms. For example,
an interpretive sign in the main house titled “Close Quarters at McLeod Plantation” relates the story of an enslaved domestic servant at McLeod named Isabella
Pinckney. According to the sign, Pinckney was “the daughter of an unknown
white planter and enslaved mother—a common outcome of often forced relationships between owners and enslaved women.” When negotiating the sensitive topic
of the master’s sexual coercion of the enslaved, Halifax explained that there are
limits in terms of “how far” a county government–sponsored public history site
can go:
If you go downstairs [to the first floor of the main house] there is a sign about
Isabella Pinckney where we talk about “forced relationships.” Well, I am sure
that there are people who will look at that sign and say, “Well, why didn’t you
just say rape?” Because that’s what it is, and they are absolutely correct. But I
don’t know that I felt comfortable using that terminology when there’s a parent standing there with their four or five-year-old child. The parent knows what
a forced relationship is, and it’s a way for them to introduce a topic that might
84
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In addition to staffing
the main house with
interpreters who are
willing to engage with
visitors on a personal
level, the CCPRC
deliberately leaves the
main house unfurnished
so that material objects
will not distract visitors
from having potentially
hard conversations at
the site. Photograph
courtesy of the McLeod
Plantation Historic Site.

not be our place to discuss as a county agency. So we might be accused of, “You
didn’t go far enough.” Well, it’s not necessarily because we didn’t want to, but
because we are being careful not to overstep the boundaries on topics that are so
sensitive that it’s really the parent or guardian’s place to talk about those things.15
Halifax also recognizes—and hopes—that the many “sensitive” topics and
issues surrounding interracial dynamics at McLeod will also be handled through
interpersonal interactions that occur beyond the limits of exhibit signs and guided
tours. After providing formal tours of the site, members of the interpretive staff
budget time for more informal discussions with visitors on the grounds and at
the main house. According to Halifax, “The tour is something you expect, but
“Return and Get It”
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I hope the content opens their eyes to some things. And after that time is over, I
think it’s so important for our interpreters to be available to engage in conversations.” For the purposes of understanding and interpreting complex and potentially challenging topics of race, the strengths of conversation, unlike exhibit signs
and other one-way forms of address, are that it happens among individuals and
provides opportunities for specific questions, concerns, and comments, as well as
immediate feedback and dialogue.16
In addition to staffing the main house with interpreters who are willing to engage with visitors on a personal level, the CCPRC deliberately leaves the main
house unfurnished so that material objects will not distract visitors from having
potentially “hard conversations” at the site. As Halifax explains:
[W]e have a couple of reasons why the house is not furnished, even though we
have all of the furnishings that were left here in 1990. One is because of fiscal
considerations. But whether that were a factor or not, the house would remain
unfurnished because of a philosophical reason: In house museums that are furnished the guest and the interpreter often find their discussions being about
things, not people, not relationships. We have purposely placed some of the
more controversial exhibit panels in the house so that we can have those hard
discussions (one is rape, one is the cause of the Civil War, one is black soldiers
as liberators and not looters, which has been such a common theme at southern historic sites, and the last is school segregation, which is in the memory of
so many of our visitors). If we had the house furnished, how easy would it be
to discuss those topics? Even without it furnished, many visitors still want to
focus on the architecture, the floors, the chandeliers, and avoid the hard topics.
Our staff often has to encourage the conversation. With the house furnished, I
don’t think we would have as many opportunities for dialogue.17
While adopting a spontaneous conversational approach to public history, the
CCPRC also strives to be flexible in its ongoing historical interpretation work. As
Paul Shakel observes, “Many histories can exist in one place, and these stories of
the past are continually being shaped and reconstructed.” Too often, popular historical preservation efforts tend to “promote and preserve the ideals of cultural
leaders and authorities,” which are “displayed to the public as though the past they
represent is reality. They present the past as abstract and timeless and sacred, and
they help to reduce the competing interests.” Rather than trying to represent some
singular, stable, or “official” version of McLeod’s history, the CCPRC is committed
to maintaining an interpretation of the site that is a constant work in progress, in
both form and content. Since the site’s opening in 2015, members of the interpretive staff told me that they have already discovered a wealth of new information
through their ongoing research of the material landscape, the written historical
record, and the oral histories of local people. Updateable video monitors in the
86
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After providing formal tours of the site, members of the interpretive staff budget time for discussions with visitors
and also spend portions of their shifts at the main house, where they are available to engage with visitors on a more
informal and personal level. Photograph courtesy of the McLeod Plantation Historic Site.

welcome center, the programmable mobile phone app, replaceable interpretive
banners in the main house, and the continuing development of guided tours all
reflect the CCPRC’s desire to revise, alter, and add to its historical interpretation
as new information and ideas are discovered.18

Re c o n c i l i at i o n , Repa rat i o n , a n d t h e Rac i a l
P o l i t i c s o f H i s t o r i c a l Rep r e s e n tat i o n
While the form and content of the CCPRC’s interpretation of African American
history at McLeod is arguably unique, particularly when compared to the relatively limited interpretations of African American history at other public plantation sites in the region, it is important to recognize that the site has not simply
emerged as a singular effort in a limited regional context. On a macro level, the
CCPRC’s efforts at McLeod are symptomatic of broader societal changes, such as
increasing African American political representation (as seen, for example in the
recently passed Gullah/Geechee Heritage Corridor Act [Public Law 109-338]); a
rising economic class of black tourists; and parallel increasing efforts to publicly
“museumize” slavery, particularly over the last forty years. The site is also accom“Return and Get It”
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panied by a host of other popular sites in the United States, such as the Whitney
Plantation of Louisiana and the Old Slave Mart Museum in Charleston, which are
prioritizing African American history interpretation and seeking to contribute to
rising public consciousness about slavery and its aftermath. Within this broader
popular movement to publicly preserve and interpret African American history,
as well as within the forms of economic support and historical circumstances that
are available at each site, interpreters work with some sense of public purpose
when it comes to the racial politics of historical representation.
As a contemporary site, the privately owned Whitney Plantation of Louisiana,
which opened to the public less than six months before McLeod, offers a fascinating comparison. In its interpretive approach, the Whitney offers a more jarring, provocative, and graphic artistic illustration of the horrors of slavery. For
example, the site’s latest memorial under construction will depict the victims of
the German Coast Uprising whose decapitated heads were placed on pikes and
displayed on New Orleans’s River Road. The memorial includes sixty ceramic
heads, created by African American sculptor Woodrow Nash, which will be attached to steel rods and displayed on a small lagoon island near the plantation’s
exit. In a recent New York Times piece, the plantation’s white private owner, John
Cummings, said, “In case you’re worried about people getting distracted by the
pretty house over there, the last thing you’ll see before leaving here will be 60 beheaded slaves.” Ibrahima Seck, a Senegalese scholar and Director of Research at
Whitney, explains Cummings’s larger vision for the site: “If one word comes to
mind to summarize what is in John’s head in doing this . . . that word would be
‘reparations.’ Real reparations. He feels there is something to be done in this country to make changes.”19
Of the broader purposes and intended audiences for “museumizing” slavery,
Faith Davis Ruffins explains that two prevailing and often opposing goals of
“reparation” and “reconciliation” have tended to motivate an increasing number
of museums and exhibits. The approach of reconciliation often emerges from
more interracial frameworks and a predominantly non-black political base and
focuses on dialogue leading to racial reconciliation. The objective of reparation,
on the other hand, often emerges from an Afrocentric political base and supports
depictions of slavery as a holocaust with the implication that African Americans
have a right to financial compensation. The potentially conflicting popular desires
for “reconciliation” versus “reparation” can present challenges for public historians who seek to develop inclusive public strategies for “museumizing” slavery,
and on a more practical level, can determine public historians’ ability to garner
institutional, financial, and public support. As Ruffins argues, however, neither of
these dominant narratives are necessarily effective interpretations of slavery, particularly insofar as they tend to limit enslaved people to a historical status of vic88
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timhood and thus preclude possibilities for more substantial interpretations of enslaved people as diverse historical actors who redefined themselves and reshaped
their own destinies in the midst of slavery, both individually and collectively.20
When I discussed the CCPRC’s interpretive approach at McLeod with Halifax,
and particularly whether or not the site aligns with broader representational approaches of reconciliation or reparation, he recalled an experience that he had in
the late 1990s while attending a lecture that scholar Peter H. Wood gave at the
College of Charleston:
I had just moved to Charleston, and I worked at Middleton Place at the time,
and I raised my hand and said, “I work at a local plantation, and what is a way
to offer a balanced interpretation [of a plantation site]?” And [Wood’s] response
was, “Balance-schmalance . . .” I was mortified when he called me out on that.
Now I understand what he was saying, but at the time, I was too embarrassed
to understand. At the time, he was insisting on looking at the plantation as a
concentration camp type experience. And I see value in that, but in the process
of doing that perhaps you miss an opportunity, because not everybody thinks
the way that you think. And while I agree with him, it might be hard for the
people who disagree with you to come around to what you’re saying, particularly if you only present it that way . . . so hopefully, there’s a spectrum that the
interpretation is following. You’re not going to please everybody, and you don’t
want to take a “cop out” on something, but you need to “get people where they
are” on that spectrum and try to capture them. There are times when you can
do that in a way that is very aggressive, perhaps, and very forthright, and then
other times you just have to try to provide opportunities for people to look at
something in a little bit different light. But I do not disagree with [Wood] about
what this place [McLeod] is.21
While the conversational style of the MPHS’s interpretive program is in many
ways oriented toward raising possibilities for racial dialogue and reconciliation,
the site’s possibilities for reparation are less clear. Historically, African American
families on James Island did receive reparation through land grants, yet many of
these families were disposed of their land by the 1870s, including the forty-four
families who received grants on the McLeod property. In terms of how the site can
both involve and “give back” to African American descendants living on James
Island, Halifax expresses concern over a set of political and economic concerns
related to the CCPRC’s ownership of the site:
Charleston County Parks is going to open this site up and they’re going to tell
the untold story of the majority of people that lived and worked here. That’s
great, that’s wonderful. You’re a government agency that takes taxpayers’ dol“Return and Get It”
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Shawn Halifax: “It’s so easy for us today to look back and think of things as black and white, cut and dry.
Something that I try to remind everybody is that the relationships that formed at McLeod, and on any other
plantation site, were just as complex and dynamic as the personal relationships that each of us have today.”
Photograph courtesy of the McLeod Plantation Historic Site.

lars, and then you’re going to charge an admission fee, and I [an African American visitor] have to pay that admission fee to come to this site that is telling the
story of my ancestors, and you’re selling the story of my ancestors . . . and so
for me [Halifax], personally, this is a challenge . . . how do you engage the local
community so that there is a sense of ownership when there is a history of exploitation both in the public and private sector of a community? 22
Halifax also recognizes that products of the gift shop, such as cotton wreaths
and McLeod Plantation tee shirts, as well as economic practices such as renting
the site for weddings, can send a mixed message about the CCPRC’s intentions. In
fact, during our interview, he mentioned that the room in which we were sitting
on the 2nd floor of the main house is often used as a bridal suite: “We have weddings as a way of generating revenue and that is an expected product of the con90
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sumer at a historic plantation, especially one that has the facade that this one has
with the white columns. That’s a really mixed thing. It’s a way to generate revenue.
It’s expected, but it’s interesting to see who expects that.” While generating stable
revenue through consumer products is a financial reality for restoring and maintaining McLeod as a public history site, paying its staff, and keeping the site open
for visitors, Halifax has clear reservations and hopes the CCPRC can find reliable
alternative financial support in the future. “It [the consumer products] can send
a mixed message. That’s low-hanging fruit, but I hope that we as an organization
can look for ways to generate similar revenue but have it contribute more to fostering an environment where hard conversations can be had.”23
In spite of a fraught history, the problematic demand to capitalize on the plantation experience, and the predominance of white tourists at the site, local African
American people are starting to visit, as well as share their stories. Daise recalls
some recent experiences that she had with a group of local people on one of her
tours:
I had one African American group from James Island come on my tour, and
they were pleased to hear a story about their heritage, about Gullah culture . . .
but we don’t get many [local African Americans]; the majority of our visitors are
white. I am not sure if the majority are out-of-town tourists versus Charlestonians or South Carolinians. I encourage more African Americans to come, especially local people, because they can add to the story. We’re learning new things
about this site every day. On one of my earlier tours, I had an older black woman
on it, and her mother was apparently the last caretaker for Mr. Willie McLeod.
And so we have people out here on this Island who have more information than
we do. We want them to come. We want them to steer those stories.24
Perhaps the most promising project on the site’s horizon in terms of engaging the descendant community on James Island is the unfinished work of preserving and interpreting the African American cemetery. While the CCPRC has
placed a single interpretive sign near the edge of the burial ground, the cemetery,
which is wooded and covered in vines, deliberately remains untouched. According to Halifax, the CCPRC will not act further until it can meet with the two other
major stakeholders in the site: descendants of the people who are buried there
and a broader community of people in the region who are concerned about the
destruction and disappearance of African American cemeteries. Before that engagement can take place, however, the CCPRC must complete the practical work
of locating as many living descendants as possible through funeral records and
other sources. Beyond that, Halifax believes that an effective partnership will also
require establishing trust and an honorable reputation in the community, particularly “by word of mouth about the stories that we’re telling here and how we’re
telling those stories.”25
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In considering how the MPHS’s historical interpretation might align with
broader historical narratives of racial reconciliation or reparation in the national
memory of slavery, Halifax, Daise, and other members of McLeod’s staff take as
a primary concern the inclusion of emerging grassroots knowledge, particularly
from among the descendant community on James Island. Such a commitment
suggests that a central goal and challenge of the MPHS’s public mission, “to return
and get it,” is less about “reconciliation” or “reparation” and more about engaging
grassroots knowledge of slavery and its aftermath in an emerging public space of
shared historical memory. While that goal was only starting to be realized in the
site’s opening months, the MPHS’s staff demonstrated an auspicious commitment
to approaching public history as an ongoing and inclusive public conversation
rather than some didactic imparting of “expert knowledge.” Furthermore, their
approach to history as a shared conversation was well complemented by their conscious, careful, and informed efforts to acknowledge, engage, historically contextualize, and critically examine—but not privilege—the dominant white historical
narratives of the plantation tourism industry.

“ Re t u r n a n d Ge t I t : ” T h e O n g o i n g Wo r k
o f t h e T ra n s i t i o n t o F r ee d o m
On a fundamental level, the impetus to establish McLeod as a public site dedicated to preserving and interpreting African American history came neither from
Charleston County Parks, nor was it the result of any other mainstream institutional initiative undertaken “from above.” Historically, African American communities on James Island (and in the nation) have resisted institutionalized white
narratives of the southern past by safeguarding and maintaining their communities’ own historical knowledge and traditions in private spaces such as the school,
church, and home. And while public reflections of African American historical
memory have arguably gained unprecedented and increasing visibility in national
spaces of historical memory, particularly over the last forty years, that is not primarily because of a newfound recognition or inclusion from mainstream U.S. public history establishments. Rather, it is more fundamentally because of the efforts
of African American communities to establish their own public spaces of historical memory as alternatives to the neglect and misrepresentation of African American—and American—history in U.S. public culture.26
In an illuminating example, Andrea Burns traces the emergence of the black
museum movement in a handful of African American neighborhoods in Chicago,
Detroit, Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia during the 1960s and ’70s. With
limited economic resources and grassroots political leadership, black neighborhood museums found innovative ways to exhibit and interpret African and African American artifacts that were absent in the catalogs of white mainstream mu92
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Perhaps the most promising project on the site’s horizon in terms of engaging the descendant community on James
Island is the unfinished work of preserving and interpreting the African American cemetery. While the CCPRC
has placed a single interpretive sign at the edge of the burial ground, the cemetery, which is wooded and covered in
vines, itself deliberately remains untouched. Memorial sign at the African American cemetery erected by members
of the local community long before the public history site existed. Photograph courtesy of the author.

seums, while also refashioning the space of public history itself into a dynamic
form of Civil Rights activism and community engagement. Rather than establishing some “official” interpretation of African American history, the sites’ institutional missions and exhibits often provoked public discussions and debates
surrounding issues of race, power, and representation, both within their local
communities and in the broader culture. In effect, the public spaces of the black
neighborhood museums helped pave the way for national establishments of African American history, such as the newly opened Smithsonian National Museum
of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC). However, moving toward
the commercial center of American mass culture is not necessarily a sign of the
black museum movement’s increasing strength. Rather, as Burns argues, it is the
movement’s next great test, particularly in terms of whether or not the NMAAHC
can continue to embody the “peripheral edge” of grassroots political culture and
public debate that defined the black museum movement at its core.27
Of course, the onus of embracing public controversy and confronting the national history of slavery should neither fall primarily to African American communities, nor to African American public history institutions; rather, it requires
broad and dedicated efforts across U.S. society to “return and get it.” In The Souls
of Black Folk (1903), W. E. B. DuBois observed that the more fundamental problem of racial reconciliation, unlike sectional reconciliation, required a national
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recognition and confrontation with the continuing legacy of physical horrors and
psychological denigration experienced during slavery and Jim Crow. If left unaddressed, DuBois correctly predicted that the problem of racial reconciliation
would continue to haunt the nation as a whole. History has born out DuBois’s prescient historical critique in the “Second Reconstruction” of the Civil Rights Movement, the largest mass political revolution for human rights in U.S. history, and
more recently, in an undoing of Civil Rights progress over the last several decades
that has once again led to an increasing climate of racial terror and violence. Since
the MPHS’s opening a year ago, for example, we have witnessed numerous racial
tragedies in the Charleston area alone, including the murder of Walter Scott, an
unarmed black man who was shot in the back by a white North Charleston police
officer, and Dylann Roof ’s massacre at Charleston’s historic “Mother Emanuel”
Church, which occurred less than five miles from McLeod. Shortly prior to murdering Pastor Clementa Pinckney and his congregants, Roof took a number of
photographs of himself at McLeod, posing in front of the main house, the slave
quarters, and the African American cemetery.28
To the degree that the MPHS’s historical interpretation can spark meaningful
public conversations and progressive political action around issues of race, it is a
valuable project in a region, state, and nation that remains plagued by the legacies of slavery and white supremacy. That urgent public work is a shared responsibility, however, of the Charleston County Parks and Recreation Commission and
informed and engaged private citizens. By protecting the physical structures of
McLeod from the disruption of modern commercial development and offering a
socially responsible interpretation of its history, the CCPRC is providing a valuable public service and a good starting point for the more difficult and ongoing
work of historical preservation that remains: maintaining McLeod as a place in
which diverse individuals, institutions, and cultural groups can develop an inclusive dialogue about the history of slavery and its aftermath. Ideally, that dialogue
will also take place in other responsible sectors of our society, such as the education system. Too often, the onus of African American history interpretation and
public education falls on the keepers of community history and other concerned
individuals, who struggle to work within the limited forms of public and private
support that are available, such as the National Park Service, the Gullah/Geechee
Heritage Corridor Act, academic research institutions, and the tourism and entertainment industries.
As I continue my own journey to understand and interpret the history of Mc
Leod Plantation, I recall a memorial sign that members of the local community erected at the African American cemetery long before the public history site
existed. Today, most of the sign is gone, but its heading, “The Sacred Burial Site
of Our African Ancestors,” remains. The sign was still intact when I visited the
plantation in 2004, and it depicted a symbol that was mysterious to me at the time,
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but I now realize was the Sankofa. As I struggle to interpret the meaning of that
symbol as it relates to McLeod’s history, I am struck by its circularity; the Sankofa
is always looking back, which to me suggests that history is an ongoing cycle. And
in contemplating different renditions of the symbol—some that are heart-shaped,
others that render the Sankofa plucking an egg from its back, and many more—I
am particularly drawn to an empty space that often appears between the Sankofa’s
head and tail. Perhaps that is a space of transition yet to be completed.
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