Comments Concerning

African-American History & Culture in the Georgia Lowcountry: Savannah and the Coastal Islands, 1750–1950

Dr. John W. Quinley
The NEH Landmarks workshop, African-American History & Culture in the Georgia Lowcountry: Savannah and the Coastal Islands, 1750–1950, provided a rich context for penetrating insights into this time period. My understanding of the complexity of life on the rice plantation and in Savannah was expanded substantially. Roles within both free white and black and enslaved populations were complex and lives evolved over the 200 years studied in the class. Of particular interest was the intersection of lives, both as members of various groups and as individuals as well as between North and South and America and the Atlantic trade. The class also explored the intersections of culture, history, politics, religion, and economies.  

Dr. Erskine’s Clarke work, Dwelling Place: A Plantation Epic, and his very effective lecture and discussion were highlights that helped me appreciate the humanity of the plantation system. At the center of Clarke’s argument was that even at the best of plantations—if one can use that term—the system was addictive. Its reach was so deep into the psychic of the planter families, that it was nearly impossible to disengage, even when some plantation owners wrote and spoke about the inherent evil of slavery. This theme was reinforced by the discussion led by Dr. John Michael Vlach. The richness of the urban story was well explored by Dr. David Goldfield, and then reinforced by tours to urban sites. As a set, the readings required demanded a lot of effort, but the works were well selected and worth the time. I’ve marked many places in the various texts to be shared with students. 
The time spent in the Georgia Historical Society reinforced the importance of source materials and how history is created and recreated by different peoples for different purposes in different times. This is an important lesson for students who read texts that give the impression of finality and completeness of the historical record.   

Finally, this experience will supplement my interest in English Country and Colonial dance. I give talks on country dance as a portal to understanding the 17th and 18th centuries in various humanities classes. I am very motivated to search the professional literature on this topic as a preliminary step to conducting my own research. I want to know who danced, where, and why. In that regard, I did discover a document, “The Rules of the Savannah Assembly” from the late 18 century. Several of Savannah’s leading citizens were signatures of that document. 
Evaluate the significance of the landmark site(s) and the use made of it in the workshop program.

I am a strong supporter of travel/study. I developed college transfer travel/study classes on the history and culture of Western North Carolina and on the modern civil rights movement. It was particularly gratifying for me to guide students to discover how historical and cultural influences link across places and emanate from different times and different social histories. As a student for this workshop, the staff guided me to similar understandings. They were professional, gracious, and anticipated needs. 
The two Georgia Sea Islands visited provided a place where the past was seen and felt. The Islands, now devoid of people and agriculture, once were home to hundreds of slaves and immense fields of sea cotton. Discussions with the “home grown” speakers at Sapelo and Ossabaw Islands brought the past into present struggles to project these special places. All three African American History tours in Savannah were good—the tour of the Beach Institute Neighborhood exceptional. In all these experiences, Dr. Deaton and staff were instrumental as discussion leaders and interpreters of what was said and what was left unsaid. The art collection shared by Dr. Walter Evans was astonishing. Roemer Bearden was born in my region; I now have more stories to share with my students as I describe the works and stories about Bearden and collecting African American art shared by Dr. Evans. 
Evaluate specific aspects of the program, such as the director(s), visiting faculty, colleagues, topics, organization, discussions, and activities.

The combination of visits to archives, urban and rural places, lecture and discussion, and open time was ideal, even if it was perhaps a bit condensed. The coordination by the directors was excellent, and they made it fun, even with the rain, humidity, and bugs. 
I was also impressed by the level of discussion by my fellow participants. They are excellent teachers and scholars. My one regret was that I didn’t spend more time with them at dinner, etc. 
Evaluate the host institution particularly with respect to hospitality, housing arrangements, and the suitability of study facilities.

The directors and staff were organized, enthusiastic, and extended warm feelings to all. The housing was central to events and picturesque, right across from one of Savannah’s charming squares. I am confident that with a little more coordination and communication, minor problems with the Pulaski House will be addressed.   

Do you have any suggestions for improvements?

I would consider including an appropriate cultural event that participants could join. I would recommend a colonial ball, paying attention to the roles that both free and enslaved populations played in events of this nature. 

(Optional) Suggest topics for future Landmarks workshops, or names of potential directors (with contact information, if possible).

I would like to see a workshop offered on the West from 1800–1890—Lewis and Clark to the closing of the frontier. The workshop could cover such topics as early explores, mountain men, the railroad, immigrant trails and homesteads, mining, cattle, Native peoples, Hispanics, etc. There are several locations where this could work. 
