Georgia Speaks
By Karen Michelson

Georgia’s voices are alive inside my head:
I hear… 

the Joneses’ plantation slaves’ weary voices as their sweat and tears soak the soil for 
generations;
the slave families’ voices as they gather in the common area after work, 
dreaming of different lives, of lost family members, of what freedom might be;

Charles, Mary and their children chat on the veranda sipping their sweet tea of privilege.

I hear …

the constant waves as they meet the sand on the shores of Sapelo;

the abiding voices of Cornelia’s ancestors as they speak to her, 
always beside her, inside her, protecting her, inspiring her;

Chocolate’s slaves call out to the spirits of the lost hammock residents,
generations of lost folk, gone but never silent, their shades haunt the shadows, 

crumbling tabby their only sad memorial.
I hear…
birds singing on Ossabaw, twittering under her canopy of trees;

Native Americans whispering in their scattered and lost settlements;

the first boatloads of slaves seeking a common language while working the virgin soil;

the voices of the folk in the succession of big houses blending with the twilight;
the invisible, quirky Sandy greeting her special tree, falling in love, and saving her island.

I hear…

the thrum of potter Dave’s clever wheel spinning his lumps of clay, making vessels 


that voyage through time, only partially revealing their elusive, faceless artist,
 gifted with a rare talent paired with a sense of humor.


Patience, her name a misnomer, speaking out in defiance, and paying the price.

I hear…

the voices of Savannah’s past memorialized under her moss-frosted oaks:


her heroes, her leaders—temporal and spiritual—even her villains.


Thousands of tombs and gravestones bear silent witness to a city’s birth and struggles.

I hear… 

voices raised in jubilation at the promise of forty acres and a mule, 
those same voices raised in shock and disillusion,
 when the precious land was declared beyond their grasp once more.

I hear… 

the voices of the past’s ordinary folks, living their lives, marrying, making families, 

building villages, towns, cities, havens, and somehow, existing within the prison of color;
the voices of Savannah’s freed slaves, a rare new breed, 
breaking the cycle, making a life, moving toward a dream, a hope, an ideal.

I hear…

the voices of heart-broken mothers and fathers, torn from their children, 

the tears of husbands ripped from their  wives, 

the sobs of bereft wives forced to live in loneliness, 

the cries of  families destroyed in the name of King cotton and bloody lucre.
I hear… 
the voices of dissension, those who dared to speak, those who taught—
from the pulpits, from the balconies, in the squares, in the taverns, insistent and strong; 

the sounds of children learning their letters hidden from the eyes of the world,


their eyes looking ahead to a time when their children will achieve their dream.

I hear… 
the voices of today’s Georgians who care about her--the islands, the waters, the 

wildlife, the skyline, the city’s cultural identity, 
who dare to acknowledge the truth of her past.
I hear…

today’s African Americans speaking of their past with pride, 
acknowledging the debt owed those who went before,
 the patriarchs and matriarchs who led the way, 
who somehow survived and endured, setting down roots for their descendants.
Finally, I hear…

the voices of my colleagues, new friends discovered on this foray into Georgia’s history:


voices from across America, of various ages and colors and backgrounds, 
with their own
 talents and interests, hopes and fears.
I hear them…

Asking their questions, sharing their histories, opening their hearts and minds to 

Georgia, as we have come together to listen, to learn, to laugh, to share, to cry, and 
soon, to teach the lessons we have learned.

These are the voices I hear as I return home, never to forget this journey into Georgia’s 

past and her present.  Georgia spoke to me and I listened...
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