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Response Paper: African American History and Culture in the Georgia Lowcountry: Savannah and the Coastal Islands, 1750-1950
My original intent in attending the NEH Workshop was to study the process of continuity and change following the civil war especially as connected to place.  I wanted to discover how and why the lives of urban and rural freed people changed as a result of their freedom and what role place played in those changes.  I found that the answers to these questions are still obscured in a deeply blurred vision of a space that has complex and conflicting memories.  I found that the reaction to these spaces was as complex and conflicted among our group of community college instructors as it was by the people who lived in the histories that we read and the places that we visited.

Another intent of visiting this workshop was to understand more about local history, and as a result of this experience, I began to think more fully about the conflicted vision of the place where I currently reside.  I am going to share a story to explain my meaning.  I began teaching at Florida Community College at Jacksonville in August 2005.  Although I grew up in central and south Florida, my only knowledge of Jacksonville was what friends told me; it was known as a “stinky town” due to a now defunct paper mill.  During my first year teaching, a student asked me my opinion regarding the Nathan Bedford Forrest High School controversy.  I was embarrassed to admit I did not know about this controversy.  In short, a local high school was named after Nathan Bedford Forrest, a founding member of the KKK, in 1959 by a local vote.  While other names for the school were proposed, Forrest won with the support of the Daughters of the Confederacy.  Naming the school after Forrest was controversial and protested in 1959 and continues to be a point of contention today.  While there is not enough space here to discuss the history of Forrest or of the continued effort here in Jacksonville to get the name changed, it is but one example of the conflicting visions of my town.

So what has this experience given me?  First, it was an honor to participate with many accomplished and enthusiastic professors who provided me not only with different perspectives but also with many, many ideas that I plan to use in my own teaching.  Furthermore, the staff of the Georgia Historical Society provided an experience that I can say with no exaggeration, I will utilize personally and professionally for the rest of my life.  Last, the scholars who visited us and provided their analysis, stories, tours and experiences were first rate.  So, most of all, I learned a lot!

Second, I plan to use what I learned in many different ways in the classroom with lectures and classroom activities.  The knowledge can be added to lessons regarding the development of slavery in the United States, the differences between urban and rural slavery, the Civil War, reconstruction, Jim Crow South, etc.  Also, I will be presenting a workshop as soon as possible to other faculty members at FCCJ to introduce them to some of the history of our nearby neighbor Southern Georgia.  

I have various long-term projects in mind.  First, the very night I returned to Jacksonville, I looked into contacting the Jacksonville Historical Society.  The Georgia Historical Society clearly demonstrated to me the types of services such a society can provide to local teachers and residents.  I plan to work with the society to create a local history project that will encompass primarily Jacksonville but also St. Augustine.   The theme of the project will be for students to be tourists in their own town or to take on the role of local historians.  They will have to complete a research project regarding local history.  The results of the research can be presented in a variety of ways.  One option will be to create a series of suggested “historical markers” that they believe should be put in spots around Jacksonville so that local residents may learn more about local events.  A second option will be to create a tourist brochure for visitors to Jacksonville that tells some of the important “untold” stories to visitors.  A third option will be an art project that can include a photo essay, visual art or mixed media about an historical event in Jacksonville (they will have to include a written explanation of the art work).  The last option will be to write a more traditional research paper about a local event.  As part of the project, all students will have to visit the actual spots that they research.  I hope to expand this project into an ongoing local history project with my students and also hope to present the results at the International Conference on College Teaching and Learning in Spring 2009.

Another long-term project that I have in mind will be to create a type of land-arts/history class for next summer.  I believe I can create a course that will include history, art, humanities, English and biology.  This project is still largely in formation in my mind, but I will be talking with other professors when I return to FCCJ.  

I have some other ideas in mind and will keep the Georgia Historical Society and the NEH apprised of the results.  Thank you again for the opportunity to participate in this life-changing event.

