Interpreting African American History at James Island’s
McLeod Plantation: A Photo Essay and Interview with
Shawn Halifax, Public History Coordinator of the
Charleston County Parks and Recreation Commission
Brian Graves
On April 25th, 2015, the McLeod Plantation Historic Site on James Island,
South Carolina, became the first public plantation site in the Charleston region—and one of the first plantation sites anywhere— that is primarily dedicated to preserving and interpreting African American history. The Charleston
County Parks and Recreation Commission (CCPRC) owns and manages the
Site and has implemented a public history program titled “The Transition to
Freedom” that interprets a period at the Plantation spanning from 1851-1990.
Within this Reconstruction-oriented program, visitors can explore an interpretive pathway that winds through the Plantation landscape and material
structures, including six slave cabins, a large cemetery, gin house, barn, kitchen, dairy, and “main house” that served as a Freedman’s Bureau Field Office.
Guided tours and exhibit signs at these sights cover diverse topics, including
relationships between the McLeod family and the enslaved, Union and Confederate occupation, the Freedman’s Bureau, Gullah culture, the cultivation
and preparation of Sea Island cotton, African American home life, and African
American burial practices, among others.
Having myself grown up on James Island, I have long been intrigued
by McLeod, both as a singular landmark of the Island’s plantation past and
because the site has been a subject of public controversy over the last two
decades. Following the last private owner’s death in 1990, diverse stakeholders with competing interests in the site, including Native occupation, African
American history, the Colonial period, and the Revolutionary and Civil Wars,
among others, debated the most appropriate use of the property and how best
to protect it from encroaching commercial development. In 2011, after a string
of financial difficulties and political disputes, the Historic Charleston Foundation, to which the property was willed, agreed to sell the Plantation to the
CCPRC for $3.3 million with the understanding that it would be preserved and
maintained for public use. Of the CCPRC’s interest in McLeod, Shawn Halifax, the Public History Coordinator of the CCPRC, explains, “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 primary stories that we would be telling at
McLeod Plantation would be those of the majority of people that worked there,
the African Americans.”¹
While examining all of the histories that converge at McLeod is necessary
to understanding and preserving the Site, the CCPRC’s decision to center its
interpretation on the vast majority of enslaved people and their descendants
who built and inhabited McLeod for most of its history is arguably quite
appropriate and long overdue, particularly within a regional tourism industry
that has long privileged displays of architecture and furniture and white myths
of “southern romance” and the “grand achievements” of white planter families in its interpretations of the southern past.² Nevertheless, prior to the Site’s
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public opening, I had a measure of skepticism about its commercialization as a
tourist attraction and wanted to learn more about how the CCPRC would respond to potential political, economic, and social challenges of relating a frank
and substantive assessment of slavery and its aftermath to the traveling public.
In November of 2014, I contacted Halifax for an interview concerning the
CCPRC’s historical interpretation work-in-progress. Following our introduction, I was quickly impressed both by his wealth of knowledge about the Site
and his willingness to engage a number of critical questions raised by a body
of scholarship concerning issues of race, representation, and African American
public history interpretation.3

Shawn Halifax, the Public History Coordinator of the CCPRC (at right) discusses the
cultivation of Sea Island cotton at McLeod with a tour group [Photo by Brian Graves]
The interview that follows is edited from two longer interviews that I
recorded with Halifax; the aforementioned interview in November of 2014 and
an on-site interview on July of 2015, as well as some material drawn from my
recorded observations of Halifax’s public tours at McLeod and our personal
correspondence via email. The November interview occurred approximately
five months prior to the McLeod Plantation Historic Site’s public opening and
focuses on the CCPRC’s groundbreaking plans for publicly preserving and
interpreting African American history at the Site. The July 2015 interview occurred about three months following the Historic Site’s grand opening and followed up on some major themes from our earlier conversations with a particular goal of achieving a deeper understanding of the racial politics of historical
representation at the McLeod, particularly in terms of how the CCPRC’s interpretative strategy was playing out in practice. To help ensure factual accuracy,
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organization, continuity, and a representative sample of our conversations, I
sent the edited interview to Halifax so he could provide feedback, clarify and
elaborate key points, and suggest areas for revision. In addition to the edited
transcription that follows, I have included a selection of personal photographs
that are meant to illustrate and enrich the written word.
Brian Graves:
To get started, I was wondering if you could give me a brief background
and overview of what the CCPRC is doing to interpret African American history at the McLeod Plantation Historic Site.
ShawnHalifax:
Sure. The primary theme for our interpretation at McLeod is the story of
“the Transition to Freedom” for African Americans.4 We are focusing particularly on the time period from 1851 to 1990, which coincides with the McLeod
family’s ownership of the site. But our theme and sub-themes are all exploring
different elements of this transition to freedom over an extended period of
time.
Brian Graves:
I noticed that one of those key subthemes is tracing the emergence of Gullah/Geechee culture in the Lowcountry.
Shawn Halifax:
Absolutely. In fact McLeod’s one of the sites listed on the Gullah/Geechee
Cultural Heritage Corridor,5 and we’ve been working with Michael Allen,6
the National Park Service, and the Board of Commissioners for the Corridor.
McLeod Plantation is one of those examples of places where Gullah/Geechee
culture emerged and thrived. And, of course, all of the African Americans who
can trace their ancestry back to James Island, and who are still there, are Gullah/Geechee. One of the primary themes we’re looking at in our interpretation
of McLeod is how Gullah/Geechee culture is a manifestation of the refusal of
African Americans at McLeod and other sites throughout the region to submit
themselves to the dehumanizing nature of enslavement. We also go into a little
bit about the isolation of the Sea Islands, both physically and socially, including
justice and related issues through the Jim Crow era of institutionalized racism, and everything that contributed to the Gullah/Geechee culture enduring,
unlike it does in a lot of other places. We look at food ways. We look at burial
practices. We look at religion and art. And we bring Gullah culture all the way
up to the present. One of the things we want to do is make the point that Gullah/Geechee people are not some relic of the past.
Brian Graves:
I can see the value of that, and I know of some scholarship that has examined ways in which popular representations of Gullah/Geechee culture have
tended to problematically depict it as a kind of quaint, and perhaps pre-modern, folk culture.7 But Gullah, like any living culture, is contemporary and
dynamic.
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Shawn Halifax:
Right. One thing we want to emphasize is that Gullah is not just something
to romanticize about; it’s a thriving culture, and Gullah people are human and
complex, just like everybody else.

Sara Daise (at left), Historical Interpreter at the McLeod Historic Site converses with a
visitor in front of the slave cabins at McLeod. Daise developed her own tour about Gullah/Geechee culture at McLeod and is herself a 6th generation Gullah/Geechee descendant whose family is from St. Helena Island, S.C. [Photo by Brian Graves]

Brian Graves:
I know that in addition to interpreting the emergence of Gullah/Geechee
culture, the CCPRC devotes considerable attention to interpreting McLeod’s
significance as a Civil War site and then as a location of a Freedman’s Bureau
Field Office. I was wondering if perhaps you could give me a brief overview of
that history and how it figures into the CCPRC’s interpretation.
Shawn Halifax:
Sure. We know McLeod became a headquarters for Confederate operations—not the only one on James Island, but one of them. We know there
was an ordnance depot, two commissaries, and probably a regimental hospital during the period the Confederates were there. It appears to me that the
plantation was used on and off again, after a mandatory evacuation of James
Island was ordered in 1862. The Confederates held [James] Island until February 17th, 1865, when they were drawn from Charleston to help defend against
Sherman’s March into the Carolinas.
As for Union troops at McLeod Plantation, the earliest occupation starts
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about a month later, in March. The first Union troops to occupy the main
house and row of houses that had been built for the enslaved were the New
York 54th; not the Massachusetts 54th,8 but the New York 54th, which was
largely made up of German and northeastern European immigrants from
Brooklyn—they’re called “German,” but were mostly from Germanic states, I
guess. They got there about a week before the Massachusetts 55th, which was a
regiment of United States Colored Troops. The entire regiment was not stationed at McLeod—I think there were five companies. Officers occupied part
of the main house with the officers of the New York 54th, while the troops were
in tents on the property. The New York 54th, which had been waiting for weeks
to ship off to Wilmington but never did, and the Massachusetts 55th stayed at
McLeod until they were both ordered out to Goose Creek [S.C.] around April
4th. The 55th were only at McLeod for a few weeks, but symbolically, it’s pretty
important, I think, that they arrived at McLeod as liberators. Of course, a lot of
US Colored Troops throughout the area were doing that on plantations. That’s
part of what they were doing when they went up towards Goose Creek, liberating plantations in the region.
As for how long Union troops stay at McLeod, we’re not really sure. McLeod Plantation during the Freedmen’s era became the headquarters for the
James Island Field Office for the Bureau. It looks like they’re there until around
‘68 performing all of the duties the Bureau was assigned to perform. One of
the most important duties the Bureau was doing on James Island was handling
land claims, including at McLeod Plantation. We know there were at least 44
African American families who had been granted forty acres under General
Sherman’s Order Number 15.9 That’s one of the other things we’re looking at
now, is trying to identify who these 44 families were and whatever happened.
Did any of them retain that property or did they all either give it up voluntarily
or was it taken from them? We’re not really sure. After the Freedmen’s Bureau
left, it looks like there was a period of time when freed people were actually
occupying the main house before the McLeod family got back to the house in
about 1870.
Brian Graves:
I know we’re always limited by the sources that are available, and this is
a pretty general question, but what if we look at Civil War history at McLeod
from the vantage point of the enslaved people? What does that look like?
Shawn Halifax:
Well, it’s really interesting because on James Island, there was a mandatory
evacuation of white civilians from the plantations that included the McLeod
Plantation. As for the enslaved people at McLeod during much of the war, it is
unknown how many left and how many remained on James Island. There’s a
family story in both the McLeod and Forrest families that enslaved caretakers
were left behind. Their names were Stephen and Harriet Forrest. As for what
their role as caretakers meant, we’re not really sure. We know the Confederate
Army was taking things from McLeod Plantation—some might say that they
were stealing things, but it was supposedly being commandeered for the war
effort. So how much of a role Stephen and Harriet actually played as enslaved
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caretakers during the Confederate occupation, in terms of how well they were
able to protect the site or care for the site, is difficult to say. That’s an oral history we have been trying to corroborate with written sources but have not been
able to yet.

Interpretations of the Dairy and Kitchen buildings at McLeod from the CCPRC's mobile
tour application. [Photo by Brian Graves]
We also know there were at least eleven enslaved people, one of them a
14-month old girl, who escaped from McLeod to Union lines and presumably
became contraband.¹0 We have the first names of all except for the little girl.
That’s one of the things that McLeod [William Wallace McLeod] seeks compensation for, is the escape of these eleven freedom seekers. He doesn’t list
prices for the eleven people, but he does seek compensation. This is from a
document petitioning the State for compensation for losses during the war. So,
at least some of them [enslaved people] at McLeod made that difficult decision
to escape to Union lines. The refugee camps associated with the contraband
were not the healthiest places. Some of them may have died. We know that
at least one, William Dawson, joined the United States Navy. I wouldn’t be
surprised if we’re at some point able to find that more African Americans from
McLeod Plantation joined Union forces. Based on the ages of the able bodied
men, it appears quite likely that they would have been eligible for military service. They could have ended up in some of those Union Regiments that formed
in South Carolina.
Two more men, Charles and Limus, were forced to stay behind to build
Confederate defenses. Both men died in that work. It was not uncommon
for plantation owners like McLeod to “volunteer” their enslaved men in the
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Confederate war effort or for the Confederates to impress slaves into the effort.
McLeod sought $8,500 in compensation for the two men.
That’s an interesting story when you look at it: You’ve got eleven that
decided to escape to freedom, two that died while forced to build Confederate
defenses around Charleston and two left as caretakers. That accounts for 15 of
the approximately 100 people enslaved by the McLeods and illustrates just how
complex the situation really was and the diversity of experiences.
Brian Graves:
Trying to portray something of that diversity of experiences seems like
a key goal of your interpretation and a worthwhile one. I’ve read a number
of scholarly critiques of how various historical sites, including many in the
Charleston region, tend to overlook, misrepresent, or homogenize “the African
American experience.”¹¹
I bet reconstructing and representing that diversity of experiences presents challenges, both in terms of finding primary sources and interpreting the
sources that are available. One thing that I’ve struggled with as a researcher is
how to interpret white-authored historical accounts of slavery and its aftermath as well as how to interpret African American historical accounts that
are filtered through white or European lenses. I was just curious if you’ve had
to deal with any similar challenges in reconstructing and interpreting African
American experiences at McLeod.
Shawn Halifax:
At McLeod Plantation, one of the things we’ve really tried to do is have a
mix of evidence. Of course, almost all of our written documentation is coming
through the white lens. Not just the white southern lens, though, because we
also have several primary sources that are through the lens of northern whites
such as Bert Wilder,¹² J.T. Trowbridge,¹3 and Freedmen’s Bureau records.
There’s a guy at the Freedmen’s Bureau, Erastus Everson, and a lot of his stuff is
at the South Carolina Historical Society. He’s commenting on what he sees as a
northern abolitionist in South Carolina and specifically at McLeod Plantation,
so we’ve got that perspective. From the African American perspective, a lot of
it is looking at what written sources there are that are closely related to McLeod
geographically if not directly, but also relying on family stories. The work of
Eugene Frazier¹4 and his collecting of stories from the descendants of enslaved
people on James Island has been invaluable to us.
One of the things we really focus on at McLeod is having a variety of perspectives. Each of our interpretive signs has three different perspectives on it
from different people. Some of them are African American; some of them are
whites; some of them are Confederate soldiers; some of them are Union soldiers; some of them are the McLeod family. We take each of the topics presented on the sign and provide different perspectives. We also have a mobile “app”
we’re using to do the exact same thing at each one of our stops. We have, again,
three different perspectives on each topic, and we’re really trying to show the
complexity. That’s really one of the things that we’re after. It’s so easy for us
today to look back and think of things, and this is no pun intended, as black
and white, cut and dry. Something that I try to remind everybody when I talk
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about the relationships at McLeod, is the relationships that formed there and
on any other plantation site were just as dynamic as the personal relationships
each of us have today. No different. I don’t know if that really answers your
question about how we’re approaching the lens…

Dairy and Kitchen buildings at McLeod Plantation. [Photo by Brian Graves]

Brian Graves:
It does, and it kind of relates to my next question: I was wondering if
you’ve had any challenges trying to reconcile the desires of different cultural
groups when it comes to interpreting the plantation’s history, and if so, how
you’ve dealt with those challenges.
Shawn Halifax:
I think what a lot of people are craving when it comes to historic sites is the
ability to see some kind of reflection of themselves, their past, and their heritage. Well, if you have a site focusing on African American history and it’s a
plantation site, historically, that’s not where the primary focus has been. There
are probably some sites in the United States that do it, but I doubt there are
very many, and if there are, it’s something relatively recent. As for the conflictingaudiences or constituencies, I know that locally there are number of people
who will look at what we’re doing and probably not like it. They will not like
it at all, but I think the atmosphere has changed a bit in the sense that I don’t
think they will say anything about it. The way they will comment is by not
participating, by not coming. I might be wrong. Now for tourists, I think there
will be some that come to the site expecting a traditional southern plantation
experience, a kind of “moonlight under magnolias” kind of thing. They may
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not appreciate our interpretation, and we’ll probably get some comments.
But it’s interesting, locally this tide has just continued to rise, and most
people in the area who don’t agree with this [interpretation] will tend to keep
quiet. But I’m sure there are also some outspoken people who would agree
that a more full story should be told. So far, we haven’t met any resistance. In
fact, it’s been welcome, because if you want those stories of the “moonlight
under magnolias,” there are plenty of other sites in the area to go and visit. I’ve
mentioned that Magnolia Plantation¹5 has been open for 144 years—I’m not
picking on Magnolia, because I think Magnolia’s doing some great work right
now —but we don’t have 144 years of stories that we’ve been telling that have
changed over time.¹6 We’ve got a fresh approach, and it gives us the opportunity to fulfill a niche among the tourist plantation destination sites in the region.
Brian Graves:
I grew up on James Island, and visited a lot of the plantation tourist sites
in the area. I guess my vague impression of the plantations at the time was that
they were these stable feudal societies where not much had changed. At least
when I was a kid, I remember the focus of historical interpretation at these
sites tended to be on the “grand achievements” of white planter families and
the architecture and the furniture and things of that nature. The plantation
was often romanticized— you mentioned the “moonlight under magnolias”
depiction of a plantation.
And when a plantation was preserved and opened to the public, it all
seemed very permanent: “Here, we’ve preserved everything. Now you can
come and visit and look at how it was.” But now I realize that one of the keys of
effective historical preservation and interpretation is working with the understanding that you’re presenting a history that’s still in progress, that the stories
can constantly shift and change, and that they’re always a reflection of our
current cultural values.
Shawn Halifax:
I think you’re onto something there. There was a huge movement during
the 1920’s and 1930’s on these southern plantations, and just in the South in
general, to present the South’s history in that romanticized way.¹7 A lot of the
historic preservation of these sites was going on at a time when there was a
desire by the descendants of the plantation owners to recreate this grand, like
you said, almost feudal system; the lord of the manor kind of thing, where
people knew their places. You’ll hear Michael Allen talk about the “Tara-ization” [referencing Gone with the Wind], of the plantation south. Even McLeod
Plantation is subject to this, with changes such as the kitchen and portico that
were added in the 1920’s. I’m pretty convinced those changes were based on
the family’s desire to make the plantation a tourist destination. I also think
part of this remodeling was done to create an atmosphere that would provide
an opportunity, particularly for whites, both white southerners and white
northerners, to reconcile with one another following the Civil War, as a way
to create this nostalgic, non-existent South; to make it, you know, ‘Oh, it’s the
genteel South,’ which of course, in the 1920’s and 30’s for a lot of black southerners, it was anything but. I think a lot of the interpretation at these historic
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plantations, particularly those that have been open for a while, was based in
that, and that’s part of what they are fighting today. Some of them are serious
about changing their stories. Sometimes I think it’s done reluctantly. I think
sometimes, what would be best for a site like that is to just fully come out and
say, “Yeah, we’re changing because we were wrong in the past,” instead of just
trying to do it almost unnoticeably and just bringing attention to, “Oh, we’ve
got an African American history tour now.” I’ve seen that happen at various
places where they don’t really talk about how they used to interpret things and
why they are changing;, rather, they just slightly start to change things. I think
that part of the their interpretation should include how and why they have
changed, examining their own role in the mis-education of their visitors. It
would garner a tremendous amount of respect, I think.

Grand façade of the main house that was constructed by the McLeod family in the 1920s.
[Photo by Brian Graves]

Brian Graves:
I agree, and it leads me to a broader question about the purposes toward
which we put historical interpretation at the plantation. Earlier you mentioned the mobile tour “app” that the Charleston County Parks and Recreation
Commission created for the site, and I noticed that in the introductory section
for the “app,” you used the West African symbol of the Sanfoka as a kind of
metaphor for the McLeod Historic Site’s purpose. The Sankofa means “return
and get it,” which to me suggests that perhaps the site has a public mission of
confronting the historical legacies of slavery and racial oppression—a history
that’s still in progress— and hoping that the Site can contribute to some kind of
positive social change, perhaps some kind of racial healing.
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Shawn Halifax:
You’re hitting the nail right on the head. Right before we did our grand
opening, we held a press conference, and the Executive Director, Tom O’Rourke, spoke, and that’s exactly what he said in so many words; that’s what this
place is for. That’s exactly what we hope to happen. We can say that is what we
hope to happen, but it will take time and require building trust in the community. We definitely hope we’re able to build the kind of trust where people feel
safe and comfortable having difficult conversations about the history of slavery
and its aftermath. With the way we’ve got things set up, and with the way
visitors experience the Site, we try to make it so our interpreters have opportunities to engage in conversations with people. So they’ll do their tours, and
there’s some conversation that occurs there, but we try to leave time at the end
of the tour so that that interpreters don’t feel as if they have to move on to their
next assignment; that they have time to engage with whomever might want
to engage. One of the other assignments interpreters have is to be here in the
main house for informal interaction. That’s another area where conversations
get started, and we have lot of conversations that go on right at the front door
when people first come in.
Brian Graves:
And that’s why you don’t have any furniture in the main house?
Shawn Halifax:
We 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 was a factor or not, the house would
remain unfurnished, for a philosophical reason. In furnished house museums the guest and the interpreter tend to focus discussions around things,
and not people, and not relationships. We have purposelessly placed some of
the more controversial exhibit panels at the Site in the house so we can have
those potentially hard discussions that deal with topics such as the master’s
sexual coercion of the enslaved, the cause of the Civil War, school segregation,
and black soldiers as liberators rather than looters, which has not been such a
common theme at southern historic sites. 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, and the chandeliers, and
avoid the hard topics. Our staff often has to encourage the hard conversations.
With the house furnished, I don’t think we would have as many opportunities
for dialogue. Having that in depth conversation with people whether they’re
tourists or locals also helps to build trust.
Brian Graves:
From what I noticed, just walking around today, it seems like most of the
visitors are white. Do you know anything about the demographics of the site?
Who’s visiting?
Shawn Halifax:
Only anecdotal—and when I say anecdotal, I mean my observations. We
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haven’t spent a lot of money on marketing. I think for historic sites like this,
that are plantation sites or antebellum house museums, African American
attendance is in the single digits percentage-wise. I don’t remember the exact
number, but it’s really low. My observation is that there have been a number
of African Americans coming to the site, both local and from away, and more
than what I think is at other sites based on percentages. We are not measuring
that right now. At some point we might. I think that for our locals who are
coming out—and I’ve talked to quite a few of them because I’m really trying to
encourage them to share their stories—when they see the approach we’re taking to our interpretation, it kind of helps put them at ease. We haven’t had anyone that’s come back and said, “we’re really ready to share our stories with you,”
but we’ve gotten a lot of positive feedback from families associated with the
site. I think it’s those small things at the beginning that will help build trust,
and I hope word gets out about the stories we’re telling here and how we’re telling those stories; and by word of mouth, we’ll see more African Americans visiting this site than you might see at other historic plantation sites in the region.
The locals have family from afar that have moved off and come home. They
bring them out—we’ve already had that happening. We’ve got groups from all
up and down the East coast that are African American, groups that, however,
through the grapevine, have found out about us and are booking. In fact I’ve
got two groups coming out tomorrow. One group’s a family reunion, and the
other one’s a tour coming out of Maryland. Since we’ve been open, we’ve had a
number of African American family reunions at the site.
Brian Graves:
Do you see any challenges to building trust within the local African American community in particular?
Shawn Halifax:
That’s something that I’ve struggled with personally. 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’ dollars, and then you’re
going to charge an admission fee, and I [African American visitor] have to pay
that admission fee to come to this site that is telling the story of my ancestors,
my grandmother, my uncle, and you’re selling the story of my ancestors, and so
for me, personally, this is a challenge. How do you engage the local community
so there is a sense of ownership when there is a history of exploitation both in
the public and private sectors of a community.
Brian Graves:
That’s an understandable concern, and it leads me to a broader question
about the racial politics of the site’s historical interpretation. According to
some scholarship I’ve been reading, two prevailing and often opposing trends
of “reparation” and “reconciliation” have tended to motivate an increasing
number of museums and exhibits interested in “museumizing” slavery in the
U.S., particularly over the last forty years.¹8 While I certainly don’t want to
paint some rigid or false dichotomy here, the trend of reconciliation often
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emerges from more interracial frameworks and a predominantly white political base and focuses on dialogue leading to racial reconciliation. The trend of
reparation, on the other hand, often emerges from a predominantly African
American political base and supports depictions of slavery as a holocaust with
the implication that African Americans have a right to compensation. I was
curious if you see the McLeod Historic site aligning in any ways with either or
both of these approaches.
Shawn Halifax:
Well, 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.
I remember that I attended a lecture that Peter Wood gave at the College
of Charleston. I think it was in celebration of the 35th anniversary of The
Black Majority.¹9 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.
What is a way to offer a balanced interpretation [of a plantation site]?” And his
[Wood’s] response was, “Balance-shmalance.” 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.²0 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. But I do not disagree with
him [Wood] about what this place [McLeod] is.
We know we’re being watched by a lot of people. Historic preservationists
and all of the stakeholders are looking at us very critically. Since we’ve just
opened, we are having a little bit of a grace period, but we really need to put
our best foot forward. There are probably people who will look at our interpretation and say, “Well, you didn’t go far enough in telling the story.” If you go
downstairs [to the first floor of the main house] there is a sign about Isabelle
Pinckney where we talk about ‘forced relationships.’ Well I am sure there are
people who will look at that sign and say, “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 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 of topics that are so sensitive that
it’s really the parent or guardian’s place to talk about those things. You have to
look at the setting and be mindful as an organization.
I have been thinking a lot lately about how we are giving back. I was at a
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workshop the week before last, and a professor from Savannah State made the
comment that it is not the responsibility of African Americans that interpret
the history of slavery—or interpreters no matter their cultural background—to
teach Americans about the broad strokes of American slavery. That is the role
of the formal education system. I thought, “You know, that’s right.” Unfortunately, I don’t see our formal education system making much of an effort. In
fact, there is a foreshadowing of a reversal of any progress made over the last
5-10 years in elementary, middle and high schools, at least in the Deep South.
That concerns me. Maybe the onus really is upon the keepers of a community’s
or a family’s history—usually the elders—as well as the professional interpreters and academia to teach the public about slavery and its aftermath. Maybe
that is giving back. But there has to be more, doesn’t there?

"Emancipated But Not Equal" exhibit panel in the main house at McLeod Plantation
Historic Site. [Photo by Brian Graves]

Brian Graves:
There does, and it gets me thinking about how the McLeod Historic Site
has recently been the subject of some national media attention because Dylan
Roof visited shortly before committing the massacre at Mother Emanuel.²¹ You
mentioned that both NPR’s “Morning Edition” and Al Jazeera came out.
Shawn Halifax:
Yeah, Dylan Roof was here and took photographs in front of the main
house. He also took photographs at the African American cemetery and in
front of the slave houses, which was disturbing to say the least. When he
[Dylan Roof] was out here, he didn’t engage with any of the staff as far as I
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know, unless when he bought a ticket. I wonder if he stopped to read the interpretation surrounding him. I suspect that he did not. I think he was here more
for what plantations symbolized to him. It is very disturbing that he took a
photo of himself in front of the Sankofa sign at the African American cemetery
on-site, as if was to say to African Americans, “Return, or die!”

Remaining portion of a sign at McLeod's African American cemetary where Dylan Roof
photographed himself shortly before committing the massacre at Emanuel AME. The
sign was erected by local people long before the McLeod Plantation Hstoric Site existed.
It reads, "Sacred Burial Site of Our African Ancestors" and depicts the Sankofa, a West
African symbol that means "Return and Get it." [Photo by Brian Grave]

His visit and subsequent massacre of people at Mother Emanuel has had
a tremendous impact on the interpreters. We ask a lot of our interpreters. We
ask them to share this very heavy history—racism, enslavement, institutionalized inequality, terrorism, hatred, and it goes on and on. We ask them to
share this with a public that is at so many different points on the spectrum, as
I mentioned before, and then this happens. For the first day or so, I think the
interpreters here were in shock, in pain, angry, confused, all of those emotions.
But they had to go out and interact with a public, many of whom were feeling
the same way they were. No amount of training could have prepared them for
that. When you interpret this kind of material, for the time those visitors are
here on your tour or on site, the interpreter becomes counselor and therapist,
even if just for a moment. Then this happens. We were not prepared.
We are and will continue addressing this in our staff meetings and trainings. The next day, I simply told the interpreters that we were not going to
ignore that this event happened, but we were also not going to make it the fo-
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cus of our interactions. We could not have emotionally handled it. I told them
to talk about it with visitors if and when they were emotionally capable and it
was appropriate to do so. I know now that was not enough, and while I hope
this senselessness never happens again, it likely will, and I hope we are better
prepared.
I think there is today more recognition, acknowledgement and sympathy by whites because of what happened here in Charleston and other events
around the country, including the killings by police of unarmed African
Americans and the discussion around the removal of the flag from the SC State
House grounds that issues of and related to race are real. I also think that there
is a greater understanding or at least acknowledgement on the part of whites of
what minorities in this country have dealt with for generations and continue to
deal with—a greater understanding that the transition to freedom is ongoing
and impacts all of us, no matter our background and ethnicity.
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