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Legend has it that a Spanish missionary, working on Cumberland Island in 1595, tried to convince the Spanish king to concentrate on settling Georgia rather than Florida because “…everything was so superior on the Georgia coast.” The Spanish king must have disagreed, since he spent much effort and money to establish St. Augustine and missions in La Florida. But today, many people might agree with that Spanish missionary.

Later, as the last-settled and poorest of the original thirteen colonies of the United States, Georgia was caught between the English colonies to the north and the Spanish to the south. Many colonists did not want to declare independence from an England that had supported Georgians for years. How Georgia struggled against foreign forces (the English, French, and Spanish) and established its own independence and identity is part of this book’s story.

There are several ways to drive through coastal Georgia. 1–95 will speed you on your way, whizzing you past exit signs that hint at what treasures lie off the superhighway. U.S. 17 will take you into the small towns like Midway and Darien. The even smaller east-west roads will take you toward the islands and into towns that (lie along the coast of Georgia, the sites that this book highlights.

Years ago, signs along Georgia roads implored you to “Stay and See Georgia.” Too many tourists were speeding south to Florida or north to the Carolinas and Virginia. Now, thousands of travelers have discovered the richness of the Peach State. In particular, more and more visitors are attracted by the spectacular beauty of the coast and its long and varied history.

The Georgia coast is a mere 110 miles long, but there is a wealth of natural, historic, and man-made beauty that lies in that expanse between the Savannah and St. Marys Rivers. That thin strip of land has been inhabited for over 4,500 years, but only in the last two hundred years has it seen a great influx of people. But Georgia, learning from the mistakes that other states have made, has done a commendable job in preserving much of its natural coastal beauty, especially that of its sea islands.

Over the years, many Georgians, determined to save their islands and rivers from rapacious developers, have established protected areas, allowed the federal government to control others, and passed strict laws to limit growth.

The “Golden Isles” were so called by gold-seeking Spanish explorers in the 1500s because of the islands’ beautiful sandy beaches and sunny weather. Today, these barrier islands face many demands from environmentalists, who want to preserve them for the wildlife; from developers, who want to build near the beautiful unspoiled beaches; and from government officials, who want to leave something for future generations. After researching the history of these islands over the past few years, I am confident that the state is on the right path to reach a balance between development and preservation. Georgia will have many unspoiled, spectacular sites to pass on to future generations.

Writing about Georgia’s coastal sites has been one of my most enjoyable research experiences. Climbing the spiral staircase of the Tybee Island Lighthouse or biking around the island, marveling at the engineering skill that built Fort Pulaski, walking through the earthworks of Fort McAllister with no one else around, tracing the footsteps of early settlers down the streets of the abandoned Fort Frederica, and discovering the isolated pockets of mansions all along the coast have given me many memorable moments.

I dedicate this book to the countless Georgians who spurned the quick buck of the developer for the sacrifices that would enable countless visitors to enjoy this state’s beauty. All of us who appreciate that natural heritage thank those Georgians.

Among the people I wish to acknowledge for help with this book are Elizabeth E. Arndt, John Breen, Cullen Chambers, F. Warren Murphey, Bill Rivers, Julian Smith, Scott W. Smith, Amy Stewart, Merry Tipton, Bob Wyllie, and especially Buddy Sullivan.

[image: chpt_fig_001]






[image: chpt_fig_001] A Short History of Coastal Georgia


You can tell a lot about the history of coastal Georgia by looking at its islands. From north to south, we have Tybee, Wilmington, Skidaway, Wassaw, Ossabaw, St. Catherines, Blackbeard, Sapelo, Wolf, Little St. Simons, St. Simons, Sea, Jekyll, Little Cumberland, and Cumberland. These barrier islands protect the hundred-mile-long Georgia coast. They also have a long, rich history.

The sea islands have protected the Georgia mainland from hurricanes, tidal fluctuations, even Yankee gunboats. Several of the islands (Tybee, St. Simons, and Sea) have been developed. Others (Sapelo, Jekyll, and Cumberland) have some human habitation, but development is tightly controlled. The rest of the islands have been allowed to return to nature: undeveloped, pristine, natural.

The early human history of the islands includes the Native Americans, although little remains of their presence. Either they lived in such close harmony with the land or else the explorers and settlers who followed them destroyed all traces of them.

The Spanish arrived in 1525, but what they found certainly discouraged them: ticks, chiggers, gnats, all kinds of biting insects, and deadly snakes; wilting humidity and heat; dense forest and impenetrable swamp.

We do know from their records that when the Spanish landed on these islands, they found a Native American people that they called the Guale (pronounced “wally”). The name may come from the Spanish pronunciation of the Indian word wahali, meaning “the south.” The Native Americans belonged to the Muskogean tribe and were related by language to the Creek Nation. Spanish missionaries from St. Augustine, Florida, established missions on some of the islands, with varying degrees of success.

What really changed the history of the coast was the arrival of the English in 1733. The English Crown wanted to establish Georgia as a buffer between the colonies to the north and Spanish Florida to the south. General James Oglethorpe, leading a group of 114 men, women, and children, landed on Yamacraw Bluff at what would become Savannah. One of the main reasons for Oglethorpe’s success in establishing an English presence was the kindness and help given by Tomochichi, a Yamasee leader who welcomed the English and helped them.

Among Oglethorpe’s many decrees in establishing the new colony was his outlawing of slavery and rum as two evils Georgia did not need. Later generations would change that rule.

The English laid out Savannah with streets in a grid, a pattern that is still evident today in what many consider one of the South’s most beautiful cities. Savannah grew and prospered until the Union blockade during the Civil War isolated it from much of the rest of the country. General William Sherman spared the city, so much of its antebellum architecture remains to this day.

Savannah and coastal Georgia, both of which depended on slave labor to build a strong economy, struggled after the Civil War to recover and begin anew. Labor-intensive crops like rice and cotton gave way to heavy industry, factories, and fishing.

Jimmy Carter’s election to the White House in 1976, and Atlanta’s becoming one of this nation’s most important cities represent a success that few would have predicted for Georgia two hundred—or even a hundred—years ago.

Coastal Georgia has benefited from a strong national and state economy, of course, but it has also produced a remarkable number of farsighted individuals intent on preserving the past and making sure that future generations can enjoy some of this country’s most beautiful islands.

How the coast has suffered natural and man-made disasters, how individuals have been able to restore historic forts and buildings, and how thousands of residents and visitors are now discovering the Golden Isles are all part of this book’s story.

[image: chpt_fig_001]





ONE


[image: chpt_fig_001] First African Baptist Church


Savannah


I have a few books, some good old authors and sermons, and one large bible that was given to me by a gentleman; a good many of our members can read, and are all desirous to learn.

— George Leile, early leader among African Americans in Savannah



Just west of Franklin Square, between Montgomen Street and Martin Luther King, Jr., Boulevard, stands an important site in the history of Georgia’s thousands of African Americans, the First African Baptist Church. The congregation, members of one of this country’s oldest African-American churches, began meeting during the American Revolutionary War, survived the Civil War and Reconstruction, and helped lead the way during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. The survival of the congregation is a testament to the faith of its founders and the determination of many of its members over two hundred years of troubled history.

The colony’s original founder, James Oglethorpe, had tried to legislate slavery out of Georgia. However, white plantation owners, many of them oblivious to the pain and suffering brought on by slavery, introduced it as a way to work their lands.
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Thousands of African Americans can trace their origins back to the isolated coastal plantations on Georgia’s barrier islands, where they were landed from West Africa in chains. One of the enduring legacies of those African Americans is the Gullah/Geechee culture and language, a rich mixture of African, European, and American customs and dialects.

The church is located just to the west of Franklin Square, named for Benjamin Franklin, who served as the Georgia colony’s agent in London from 1768 to 1775. Franklin sent samples of Chinese rice from London to Savannah, which helped establish the colony’s rice culture. In 1775, as Postmaster General, Franklin established a postal service to deliver the mail in towns from Maine to Savannah. (Fie is also remembered for helping establish the Bethesda Home for Boys. See Chapter 8.)

The First African Baptist Church traces its beginnings to a British officer’s servant, George Leile, also known as George Sharp (c. 1751-?). Around 1773, a white Baptist minister, Matthew Moore, converted Leile and taught him to read. Leile then began ministering to other slaves on the Savannah River plantations. One such place was the Brampton Plantation, which was owned by Jonathan Bryan, an enlightened white man who provided religious services for his slaves.

Leile’s master, Henry Sharp, eventually freed Leile, who then preached to whites and blacks around Savannah and spread the Word of God. While the British occupied Savannah during the Revolutionary War (1778–82), they allowed the slaves some freedom, so Leile began holding services for the city’s African Americans. When American troops later recaptured Savannah in 1782, the British left and slavery resumed. Leile emigrated to Jamaica, where he founded Baptist congregations and a free school.

The assistant he left behind, Andrew Bryan (1737–1812), continued Leile’s work. Bryan had been allowed to preach by Jonathan Bryan, his slave master, a man who had been greatly influenced by the growing presence of the Methodists in Georgia. The date of Andrew Bryan’s ordination, January 20, 1788, is considered the founding date of the First African Baptist Church.

In working to buy his freedom, Bryan used some of his own money to buy land for the church he hoped to build. He eventually convinced a number of slaves to spend their day of rest building the church. Bryan’s congregation joined the Georgia Baptist Association in 1790 and, together with some smaller white churches, founded the Savannah Baptist Association in 1802. Another early black church in Savannah, Bryan Baptist Church, was also established to serve the growing black population.

As more and more people joined Andrew Bryan’s church, it became so large that a number of the parishioners broke away in 1802 to establish the Second African Baptist Church on the east side of Savannah, and then Ogeechee Baptist Church in 1803.

The pastors of the different churches remained on good terms, especially since members of the same families often went to different churches. For example, the wives of three of the deacons of the First African Baptist Church belonged to the Second Baptist Church. The tradition of divided religious loyalties among families also led to a number of mixed marriages in Savannah among Catholics and Protestants in the black community.

Despite the fact that over 65% of the Baptists in Savannah were black, white officials harassed the blacks and limited their active involvement in church activities. For example, only white ministers were allowed to preach at night services, which severely limited such services among blacks. And groups of seven or more slaves were not allowed to assemble for any purpose, other than funerals, without a white person being present.

When Andrew Bryan died in 1812, his nephew, Andrew Marshall, a free black male, became the pastor of the predominantly slave congregation at First African Baptist and helped it to continue its growth. In the 1830s, parishioners organized the country’s first black Sunday school there. The church also had the first black-owned brick building in the state. In 1859, the congregation built the present sanctuary (now listed on the National Register of Historic Places) and added a hidden room in the basement to conceal runaway slaves.

The First African Baptist’s congregation
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continued to grow during Reconstruction and celebrated its centennial in 1888.

Pastor Andrew Marshall became so popular that he is said to have baptized almost four thousand people. The plantation owners around Savannah, who were pleased with his efforts and with the effects of his work among the slaves, sometimes invited him to preach and perform funeral services in places quite distant from Savannah. While many white people attended his sermons and honored him, other whites were jealous of his building a two-story brick house and tried to have him whipped. Further, the white officers of the Baptist association had to represent the black congregations in legal cases. Such instances as these underscored the fact that black churches needed white patronage to remain in existence.

More recently, during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, the First African Baptist Church and other black churches in Savannah helped organize African Americans to boycott downtown businesses until those businesses agreed to hire and serve blacks. The large hall of the First African Baptist provided an important site for mass meetings and planning sessions. These efforts resulted in the desegregation of the schools, hospitals, libraries, movie houses, and beaches.

Much of what the congregation has suffered in the last two hundred years is documented today in a museum in the church.

Other significant places in Savannah’s African-American history include the Beach Institute (502 East Harris Street), which was built by the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1867. The Beach Institute was the first school for African Americans in the city, and now has cultural exhibits. The King-Tisdell Cottage Museum (514 East Huntingdon Street) houses exhibits about African Americans. The Laurel Grove-South Cemetery (at the west end of 37 th Street) was dedicated in 1852 for the burial of “free persons of color.” The Ralph Mark Gilbert Civil Rights Museum (460 Martin Luther King, Jr., Boulevard) includes exhibits of the struggle for civil rights in Savannah. Finally, there is the Nicholsonboro Baptist Church (13310 White Bluff Road, about nine miles south of the city), which was founded in 1868 by two hundred former slaves from St. Catherines Island.

Visitors can learn more about the history of African Americans in Savannah by taking the Negro Heritage Trail Tour, sponsored by the King-Tisdell Cottage Black History Museum and the King-Tisdale Cottage Foundation. For more information, call (912)234-8000 or write The Negro Heritage Trail Tour, 502 East Harris Street, Savannah, GA 31401. Admission fee.
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DIRECTIONS

The church is located at 23 Montgomery Street, just west of Franklin Square and east of Martin Luther King, Jr., Boulevard.
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Savannah


Of [Long John] Silver we have heard no more. That formidable seafaring man with one leg has at last gone clean out of my life.

— Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island



General James Oglethorpe and his small band of colonists came ashore in 1733 close to where the present-day city hall is located in Savannah, near Bull and Bay streets. To settle his group in Savannah, one of Oglethorpe’s many activities was his establishment of an experimental garden on the outskirts of the settlement, which he named “Trustees’ Garden” in honor of the men back in England who had supported his efforts. The garden’s boundaries were the Savannah River on the north, old Fort Wayne on the east, present-day Broughton Street on the south, and present-day East Broad Street on the west. A plaque there calls it the “… first public agricultural experimental garden in America.”

In 1734, workers built a small gardener’s house nearby. That building, which is close to today’s Pirates’ House, may be the oldest house in Georgia. The gardener used the front section of what is called the “Herb House” for his tools and his office, used the back room for his stable, and the upstairs for the hayloft. The bricks to build the house were made a short distance away near the Savannah River.
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Modeled after London’s Chelsea Botanical Garden, the ten-acre garden experimented with many different types of plants to see which would do best in the Georgia climate. Botanists from England sailed off to many different countries, especially South America and the West Indies, to gather plants for the experimental garden.

The English authorities had hoped to make Georgia not only a buffer between the twelve colonies to the north and Spanish Florida to the south, but also a productive food supplier. After all, Georgia had the most temperate climate and longest growing season of the thirteen American colonies. If Georgia could produce what England was importing at great expense, it would more than pay for itself and also provide a good income for the new settlers.

Because many in England believed that food cultivation in Georgia would not entail much work, slavery was prohibited. The Trustees had planned to populate the colony with free white laborers from the lower classes of Europe, including England. Those men would be indentured servants who would produce crops for the land owners and eventually earn their own freedom. Native American slaves were sometimes begrudgingly allowed and some Georgia plantation owners surreptitiously kept a few black slaves, but in general the prohibition of slavery was enforced in the first few years of the colony. However, that prohibition would not last very long.

Gardeners in Savannah were soon cultivating cotton, flax, hemp, indigo, medicinal herbs, and different spices. The gardeners tried to cultivate oranges, but the soil and climate were not suitable for the citrus trees. Two other crops for which officials had high hopes were grapes for a wine industry and mulberry trees for a silk industry. Oglethorpe’s own high hopes are revealed on the original Georgia seal, which had a mulberry leaf, a silkworm, and a cocoon with the words “Non sibi sed aliis,” which means “Not for ourselves but for others.”

In anticipation of beginning a silk industry, Oglethorpe had brought with him Paul Amatis, an Italian silk producer who later took charge of the Trustees’ Garden. Other Italian families followed, all hopeful of establishing a silk industry in Georgia. The silk producers later built in Savannah a public filature, a place where silk is reeled. Today, a plaque in Reynolds Square commemorates that filature.

In 1751, the Trustees, still thinking that silk would be a viable product in Georgia, decreed that the only men who could be members of the assembly that was meeting in Georgia to decide the fate of the colony were those who were cultivating one hundred mulberry trees and producing fifteen pounds of silk a year for each fifty acres of land they owned. That decree had little effect, however, since the Trustees gave up control of Georgia to the king in 1752.
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