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The Venerable Narrative:
A Reaction to a Landmark Landmarks Workshop

When setting out on a journey, one sometimes takes along preconceived notions about what he or she expects to find.  I was certainly guilty of this when I moved to North Carolina from southern California fifteen years ago.  I made the assumption that my allergies would be cured by the lack of smog along the Carolina coast.  I inaccurately thought that halibut would be a staple in Carolina fishing communities.  I presumed that historic southern towns were protected from modern society by a fortress of live oaks dripping with Spanish moss.  I didn’t think I’d find so much southern history, culture, and architecture commingling with modern strip malls, mega marts, and franchise restaurants. I was wrong, but not dismayed. I was actually quite pleased to find that southern history wasn’t isolated, but readily available to experience each and every day.  Historic markers spoke to me as I walked streets that had witnessed battles and bloodbaths. Voices called out to me from cemeteries, from porches of antebellum homes, and from the back alleys of buildings where cotton and slaves were sold.  It was these streets, these buildings, these cemeteries, and this physical and cultural landscape that in no way resembled the Los Angeles area that impelled me to listen for and to appreciate southern narratives. 


Another fallacy I conjured up was the notion that the Landmarks workshop would merely provide me with an arsenal of ideas and tactics to use for teaching literature, especially African American literature.  I had no idea that the workshop would enhance my intellectual perspective and enrich my life in so many ways.  By opening the doors to Montevideo and its settlements, Erskine Clarke ushered me into a parlor where I witnessed the introspection of the Jones family and then whisked me away to walk with Phoebe and Patience as they vacillated between the roles of servant, friend, mother, sister, and autonomous woman.  By leading me “back of the big house,” John Michael Vlach showed me just how much the physical landscape shapes individual and cultural identity as well as the impact it has on an outsider’s perception of a situation.  And by sharing her home and her history, Cornelia Walker Bailey proved that a serene location, a simple narrative, and open dialogue can and will keep history, culture, descendants, tradition, lore, and hope alive, breathing, and existing as long, if not longer, than the life everlasting that flourishes on Hog Hammock. 


Clarke, Vlach, and Bailey demonstrated that place is to be valued and considered an integral part of what shapes the way we view ourselves, others, and the world around us – past, present, and future.  Sapelo and Ossabaw are proof that all living things deserve respect and preservation, while structures such as tabby and “carriage” houses, as well as big houses display the splendor of human contribution.  If we teach our students, families, and even friends “the importance of everything,” as Bailey puts it, and share those things that we learned were important to the people and places of the past and in addition show how those things are still important today, we can encourage others to listen for and to narratives that provoke thought and inspire dialogue.  We should raise critical questions such as, “What can we learn about ourselves and others from the spaces and places we occupy?” or “How have contributions of the past enabled contemporary society to enjoy life more fully?” or “How much comfort do we derive from the labor and service of others?” 

The landmark Landmarks experience also brought to light the fact that not all history, not all narratives, and not all discourses are pretty.  We must recognize that sometimes enlightenment can only occur when we dare to explore the dark in search of illumination.  The world has never been and never will be without its atrocities, and it is a condition of every culture to dissimulate its offenses.  And it is sad to know that heinous acts of violence and disrespect toward fellow human beings is not relegated to the past, but is a part of our present. Everyday we are reminded of cultural transgressions. Daily we see large scale global acts of inhumanity via news report on the conflicts in other countries, and we bear witness to smaller scale injustices in our own country with phenomena such as ignorant youths irreverently throwing soda in the faces of those working drive-through windows at fast food restaurants. This begs an even bigger question: Will a diverse group of people ever be able to coexist harmoniously?

I consider myself a micro-socializer. I prefer intimate, small group interlocution to crowd interaction.  I also prefer face-to-face interaction.  I would much rather look into someone’s eyes and listen to his or her voice when engaging in conversation than reading abbreviated words and phrases on a computer or cell phone screen.  When I thanked Mrs. Bailey for sharing her home, her history, her place, she replied, “We would all get along better if we just took the time to sit down and talk and get to know each other.”  No truer words have ever been spoken in my opinion.  This is a gem of a concept.  It is the jewel that I will take to every class and that I will attempt to show to all I encounter.  And I hope that by forming a classroom community or by taking the time to take an interest in another human being, that somehow a seed will be planted and a deeper respect for others, for diversity, and for ourselves will grow.  I want to encourage my students, my family, and my friends to visit places they wouldn’t usually go and to be open to the narratives of voices of the past.  If we do these things, then perhaps we can make great strides as a global community.  When kindness is shown to a stranger, or respect is paid to an elder, or reverence is given to an old building, or a lesson is learned from voices or places from the past, the response should be a resounding “Ah, humanity!” so that no longer will the Bartleby quote carry the connotation of a proclamation of despair, but hold the denotation that indeed, humanity is good. 
