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Griot: a member of a class of traveling poets, musicians, and storytellers who maintain a tradition of oral history in parts of West Africa.


Joseph McGill Jr. dedicates this book to the enslaved ancestors whose voices were muted when they were on this earth. Slave dwellings can be preserved, but as already proven, they can be lost. It is the responsibility of archaeologists, archivists, genealogists, scholars, and griots to resurrect the voices of the ancestors and give them the respect they rightly deserve.


To my mom and dad, the late Susie Mae McGill and Joseph McGill Sr., I honor your memory. To my daughter, Jocelyn, a recent graduate of the Tuskegee University College of Veterinary Medicine, you reached your quota of sleeping in “one” slave dwelling with me. To my lovely wife, Vilarin McGill, thank you for allowing me the time to sleep with the ancestors and follow the footprints of slavery.


When I was in the military, I visited in 1984 the living space where Anne Frank hid from the Nazis. Seeing that cramped space taught me the importance of historic places. It planted a seed that would grow three decades later into the Slave Dwelling Project.


Herb Frazier dedicates this book to Jim Campbell, Jack McCray, L. R. Byrd, and Horace Mungin, dear friends who have joined the ancestors, and to the next generation—grandchildren Lauryn, Nicholas, Kinsley, and Connor Thomas; Nathaniel Perry Hamilton; Roman Lee Frazier; and Roman Averion White.
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FOREWORD BY HERB FRAZIER



AS A BOY I UNKNOWINGLY SPOKE THE NAMES OF WHITE MEN WHO enslaved Black people. Streets named for slave trader Henry Laurens, slave-owning US president George Washington, and Vice President John C. Calhoun, a staunch defender of chattel slavery, bordered my tiny neighborhood on the east side of Charleston, South Carolina. My home was a public housing project built in the 1940s as a slum-clearing effort. Within it I lived mostly unaware of the racially segregated city and dangerous Jim Crow South.


I also didn’t know that riverside land just beyond a rusty chain-link fence that bordered my neighborhood, Ansonborough Homes, had been the site of Gadsden’s Wharf, where captured Africans had arrived three centuries before. Up to 40 percent of the Africans brought to North America came through Charleston, and one of those entry points was across the street from where I grew up! The International African American Museum plans to open on June 27, 2023, on the site of Gadsden’s Wharf, with an opening ceremony on June 24. Its mission is to instill empathy and understanding of the African American experience. After two decades of planning, the museum’s construction began just before the fall of the nearby towering Calhoun monument.


As a boy in the cradle of slavery, the echoes of Africa surrounded me, but I was too young to know it. My father and grandmother were either too ashamed of that history or didn’t know it well enough themselves to share it with me. Africa was evident in the African-style rice dishes we ate, the African words we spoke, like tote, okra, cooter, and biddy, the syncopated hand claps in church, and the West African–inspired coiled sweetgrass baskets Black women sold to tourists. The face of Africa morphed into the faces of Black women who strolled gracefully along city streets with heavy loads balanced with dignity on their heads.


Decades later as a daily newspaper reporter, I walked where captured Africans were held before they were shipped to Charleston and other American seaports. Then I connected my childhood memories with an African source and the ancestors who brought their customs to America, giving rise to Gullah Geechee people along coastal South and North Carolina, Georgia, and parts of northern Florida.


In the crumbling ruins of Bunce Island near Freetown, Sierra Leone, I heard how Africans were branded like cattle to help buyers on the other side of the ocean identify their origin. In the Gambia on Kunta Kinteh Island in the shade of towering baobab trees, Africans were graded like animals. Those considered the best were loaded on ships while others were tossed in the River Gambia to die. At Elmina Castle on Ghana’s coast, a room marked with a skull and crossbones held those who resisted. Locked in without food or water, they perished. A guide called them the “freedom fighters.”


When I left daily journalism, I became the unlikely freelance marketing consultant and later full-time marketing director for Magnolia Plantation and Gardens, a Southern plantation where Africans were sold to white enslavers like those whose names are on the streets of my old neighborhood. This led to a reunion with Joseph McGill. Joe said he wanted to spend a night in one of Magnolia’s slave cabins.


As a recovering newspaper reporter, I knew immediately that if he did that simple act of sleeping in a slave cabin, journalists would flock to his story. Doing so also would lead to a much wider discussion on chattel slavery and this country’s fraught and prolonged relationship with it. I helped him spread the word. After a few months of sending press releases to the local media, announcing the growing number of cabins where he planned to sleep, he no longer needed my help.


After a decade of braving the elements, adjusting to hard wooden floors, cajoling property owners, and assuaging critics, Joe has become well-known nationally for his crusading effort to draw attention to the preservation of former slave cabins and other structures where enslaved people lived and raised their families. He’s the first and only person in the United States who has routinely slept in extant slave dwellings to carry out a sustained campaign to save these structures. He preaches that these places, and the stories of enslaved people who lived in them, are important to telling a complete narrative of one of America’s original sins—slavery.


Since launching the Slave Dwelling Project, Joe has slept in more than two hundred cabins and larger structures in twenty-five states and the District of Columbia to change the American narrative one slave dwelling at a time. He’s bedded down in likely and unlikely places where slavery existed across a third of the United States, stretching from the deep South to the Western and New England states and the upper Midwest. He’s traveled to rural and suburban landscapes, college campuses, private homes, the homes of US presidents, national and state parks, barns, churches, and the modest residences of Northern merchants. There’s no place in this country that has not been touched by slavery, just as the entire country has been shaped by the ingenuity and tenacity of enslaved people who were once counted as three-fifths of a person as a result of a compromise with Southern colonies that led to the ratification of the US Constitution.


Joe has worn many hats. He’s followed the paths of a historic preservationist with the National Trust for Historic Preservation, a Civil War reenactor, a museum director, and a tour guide. When I first met him, he was dressed in the heavy blue woolen uniform of a Black Union soldier. It was an unusually cold April night in 1992 when a tour boat pushed through light swells in Charleston Harbor toward Fort Sumter. On board were dozens of African American journalists from southern news outlets attending a regional conference of the National Association of Black Journalists. I and other conference organizers wanted to show our visiting colleagues important Black history sites in Charleston and the African influences of Gullah Geechee culture. The tour boat churned through the darkness toward the federal fort that in April 1861 received the first shots of the American Civil War.


Joe waited for us at a small campfire that did little to ease the finger-numbing cold. The fire’s dim light revealed him standing erect against a black background as he personified a soldier who joined to fight with the Fifty-Fourth Regiment of the Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. Those Black Union soldiers may have been enslaved or free men before they came south to ultimately face Confederate troops in an epic battle on Morris Island within view of Fort Sumter, itself on a wedge of land at the entrance to Charleston’s harbor. Joe spoke of the Black soldiers who knew if they were captured, Confederates would sell them into slavery or execute them instead of abiding by military custom to hold them as war prisoners.


The next time I encountered Joe, he was a historic preservationist with the National Trust for Historic Preservation. He was one of several advisors guiding Magnolia through the renovation of four nineteenth-century slave cabins at the former rice plantation on the Ashley River upstream from Charleston. In the eyes of many Black Americans, Magnolia and other former plantation sites are places to avoid because of their troubled histories. As African American men with a passion for history, however, Joe and I were eager to use our unexpected ties with Magnolia to tell the stories of our ancestors and honor the enslaved people whose sacrifices built this nation.


Joe launched his Slave Cabin Project at Magnolia. As the project grew, he was usually alone. But others eventually joined him, young and old, Black and white. Some gathered around campfires to talk about the lingering effects of slavery in America before finding a place in the cabins to sleep. When Joe embarked on this journey, he did not know what he would find beyond the fleeting experience of laying his head in a slave cabin on a southern landscape or in a building in an urban northern city. He wanted to shine a light on the places where our enslaved ancestors lived, which today are often hiding in plain sight.


Joe’s followers include readers of his social media posts and blogs and viewers of his Facebook live feeds, made even more necessary in 2020 by the spread of the coronavirus that shut down in-person gatherings. Before the pandemic, advisors to his nonprofit Slave Dwelling Project helped him organize academic conferences. He’s given keynote talks nationally on what he does and why he does it.


Just as in the beginning, Joseph McGill has a story to tell. Unlike the beginning, it is now a much larger story. I’ve rejoined him to help him tell it on the pages that follow.















INTRODUCTION



THE OLD WOMAN MAINTAINED HER USUALLY JOLLY DEMEANOR AS she lovingly performed her daily task at a slave cabin she called the “chillun’s house.” Too stooped to toil in the field, the granny watched the plantation’s children who were too young to do field work alongside their able-bodied parents. On this day the gray-haired caregiver told the children how she, as a girl, was enticed to a ship bound for America.


Pale-faced strangers laid pieces of red cloth on the ground. She and others in her community grabbed them. Then larger pieces were placed farther on until they crossed a river. On the other side, everyone rushed toward bits of red cloth until finally the trail of fabric stopped on a big ship. When the gate was chained shut, she and the other Africans couldn’t flee. The ship’s crew had herded the unsuspecting captives to a large iron cage in the belly of the boat. “Five or six hundred all together down under the first deck where we was locked in,” the granny told the children. They were caged with other Africans who spoke unfamiliar languages. “So we signed with our hands.”


Days later she saw the glorious blue sky again along with horrifying sights of people jumping in the water in futile attempts to swim home. “Lots of them still lost down there in the sea.” On the ship she and the others were given enough red flannel to wrap around themselves, the granny remembered. When the big boat reached America, they stepped up on the auction block they called the “banjo table” to be sold to the highest bidder like land, cattle, or mules. “The white man took you to your new home in America,” she told the young ones. “That’s how I come to be on this here plantation.”


The old woman removed ash bread baking in the fireplace. She served it to the children with cups of sassafras tea. Wiping sweat from her brow with a red cloth tied around her head, she announced it was time to bundle the infants. At one o’clock every workday, she and the older children took the infants to the field, where their mothers breastfed them. When the mothers finished their work, they fetched their babies from the “chilluns’ house,” a slave cabin that served as the plantation’s center of young life.


This account as a singular event did not occur. Instead, it is a compilation of recollections of formerly enslaved people on plantations in South Carolina who, after decades of freedom, talked about their enslavement with writers from the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project. In the 1930s, the writers collected more than twenty-three hundred firsthand accounts of slavery in seventeen states, mostly in the southern states. Several people shared the “red cloth” story with the WPA writers. These accounts provide a window into the past to possibly understand what our ancestors felt and endured.


The “red cloth” tale is an example of how our African ancestors used the oral tradition to pass on their experiences in slavery to the next generation. They also describe a horrific Middle Passage across the Atlantic Ocean, the largest forced migration in human history, that transferred millions of captured West Africans to the Western hemisphere. That event ushered in chattel slavery in the United States. Historian Michael A. Gomez argues the seducing or tricking of Africans was the “most important aspect of the [slave] trade to understand and the most consequential lesson to learn about dealing with white folk.” The use of “red cloth” is also part of a pattern of deception that continued after the Emancipation Proclamation freed enslaved people in the slaveholding states.


In 2017, Ohio State University undergraduate Carley Reinhard became fascinated by a red cloth narrative. Her curiosity led to research grants that allowed her to delve into the various ways slave traders tricked Africans into captivity. “As slavery expanded throughout the United States and the fear of kidnapping rose, the stories of being seduced by red trinkets were modified to warn children of the dangers of kidnapping within America,” she said. “Even after slavery ended, the stories were kept alive in new ways, and the red cloth became a tool for empowerment and protection. Different contexts changed the specifics and generalities of the myth, but West African folk culture survived across time, oceans, and continents.”


For six years, I was a program officer for the National Trust for Historic Preservation. For seven decades the Trust has led the movement to save America’s historic places. A privately funded nonprofit organization, the Trust has worked to protect America’s historic sites, tell the full American story, build stronger communities, and invest in preservation efforts. Those places that received the Trust’s attention were grand buildings such as enslavers’ antebellum homes. If the dwellings in which the enslaved lived and worked were mentioned at all, they were often labeled as outbuildings or dependencies, polite euphemisms that masked their true purpose.


People of African descent—considered legal property—were bought, sold, and owned until the day they died. It is my desire to give humanity to these enslaved people as I present the places where they lived. In these places they experienced the full range of human emotion while they adapted to slavery and their forced estrangement from Africa. These structures are some of the most visible artifacts of slavery and, as such, should be viewed as sacred spaces, a concept that might not be embraced universally.


While slave cabins for African Americans may be painful symbols of exploitation, they can also engender pride that our ancestors survived slavery. George Washington University historian James Oliver Horton observed that for white Americans slave cabins “should produce sobering shame, but for some they summon the nostalgia for the myth of the Old South.” Preserved slave dwellings also serve as important evidence of what Maya Angelou calls “the huts of history’s shame,” he added. “Confronting or avoiding the shame of history’s huts constitutes the central preservation issue that must be addressed at public exhibits of slave habitation.”


Slave cabins were more than a place to live. They were a gathering place to hear the latest news, as in the case of two formerly enslaved men, Sam Mitchell and Alfred Sligh. At the Woodlawn Plantation on Ladys Island in Beaufort County, South Carolina, eighty-seven-year-old Sam Mitchell described the cabin he lived in and its decrepit condition. “De slave lib on de Street, each cabin had two room. De Master don’t gib you nutting for yo’ house—you hab to git dat de best way you can. In our house was bed, table and bench to sit on. My father mek dem. My mother had fourteen chillen—us sleep on floor.” Alfred Sligh, enslaved in Newberry County in central South Carolina, was a centenarian when he recalled the day in 1863 that he heard of the Emancipation Proclamation. “We gang up at his grandmother’s cabin and she tell us it… We look scared, lak mules in de midst of a hornet nest, as we stood dere” not knowing what to do next until the wife of the plantation owner confirmed that freedom had come. Barbara Burlison Mooney, an associate professor at the School of Art and Art History at the University of Iowa, notes that “some cynics may scoff and condemn this idea as naïve or romantic, yet places where slaves slept and were beaten, raped, exploited, and yet survived must be marked as extraordinary memorials, not as adjuncts to white gentility.”


Architectural historians have found it difficult to detail the types of structures used to house enslaved people during the colonial era because so few of those poorly constructed dwellings—built for Black slaves and white indentured servants—survived beyond the early nineteenth century. Other more well-constructed buildings are still standing. In some instances the enslaved were quartered in the homes of the enslaver, and as such, those habitats are available for study. My travels have taken me to some of these locations, which to the surprise and dismay of some people exist in states outside the South.


Initially, I called my work the Slave Cabin Project. But early on I realized that places where enslaved people lived were not limited to cabins on rural Southern landscapes. I eventually changed the name of my work to the Slave Dwelling Project, which is not about reparations or hunting for ghosts and artifacts. Instead, I want to tell the stories of the people who lived in these structures. If I had not changed the name and scope of my work, I would have restricted what I’ve accomplished in the decade since launching the project in May 2010. I’ve encountered dwellings in urban centers—small towns and big cities—in the South and in major cities across the country. Enslaved people lived in houses of worship, campuses of higher education, and plantations owned by former US presidents. Twelve of the first eighteen presidents owned slaves at some point during their lives.


My use of the word “slave” in the title of my work is admittedly startling for some people. I am intentional in my desire to be as frank as possible and not sugarcoat American history and its system of chattel slavery, an inhuman institution supported during the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries by this country and European powers.


This history of slavery and knowledge of the types of spaces where enslaved people lived was not part of my education when I was growing up in rural South Carolina. My full understanding of slavery didn’t begin until my professional life as a historic preservationist and my weekend hobby as a Civil War reenactor. More than two hundred thousand Black men joined the US Army and Navy to end slavery. Southern states formed the Confederate States of America to maintain slavery, the backbone of the Southern economy.


Civil War historian Gordon Rhea, who lives in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, near Charleston, is the descendent of a Confederate soldier. Rhea’s great-grandfather Captain James David Rhea commanded a company in the Confederate Third Tennessee regiment and survived a series of unfathomable hardships during the war. Although Rhea admires his grandfather’s bravery and fortitude, he is not proud of the cause his grandfather’s nation represented, preserving human slavery and fostering that institution’s propagation into new territories. Rhea points to several examples in which the Confederate founders clearly stated their motives. Among them is South Carolina’s expressed concern that “the non-slaveholding states have assumed the right of deciding on the propriety of our domestic institutions… [and] have denounced as sinful the institution of slavery.”


My simple act of sleeping where enslaved people slept has broadened my awareness of their history, but it cannot replicate the pain and suffering they endured. I hope that my travels have brought attention to the need for a deeper study and understanding of this history. It is rare for African Americans to own former plantation sites where slave cabins still stand.1 Therefore, we must find ways to gain access to these historic places through sleepovers, special tours, interviews, and research. Only then can we truly tell the complete story of America.


Slavery in the New World was unlike any other form of human bondage that had existed in the world before it, even slavery in Europe. The arbitrary classification of race determined who was enslaved. The root of the word “slave” is found in Europe. In the premodern era, Slavic people were enslaved by other Europeans. But when Europeans began the New World conquest, none of the people enslaved in the Western Hemisphere were other Europeans. The enslaved were people of color and predominantly Africans.


Most Black people in modern-day America are familiar with the “one drop rule.” One drop of Black blood classifies a person as Black. That arbitrary idea dates back to slavery, when the slightest hint of African ancestry classified a person as Black. Even the word “black” has importance in demeaning a person of African descent, particularly for the English, whose location in the North Atlantic placed them more distant from people of color than other Europeans. The dark complexion of Africans was called “black,” a term meaning dirty and foul, as opposed to “white,” suggesting pure and wholesome. In broad terms, the Europeans also didn’t give credence to anything Africans had accomplished prior to their capture and forced exodus to the New World. The American brand of slavery ensured the offspring of enslaved people were also held in bondage, a practice that undermined the financial and social foundation of succeeding generations and established a perpetual transfer of wealth for slave-owning white families. These fundamental patterns existed across the country in spite of slavery’s regional variations. People held in bondage lacked individual freedoms and generally had no recourse in the courts.


Native Americans were enslaved, too. But their labor was not the backbone of New World plantation slavery. Indian slavery early on was illegal, but nonetheless it persisted. Over time, white America developed subversive means to benefit from the coerced labor of Native Americans through displacement, indebtedness, and violence or the threat of it.


Indentured European workers made up part of America’s colonial workforce, but indentured servitude ultimately was not the most profitable option for the enslaver. During my encounters with people who mention this, I stress the difference in indentured servitude and chattel slavery. Indentured workers indentured themselves. Their servitude had a beginning and an end. Enslavement for Africans, however, had no end, and their offspring would provide free labor for generations. Enslaving Africans was legal for centuries and sanctioned worldwide by states and empires before the practice became prevalent in the New World. Because of the fear of uprisings, American colonial laws later laid the foundation for the control of people of African descent. It was a lesson I encountered at Bacon’s Castle in Surry County, Virginia.


My search for slave dwellings satisfied a childhood lust for travel beyond my hometown of Kingstree, South Carolina, that I didn’t consciously realize I had. This retrospective on my decade of sleeping in slave dwellings, however, is more than a travel memoir of historic locations. It is a look back on my frank campfire conversations on race and my unexpected role as counselor and sometimes referee when the topic of racism caused emotions to run hot. Join the conversation as I visit dwelling places that housed our enslaved ancestors to explore how slavery has stained America.


Footnote


1 Keith Waring, an African American member of the Charleston City Council, is part owner of a former plantation site on Slann Island, south of Charleston. A slave cabin that once stood there was demolished before he and his partners acquired the property. Its foundation is still visible.















ONE



DUSTING OFF AN OLD IDEA


I WAS AMONG HUNDREDS OF UNIFORMED MEN—SOME DRESSED IN gray, others in blue—who charged across a grassy field with scattered palmettos and oaks. Like life-sized pieces on a giant game board, we moved on command. “Second line forward! Ready, aim, fire!” Saber-wielding horseback riders galloped among us. Booming cannons and crackling rifles wafted smoke into the wind. Faux blood stained those who fell in dramatic displays of injury and death.


We were Civil War reenactors before cheering spectators accustomed to blue Union and gray Confederate units staging battles. Few, however, had seen my unit of “colored troops,” the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts Volunteer Regiment, Company I. We honored the memory of the Black Union soldiers who gave their lives at the epic 1863 Second Battle of Battery Wagner on Morris Island, South Carolina. The other side had no Black reenactors. They waved the Confederate banner while wishing the real war had had a different outcome. The mostly white audiences treated us with respect, asking if we’d pose for pictures. We represented a history they weren’t accustomed to seeing.


As a reenactor, I had developed an appreciation for historic places and had become comfortable sleeping outdoors, sitting around campfires, and listening to stories, music, and lies told by macho men. Before a reenactment we camped on historic grounds like Olustee Battlefield Historic State Park near Jacksonville, Florida, the site of the state’s largest Civil War battle in 1864 that involved the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts. But then I realized at an annual regional reenactment at Boone Hall Plantation near Charleston, South Carolina, that we were ignoring a history on the other side of the big house.


Founded in 1681 by Major John Boone, an Englishman, the site is a former brick factory and pecan farm that enslaved thousands of people of African descent. Today it is a major tourist attraction, suggesting something concrete to visitors curious about the meaning of the loaded terms “plantation” and “slavery.” By 1817, Henry and John Horlbeck had acquired the 1,450-acre property. During the Horlbeck years, the Boone Hall brickyard produced four million bricks annually with the free labor from fifty men and thirty-five women, said Mount Pleasant historian Suzannah Smith Miles. The cabins were made of those rejected bricks not sold to the federal government to build Fort Sumter or the stately Charleston mansions of plantation owners. When I slept in a tent the night before reenactments at Boone Hall, I’d wonder about the people who lived in those cabins beyond the big house. Those cabins stand as silent reminders of what caused the Civil War, yet they and the enslaved were ignored.


My thoughts of those cabins returned years later and prompted a bigger idea, an opportunity for me to sleep in one of them on a still night in May 1999. I tapped into my desire for exploration to gird myself for a night alone in a slave cabin at Boone Hall. I replaced any fear of the unknown with thoughts of the enslaved ancestors. I had just arrived in Charleston on an early morning flight from Cedar Rapids, Iowa, feeling good that the History Channel didn’t reject my night-in-a-slave-cabin idea.


I first recognized the power of historic sites when I was a military policeman in the US Air Force, guarding nuclear arsenals on air bases in England, Washington state, and Germany. While stationed in Germany, I joined a sightseeing tour of Amsterdam with a group of my air force buddies. During that tour we visited a place that reminded me of a tenth-grade world history class in Kingstree, South Carolina. The teacher showed us a film strip about Anne Frank, a Jewish girl who hid in an attic during World War II with her family before they were discovered and killed by the Nazis. Now I was in the place where Anne Frank lived. I would not have gone there had I been alone. Seeing that space made the Anne Frank story real for me. Being there connected that space to her and her diaries that told of her life in hiding and a futile fight to live. That tour taught me the importance of preserving historic places.


After six years in the military, I returned to South Carolina to enroll at South Carolina State College, now South Carolina State University, a predominantly Black campus in Orangeburg, an hour-and-a-half drive from Kingstree. I followed my older sister and my mother’s sisters to SC State. Like them, I majored in English. I wrote for the campus newspaper and joined the yearbook staff. I flirted with the idea of a journalism career, but fate had another career choice waiting for me. There was another flirtation, too. During my junior year, two female colleagues on the newspaper staff introduced me to Vilarin Mozee, a psychology major from Newberry, South Carolina. I proposed to her in 1990. The following year, we were married.


One of the paper’s perennial stories was about the Orangeburg Massacre, an event on the campus I had not heard about before arriving there. On the evening of February 8, 1968, SC State students Samuel Hammond Jr., Delano Middleton, and Henry Smith were shot to death on campus by South Carolina Highway Patrol officers during a protest of a segregated bowling alley. Twenty-seven others were injured. Their deaths have become known as the Orangeburg Massacre. It occurred three months before student protesters were killed by law enforcement officers at Jackson State University, a Black campus in Jackson, Mississippi. These fatal shootings at Black campuses are lesser-known events than the deaths of white students at Kent State University, shot dead on May 4, 1970, by the National Guard while they protested the Vietnam War. I was shocked to learn about the Orangeburg Massacre, seventeen years after it happened. I was also disappointed that I was not taught about it in school. So close, yet so far away.


After graduating from South Carolina State University in 1989, I joined the National Park Service (NPS). I was recruited by an old friend and distant cousin, Michael Allen, who I had known when we were boys in Kingstree. We had worked side by side in the tobacco fields, picking the broad green leaves and then hanging them in barns to dry. Michael had graduated from Kingstree Senior High the year before me, then matriculated at SC State. Following high school, he became an NPS ranger at the Fort Sumter National Monument at Charleston, South Carolina. For two summers before I graduated, I received park ranger training at the fort. After I earned my degree, Fort Sumter’s superintendent Brian Varnado offered me a full-time job. Excitedly, I accepted, knowing I would work at the place where the Civil War began. I enjoyed standing in front of audiences, telling people about history. However, trepidation stirred within me. I’d be the point person who told visitors about the fort’s war history.


While the Park Service provided a general script, I did additional research to ensure I would give an inclusive and accurate story beyond just military tactics. An African American park ranger before mostly white audiences also would assuredly spark criticism and correction if I misspoke. Therefore, it was important to me, Michael, and the other Black ranger to be armed with all the facts.


Within minutes of visitors disembarking from the tour boat, I could spot the ones who might have a problem being led around by an African American park ranger. Their eyes and body language were immediate clues. The most common question I received was “How does it feel as a Black man giving this history?” The white rangers didn’t get a comparable question.


At the entrance to Charleston’s harbor, Fort Sumter is flanked by two sites important to the city’s history before the American Revolution and during the Civil War: Fort Moultrie, another former federal fort and NPS site on Sullivan’s Island, and Fort Johnson on James Island, owned by South Carolina and used as a marine resource center. Some days I led tours at Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island. While there, I heard a story crucial to understanding the Black experience in America, but one not taught to me in high school or college.


Today, Sullivan’s Island is an affluent ocean-side community, once the site of pest houses, or quarantine stations where Blacks and whites suspected of having contagious diseases were held before they were allowed into Charleston. This colonial-era practice ended in the late 1790s after the Revolution. This delay was mandated to ensure that domestic and international travelers and enslaved Africans were free of infectious diseases such as smallpox, yellow fever, and measles. Only those travelers and Africans who showed signs of being ill were held in quarantine. This Sullivan’s Island history is the product of Elaine Nichols’s research for her master’s degree in public service archaeology at the University of South Carolina.


Nichols discovered that a number of different pest houses were located on the island at various locations. Travelers were held an average of ten days before they were released. Sometimes people were quarantined on small boats and ships. The tiny pest houses have long since vanished from the island’s landscape, but Nichols’s research opened a window to the role the island played in Charleston’s early medical history. Because Africans were brought through Sullivan’s Island, the site is often called the Ellis Island for African Americans. It is a crude comparison. Africans came by force, not by choice.


After I led a tour at Sumter, a guest approached me. Tony Horwitz, a Wall Street Journal journalist, asked to interview me for a book he was writing.1 I stood out to him because he was not expecting to see a Black man leading a tour at Fort Sumter. Horwitz was curious if I felt awkward taking tourists through Sumter, a shrine to the slaveholding Confederacy. I told him I would feel awkward if that was the only story I told. But I explained that whenever I had the opportunity, I pointed south to Morris Island to direct visitors to the nearby island where Black Union soldiers in the Fifty-Fourth Massachusetts Infantry Regiment followed orders to engage the Confederates in a doomed assault on Battery Wagner. The movie Glory told that story, and its portrayal of that attack changed the attitudes of whites on both sides of the conflict about the Black soldiers’ battle readiness. In 1998, Horwitz’s book Confederates in the Attic: Dispatches from the Unfinished Civil War was released. The book became a bestseller and caught the eye of readers nationwide. It also led to my night at Boone Hall.


I enjoyed my work at the Park Service, but after six years an online job posting grabbed my attention. One of South Carolina’s most historic African American institutions, the Penn Center on St. Helena Island, had created a new position. I was hired as Penn’s director of history and culture. The Penn Center grew from the former Penn School, which opened in 1862 as one of the country’s first schools for formerly enslaved people freed before the end of the Civil War. In the 1960s, the Penn Center was a safe haven for the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s civil rights planning sessions. Today, it supports education, community development, and social justice programs in the Gullah Geechee community. My duties included creating a museum named for York W. Bailey, a Penn graduate and St. Helena Island physician. At Fort Sumter I told a specific story; Penn presented an opportunity to tell a broader story of African American struggles and achievement. Three employees and about two dozen volunteers helped me tell those stories.


Three years later, I was lured away to the next challenge when I saw an online job posting for the executive director of the African American Historical Museum and Cultural Center in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, a new facility that opened in 2003. I supervised the fundraising, collection of artifacts, and construction of a new museum. While I was there, the History Channel called me.


The producers of the national television network had read Tony Horwitz’s book with its references to me. They had conceived a television documentary, The Unfinished Civil War, and wanted to contrast two reenactors, one white, honoring the Confederacy, and one Black, representing the Union. They selected me and John Krausse, a white Confederate reenactor from Hagerstown, Maryland. They said that sometime during the filming I would meet Krausse.


The documentary producers wanted to know if I would talk about the war from the perspective of a Black reenactor. I agreed to be interviewed because I saw it as an excellent opportunity to tell the story of Black Union soldiers who fought and died on Morris Island. Further, they wondered if I would participate in one of the protest marches in South Carolina against the Confederate flag, the battle flag of the Confederate army, which flew above the South Carolina State House. The flag had been the focus of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and others who consider it a symbol of hate. I said I’d do that, too.


The producers needed something else to expand the story, but they weren’t sure what it should be. Without much forethought I suggested sleeping in a slave cabin. They quickly embraced the creative genius of my unique and simple idea. They made the arrangements for me to spend a night at Boone Hall. Not everyone has the privilege to sleep at a historic site. From my reenacting experiences, I had become comfortable sleeping outdoors at historic places. Those outdoor places, however, are not the same as historic indoor spaces, like the cramped quarters Anne Frank shared before the Nazis found her. When the producers said they wanted something more, the idea of spending a night in a slave cabin came spontaneously. It was the first time I had expressed it openly since I wondered about the silent cabins standing beyond the big house at Boone Hall when I was a Civil War reenactor there. In 1999 the cabins were being renovated. The wooden floors had been ripped up to expose the earth. I randomly chose a cabin, which, like the others, had a brick platform that formed the base of the chimney. It was large enough for my sleeping bag.


I had never before camped alone in a building, certainly not one like Boone’s brick slave cabin. No doubt those bricks were made by Black hands, so by staying in that cabin I honored the enslaved workers who built it. The producers asked me repeatedly whether I was afraid and wanted to back out. Each time I replied I was going through with it. Backing out was not an option. The producers purchased my flight ticket to Charleston. I did not want to appear in the documentary as chickening out of this opportunity and challenge. I lit two candles so I could see to write in my diary. I closed the wooden door and left open two shutters to increase the air flow, much as Abbey, an enslaved woman at Boone Hall, might have done in one of the cabins before she ran away in 1783 with her six-year-old daughter, Bright, and her three-year-old son.


Being there alone with my thoughts, I began to understand how enslaved families felt when they were forced to live in these cabins. The structures were substantial, but the brick floor was uncomfortable. It’s unlikely the enslaver provided furnishings or a bed. It is likely, however, the enslaved residents fashioned beds called “pallets” out of straw, hay, or moss stuffed inside fabric. I thought about the forgotten workers who built the cabins or those who lived there enduring the heartache of children or a spouse being sold and shipped away. But in a strange twist of caring, Boone stipulated in his will that his estate “be kept together,” which Smith Miles interprets as meaning an enslaved family should be kept intact.


I was concerned that I wouldn’t be able to sleep, but I quickly drifted off. When the sun rose to burn away a misty morning, it also relieved me of a desire to again sleep alone in a slave cabin. I left that experience with the satisfaction that I stood up to the challenge and braved the unknown as my tribute to the ancestors.


That night in Boone Hall’s slave cabin was the first of three trips back to South Carolina for the documentary. On the next two trips, I was not alone. I marched with hundreds of people calling for the South Carolina legislature to lower the Confederate flag from atop the state capitol building in Columbia. The flag had sparked a long debate in South Carolina over whether it is a symbol of hate or of heritage. In the late 1930s, more than half a century after the end of the war, the state’s legislature first raised the flag in the house chamber. Two decades later, the senate followed suit. The 1960s civil rights era heated passions further when the flag was hoisted over the State House on April 11, 1961, during the Civil War’s centennial and four months before I was born. Raising the flag was considered a clear action against desegregation and the civil rights movement. No date was specified when it would come down, so it just stayed there, decade after decade. The flag continued to flap in the wind in spite of a lawsuit and a threatened NAACP boycott. In the mid-1990s lawmakers passed a law giving the legislature complete authority over the flag. In 1996 the Republican governor David Beasley likely lost a reelection bid due to his suggestion to remove the flag.


On January 1, 2000, the NAACP imposed a boycott of South Carolina. Sixteen days later, on the anniversary of Martin Luther King Jr.’s birthday, nearly fifty thousand demonstrators marched in protest against the flag. That event dwarfed a subsequent pro-flag rally of six thousand. Then in April 2000, Charleston mayor Joseph P. Riley Jr. led a five-day, 110-mile march from the port city to Columbia to demand the flag’s removal. The marchers were within three miles of the State House when I joined them with the film crew in tow and a wireless microphone hidden under my T-shirt. Some people in the procession asked why the camera crew was following me. I turned the question back to them and asked when they had joined the march.


Those protest efforts had an effect. That spring the state senate and the house voted to lower the flag in a compromise arrangement signed into law by Democratic governor Jim Hodges. But they didn’t get rid of the flag—they just moved it from the State House dome to a ground-level flagpole in front of the capitol. In many ways it would be more visually prominent than ever. The film crew was with me when I returned to Columbia for the transfer ceremony.


At noon on July 1, 2000, I squinted to focus my gaze on the flag, silhouetted against a bright sky, to watch it slowly disappear from view. Pro-flag supporters chanted, “Return our flag! Return our flag!” The chant turned to cheers when a smaller version of the flag was hoisted up a thirty-foot pole at the monument to the state’s Confederate dead in front of the State House along a busy downtown street.2 Tension in the crowd heightened as people on both sides of the flag debate yelled at one another. At that moment, I was afraid violence would erupt.


Then John Krausse, the Confederate reenactor from Maryland, approached me wearing a gray Confederate uniform and fake blood smeared on his face. Over the previous two years, the film crew had separately interviewed Krausse and me. We had never met. When we embraced, he apologized if the faux blood stained my white T-shirt. “The blood is symbolic for all the blood that was spilled from 1861 to 1865,” he explained. As he spoke, his hands tightly gripped a pole attached to a Confederate flag. I revealed that I appreciated that the flag had been taken down and placed on the monument. Lowering it, however, brought it closer to eye level, a move that I thought was insufficient. I’d prefer that it be placed in a museum. If it were sent to a museum, I would honor it there, I told him. Krausse always thought the flag should stay atop the State House. Those who were pro-flag had won the day because it remained on the grounds in a location giving it greater visibility. Krausse said the flag was being removed from cemeteries in Maryland. He feared the flag backlash would go beyond just removing it from buildings. What would be next? Removing Confederate monuments? Renaming streets? I countered that I was opposed to any effort to eradicate the flag. I honor soldiers. They fought and died for a reason they believed in. Each side is in their separate corners, and we need to come together to have a dialogue, I said. “That is what happened here,” Krausse said. “The dialogue became lost.” Then he stepped back to say, “God bless you, Joe!” He saluted. I returned the salute. Then we shook hands.


When the show finally aired on the History Channel, I was shocked. Confederate reenactors voiced a reverence for the Southern white soldiers with strong sentiment that the war was not fought to preserve slavery. That was counter to all of the research I had done, back when I worked at Fort Sumter, studying the official documents of that time. Maintaining the institution of slavery was at varying degrees a consistent theme with Southern states’ decision to secede from the United States to form the Confederate States of America. Primary sources show that each Confederate state issued an “Article of Secession,” explaining its break from the Union. Texas, Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina issued additional documents, often called “Declarations of Causes.” These documents laid out their reasons. Slavery is mentioned in all of them.


After working at the museum in Cedar Rapids for several years, I saw an online job posting that presented my next challenge. The National Trust for Historic Preservation, based in Washington, DC, was seeking a program officer to advocate for the protection of historic sites in Alabama and Louisiana. The work required travel from the Trust’s office in Charleston. I joined the Trust in February 2003. Ironically, I had started my journey with a desire to leave South Carolina, and now I was returning to my home state with a need to increase my income to support my wife, Vilarin, and our daughter, Jocelyn.


The Trust grounded me in the important work of finding money to save historic buildings, such as the General Joe Wheeler House in Hillsboro, Alabama. Wheeler was one of only two Confederate officers promoted to the rank of general in the US Army after the Civil War. But soon I realized a shortcoming of my duties with the Trust. Time and money were being spent to protect iconic Southern homes, wealthy white Southern homes, but few property owners acknowledged the economic system—slavery—that made some of these structures possible. Preserving historic Southern homes was popular. The slave dwellings standing nearby received little or no attention. I decided that the Trust was not putting enough emphasis on those structures that housed the people whose stolen labor supported the Southern economy that built those grand homes. I wanted to do something that would bring attention to those people, the work they did, the lives they lived, where they lived, and the agency they possessed in spite of a system attempting to rob them of their soul, will, and existence. My DNA compelled me to interpret the lives of enslaved people who once inhabited historic sites.


In 2007 Charleston’s Magnolia Plantation and Gardens, America’s oldest garden, received a $100,000 grant from the Annenberg Foundation to restore four slave cabins that had been lived in before Emancipation and into the twentieth century. During that span of time, the workers—enslaved and free—lived in four 1850s cabins. With the money, Magnolia hired archaeologists to survey the area around the dwellings. While other historic sites have restored similar slave cabins and houses for interpretation, no site had ever rehabilitated a series of structures that convey African American history from slavery to freedom and beyond. As part of that effort, Magnolia assembled a team of advisors in 2008 to oversee the restoration work. I was one of them.


A few years before, I had seen Magnolia’s dilapidated cabins when I participated in a march with Revolutionary War and Civil War reenactors. We arrived at Magnolia from the neighboring Drayton Hall plantation, which has a family connection with Magnolia. As we emerged from the woods, the cabins came into view. I had no prior knowledge of them, but somehow they appealed to the historic preservationist within me. When I saw the four white clapboard dwellings again, I knew they would be central to a story that needed to be told.


My night in the brick cabin at Boone Hall came rushing back to me, as did my visit to Anne Frank’s house in Amsterdam many years before. For much of the previous decade, I had been away from the South and removed from opportunities like the one I now had at Magnolia. I knew there were other structures like the Magnolia cabins across the South that also needed just as much attention.


Then I seized on the opportunity to dust off my original idea. I asked Craig Hadley, who supervised the cabin restoration for Magnolia, if I could sleep in one of the cabins. He passed me on to Tom Johnson, Magnolia’s garden director, who had the final approval. Without hesitation, Tom said yes. I was on my way to making the idea of sleeping in slave cabins my own and not part of a producer’s video project.


Footnotes


1 Tony Horwitz died May 27, 2019, in Washington, DC.


2 The compromise didn’t quell the flag debate. A poem penned by the state’s poet laureate Marjory Wentworth was banned from the January 2015 inauguration of Republican governor Nikki Haley because it mentioned the flag and the civil rights issues it represents. The flag was finally removed from the State House grounds and placed in the state’s museum after a young white supremacist in June 2015 murdered nine members of the Emanuel AME Church in Charleston.















TWO



EMBARKING ON A YEARLONG PROJECT


MAGNOLIA


On February 28, 2009, I was one of the lucky invitees to a private riverside ceremony to honor the African ancestors, but the closer I got the more I wondered if this was the right place. A turn just off a main highway west of Charleston led to a 1960s subdivision of modest ranch-style homes. The simple decor of porches and yard items screamed white neighborhood, where residents would more likely opt for reruns of Ozzie and Harriet than episodes of Roots. Why is an African ancestors’ worship being held here, of all places?
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