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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

“ ‘They Made Gullah’: Modernist Primitivists and the Discovery and Creation of Sapelo 

Island, Georgia’s Gullah Community, 1915-1991” 

by Melissa L. Cooper 

Dissertation Director: 

Dr. Mia Bay 

ABSTRACT:  

The history of Sapelo Islanders in published works reveals a complex cast of characters, each one 

working through ideas about racial distinction and inheritance; African culture and spirituality; 

and the legacy of slavery during the most turbulent years in America’s race-making 

history.  Feuding social scientists, adventure seeking journalists, amateur folklorists, and other 

writers, initiated and shaped the perception of Sapelo Islanders’ distinct connection to Africa 

during the 1920s and 1930s, and labeled them “Gullah.”  These researchers characterized the 

“Gullah,” as being uniquely connected to their African past, and as a population among whom 

African “survivals” were readily observable.  This dissertation argues that the popular view of 

Sapelo  Islanders’ “uniqueness” was the product of changing formulations about race and racial 

distinction in America.  Consequently, the “discovery” of Sapelo Island’s Gullah folk was more a 

sign of times than an anthropological discovery. 

  

This dissertation interrogates the intellectual motives of the researchers and writers who have 

explored Sapelo Islanders in their works, and argues that the advent of American Modernism, the 

development of new social scientific theories and popular cultural works during the 1920s and 

1930s, and other trends shaped their depictions. This study begins by examining the changing 

meaning of blacks’ Africanness as a result of the shift from Victorian to Modernist thought, traces 

the “Gullah” in African survivals debates in the academe and uncovers the popular obsession with 

blacks’ Africanness expressed in the 1920s and 1930s “voodoo craze.”  Next, the study charts the 

way the that these larger national trends relative to black peoples’ Africanness touched down on 

Sapelo Island, Georgia and impacted the lives of the islanders caught in the primitivist’s gaze.  

Finally, the dissertation explores black women writers’ discovery of Sapelo Islanders in the wake 

of the Black Studies movement, and analyzes their contribution to the way that the Gullah have 

been imagined.  From African savages during the Victorian period, to beloved primitives during 
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the advent of American Modernism, to beloved African American ancestors in the years 

following the Black Studies movement, Sapelo Island’s  “Gullah folk” have served to fill the 

needs of various groups’ race fantasies for generations.      
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Preface 

 Most of the people who discover Sapelo Islanders first encounter this coastal 

Georgia black community through the words that have been written about them in books.  

My first encounter with Sapelo Islanders was different.  The island is the home of 

mother’s family, and I count most of the islanders among the numerous family members 

who have greeted me with hugs and kisses after the long ferry ride during my annual 

summer visits since childhood.  They have told me stories about “the old days,” taken me 

on crabbing excursions, and fishing and swimming trips on the island’s serene beaches.  

For me, the island was the place where I reunited with my grandparents, grand aunts and 

uncles, and a host cousins under the shade of Spanish moss trees. 

 When I finally discovered Sapelo Islanders in books, I was in college studying to 

become a high school history teacher.  At the urging of one of my professors, I began 

what became a long search into what he described as my family’s “Gullah” roots.  I had 

never heard the term “Gullah” before he said it; no one who lived on, or was from Sapelo 

Island had ever used the word in my presence to describe themselves.  Similarly, none of 

my family members, save one grand uncle who talked about being photographed for a 

magazine during the 1930s, had ever talked about the research that was conducted on the 

island or about the books and articles that had been published about it.  Driven both by 

the curiosity that fuels the mind of everyone who studies and teaches history, and by the 

longing to make sense of their ancestral past that inspires many African Americans, I 

began searching for everything that had been written about Sapelo Islanders—a quest that 

brought me to graduate school, and ultimately birthed this study. 

 At first, what I found in W. Robert Moore’s 1934 National Geographic Magazine 

article, Lydia Parrish’s slave song collection, Lorenzo D. Turner’s linguistics study, and 

Mary Granger’s survival study excited me.  In their works I found pictures of my 

ancestors and read stories that they told, which is a rare prospect for most African 

Americans.  But, once the excitement subsided, and I took a closer look at these works 

and the ways they described Sapelo Islanders as bearers of a distinct African heritage, 

questions began to form in my mind.  Why had this mixed group of writers (an adventure 
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seeking journalist, two white women amateur folklore collectors, and a black scholar) 

taken such a strong interest in the black people who lived on Sapelo Island?  What was 

going on in America during the 1920s and 1930s that had made blacks like my great 

grandparents sought after research subjects whose lives and ideas were suddenly worth 

documenting?  Why, during the 1920s and 1930s, was there such a marketable interest in 

black people’s African heritage?  And thinking back to my old conversation with that  

professor, where did the term “Gullah” come from?  What does it mean?   

This dissertation grapples with these questions and in so doing explores an 

important moment in America’s race making history—a moment during which 

examining black people’s Africanness had both academic and popular appeal. What I 

found revealed a complex story about how ideas about racial distinction, fantasies about 

primitive peoples, and notions of modernity shaped the intellectual preoccupations of 

1920s and 1930s researchers and writers.  The history that I thought I was writing gave 

way to a complex account in which Sapelo Islanders were no longer the primary subjects.  

In their place, a host of interesting characters emerged: 1920s and 1930s black and white 

scholars, journalists and novelists, and several black women writers who used Sapelo 

Island research in their fictional works during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, joined W. 

Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo D. Turner, and Mary Granger as the new primary 

subjects in the study.   

During this process, I combed archives and libraries, as well as interviewed 

Sapelo Islanders.  While most of the people I talked to had little knowledge about the  

books and articles from the 1930s where their stories or the stories of their parents had 

appeared, and most expressed little knowledge of the African survivals for which the 

island had become famous, Sapelo Islanders had a lot to say about being black in the Jim 

Crow south.  They told me stories about life on the island that I had never heard nor read 

before.  They talked about life on the island during the years when the two white 

millionaires, Howard Coffin and R.J. Reynolds, virtually ruled the island as a private 

oasis.  They shared stories about the their families’ dire economic circumstances and the 

difficulties that they faced as a result of hard times.  Under the weight of their tales about 

racism and prejudice in relation to their families’ lives, the island that I had once 

imagined as my childhood paradise, and that earlier researchers and writers had imagined 
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as a carefree haven for a quasi-African Gullah folk, now seemed very much a part of, the 

Jim Crow south.       

In the end I learned that the history of Sapelo Islanders in published works was 

not the story of researchers and writers who stumbled upon a unique and distinct group of 

blacks who had managed to retain the language, traditions and beliefs of their African 

progenitors, but was a story about how race and racial distinction has been crafted in 

America.  This study offers a new view of the “Gullah,” a view in which the Gullah have 

been used to fuel competing ideas about the significance of black people’s African 

heritage in order to define black people’s place in American society.  In my discovery of 

the real story of Sapelo Islanders in published work, I have found much more than my 

ancestors.  I found American Modernists using black people as a vehicle for their 

rebellion against their Victorian predecessors.  I found the interwar years witnessing the 

inception of a rigorous debate between social scientists over the significance of black 

people’s African heritage and recovered trends, like the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze, 

that had been absent from the nation’s historical record.  I unearthed a fierce struggle 

within the ranks of the Federal Writers’ Project over the way that coastal Georgia blacks’ 

Gullahness would be represented in a work that they commissioned.  I also discovered 

black women writers using the Gullah to challenge their racial and gender identities in the 

years following the Black Studies movement.  I have lost some things in this process too.  

I had to give up the fantasy view of a mystical, magical Gullah that black women writers 

have made in order to confront the slippery nature of “African survivals” and the mixed 

motives and influences of those who hunted survivals on Sapelo Island.                

     I offer to those who read this study a new story of the role that Sapelo Islanders 

have played in America’s imagination for more than seventy-seven years.  I offer an 

account of the researchers and writers who, according to my grand uncle Joe A. Johnson, 

“ ‘made Gullah.’ ”   
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Introduction 

On May 4, 2008 the New York Times reported that Sapelo Island, Georgia’s 

Gullah community was entering into a vicious battle to keep their land.  The headline 

read: “A Georgia Community With an African Feel Fights a Wave of Change.”  From the 

title, a question emerges: what about Sapelo Island gives it an “African feel”?  The 

answer to this question will not be found in the details about land struggles between real 

estate developers and Hogg Hammock residents, nor can it be can it be explained by the 

author’s vague description of “Gullah/Geeche” people.
1
  Casual readers of this article 

may have missed the reporter’s veiled reference to Sapelo’s “African feel” in the 

following sentence: 

 When Wevonneda Minis first came to this marshy barrier island 

where her ancestors had been rice-cultivating slaves, she learned 

of the dream her great-great-grandfather, Liberty Handy, had the 

night before he died.  In a dream, people told her, a black cat 

scratched him.2 

 

In 2008 the connection between a dream about a black cat’s scratch and Africa is no 

longer obvious.  We have long since forgotten that during the 1920s and 1930s, 

professional and amateur anthropologists and folklorists were obsessed with uncovering 

and documenting African survivals among blacks, and popular print media and artistic 

productions consistently depicted blacks as being connected to secret voodoo networks.  

Back then, a dream about a black cat reported by an African American would have 

instantly conjured images of voodoo doctors, gris gris bags, beating drums, blood 

sacrifices and African ancestors.  In the context of 1920s and 1930s America, “voodoo” 

was a blanket term used to identify a myriad of African derived practices and ideologies 

specifically applied to blacks.  Among these practices and beliefs were: folklore, herbal 

                                                        
 
1 Shaila Dewan, “A Georgia Community With an African Feel Fights a Wave of 
Change” New York Times May 4, 2008.  Dewan attempted to define Sapelo Island’s 
and islanders’ “African Feel”: “Reachable only by ferry, Hogg Hammock is one of the 
last settlements of the Geechee people, also called Gullah, who in the days before air 
conditioning and bug repellent had the Sea Island virtually to themselves and whose 
speech and ways, as a result, retained a distinctly African flavor.” 
2 Ibid. 
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remedies, dream-premonitions, spells and curses, spiritual rituals, death rites, musical 

performance styles and ideas about the afterlife—all of which were believed to be 

animated by an “African” essence and were assumed to be most pronounced in black 

communities in the rural south.
3
   

While “voodoo” practices could be ascribed to black people across the United 

States, in the 1920s and 1930s, blacks in one region in particular drew whites fascinated 

by the idea of “African retentions” such as “voodoo.”  That region was coastal Georgia 

and South Carolina.  Writers’, journalists’ and scholars’ belief that blacks in this region 

had a unique relationship to African retentions resulted in Sapelo Islanders becoming one 

of the most sought after groups by researchers hoping to uncover African retentions as a 

consequence of this new interest.  Fascination was so intense that it could be termed a 

“Gullah Explosion.”  Accordingly, black residents of coastal Georgia and South Carolina, 

were linked by an identity that researchers and writers termed “Gullah,” and became the 

quintessential example of African survivals in the United States.  

 During the slavery era and beyond, white authors and folklore collectors noted 

the “uniqueness” of coastal Georgia blacks.  They wrote about coastal Georgia blacks’ 

distinct dialect, folk tales, spiritual practices and superstitions.
4
  Basket weaving and fish 

net making techniques, Bruh Rabbit and Anansi folktales, the Ring Shout, Seekin’ 

baptismal rituals and the coastal Georgia dialect have been cited by researchers to mark 

the uniqueness of coastal Georgia blacks.  However, early folk studies in coastal Georgia 

were not concerned with establishing the African origins of the practices and traditions 

that they described.  During the 1920s and 1930s, the meaning and value of these folk 

practices, and their possible origin changed. 

                                                        
 
3 This definition of “voodoo” is derived from my reading of more than one hundred 
voodoo related newspaper reports, journal articles and anthropological and folklore 
studies produced during the 1920s and 1930s.  “Voodoo” during this period, was 
loosely understood as a racial phenomenon as opposed to a term used to identify a 
set of specific spiritual practices.   
4 Charles C. Jones published Negro Myths from the Georgia Coast in 1888.  Ruby 
Moore wrote an article for the Journal of American Folklore titled “Superstitions 
from Georgia” in 1894.  John Bennett wrote an article published in the South Atlantic 
Quarterly, “Gullah a Negro Patios” in 1908.  Loraine Darby also published an essay in 
the Journal of American Folklore titled “Ring Games From Georgia” in 1917.  
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Indeed, the belief that Gullah people, like black Sapelo Islanders, have maintained 

this voodoo fueled “African feel” is deeply rooted in a specific, complex history in which 

an interesting cast of characters influenced by 1920s and 1930s intellectual and cultural 

trends published works that established the authentic Gullahness of black Sapelo 

Islanders.  Lydia Parrish, wife of famed artist Maxfield Parrish, discovered black Sapelo 

Islanders while wintering on St. Simon Island during the 1920s and shortly there after 

began collecting slave songs in the region and organizing ring shout performances for 

white audiences.  W. Robert Moore, an adventure seeking writer/photographer for 

National Geographic Magazine, initiated the introduction of black Sapelo Islanders and 

their Africanness to the magazine’s readership in 1934.  Distinguished scholar Lorenzo 

D. Turner, the only black person to research black Sapelo Islanders during the period, 

began researching the Gullah dialect in 1930 and spent more than fifteen years in pursuit 

of the African roots of the dialect.  Mary Granger, a native of Savannah, Georgia, and 

supervisor of the Federal Writers’ Project’s Savannah Unit, wrote the most widely 

referenced study of blacks in coastal Georgia in which Sapelo Islanders are featured: 

Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies Among the Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940).  

Moore, Parrish and Granger fixated on and wrote about Sapelo Islanders’ superstitious 

“African” styled practices, while Turner focused his attention on scholarly questions 

about African linguistic patterns. 

While the majority of the aforementioned published works were conducted by 

amateur folklorists/anthropologists and journalists, leading social scientists and New 

Negro intelligentsia were entangled in these projects as either advisors or adversaries: 

Melville Herskovits, Sterling Brown, E. Franklin Frazier, Guy B. Johnson, Charles S. 

Johnson and Benjamin A. Botkin are among this list.  The debate between these 

intellectuals over the validity of African retention theories in the academe was most 

pronounced in the development of Granger’s study, but is also evident in both Parrish’s 

and Turner’s study.  A close examination of the way that this debate played out in the 

case of black Sapelo Islanders speaks to the political negotiations through which 

knowledge, and racial difference is constructed, and the way that the “Gullah” identity 

was formed. 
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Even more significant to the discovery of Sapelo Island’s Gullah community were 

period specific forces that initiated the exploration of black people and black spaces.  

Granger, Moore, Parrish and Turner began conducting research between 1915 and 1935, 

so one can assume these years to be formative in the conceptualization of their projects.  

The interwar years mark major transitions in America’s racial landscape.  Racial 

segregation was at an all time high during these years, but the World War I era was also 

witness to a variety of countervailing cultural influences.  The period saw the mass 

migration of southern blacks to northern cities, a shift from Victorianism to Modernism 

and heightened exploration of black spaces encouraged by the New Negro Black Arts 

movement.  These phenomenon cultivated fantasies about blacks and their Africanness, 

justified racism, encouraged exoticism, spurred American Modernists and were central to 

the black arts movement.  These forces collided and manifested in everything from 

Melville Herskovits’ retention thesis to the hundreds of voodoo reports printed in black 

and white newspapers circulated in migration metropolises, and ultimately fueled 

outsiders’ interest in Sapelo Island, Georgia’s black community. 

To date, scholars have paid little attention to the production of the Gullah identity, 

and have instead focused on the “uniqueness” of this black population.
5
  This tendency 

has obscured the way that racism impacted the cultural interventions through which the 

Gullah have been made; as well as buried the debates among black and white social 

scientists and intelligentsia about the validity of depictions of groups like Sapelo 

Islanders as Gullah.
6
   The result is that in both the American imaginary (as reflected in 

                                                        
 
5 Anthropologist J. Lorand Matory is the only contemporary scholar who has 
attempted to contextualize the production of the Gullah identity.  In an appendix to 
his study Black Atlantic Religions: Tradition, Transnationalism and Matriarchy in the 
Afro-Brazilian Candomble (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), Matory 
explores the connection between Gullah identity and a transnational dialogue 
during the 1980s.  Matory again takes up this subject in an essay titled “The Illusion 
of Isolation: The Gullah/Geeches and the Political Economy of African Cultures in 
the Americas” (2008).   In the essay, Matory takes anthropologists to task for 
assuming African origins of “Gullah/Geeche” parctices as well as seeks to chart a 
larger series of dialouges and motivations that shaped the identity. 
6 David E. Whisnat analyzes “cultural interventions” in terms of the political and 
cultural imperatives that inspire and spur collectors attempting to preserve and or 
revive cultural traditions in his book All That’s Native and Fine: The Politics of 
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the media) and in scholarly works, the Gullah identity is presented as an uncontested 

American reality. 

The discovery of Sapelo Island’s Gullah community in the 1920s and 1930s 

provides a perfect opportunity to chart the evolution of this racialized identity as well as 

serves as a case study for exoticism as a manifestation of racism in American history.  

Applying historical analysis to the emergence of black Sapelo Islanders as authentic 

Gullah folk turns the lens from the usual subjects of Gullah studies (blacks), and focuses 

instead on those who participated in the creation of the identity while paying close 

attention to unique forces at work at the time during which the bulk of published 

materials about Sapelo Islanders first emerged.  It is from this vantage point that this 

study is crafted.   

This dissertation argues that the discovery of Sapelo Island’s Gullah community 

during the 1920s and 1930s is the product of evolving and changing ideas about race that 

were rooted in the advent of American Modernism.  This study charts the interplay 

between racialized Victorian notions of civilization and savagery and the Modernists’ 

quest to reclaim the virtues of the primitive evident in the works of the journalists, 

folklorists, anthropologists, collectors and researchers that came to Sapelo Island.
7
  These 

researchers planned the content of their interviews and framed their findings according to 

popular assessments of the racial heredity of blacks, and the purity of these traits among 

southern blacks.  I argue that the “discovery” of Sapelo Island’s Gullah community was 

more a sign of the times than it was an anthropological find. 

This dissertation also explores the way that black women writers, in the wake of 

the Black Studies movement, used 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Island research to give new 

meaning to the Gullah identity.  These women, inspired by new questions about the 

significance of race and gender that emerged during the late 1960s and 1970s, used the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
Culture in American Region (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983). 
Ultimately, Whisnat concluded that cultural interventions are not benign or 
spontaneous phenomenon, but are, instead the product of political, cultural and 
economic forces.  
7 Gail Bederman, Manliness and Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1995) and Joseph Singal, The War Within: From Victorian to Modernist Thought In 
the South, 1919-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1982). 
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Gullah in their fictional works to establish a powerful matriarchal black American 

ancestry.  Their works mark a new turn in history of the way that Sapelo Islanders were 

imagined in published works by both re-inventing the Gullah and the meaning of African 

survivals.    

This study does not seek to verify, nor does it desire to invalidate anthropological 

claims: only experts in other disciplines can establish and evaluate the accuracy of 

African-Gullah/Geeche parallels.  Instead, this dissertation seeks to historicize the 

cultural construction of longstanding interpretations of Sapelo Island’s and islanders’ 

“African feel”—interpretations which can be found in the works of black female 

novelists and artists during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s (Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, 

Gloria Naylor and Julie Dash), and in Sapelo Islanders’ marketing of their authentic 

Gullahness as a commodity.  

This dissertation links together national cultural phenomenon, intellectual 

discourses, institutional agendas and individual life histories that intersected on Sapelo 

Island, Georgia during the 1920s and 1930s.  This study examines the centrality of race to 

the shift from Victorianism to Modernism; explores the impact that the migration of 

black southerners to migration metropolises had on the way that black southerners were 

imagined and noticed by northern whites and blacks; revisits the Harlem Renaissance and 

the way that it encouraged notions of racial heredity and distinction as well as encouraged 

the exploration of black spaces.  I document a cultural phenomenon that I describe as the 

1920s and 1930s “Voodoo craze,” and reconstruct the intellectual and cultural 

imperatives that influenced the interest that the Federal Writers’ Project paid to “the 

folk”.   I present biographical sketches of Moore, Parrish, Granger and Turner, locating 

each in terms of their interest in Gullah folk, their views on race and racial heredity, and 

analyze their published works.  I also analyze the way that black women writers have 

used 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Island research in their imagining of the Gullah.  Finally, I 

inject the voices of black Sapelo Islanders who were featured in, or whose parents were 

featured in Moore’s, Granger’s, Parrish’s or Turner’s works—these perspectives 

illuminate the way that white supremacy limited, and or dictated the extent to which 

black Sapelo Islanders participated in crafting their Gullah identity.  

Historiography/ Literature Review 
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Although historians have yet to analyze the construction of Sapelo Islanders’ 

Gullah identity, Sapelo Island’s black community has been the subject of one social 

history, and has made an appearance in several other histories.   

Historian William McFeely’s book, Sapelo’s People: A Long Walk Into Freedom 

(1994), is the first historical study to treat black Sapelo Islanders as worthy subjects.  

McFeely’s study is the most complete history to date that explores the social history of 

black Sapelo Islanders from slavery to freedom.  Sapelo’s People charts the experiences 

of African slaves on the island, describes the Civil War years, and explores the gains that 

black Sapelo Islanders made during Reconstruction.    McFeely does not engage with the 

popular notion that Sapelo Islanders were (and are) distinct because they retained an 

African essence.  In fact, McFeely only refers to “Gullah culture” when briefly describing 

linguistic patterns.
8
    

While there is only one history that focuses exclusively on black Sapelo Islanders, 

this community made an appearance in several historical monographs.  Among the most 

recent are: Allan Austin’s Muslim Slaves in Antebellum America: Transatlantic Stories 

and Spiritual Struggles (1997), Michael Gomez Exchanging Our Country’s Marks: The 

Transformation of African Identities in the Colonial and Antebellum South (1998), Steven 

Hahn’s A Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from 

Slavery to the Great Migration (2005) and Philip Morgan’s edited collection African 

American Life in the Georgia Lowcountry: The Atlantic World and the Gullah Geeche 

(2010).  Gomez’s study is concerned with uncovering the African identities of enslaved 

blacks in America before 1830, and uses Sapelo Islanders to reconstruct the experiences 

of Muslim slaves in America.  Allan Austin covers similar ground in Muslim Slaves in 

Antebellum America (1997).  Steven Hahn reasserts the historical significance of black 

Sapelo Islanders by including them in a larger discussion about political activities in 

                                                        
 
8 McFeely uses the term “Gullah” once: “The growers of long-staple cotton, coveting 
slaves who knew how to raise the crop, managed to get slaves from single or related 
language groups in Africa, people who could talk to each other.  With this as a base, 
they created, here in America, the creole language Gullah.”  Sapelo’s People: A Long 
Walk Into Freedom (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1994), 41. 
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McIntosh County, Georgia during the Reconstruction period.
9
  More recent historical 

works that include Sapelo Islanders maintain the notion that the “Gullah” is in fact an 

authentic, organic cultural unit, distinct from other black communities.  Philip Morgan’s 

edited collection, African American Life in the Georgia Lowcountry: The Atlantic World 

and the Gullah Geeche (2010), is the most recent historical study that treats Georgia’s 

Gullah as a consolidated group worthy of historical exploration.  The insights provided 

by the scholars whose research is featured in the book reveals much about the history of 

coastal Georgia black communities, but these works do not interrogate the origins of the 

banner under which blacks in the region have been joined.
10

   

 Not surprisingly, anthropologists have considered Sapelo Islanders compelling 

subjects and have included them in studies.  Robert Farris Thompson’s Flash of Spirit: 

African & Afro-American Art & Philosophy (1984) mentions Sapelo Islanders in his 

discussion of the persistence of Kongo spiritual traditions in America, using a report in 

Granger’s study to bolster his argument.
11

  While Sapelo Islanders have filled a need for 

those anthropologists who champion the retentions and survivals thesis, anthropologist J. 

Lorand Matory has begun to raise questions about the Gullah identity:  

The Africanness of the Gullahs, or Geeches, is not simply a 

hypothesis to be proven or disproven through an archaeology of 

verbal or material forms.  Like the history of the entire black 

Atlantic world—and of human culture generally—it is 

preeminently a history of rival political interests, strategic 

cultural citations, and contestations of collective identity in which 

                                                        
 
9 Steven Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South 
from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge: Belknap, 2003) 239-242. 
10 Philip Morgan writes about blacks in Georgia’s lowcountry between 1733 through 
1820.  Betty Wood explores black women in coastal Georgia during the American 
Revolution.  Vincent Caretta writes about the way that blacks in the region respond 
to rights rhetoric in the New Republic.  Michael Gomez, Erskine Clarke and Timothy 
Powell explore black religion and folklore in the region. Theresa Singleton examines 
the role of archaeology in uncovering the Gullah-Geeche slave past and Allison 
Dorsey uncovers the history of black community development on Ossabaw Island 
between 1865 and 1900.  Emory S. Campbell concludes the edition with his 
reflections on his Gullah heritage. 
11 Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of Spirit, (New York: Vantage Books, 1984), 135. 
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translocal actors, including ethnographers themselves are patently 

and appropriately involved.
12

 

 

Matory’s assessment of the Gullah/Geeche identity is compelling, and closely approaches 

my view of the identity.  However, a historical study that charts the evolution of the 

identity in a specific location is needed to make the “dialogue” through which the identity 

is created audible.
13

 

 

Methods 

Despite the fact that historians have not yet contextualized the creation of Gullah 

identity in relation to Sapelo Islanders, I patterned my study after several works.  David 

E. Whisnat’s All That Is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American Region 

(1983), Leah Dilworth’s Imagining Indians in the Southwest: Persistent Visions of a 

Primitive Past (1996) and Philip Deloria Playing Indian (1999) each illustrate the type of 

historical analysis that I employ.   

David Whisnat’s study charts the discovery of white “indigenous” populations in 

the Appalachian region.  Whisnat argues that this discovery was not inevitable, but was 

rooted in a larger process that he termed “politics of culture.” 
14

  Whisnat explains that 

the politics of culture involves the manipulation of “culture” in response to larger 

political, economic or social issues.
15

  Culture, becomes an operative basis for agendas 

and judgments, and often obscures economic and political realities.
16

  What results is a 

fixation on romantically conceived notions of culture, which manifest in systemic cultural 

interventions.  Whisnat categorizes systemic cultural interventions: archives and 

museums are “passive” interventions; cultural revitalization efforts are “active” 

interventions; and “positive” interventions sensitize revitalization efforts, while 

                                                        
 
12 J. Lorand Matory, Black Atlantic Religion: Tradition, Transnationalism and 
Matriarchy in the Afro-Brazilian Candomble, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2005), 298. 
13 Ibid., Matory uses the term “dialogue” to describe the process through which 
identities are negotiated (294). 
14 David Whisnat, All That is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American 
Region (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 13. 
15 Ibid., 11. 
16 Ibid., 12. 
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“negative” interventions prohibit specific ethnic customs.
17

  He finds these patterns 

playing out in the development and activities of the Hindman Settlement School in 

Kentucky during the early 1900s, Olive Dame Campbell’s collection of ballads 

performed by “mountain people,” and in the presence of folk music scouts and 

missionaries in the region during the 1920s.  

Leah Dilworth’s Imagining Indians in the Southwest: Persistent Visions of a 

Primitive Past (1996) also provides analytical tools through which the creation of Sapelo 

Islanders’ Gullah identity can be explored.  Dilworth’s study focuses on the Southwest’s 

role in the American imagination, and in particular, Native Americans in the region.  

Pueblos, Navajos and Apaches in Arizona and New Mexico became exotic primitives to 

whom significant attention was paid between 1880s and 1920.
18

  Dilworth charts the way 

that artists, writers, ethnographers and scientists crafted images of Native Americans in 

the region.  Dilworth wrote: “These images were more about their makers than about 

Native Americans and imagined a primitive that was a locus for idealized versions of 

history, spirituality, and unalienated labor.”
19

 Central to Dilworth’s study are two 

theoretical concepts: “uses of the primitive” and “collecting.”  Dilworth argues that “the 

primitive” is used to create racialized fantasies about the “other;” an exercise that was 

essential to a society whose social, political and economic organizations and agendas 

were so intimately tangled in the construction of racial categories.  Dilworth also explains 

that the primitive, viewed as living relics of the past, were essential to imagining, 

defining, and curing modernity.
20

  She argues that the pursuit of “the primitive” was 

linked to larger processes of empire building and colonialism.  In this view, the primitive 

is a functional object.  Dilworth defines “collecting” as a “representational strategy.”
21

  

This strategy involves constructing, typifying and imagining the primitive.  In the case of 

Native Americans in her study, “collecting” made Indian life a spectacle for middle class 

                                                        
 
17 David Whisnat, 13. 
18 Leah Dilworth, Imagining Indians in the South West, (Washington: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 1996), 2. 
19 Ibid., 3. 
20 Ibid., 4. 
21 Ibid., 7. 
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consumption.
22

  Dilworth explores the combined phenomenon of collecting the primitive 

Native Americans in four case studies: the Hopi Snake Dance, the publications of the 

Fred Harvey Company, representations of Indian artisans, and Mary Austin’s book 

American Rhythm.  

Philip Deloria covers similar terrain in Playing Indian (1999), except that his 

study is more focused on a generalized, widespread phenomenon that is not linked to a 

specific period or locale.  Deloria is concerned with contextualizing the uses of the Indian 

within the larger concept of the American identity.  In Deloria’s study, America’s 

imagining of itself is dependent on the process of otherization, and the Indian becomes a 

vehicle for this identity formation project. Deloria explains: “Savage Indians served 

Americans as oppositional figures against whom one might imagine a civilized national 

Self”.
23

  Deloria explores this particular process of American identity formation, tracking 

it through the Revolutionary period to the Cold War, documenting the interplay in all of 

its manifestations in American life. 

Clearly, Whisnat’s, Dilworth’s and Deloria’s studies are engaged in the type of 

historical analysis required in order to contextualize the creation and evolution of Sapelo 

Islander’s Gullah identity.  These historians have taken abstract motivations; needs and 

desires rooted notions of race, otherness, civilization, savagery and culture and made 

them tangible.  My intervention in the body of historical literature on Sapelo Islanders 

involves situating ideas about Africanness, blackness and Gullahness within specific 

social and intellectual context, which clarifies the desires of collectors, the motivations 

for their cultural interventions and the basis on which specific representations of the 

Gullah that have become pervasive in American society, producing detrimental 

unintended consequences for Sapelo Islanders.  Framing Moore’s, Parrish’s, Granger’s 

and Turner’s studies and reports in terms of the nature of cultural interventions, the 

function of “collecting” and the production of “representations”, and the “uses of the 

primitive” makes dynamics and realities that have remained largely undetected visible. 

 Sources 

                                                        
 
22 Dilworth, 7. 
23 Philip Deloria, Playing Indian, 3. 
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 I rely on published and non-published literature in order to reconstruct the history 

of the creation of Sapelo Islander’s Gullah identity.  This list includes: W. Robert 

Moore’s article “The Golden Isles of Guale” (1934), Mary Granger’s study Drums and 

Shadows: Survival Studies Among the Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940), Lydia Parrish’s 

Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands (1942) and Lorenzo D. Turner’s Africanisms in 

the Gullah Dialect (1949).  I also revisit academic works that defined the parameters of 

the African survivals debate during the period: Robert E. Park’s essay “The Conflict and 

Fusion of Cultures With Special Reference to the Negro” (1919), Guy B. Johnson’s Folk 

Culture on St. Helena Island, South Carolina (1930), Melville Herskovits’s essay “The 

Negro in the New World: The Statement of a Problem” (1930) and Myth of a Negro Past 

(1941), Zora Neale Hurston’s essay “Hoodoo in America” (1931), and E. Franklin 

Frazier’s The Negro Family in the United States (1939).  I include several reviews, essays 

and debates published in academic journals and excerpts from other relevant works to 

bolster my analysis of these sources.   

Establishing popular attitudes about African retentions, and the way that 

retentions were linked to “voodoo,” is critical to this project.  To achieve this end, I read 

and reference newspaper reports from papers circulated in migration metropolises 

between 1915-1935: the Chicago Daily Tribune, Chicago Defender, The New York 

Amsterdam News, The New York Times and The Washington Post are prominent in this 

project.  Preliminary research yielded more than one hundred articles about blacks, black 

ex-southerners, and their connection to voodoo between 1915-1935.  Migration 

metropolis newspapers are of particular interest because they were produced in regions 

where the influx of southern migrants produced an interesting phenomenon: black 

migrants were “noticed” by white and black northerners.
24

  As a result, black ex-

southerners and black southerners occupied a new place in the imagination of white and 

black northerners, and it is in this imaginary realm that I argue that black southerners 

                                                        
 
24 For analysis on white and black ex-southerners and the way that they were 
“noticed” during the 1920s and 1930s, see James Gregory’s The Southern Diaspora: 
How the Great Migration of White and Black Southerners Transformed America 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 11. 
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were cast as authentic folk who embodied Africanness, making them ideal subjects for 

academic studies, news paper reports and artistic productions.       

I analyze documents from several archival collections.  I researched in the 

National Archive and Records Administration archive, Savannah Historical Society 

archive and National Geographic Society’s archive.  These institutions contained a wealth 

of material useful for this project.  

I use oral histories to integrate the voices and perspectives of Sapelo Islanders and 

provide more extensive biographic information about Mary Granger and Lydia Parrish. I 

interviewed Sapelo Islanders who were either featured in, or whose parents were featured 

in Moore’s, Parrish’s, Granger’s or Turner’s work.  I also interviewed Mary Granger’s 

grandnephew, Harvey Granger, Jr. and Lydia Parrish’s granddaughter, Anne Heard.   

Chapter Outlines 

 The first chapter of the dissertation explores the period-specific currents that 

facilitated the creation of Sapelo Islander’s Gullah identity.  Here, I examine the origins 

of American Modernist Primitivism, the forces that propelled white exploration of black 

spaces and the depiction of Southern blacks as distinct and authentic.  Collectively, these 

currents establish the “climate” in which the interest paid to Sapelo Islanders was formed. 

 Chapters two and three sort out ideas about African survivals during the 1920s 

and 1930s.  Chapter two tracks both the way that African survivals were conceptualized 

by Modernist social scientists, follows subsequent debates that emerged between 

prominent anthropologists and sociologists, and links academic discourse about survivals 

to the Sea Islanders.  The third chapter introduces the way that African survivals were 

imagined and described in popular print sources.  Here I follow the 1920s and 1930s 

“voodoo craze,” and link this phenomenon to assumptions about black Americans’ 

Africanness, and to the “discovery” Sapelo Island’s Gullah community.   

 Chapters four and five chart the way that all of the aforementioned trends touch 

down on Sapelo Island, Georgia.  Chapter four concentrates on Parrish’s, Turner’s and 

Moore’s role in casting Sapelo Islander’s as authentic Gullah folk.  Chapter five focuses 

on Mary Granger’s and the Federal Writers’ Project Savannah Unit’s assessment of 

survivals among coastal Georgia blacks, and the debate that ensued over her study. 
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 Chapter six charts the revival of Gullah folk as artistic subjects as a result of the 

Black Studies movement.  This chapter carefully maps out how black women fiction 

writers used 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Island Gullah research in their imaginings of Gullah 

folk.  Central to this analysis is the new turn in the way that the relationship between 

blacks and their African ancestors was understood. 

      



15 
 

 
 

 

Prologue 

 

“ ‘Soldiers of the Jubilee’: Black Sapelo Islanders and the Long Fight for Freedom, 

1791-1912” 

 Sapelo Island, Georgia is remarkable for many reasons.  Guarded by the waters of 

the Atlantic Ocean, it is one of the largest barrier islands among several that stretch along 

the South Carolina and Georgia coastline.  It contains more than 18,000-acres of lush 

landscape, accented by Spanish moss trees, expansive marshlands, thick patches of 

pinewoods, and white sand beaches bordered by billowy sand dunes.  To date, the island 

can only be reached by ferry, has two paved roads, a small post office and one gas 

station.  The Reynolds Mansion and the University of Georgia’s Marine Institute sit on 

the north end of the island.  Hogg Hammock, the lone surviving black settlement, nestled 

in the island’s interior, is home to less than one hundred residents.  People who visit 

Sapelo fixate on the island’s picturesque topography, and its relative isolation.  However, 

visitors are most intrigued by the island’s small population, authentic “Gullah” crafts, 

cuisine and people.  The authentic Gullahness of Sapelo Islanders, the belief that these 

blacks have a distinct relationship to their African progenitors mystical arts and folk 

traditions, can largely be attributed 1920s and 1930s African survivals hunters.      

As a result of the sensational voodoo filled stories told about Sapelo Islanders 

since the 1930s, tourists who visit the island today rarely consider the fact this quasi-

tropical oasis is the backdrop on which thousands of years of human history played out, 

including the horrors of chattel slavery and a long fight in which the descendants of 

African slaves sought to claim their freedom.  The truth about the lives and struggles of 
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the Africans who lived on Sapelo, and their descendants, have been obscured by 

sensational tales of retention, superstition, conjuh, rootwork, drums and shadows.  Yet, 

the actual history of black life on Sapelo unveils a different portrait of the islanders’ 

past—a view that researchers and writers had to ignore in order to make them like the 

“Gullah” primitives who filled their race fantasies.   

 The first documented group of Africans brought to Sapelo came in 1791.  They 

came more than two hundred years after the island’s indigenous inhabitants, the Guale 

Indians, murdered and banished Spanish missionaries in the 16
th

 century, before 

disappearing.  They came more than sixty years after the first Scottish Highlanders settled 

the mainland near the island, and more than forty years after slave holding was first 

permitted in the then colony of Georgia.
25

  These Africans were chattel property of the 

French Sapelo Company, a business enterprise led by two French men, Julien Joseph 

Hyacinthe de Chappedelaine and Francois Marie Loys Dumousay, who hoped to become 

wealthy plantation owners.  These Frenchmen purchased fifteen slaves in a Savannah 

slave market, intent on using their labor to make their dreams of wealth come true.
26

  

No one knows exactly where the first fifteen Africans enslaved on Sapelo Island 

originated. Perhaps they were saltwater Africans traded from the Gold Coast, West 

Central Africa, the Bight of Benin or the Bight of Biafra.  Maybe some of the fifteen 

slaves had already labored in the Caribbean, or on a nearby plantation in Georgia, South 

                                                        
 
25 Buddy Sullivan, Early Days on the Georgia Tidewater: The Story of McIntosh County 
& Sapelo (Darien: McIntosh County Board of Commissioners, 1990), 8-16. 
26 Martha L. Keber, “Refuge and Ruin: The French Sapelo Company” Georgia 
Historical Quarterly, Vol. 86, Issue 2 (Summer 2002) 176. 
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Carolina or Florida.  While details of the misfortunes that resulted in the enslavement of 

these Africans on Sapelo Island remains a mystery, their desire to be free does not.  

 The leaders of the French Sapelo Company spared their slaves no degree of 

cruelty in pursuit of profits from their rice and cotton crops.  The two men and their white 

servants-overseers frequently whipped slaves, put iron collars on their necks, and 

weighted their ankles with shackles to increase productivity and force cooperation.
27

   De 

Chappedelaine and Dumousay reserved a special punishment for the slaves that they 

found to be particularly rebellious and troublesome: these slaves were exiled on the 

uninhabited neighboring Blackbeard Island and were left alone to brave the elements and 

survive without rations.
28

 

  It is likely that the violence that de Chappedelaine and Dumousay inflicted on the 

first Africans on Sapelo stopped some slaves from striking out against their masters, but 

these two men could not suppress their slaves’ desire to be free and their ability to punish 

their masters for their cruelty.  At least two of de Chappedelaine’s and Dumousay’s 

slaves devised a plan to cross the ocean, and head back to the mainland, in pursuit of their 

freedom.  Grace and William, stole money from one of the French Sapelo Company’s 

white servants and set out to escape, but they were apprehended.
29

  Surely, the pair was 

punished harshly, but that did not deter other slaves from plotting acts of rebellion.  One 

slave decided to destroy de Chappdelaine’s and Dumousay’s corn crop and set fire to a 

stable and the hay barn in order to exact revenge.
30

   

                                                        
 
27 Keber, 179. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Keber, 179. 
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 The French Sapelo Company’s plantation enterprise ended in ruin not long after 

the first fifteen Africans came to Sapelo Island.  Their slaves continuing efforts to 

sabotage any attempt to establish a profitable plantation probably played a role in the 

company’s demise.  Yet, the French Sapelo Company managed to purchase 65 more 

slaves before tragedy and financial hardships forced them to sell their Sapelo holdings. 
31

  

 More enslaved Africans came to Sapelo at the turn of the century.   In 1805, 

French planter, John Montalet fled St. Domingo with several of his slaves in tow in the 

wake of the Haitian Revolution.  Montalet sought refuge from the St. Domingo uprising 

in Savannah and ultimately ventured south of the city to set up a small plantation on 

Sapelo.
32

  Edward Swarbeck, ship captain and slave trader, also brought more Africans to 

the island.
33

  Little is known about how Swarbeck’s and Montalet’s slaves faired, but a 

vast historical record exists through which the experiences of a third group of Sapelo 

slaves can be determined.  In 1802, Thomas Spalding, a McIntosh County, Georgia 

native, purchased the French Sapelo Company’s island property and eighty of their 

slaves.
34

  In the years leading up to the Civil War, Spalding ran the largest plantation on 

the island, and brought the greatest number of enslaved people to Sapelo.  

Spalding earned an important place in Georgia’s history for the large-scale 

production of Sea Island cotton cultivated on many of the four thousand acres of land that 

                                                        
 
31 Sullivan, 84. 
32 Ibid., 83-85. 
33 Sullivan, 87. William McFeely, Sapelo’s People: A Long Walk Into Freedom (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1994),50. 
34 Sullivan, 84. 
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he owned, but one of his slaves also gained a significant place in the historical record.
35

  

Bilali Mohammed, a Fula from Futa Jallon, was Spalding’s most trusted slave driver.
36

  

While the first groups of Africans enslaved on Sapelo attempted to secure their 

freedom by running away and destroying their master’s crops, Bilali Mohammed 

employed a different strategy in order to establish a degree of autonomy in spite of his 

enslavement.  Mohammed’s refusal to embrace Christianity and acclimate to the religious 

culture prescribed by his white master is clear evidence of resistance.  Mohammed’s 

commitment to Islam was noted by several of Spalding’s visitors.  His practices clearly 

set him apart from other Africans enslaved on the island.
37

    Mohammed’s position as 

Spalding’s head driver also afforded the Fula a modicum of power through which he 

negotiated the terms of his bondage.  From the start, Mohammed’s knowledge of cotton 

production enabled him to negotiate with Spalding.  Mohammed insisted that he and his 

daughters be kept together, and Spalding obliged and brought Mohammed and seven of 

his daughters to Sapelo.
38

  In return, Mohammed managed Spalding’s plantation; he kept 

meticulous plantation records in Arabic and defended Spalding’s interests in times of 

crisis.
39

  Mohammed took up arms to protect his master’s interests during the War of 

1812 and was recognized for his bravery in pamphlet published in 1829.
40

  Mohammed 

was again noted for his bravery during a hurricane in 1824 in which he saved hundreds of 

                                                        
 
35McFeely, 37-38, see Sullivan for amount of acreage that Spalding owned (95). 
36 Allan D. Austin, African Muslims in Antebellum America: Transatlantic Stories and 
Spiritual Struggles (New York: Routledge, 1997), 86. 
37 Austin, 86. 
38 McFeely, 38. 
39 Charles Wylly Spalding, The Seed That Was Sown In the Colony of Georgia (Boston: 
Neale Publishing Company, 1910), 52. 
40 Austin, 86-87. 
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Spalding’s slaves, moving them into the sheltered safety of houses used to store cotton 

and sugar.
41

  

Mohammed’s strategy, which involved using skills and cooperation as tools for 

negotiation with his master, did not appeal to other African Muslims enslaved on Sapelo.  

Mohammed’s spiritual brothers ran away.  Runaway notices for Sapelo fugitives Alik and 

Abdali were issued in 1802, and again for Toney, Jacob and Musa in 1807.
42

  These 

Muslim slaves claimed their freedom and took the dangerous trek across the ocean to the 

mainland to regain their autonomy.  

 Scholars have pointed to the development of independent slave communities on 

Sapelo as evidence of Spalding’s desire to facilitate a benevolent, mini-feudal society 

comprised of slave villages, but documented acts of slave resistance tell a different 

story.
43

  Several of Spalding’s slaves chose the uncertainty and dangers of fugitive and 

maroon life over the supposed comforts of Spalding’s slave villages.  A group of 

Spalding’s slaves ran away and took the woods for several weeks.  Eventually, Spalding 

negotiated with the slaves and was able to coax them out of hiding.
44

  Older Sapelo 

Islanders say that their cemetery is named after this ban of maroon. They tell the story of 

a group of maroons that hid on Sapelo.  Their master left the slaves in the woods until 

                                                        
 
41 Ibid., 86. 
42 Michael Gomez, “Muslims in Early America” Journal of Southern History 
(November 1994): 696. 
43 Buddy Sullivan argues that Spalding facilitated the creation of slave villages, and 
gave his slaves “a great deal of leeway and freedom” in Early Days on the Georgia 
Tidewater (120- 121).  Austin also points to Spalding’s “slave villages” and the fact 
that Spalding did not force Bilali Mohammed to abandon Islam as a marker of 
benevolence (85-98) in African Muslims in Antebellum America. 
44 McFeely, 54. 
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they learned how to “behave,” and they refused, thus the name Behavior Cemetery.
45

  

Spalding slaves continued to run away. In 1807 Spalding issued a run away notice for 

Landau.  He offered a twenty-dollar reward for the return of the French and English-

speaking slave that he believed was hiding in Savannah or on Sapelo.
46

  Clearly, 

Spalding’s slaves were not content with their lot and aspired toward freedom and the 

ability to live out their highest destinies according to their own desires.  However, 

Spalding did not yield to his slaves’ demands for freedom.  Instead, Spalding continued 

to purchase slaves.  By 1840 he held over four hundred Africans captive on Sapelo.  

When he died in 1851, he deeded those slaves to his children.
47

   

After Spalding’s death, Sapelo’s enslaved population continued to press toward 

freedom.  It is likely that the slaves who toiled in the “big house” listened closely to 

Spalding’s children discuss the sectional conflict that threatened to destroy the empire 

that their father built on the backs of his slaves.  Once the Civil War began, the house 

servants carried the news to the slaves who toiled in the fields, so they too could devise 

escape schemes to be acted out in the midst of the confusion that the war caused.  Charles 

Spalding, one of the heirs to Thomas Spalding’s fortune in land and slaves, worried that 

an uprising was on the horizon.  He composed a letter to an official of the Georgia militia 

in which he asked for naval troops to patrol local waters to quell slaveholder’s fears.
48

  

Charles Spalding’s request remained unanswered, and instead, Union naval forces began 

                                                        
 
45 Cornelia Bailey, God, Dr. Buzzard and the Bolito Man: A Saltwater Geeche Talks 
About Life on Sapelo Island, Georgia (New York: Anchor Books, 2000), 137. 
46 McFeely, 55. 
47 Ibid., 56. 
48 McFeely, 62. 
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patrolling low country waters in November of 1861.
49

  Shortly there after, Union naval 

patrols were in the waters off of Sapelo’s coast, and Spalding’s heirs decided to leave the 

island in search of safety in Baldwin County.
50

  They took their slaves with them, more 

than three hundred, leaving the very young and the very old behind.
51

   

For many of Sapelo’s enslaved people the nearness of Union forces signaled a 

new pathway to freedom.  Nine slaves hid in the marsh and attempted run for Union 

ships.  One of the men was shot and killed by his master during the escape, but his 

comrades made it to freedom.
52

  Other Sapelo slaves ran away and enlisted in the Union 

army.  March Wilson and James Lemon were among this group.  Both men were held 

captive on Sapelo before joining Union forces in the fight to liberate their fellow bonds 

people.
53

  

The evacuation afforded slaves yet another opportunity to escape.  Sampson Hogg 

and Fortune Bell fled from their masters and joined the 25,000 freed people that followed 

General William T. Sherman to Savannah.
54

  When General Sherman conceded to local 

black leader’s call for land and independence in the winter of 1865, and devised a plan 

from which Special Field Order No. 15 emerged.  Formerly enslaved people from Sapelo 

Island stepped up to claim the land that Sherman gave them, land on which they had 

                                                        
 
49 Ibid., 63. 
50 Ibid., 64. 
51 Ibid., 67. 
52 Ibid., 65. 
53 McFeely uncovered records of military service for March Wilson and James Lemon 
(67-80). 
54 McFeely, 84. 
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previously worked as chattel.
55

  Fergus Wilson was one such ex-slave from Sapelo who 

registered for General Sherman’s land redistribution plan. Wilson was granted forty acres 

of land that had previously belonged to the Spaldings.
56

  

 General Sherman’s program paved the way for blacks who had been enslaved on 

Sapelo to return to the island, and establish an all black free settlement. When the 

freedmen and freedwomen returned to Sapelo, they found Spalding’s mansion in near 

ruins.  They completed the destruction of the symbol of the power that once held them in 

bondage.
57

  By May of 1865, the Freedman’s Bureau divided 390 acres of Spalding’s 

land into plots of various sizes and granted them to fourteen freedmen.
58

  Tunis 

Campbell, the Freedman’s Bureau agent appointed to oversee the affairs of ex-slaves in 

the region, aided the redistribution of Spalding’s land, and the re-settlement of Sapelo.  

Campbell, an educated free black man from New Jersey and a black separatist, oversaw 

the settlement of more than four hundred blacks on St. Catherine Island and Sapelo 

Island.
59

  Campbell worked hard to keep Sapelo’s freed people safe from sharecropping 

schemes and contract work.
60

  Campbell also consolidated the potential for black political 

                                                        
 
55 Steven Hahn describes the meeting between twenty black leaders, General 
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leadership in the region, transforming McIntosh County into an enclave of black power.  

For this, Campbell was punished.  The bureau accused him of misconduct, dismissed him 

and levied criminal charges against him.  As a result, he was sentenced to serve time on 

the chain gang in 1867.  However, Campbell had already facilitated a plan through which 

blacks in the region could actualize their freedom aspirations.   His incarceration did not 

halt the progress that blacks made in McIntosh County.  By 1868, black men in McIntosh 

County, which included Sapelo Island, had served as county clerk, county ordinary, 

justice of the peace, constable, city marshal, election registrar, representatives in the 

general assembly and senate, as well as jurors and bailiffs.
61

   

 Freedom had finally come, and black Sapelo Islanders began to build their 

communities on the skeletal remains of the island’s old slave villages.  They built a 

school two months after the war ended that served sixty adults and children, and they also 

built a second school in 1870.
62

  No one knows how Sapelo Islanders reconciled their 

Islamic roots with their newly expressed Christianity, but they did.  In May of 1866 they 

established the First African Baptist Church.
63

  By 1867, several Sapelo Islanders were 

registered voters.
64

    

After generations of bondage and long strivings for freedom, Sapelo Islanders 

were finally able to live as free people.  They worked and farmed for themselves and 

built their community and its institutions with their hands, hearts and souls.  So when 

Spalding’s heirs sent a representative to take back the land from their ex-slaves, Sapelo 
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Islanders threatened to kill the representative and anyone else who dared to take their 

land away.
65

  Sapelo Islanders did not know that President Andrew Johnson returned 

Confederate lands, nor did they expect that when Spalding’s heirs returned to once again 

to stake claims to the land, they had the federal government and troops on their side.
66

 

 Spalding’s heirs reclaimed their Sapelo holdings during the 1870s, but they could 

not reclaim the black people who lived there.  Nine Spalding heirs shared the island with 

fifty-nine black families, 311 black people in all.
67

  Most islanders refused to work for the 

Spaldings; instead, they subsisted on gardens, small farms, domestic livestock, wild game 

and the bounty of fish that lived in ocean waters that surrounded them.
68

  The islanders 

who worked for the Spaldings and rented farms for sharecropping, constantly challenged 

their landlords.  They demanded their pay in advance and refused to sign unfavorable 

contracts.
69

  Spalding heirs did not profit from the land that they took back.  Never again 

would the Spalding name be attached to a significant amount of Sea Island cotton.
70

   

 The Spaldings return deeply troubled Sapelo Islanders.  They understood that land 

was the most valuable asset that could be acquired to secure their survival and freedom.  

Consequently, the freed people of the island strategized and devised a new tactic to 

secure their most clearly articulated freedom aspiration: land ownership.  In 1871, a 

group of freedmen, William Hillery, John Grovener and Belali Bell organized the 
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William Hillery Company.  While one could argue that the ex-slaves granted land 

through Special Field Order No. 15 had “paid” for the land with their labor and liberty, 

these freedmen are considered the first black people to purchase land on Sapelo Island.  

The men made a $500 dollar deposit on nearly 1,000 acres of land in the Raccoon Bluff 

hammock.  Each man kept a few hundred acres for themselves, and then divided and sold 

33-to 35-acre tracts to their fellow freedmen and freedwomen.
71

  The company had 

secured high, dry, arable land for Sapelo Islanders. They grew peas, rice, potatoes and 

sugarcane and traded their crops in markets on the mainland, and were able to hold on to 

their freedom for a little while longer.   

 Sapelo Islanders could not have predicted that 41 years after they, once again, 

secured land on Sapelo, a white patriarch would emerge and reinstate a plantation system 

on the island.  In 1910, 539 blacks were living on Sapelo Island when automobile tycoon, 

Howard Coffin discovered the island while attending an automobile race in Savannah.
72

  

Coffin was captivated by the island and began imagining a winter home that would 

double as a profit making enterprise.  At a time when the United States government was 

increasing its empire by occupying islands in the Caribbean and Pacific, Coffin made 

plans to act out his occupation of Sapelo.  Coffin convinced the white landowners who 

benefitted from the repeal of Field Order No. 15 to sell him their land.  By 1912 Coffin 

finalized the purchase of a large portion of the island for $150,000.
73

  Coffin even 
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managed to purchase several tracts of land from black landowners in Raccoon Bluff, 

threatening the gains that the William Hillery Company made.
74

   

 During the 1870s, Sapelo Islanders, residents of one of the state’s black power 

enclaves, could stand up to Spalding’s desperate heirs and dictate the terms of their labor 

and interracial cohabitation of the island.  But by the time Coffin staked claims to a large 

portion of the island in 1912, Sapelo Islanders had been disenfranchised for nearly six 

years— and the reinstatement of white domination, and the institutionalization of Jim 

Crow was complete.  Islanders had little power to resist the change that was coming.  

 Once Coffin secured ownership of a large portion of the island, he quickly 

transformed Sapelo into his private moneymaking island oasis.  Coffin built a mansion on 

the exact site of Spalding’s mansion.  He imported tropical birds from Guatemala, built 

shell roads and artesian wells for livestock and island residents alike.  Coffin cleared land 

for crops, established a cattle ranch, built a sawmill and an oyster and shrimp cannery.   

He set up armed guards on neighboring Blackbeard Island, claiming that the measure was 

taken to keep thieves from raiding his shrimp and oyster cannery.  Coffin built the 

Cloister Hotel and resort on near by Sea Island.  He entertained his rich, famous and 

powerful friends on Sapelo during the winters that he spent there, instead of in his 

mansion in Grosse Point, Michigan.  Charles Lindbergh, Henry Ford, President and Mrs. 

Calvin Coolidge and President Herbert Hoover were just a few of his famous guests.
75

 

 Life for Sapelo Islanders changed in the wake of Coffin’s rule of the island.  The 

Sapelo Islanders who worked for Coffin were now wage earners, but their circumstances 
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closely mirrored life on the island during the antebellum years.  Once again, black 

women worked in the “big house” cooking meals for Coffin and his guests, cleaning the 

mansion and the guest quarters.  Black women also worked in Coffin’s shrimp and oyster 

cannery and worked in the fields.
76

  Black men did manual labor for Coffin.  They built 

the roads, prepared crops, manned the sawmill, tended to cattle, worked in the green 

house, built boats and erected structures.  Some Sapelo Islanders worked at Coffin’s 

Cloister Hotel/Resort as waiters, bellhops and maids.
77

  

As a result of Coffin’s presence on Sapelo, black independent economic activity 

all but disappeared on the island.  Descendants of the Sapelo Islanders who lived on the 

island during Coffin’s reign report that blacks who refused to work for Coffin were 

perceived as a threat.  It is no surprise that most of the Sapelo Islanders determined to 

maintain their economic independence lived in Raccoon Bluff.  This group of islanders 

were frequently visited by white “island managers” employed by Coffin (and his 

millionaire successor R.J. Reynolds, the tobacco heir), to ensure that they were not 

engaged in subversive or illegal activities, as well as to “watch” the island during the 

months when their bosses were away.
78

   

                                                        
 
76 Sullivan asserts that Coffin established the cannery to provide wages for black 
women on the island (623). 
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described the role of island managers: “Check on the Black People; make sure to try 
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Islanders were distressed by Coffin’s takeover, and they critiqued Coffin’s 

lifestyle and the power that their white employers had over them in a “shout” song that 

was eventually performed throughout the region.  The song, “Pay Me My Money Down,” 

speaks to the tense relationship between blacks in the region and the whites who 

controlled their economic survival and dictated the terms of their freedom.
79

  The refrain, 

“Pay me, oh pay me or go to jail, pay me my money down” could possibly represent loan 

arrangements between white employers and their black workers.  In times of economic 

hardships, some blacks petitioned their employers for help, using their land as collateral 

for loans in order to avoid imprisonment if they were unable to pay them back.
80

  The 

song clearly points out that white employers had the power to have blacks thrown in a 

mainland jail.  To date, there are no police or local government structures on Sapelo, so 

the island’s white patriarch had full control over the island and its residents.  They used 

their money, their political connections and most importantly, their whiteness to 

legitimize their dictatorial rule of the island.  They sang:  

Wish’t I was Mr. Coffin’s son 

Pay me my money down 

Stay in the house and drink good rum 

Pay me my money down. 

You owe me, pay me or go to jail 

Pay me my money down.
81
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Clearly, Sapelo Islanders saw Coffin’s riches as the key to earthly freedom and luxury.  

While they worked hard in his fields, at his mill, in his house, at his cannery, at his dairy 

or at his hotel, Coffin sailed local waters on his yacht and entertained the most influential 

and affluent people in the United States.  Coffin did not have a son, but Sapelo Islanders 

understood that power, money and white skin privilege were inherited.  To imagine 

themselves as Coffin’s heirs was a fantasy about having access to unmitigated power, 

wealth and lavish luxuries.  As the song travelled through coastal Georgia, other black 

communities added their own verses dedicated to their white employers. Blacks on St. 

Simon sang about their “big boss” Mr. Foster: “Wish’t I was Mr. Foster’s son…I’d set on 

the bank an’ see the work done.”
82

  Again, blacks worked while whites control and 

dictate their labor.  The dreams of the freed people that built their communities had been 

trampled upon, and it became clear that they were up against great odds, and at a 

disadvantage. 

Along with Coffin, and his high profile guests, came the media.  At first, 

journalists were content to report scenes from Coffin’s opulent mansion, luxurious yacht 

and elaborate hotel, but eventually, changes in America’s intellectual and cultural 

landscape shifted the focus of the outsiders visiting Sapelo.  These changes inspired a 

curiosity about life beyond the “big house”: and the Sapelo Islanders that lived in Hog 

Hammock, Raccoon Bluff, Belle Marsh, Shell Hammock, Lumber Landing and Hanging 

Bull became as exotic and intriguing as the birds that Coffin imported from Guatemala.  

As a result, they would be called Gullah, and wave of ethno-tourism would ensue, ripping 

                                                        
 
82 Ibid., 208. 



31 
 

 
 

from their hands the scraps of land that remained, the last remnants of their ancestors’ 

freedom. 

 Despite the fact that 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Island researchers claimed to 

explore the connection between Sapelo Islanders and their African and slave past in their 

works, the actual history of Sapelo Islanders did not factor into their formulations of 

black life on the island.  The fact that Sapelo Islanders and their ancestors had waged a 

long fought battle for freedom, established institutions on the island and engaged in 

multiple maneuvers to secure land did not factor in the way that 1920s and 1930s 

researchers and writers imagined them.  Instead, these researchers and writers described 

them as childlike and superstitious primitives who were provoked into trance-states by 

drumbeats and wild rhythms.  They characterized Sapelo Islanders, the very men and 

women who pursued voting rights, education, Christianity and land ownership as tools 

through which they could shape their destiny, into people who put their faith in gris gris 

bags and root doctors to secure their future.  Researchers and writers did not consider the 

impact that the white patriarchs who returned the island to a plantation state as significant 

forces in Sapelo Islanders’ lives.  Instead they wrote that Sapelo Islanders insisted that 

spirits and ghostly shadows dictated the course events of their lives. 

 The researchers and writers who studied Sapelo Islanders during the 1920s and 

1930s were blinded by popular fantasies about the connection between blacks and their 

African ancestors.  They were influenced by new academic formulations about African 

survivals and were captivated by sensational voodoo tales in the media.  Their search for 

Sapelo Islanders’ connection to an African past was not rooted in the past, but was 
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grounded in 1920s and 1930s cultural and intellectual preoccupations, and their writings 

would impact how Sapelo Islanders would be imagined by Americans for generations.   

 

 



33 
 

 
 

Part I:  

The Intellectual and Cultural Influences that Inspired the Making of the New 

Gullah in the 1920s and 1930s 

 

Chapter 1 

From Wild Savages to Beloved Primitives: Modernists Recast American Black’s 

Africanness 

No veils of civilization hide the stark realities of love, birth, death, 

from their eyes, but they find happiness in the present instead of 

always in tomorrow and again tomorrow or in something still to be 

discovered…On large plantations, where Negroes are in 

tremendous majority, the field hands have few contacts with white 

people and no need to amend their speech or give up the customs 

and traditions of their African ancestry. 

-Julia Peterkin, Roll, Jordan, Roll, 1933
83

 

By the 1930s Howard Coffin’s guests began to venture beyond the grounds of the 

“big house.”  Before the 1930s, the only “outsiders” to visit the island were Howard 

Coffin’s personal friends and business associates, and the few mainland blacks who came 

to visit their relatives and friends.  For Coffin’s guests, the island’s main attractions were 

its serene beaches, dense hunting grounds and expansive marshlands.  But during the 

1920s and 1930s a new attraction was added to the list of the island’s most compelling 

features.  Black Sapelo Islanders were the new attraction.   

Increased interest in Sapelo Islanders’ “culture” and folk traditions brought four 

researchers and writers to the island during the 1920s and 1930s: W. Robert Moore, 

Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo D. Turner and Mary Granger.  Moore was a white reporter and 

photographer for National Geographic Magazine, Parrish and Granger were white 
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amateur folklore collectors, and Turner was a black scholar.  They were the first in the 

new category of Sapelo Island visitors who came to the island to explore black life and 

venture beyond the grounds of the big house.  These four researchers took photographs of 

the islanders, told stories about them, interviewed them, collected their songs and 

samples of their dialect and published their imaginings of Sapelo Islanders for all to read.  

In the end, they made Sapelo Islanders Gullah.  

The increased interest in the folk culture of southern blacks, and more 

specifically, of blacks who lived on islands off the South Carolina and Georgia coast 

during the 1920s and 1930s was caused by a shift in the way that many Americans 

understood black people’s racial heredity.  The “discovery” of Sapelo Island’s black 

community, and the subsequent determination that these people were, in fact, authentic 

“Gullah” folk reflects a larger transformation in how blackness was understood during 

the period.  Prior to the 1920s and 1930s, black folklore, crafts, dialect, rituals, 

spirituality and traditions were largely imagined by whites as curious expressions of an 

inferior, uneducable, savage people whose biological heritage retarded their ability to 

achieve the heights of civilized culture and life.  However, during the 1920s and 1930s, 

researchers, writers and journalists transformed these traits, in terms of significance and 

value, and they became markers of primitiveness worthy of documentation, collection 

and interpretation.   

The shift from Victorian thought to Modernist thought was at the heart of the 

change in how blackness was imagined during the 1920s and 1930s.  Before then, the 

Africanness of American blacks was invoked to establish a biological racial heritage of 
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black inferiority.
84

  This view of black’s Africanness was most clearly articulated in 

Victorian thought, and was indelible tied to “civilization” discourse.  The advent of 

Modernist thought in America challenged the ideological underpinnings of Victorian 

thought and dismantled the rigid Victorian dichotomy between “civilized” and “savage” 

peoples, and consequently reworked ideas about the continued legacy of the African 

heritage of American and Atlantic World blacks.   

The discovery and labeling of Sapelo Islanders as authentic Gullah folk derived 

from this transformation of ideas about race and culture, which resulted in an adjustment 

in the way that many social scientists and folklorists perceived the relationship between 

black people and their African progenitors.  During the 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Islanders 

were visited by researchers who sought to establish the African origins of their cultural 

practices, as well as include them in a larger network of low country blacks assumed to 

share similar connections to their African ancestors.  Sapelo Islanders’ dialect was 

investigated, their folklore was documented, their crafts were inspected, and their 

spirituality and religious beliefs were interrogated.   

This chapter explores the intellectual and cultural milieu that inspired the search 

for authentic Gullah folk on Sapelo Island.  It traces researchers’ increased interest in 

black folk life, the heightened exploration of black spaces, the popularity of black 
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subjects and African themes in the arts and literature, which were latent consequences 

caused by this transformation of ideas about the uniqueness and value of black culture.  

Finally, the chapter will unearth the origin of the Gullah label and look at the way that the 

advent of Modernism during the 1920s created a space in which one novelist, Julia 

Peterkin, was able to put the Gullah in the forefront of the nation’s imagination.   

Victorians’ Savages 

 The most widely used strategy employed by white Americans to establish the 

moral legitimacy of America’s racial hierarchy were pervasive ideologies about black 

inferiority.  During the Victorian period, American Victorians’ ideas about “civilization” 

encapsulated notions of white superiority and black inferiority in an identifiable 

discourse.  Civilization discourse constructed non-white people, and blacks in particular 

as primitive savages.
85

  Thus, “civilization” was an explicitly racial concept that denoted 

a specific stage in human racial evolution.
86

  According to Victorian thinkers’ 

calculations, non-whites were relegated to the ranks of barbarism and primitive savagery, 

and only white races had evolved to the civilized stage.
87

  Furthermore, Victorians 

imagined evolutionary potential in biological terms, and concluded that both 

“civilization” and “savagery” were inherited traits.  Civilization, then, became a status 

that could only be achieved by advanced white races.
88

   

 “Culture,” as understood by Victorians, was the mark of civilized peoples.  

Victorian morality assigned, under the heading of civilization, all that was moral and 
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prosperous.
89

  Victorians also identified self-restraint as the key to civilized culture, and 

perceived formal education as a source of discipline.
90

  Subsequently, savage peoples 

were characterized as being impulsive and irrational, immoral and non-productive.
91

  

Victorians also surmised that savages were unable to control their animalistic impulses, 

which increased the likely hood that they would engage in immoral conduct.   

 While the Victorians’ conceptualization of white civilization excluded some white 

skinned “ethnic” peoples, blacks were imagined to be the world’s most savage 

primitives.
92

  Africa, and her descendants held a special place in the Victorians’ view of 

human evolution.  Whites frequently depicted African peoples, and those linked to Africa 

by “heredity” as savages stuck in the earliest stages of human evolution.  The 1893 

World’s Columbian Exposition held in Chicago clearly illustrated how Victorians 

understood non-whites, and more specifically blacks, within the framework of 

civilization discourse.  The exposition consisted of two racially specific exhibits: one 

highlighting the successes of white civilization and the other portraying the dark 

barbarism of non-whites.
93

  The dichotomy between whites and non-whites was 

demarcated by the “White City” and the “Midway” exhibit; the “Midway” showcased 

barbarous spectacles of non-white peoples from around the world, and featured an exhibit 

that was a replica of a “Dahomey village” complete with huts and black people beating 

tom-toms.  Guidebooks distributed to visitors advised that they tour the Midway after 

visiting the White City so that they would better appreciate the difference between the 
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civilized White City and the uncivilized native villages.
94

  Hubert Howe Bancroft 

identified the portion of the exhibit that depicted Africa as the antithesis of white 

civilization in his 1893 account of the fair.  Howe wrote: “All the continents are here 

represented, and many nations of each continent, civilized, semi-civilized, and barbarous, 

from Caucasian to the African black, with the head in the shape of a cocoa-nut and with 

barely enough of clothing to serve for the wadding of a gun.”
95

  Clearly, the idea of black 

savagery was central to defining and shaping the concept of white civilization—a 

phenomenon that followed the pattern through which racial difference was constructed in 

America. 

 The Victorians’ assessment of Africa, African peoples and African descendants is 

evident in both popular literature and scholarly works produced by whites even as 

Victorianism began to wane.  The enduring popularity of Edgar Rice Borroughs’ best-

selling novel Tarzan of the Apes (1914) is evidence of the pervasive view of black-

African savagery.  The savage primal African jungle populated with man-eating 

cannibals that Borroughs imagined was a familiar story about the white man’s encounter 

with black savages.
96

  However, fictional works were not the only mediums through 

which ideas about black-African savagery were communicated.  American scholars wrote 

Victorians’ fantasies of black-African savagery into the academic record as fact.  In the 

same year that Borroughs’ Tarzan of the Apes was published, historian John Daniels 

published a study about blacks in Boston in which his belief in black-African savagery is 
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clearly expressed.  Daniels wrote: “It is of course undeniable that the precedent 

conditions out of which the Negro population is derived, have, from the earliest period 

down to the present, been of peculiarly inferior kind.”  Daniels continued, describing the 

first blacks who came to Boston as originating from the “African jungle where from time 

immemorial their ancestors have lived in a stage of primitive savagery.”  He explained 

that Boston’s first blacks were “savages themselves, utterly ignorant of civilization, 

having no religion above fear-born superstition, and lacking all conception of reasoned 

morality.”
97

  Early social scientists engaged in psychoanalytical studies that described 

black-Africans as child like, superstitious, uninhibited peoples who demonstrated strong 

sexual instincts and a tendency to express themselves through music and dancing as 

opposed to civilized forms of communication.
98

   

 Despite the fact that Victorian notions of culture and civilization lost its grip on 

the American social psyche, the racial dichotomy on which it was built remained intact, 

adding to its construct the lines of delineation drawn by white Victorians.  Subsequently, 

Modernists seeking to free themselves from the strictures of Victorianism simultaneously 

rejected and embraced the racialized notions of otherness reiterated by their ideological 

predecessors.  Understanding this transition, and its consequences in American culture is 

critical in order to understand the larger forces that encouraged the emergence of Sapelo 

Islanders in published works.    

Modernists’ Beloved Primitives 
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 Two distinct forces hastened the decline of Victorian thought in America.  The 

dawn of consumer culture eroded the Victorian ethos, while the advent of the social 

sciences delivered a final blow to the Victorian view of “culture.”  These forces undercut 

the heart of Victorian logic, ending the pervasive striving toward an ideal Victorian 

society. 

 America’s transition from a producer culture to a consumer culture involved a 

significant transformation in American values.  Prior to the 1920s, Victorian morality 

served as the mark against which the appropriateness of both behavior and desire was 

assessed.  But by the 1920s, the abundance of material goods supplied by corporate 

producers forced a change in American values.  This transition created a revolution in 

which Victorian values (work, order and restraint) were abandoned for a consumer values 

(consumption, leisure and free expression) as the key to individual satisfaction.
99

  The 

economic changes that resulted in both higher wages for whites, and monotonous work 

routines, prompted the development of a leisure culture that hinged on the rejection of the 

Victorian value of “self-restraint.”
100

  The abandonment of “restraint” as a fundamental 

value represents a critical rupture in the Victorian barrier between “civilized” and 

“savage” peoples.  Equally as disruptive was the new position that the world of leisure, 

which Victorians had painted as the hot bed of vice, occupied in this values revolution.  

The breakdown of core Victorian truths opened the door for new interpretations about the 

nature of human society.   

                                                        
 
99 Lynn Dumenil, The Modern Temper: American Culture and Society in the 1920s (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1995), 57. 
100 Beryl Satter discusses this dynamic in Each Mind a Kingdom: American Women, Sexual 
Purity, and the New Thought Movement 1875-1920 (Berkley: University of California Press, 
2001), 218. 



41 
 

 
 

  At the same time, the advent of the social sciences was deeply rooted in 

Modernists’ desire to uncover “new truths.”  The quest to reconcile gaps in Victorian 

logic spurred the development of new theories and threatened the very thing that 

Victorian truths sought to protect: white hegemony.  Social scientists, and more 

specifically cultural anthropologists like Franz Boas, rejected the Victorian view of race 

and culture.  Boas argued that “races” could not be ranked because they were impossible 

to classify.  He also argued that “culture” was not a racial, nor was it a biological 

phenomenon.
101

  Cultural anthropologists presented a challenge to Victorians’ 

conceptualization of “civilized” and “savage” peoples: they consistently proved that 

“savage” life was not so different from “civilized” life.
102

  New anthropological theories 

crippled Victorian logic.  The world that Victorians painted did not make sense in the 

face of new social scientific theories.  American Victorianism could not stand against the 

new truths that social scientists innovated to explain and describe human nature.   

 American Modernism was led by social scientists, but was also birthed by 

American artists and writers grappling with the essence of “human nature.”  Although 

American Modernism took many different forms, the ideological tendency of Modernists 

can be described in general terms.  Modernists wanted to make sense of their 

environment.  Modernists also tried to resolve the conflict between the “conscious self” 

and the “unconscious self”, the later having been completely suppressed by Victorian 

morality.
103

  Where as Victorian moralists excluded human irrationality from their 
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conception of culture, Modernists tried to reclaim man’s irrationality.
104

  Modernists 

sought to reconcile their “civilized” enculturation with what they believed to be their 

deeper human instincts and primitive impulses in order to achieve a sense of wholeness, 

and they had to break down the barrier between the “civilized” and “the savage” to do 

so.
105

  Modernists’ desire to examine the “unconscious self” sent them on a quest to 

discover and explore the people that existed outside of Victorian civilization—people 

free from the constraints of the civilized world. 

  The fact that Modernists looked to groups identified as “savage” by Victorians in 

order to achieve a sense of wholeness, did not represent a total departure from racist 

civilization discourse, but instead, was an adjustment of the discourse.   They kept the 

Victorian line that separated the “civilized” from the “savage” and used it to divide white 

Modernists from his “beloved primitives.”  Modernists developed a nostalgic admiration 

for primitives who bore what Victorians had categorized as the markings of savagery.  

Modernists were most infatuated with beloved primitives who they imagined to be stuck 

in an earlier time, free from the constraints of modernity, close to the earth; people that 

they imagined were not bound by sophisticated thought.  In admiring the primitive, 

Modernist Primitivists contrived a positive picture of the people that Victorians called 

savage: they imagined them to be authentic and closer to some human truth.  However, 

Modernist Primitivists projected their fantasies onto their beloved primitives like their 

ideological predecessors did their savages.  They used their beloved primitives to settle 
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their own inner turmoil and clarify their humanity similar to the way that Victorians used 

their savages to bolster their sense of racial superiority.
106

   

 The fact that Africans and their descendants were among Modernist Primitivists’ 

favorite subjects is not surprising when one considers the context in which American 

Modernism emerged.  The placement of Africans, and their descendants, in the Victorian 

spectrum of human evolution guaranteed that they would be among the most beloved 

primitives sought after by Modernist Primitivists.  Sieglinde Lemke argues in Primitivist 

Modernism: Black Culture and the Origins of Transatlantic Modernism (1998) that 

Modernists were dependent on black-African expressions in order to act out their 

rebellion against Victorianism.
107

  Lemke writes: “By exploring this terra incognita, the 

primitivist discovers the vitality and sensuality of which he feels deprived.  The 

primitivist is drawn to the black other: either figuratively to the mythical other, or 

literally to the ‘other of color.’”
108

  Lemeke goes further and concludes that Modernist 

artists did not reject Victorianism by innovating “new” forms; instead, they made “black” 

things and incorporated them in Western forms.
109

  Modernists used Africanness to strike 

against Victorianism.  Artist Pablo Picasso, sculptor Alberto Giacometti, “dance-band 

maestro” and self-proclaimed jazz music rehabilitator Paul Whiteman, and the popularity 

of Josephine Baker is evidence of this phenomenon.
110

  The use of black subjects or the 
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incorporation of black-African forms in art, music, novels and in social scientific studies 

was a vehicle for rebellion and was, at times, a form of romantic racism.
111

   

Much like their predecessors, Modernist Primitivists made little distinction 

between Atlantic World blacks and their African ancestors.  They too believed that the 

essence of the Africans that they fantasized about was present in Atlantic World blacks.  

So, the American Modernist Primitivist did not need to travel to Africa to encounter 

authentic free peoples because they believed that the mystique and allure of their most 

beloved primitive was right within reach. As a result, Sapelo Islanders would be counted 

among the most exotic black primitives that America had to offer Modernist Primitivists.   

Intensification of White Exploration of Black Spaces 

 Modernists’ preoccupation with Africanness inspired conflicting and complicated 

reactions from blacks and whites in migration metropolises.  Modernists’ use of 

Africanness as a platform for rebellion against Victorian morality resulted in the 

intensification of white exploration of black spaces which took many forms in the 1920s 

and 1930s.  Segregation created “black spaces”: where the customs and laws that 

mandated separation between blacks and whites resulted in visible black residential zones 

as well as leisure and consumer centers.  During the 1920s, black spaces were easy to 

find, and the popularity of “black culture” tempted adventurous whites to explore the 

exotic world inhabited by beloved primitives.  Also, it was during this period that 

America discovered the African American heritage of popular culture, which helped to 
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fuel adventurous whites’ attraction to black spaces.
112

  White bohemian fascination with 

black culture was especially pronounced in black metropolises like Harlem during the 

1920s.
113

  Black communities like Harlem became sites of “leisure” where whites could 

go “slumming” and escape the constraints of civilized life.
114

  White Modernists 

penetrated the barrier between the black and white worlds in search of the freedom that 

imagined their beloved primitives had.  

 Moreover white intellectuals engaged in remote slumming from the Ivory Tower.  

Sociologist Robert Park and anthropologist Franz Boas, are two of the white scholars 

who engaged in academic slumming during the interwar period.  Historian Davarian 

Baldwin explains: “Plantation cafes (or Cotton Clubs), bricolage art pieces and cultural 

relativisms all derived a direct sense of inspiration and profit as early ‘samplers’ of what 

many white people perceived as the unique primitivism of African and southern folk 

cultures.”
115

  Although Park’s and Boas’ motivations and intellectual orientations were 

quite different, both men dedicated their careers to making sense of the people that 

existed on the other side of the veil that separated white civilization from blacks.  In fact, 

Boas is credited for significantly transforming the way that scholars understood Africa, 

which inspired black and white academics alike to take a second look at both African 

“things” and African people.
116

  It is likely that the 1923 “Primitive Negro Art Exhibit” 
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showcased at the Brooklyn Museum, featuring objects made in Africa that were 

subsequently categorized as “art”, was inspired by the larger exploration of black people 

and calls made by Boas to recast Africanness.
117

  

 The intensification of white exploration of black spaces may have shaped many 

black-white encounters, but in no certain terms can all of these encounters be simply 

described as the product of white exoticism of black subjects.  Interracial contact and 

cooperation between whites and blacks during the 1920s was not always the result of 

exoticism or primitivism.  Blacks were not completely powerless and did play a role in 

the Modernist re-definition of Africanness.
118

  The “new” generation of American blacks, 

defined by their shared experiences with racial segregation, who challenged the white 

power structure, sought out educational and economic opportunities in pursuit of upward 

mobility and equality constituted the New Negro movement that took shape in the years 

after World War I.  During the 1920s, the New Negro leaders who organized the Harlem 

Renaissance were plugged into Modernist discourses and tried to tackle racial inequality 

through the arts.  New Negroes branded “black art” according to popular beliefs about 

authentic black-African folk expressions.
119

  For these New Negroes, their African past 

served two purposes: first, their African and black folk past functioned as a symbol of 

their shared history through which race pride could be cultivated, and second, the fact 
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that New Negroes could now point to an “African-black folk past” marked their station 

within modernity.    

The New Negro leaders of the Harlem Renaissance interpreted white rebellion 

against Victorianism and Modernist Primitivism as an opportunity to press for racial 

equality.  To the New Negro, the rejection of Victorianism reflected a crack in the wall of 

white supremacy embodied by the Victorian view of civilization.  It was an opportunity 

to re-think race and recast Africanness in the larger American social psyche.  Harlem 

Renaissance organizers, like Charles S. Johnson, surmised that challenging racial 

oppression through the arts was relatively safe considering the rash of anti-black violence 

which was prevalent during the period because the arts were the only arena that black had 

not been barred from participating in.
120

  Furthermore, the quest for racial equality 

through the arts promised to reveal black people’s human complexity when they were 

depicted as artistic subjects, as well as demonstrate black people’s ability to significantly 

contribute to the world of arts and letters as artists and writers.  Harlem Renaissance 

writers considered themselves Modernists and they too relied on black essentialist 

notions in order to attract patrons and audiences to the black art initiative, as well as to 

resolve their own misgivings about their African heritage.
121

  So, when Langston Hughes 

penned the connection between black Americans and their African past in his 1921 poem 

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers”, and Countee Cullen wrote in his 1925 poem “Heritage,” 

“What is Africa to Me,” they drew inspiration from the Modernist impulse and, as black 
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men, posited their own understanding of their connection to Africa.
122

  Ultimately, Black 

Modernist writers and artists were essentially “neoprimitivists” who acted in concert with 

white Modernists.
123

   

 While black Modernists wanted to take advantage of the fact that new ideas had 

weakened notions of racial superiority and inferiority and opened the door for new 

imaginings of black people’s Africanness, black thinkers disagreed on how to best take 

advantage of this opportunity.  Historian David L. Lewis explains: 

Some community leaders feared that what was nice for Connie’s and 

the Cotton Club and good for the entertainment business was not 

necessarily good for Harlem.  Some observers wondered out loud 

what a spacious Sugar Hill apartment or the flair for mixing the races 

socially had to do with substantial progress in civil rights.
124

 

 

On both sides of the debate however, New Negroes played on white Modernists’ 

exoticism of blacks in order to further their agenda for racial inclusion.  The New 

Negroes’ orchestration of the Harlem Renaissance drew on Modernist primitivism for its 

audiences, which at times proved to be a problematic strategy.  When white Modernist 

writers fictionalized their encounters with black people in black spaces, they tended to 

typify the “black essence” and inadvertently presented a picture of black life that 

contradicted Harlem Renaissance leaders’ objectives.  

 The period saw stage works by white writers such as Eugene O’Neil’s play 

Emperor Jones, which appealed to black and white audiences.  It bridged the racial divide 

by attracting both whites fascinated by the allure of primitivism and blacks who longed 

                                                        
 
122 Corbould, 131-160. 
123 Lemke discusses “neoprimitivism” and its relationship to black art (7). 
124 David L. Lewis, When Harlem Was In Vogue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 219. 



49 
 

 
 

for works that reflected their lives and experiences.
125

  Yet, in an attempt to depict racial 

difference, O’Neil romanticized “black attributes” that Victorians damned: he associated 

blackness with “natural release” and whiteness with “internalized restraint.”
126

  Another 

white Modernist writer, Carl Van Vechten, wrote a book that also made black Modernists 

leery about the transformative power of Modernist primitivism.  Van Vechten’s 1926 

novel Nigger Heaven was actually damaging to the Harlem Renaissance leaders’ efforts 

because the novel depicted Harlem’s upwardly mobile and educated blacks as barely able 

to suppress their primitive tendencies.
127

  Black Modernists had good reason to be 

concerned about the potential dangers inherent in validating the belief that there was an 

essence that distinguished blacks from other people.  Ann Douglas explains: 

It is one thing to be in search of the ‘primitive,’ as white artists of the 

1920s were; another thing to be told, as the black New Yorkers were, 

that you are the primitive, the savage ‘id’ of Freud’s new 

psychoanalytical discourse, trailing clouds of barbaric, prehistoric, 

preliterate ‘folk’ culture wherever you go.
128

 

 

White artists’ search for the primitive ultimately became a problem for the New Negroes 

who encouraged white interest in black life.  However, the leaders of the Harlem 

Renaissance continued to call for the creation of “black art” and “black literature” despite 

the dangers involved in invoking the notion of a “black essence” and inviting white 

audiences to observe and consume Africanness as a commodity.   Charles S. Johnson, a 

black sociologist and editor of one of the leading black periodicals during the period, 

                                                        
 
125 Mary Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism 1915-
1940 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 209. 
126 Mumford analyzed O’Neil’s tendencies with regard to constructing racial difference in a 
discussion of O’Neil’s play “All God’s Chillun’ Got Wings” (126). 
127 Lewis, 188. 
128 Douglas, 98. 



50 
 

 
 

specifically called for the production of black stories by black authors.  He explained that 

he wanted to: “encourage the reading of literature both by Negro authors and about Negro 

life, not merely because they are Negro authors but because what they write is literature 

and because the literature is interesting.”  Johnson also indicated that he hoped efforts to 

generate black stories would, “foster a market for the Negro writer and for literature 

about Negroes.”  Johnson concluded, and emphasized that he desired to “bring these 

writers in contact with the general world of letters to which they have been for the most 

part timid and inarticulate strangers.”
129

  Johnson’s intentions were good, but the belief 

that there was a distinct “Negro life,” or a common “black” experience marked by 

something that extended beyond the social construct that defined the boundaries of racial 

difference, paved the way for white and black writers to formulate ideas about “authentic 

blackness.”  What emerged was a fiction in which blacks were animated by a non-

descript African essence, and most writers looked to southern blacks for the most 

authentic performances. 

 

Authentic Blackness of Southern Blacks 

More than one million blacks moved from the south to the north by the mid-

1930s.  This historic change in America’s racial geography resulted in demographic 

transformations in various regions, but also produced a significant interest in black 

southerners and ex-southerners.  White and black northerners alike noticed the arrival of 
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black ex-southerners.
130

  Predictably, racial tensions crested between white residents and 

black migrants competing for jobs.  However, northern whites were not the only old 

settlers to greet black migrants with hostility.  Black northerners also expressed anxiety 

over the arrival of their southern counterparts.  Allan Spear describes this anxiety in his 

study of black Chicago: “As the migration progressed, Negro leaders became 

increasingly aware of the problems presented by newcomers.”
131

  He explains: “The 

crude, rustic ways of many migrants, their inability to maintain accepted standards of 

cleanliness, and their traditionally sycophantic demeanor in the presence of whites 

antagonized the old settlers.”
132

  As a result, white and black Modernist social scientists 

began to turn their gaze to black migrants and southerners in order to explain heightened 

tensions between the races as well as to search for pathological patterns believed to be 

unique among black southerners and ex-southerners.
133

     

During the 1920s and 1930s black migrants, and the world that they left behind, 

occupied a new place in white and black northerners’ imagination.  Black migrants were 

characterized as foreign and were depicted as mysterious “others.”  Everything about 

black migrants was read as a mark of profound difference: their speech, style of religious 

worship, mannerisms and musical performances signaled their distinctiveness.  For 

Modernists in search of beloved primitives, black migrants and black southerners 

appeared to manifest authentic Africanness.  These newly transplanted exotic primitives 
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were easy to find—residential segregation and the re-zoning of “vice” to black 

neighborhoods created a ready made spectacle.  Modernists estimated that these blacks 

were closer to their African past, and the fact that they had lived in rural settings helped 

them to retain much of their Africanness.  The later belief was spurred by the notion that 

inherent to Africanness is a particular relationship to nature and natural phenomenon 

which became even more exotic in this period of high industrialization.  While educated 

blacks are counted among those that migrated north, they were considered less exotic 

than were their poorer and less educated comrades.  Education was perceived as a force 

that diminished Africanness, rendering learned blacks as less authentic subjects.  As a 

result, white and black Modernist writers, artists and social scientists looked to poor 

blacks living in south for authentic black folk representations.
134

  New Negro leader, 

Alain Locke, encouraged the study of black folklore so that blacks would embrace their 

African heritage, consequently increasing the social value of authentic black southern 

lore.
135

  Black writers heeded Locke’s and Johnson’s call, and constructed the image of 

authentic black folk by writing black stories, using largely southern dialects to mark their 

characters’ authenticity.
136

  Poet Sterling Brown and writer Zora Neale Hurston 

popularized dialect writing among their peers, and poet Langston Hughes declared that 

“common folk” were the key to art.
137

  However, Black Modernist writers were not the 

                                                        
 
134 J.M. Favor describes black southerners unique role in the assessment of black 
authenticity in his study Authentic Blackness: The Folk in the New Negro Renaissance 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 15.  
135 Baker describes Locke’s position on black folklore in relationship to Africa (35). 
136 David Nicholls, Conjuring the Folk: Forms of Modernity in African America (Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 2000), 13-14, 18. 
137 Lewis discuses Hughes’ view of “common folk” as the key to art (191). 



53 
 

 
 

only writers that attempted to represent the authentic Africanness of southern blacks in 

their work.   

Authentic Gullah Folk 

The fact that white and black northerners began to look to southern blacks for 

exotic and authentic folk representations guaranteed that the blacks who lived on isolated 

islands in coastal Georgia and South Carolina would take center stage.  Modernist 

Primitivists pointed to their dialect and traditions as evidence of their unique 

primitiveness.  One white writer in particular took advantage of the popularity of stories 

about black life and the novelty of southern blacks, and introduced the “Gullah folk” who 

lived in isolated regions in coastal South Carolina to the nation’s readers during the 

1920s, consequently establishing them as manifesting the most authentic and pure brand 

of Africanness in the south.  Julia Peterkin was the first woman from the south to win a 

Pulitzer Prize.  She wrote more than a dozen short stories, four widely read novels and 

one ethnographic study—all of which featured the “Gullahs” that lived on her plantation 

in South Carolina.
138

   

Who were the “Gullah” people that Julia Peterkin wrote about?  What exactly 

distinguished the Gullah from other southern blacks?  The term “Gullah” has been 

loosely used to describe linguistic patterns among blacks living in coastal South Carolina 

and Georgia, and the precise origins of the label are hard to pin down.  Evidence suggests 

that the use of the term originated in the slave trade.  One theory asserts that “Gullah” 
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was an abbreviation of “Angola,” the region where Bantu speaking slaves originated.
139

  

“Golla” was used as a pre-fix in numerous slave advertisements in South Carolina dating 

back to 1742.
140

  Another theory cites slave importation patterns as the source of the 

label.  The importation of large numbers of slaves from Winward Coast (modern day 

Sierra Leone and Liberia) where “Golas” and “Gizzis” lived may account for the origin 

of the term, as well as the alternate term, “Geeche,” that blacks from coastal regions use 

to describe themselves.
141

  In 1850, T.J. Bowen, an American Baptist missionary visited 

Liberia and concluded that the “Gola” people of Liberia were the progenitors of “Gullah 

negroes.”
142

  White missionary reports have proven to be problematic sources for sorting 

out African ethnicities, but the Gullah label was so loosely defined that almost any 

explanation seemed valid.  Yet, significant evidence indicates that the label emerged from 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade and took root in South Carolina, but it was not popularly 

used to describe coastal Georgia blacks until the 1930s.
143
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While slave importation patterns and subsequent labeling of enslaved Africans 

may account for the presence of the word “Gullah” in the American vocabulary, isolating 

and defining the qualities and people associated with the label is complicated.  During the 

later years of the 19
th

 century, southern writers, Joel Chandler Harris and Charles 

Colcock Jones, Jr., introduced coastal Georgia blacks’ dialect and folklore to Americans 

in their works.  Soldiers who fought in the Civil War also noted the strange dialect 

prevalent among blacks in coastal South Carolina.  Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s 

Army Life in a Black Regiment (1870), a memoir of Union soldier stationed in South 

Carolina during the Civil War, included what he interpreted as the Gullah dialect to 

characterize the speech of the blacks who he encountered in the region.
144

   However, 

these early descriptions of blacks in the region were not articulated with an explicit 

connection to the Gullah label, nor were they preoccupied with the African character of 

the traits that they described.  In fact, John Bennet was the first researcher to use the term 

in 1908 in his essay “Gullah: A Negro Patios.”
145

  Bennet’s work was followed by 

Ambrose Gonzales’ folklore collection, The Black Border: Gullah Stories of the Carolina 

Coast (1922).  Ambrose commented on what he determined to be “baby talk” used by 

slave owners to speak to their non-English speaking slaves in the introduction to the 

collection and told Gullah tales by using the dialect.  Two years later, George Philip 

Krapp, a Columbia University professor similarly argued that the Gullah dialect was a 

form of broken English.
146
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A review of the history of the use of the term Gullah in published works reveals 

two clear patterns.  The first pattern is that these works were largely about blacks living 

in coastal South Carolina.  The second discernable pattern pertains to nature of the way 

that the Gullah were categorized: the identity was assigned according to region, race and 

dialect.  But 1920s and 1930s writers and researchers assigned new characteristics and a 

new region to the Gullah identity: they extended “the Gullah” label to blacks in coastal 

Georgia, and they added African derived spiritual and voodoo practices to the traditions 

that made the people included under this banner unique.  Clearly, the qualities and people 

associated with the term evolved over time.  More important still is the fact that the 

Gullah identity was constructed according to the way that whites, and other “outsiders” 

imagined coastal Georgia and South Carolina blacks.  The people who the label was 

supposed to represent did not articulate that they were “Gullah.”  Coastal Georgia and 

South Carolina blacks did contribute to the repository of folklore material used to 

characterize the Gullah, but they did not initiate the use of the label.  In fact, only in one 

black community in coastal Georgia did blacks use a term close to “Gullah” to talk about 

other blacks during the 1930s.  In Tatemville, several blacks interviewed for a folklore 

study used “Golla” as a prefix that preceded the names of African born slaves who they 

remembered or knew—but they never used this prefix to identify themselves.  One 

interviewee explained that all of the blacks who came from Africa or the Caribbean were 

called “Golla” during slavery.
147
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Julia Peterkin was one of the “outsiders” whose imaginings about the blacks she 

wrote about significantly shaped 1920s and 1930s characterizations of the Gullah.    

Even though southern writers and folklore collectors had investigated and written about 

blacks that lived in coastal Georgia and South Carolina before Julia Peterkin, and 

emphasized that these blacks were distinct from other blacks in America, Peterkin’s 

writings initiated the consolidation of “Gullah” as a distinct identity by Modernist 

Primitivists who became obsessed with uncovering the African origins of Gullah 

culture.
148

  While she was not the originator of the concept, she made it wildly popular. 

Unlike white Modernists in the north, Julia Peterkin did not have to venture into 

black spaces in order to encounter, observe and engage with beloved primitives.  

Peterkin, a South Carolina native and wife of a plantation owner, lived among the blacks 

who worked for her.  The racial arrangement inherent to the southern plantation offered 

Peterkin a unique entry point into black life and lent credibility to her depiction of the 

Gullah.   

Julia Mood Peterkin was born in 1880 in Laurens, South Carolina to a prominent 

family.  Her mother died before her second birthday, so Peterkin was left in the care of a 

black nursemaid, “Maum Patsy,” whom she credited with teaching her the Gullah 

                                                        
 
148 Joel Chandler Harris, Georgia native and 19th century fiction writer, folklorist and 
journalist authored numerous stories featuring what was later called the “Gullah dialect.”  
Similarly, late 19th and early 20th century folklorists marked the uniqueness of blacks in 
coastal Georgia and South Carolina but do not yet call them “Gullah”: S. G. Benjamin,  “The 
Sea Islands” Harper’s (November, 1878), Charles C. Jones Negro Myths from the Georgia 
Coast (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, 1888), A.M.H. Christensen, Julia Peterkin, Black April 
(Grosset & Dunlap Publishers, 1927). Afro-American Folklore Told Round the Cabin Fires on 
the Sea Islands of South Carolina, (Boston: Cupples, 1892), Ruby Moore, “Superstitions from 
Georgia” Journal of American Folklore (1894), and Loraine Darby, “Ring Games from 
Georgia” Journal of American Folklore (1917).   Lee Baker explains that early folklorists were 
interested in documented black superstition and pathology (33-24)- a pattern clearly 
established by Victorian views of racial difference. 
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dialect.
149

  She attended Converse College in Spartanburg, South Carolina, and married 

William Peterkin after she graduated.  Julia moved with William Peterkin to Sumter, 

South Carolina, to help him run Lang Syne Plantation.
150

  The 2,000-acre plantation was 

staffed by 500 black people.
151

  Once on the plantation, Peterkin committed herself to 

fully acquaint herself with the black people that surrounded her, and their life habits, so 

that she could function as a proper plantation mistress.
152

  What she learned about them, 

and the events of their lives would become the subject of her short stories and novels, and 

the use of their dialect would distinguish her writings from others that wrote black 

stories. 

Julia Peterkin was a reluctant Modernist.  She did not begin her writing career 

until 1921, when she was in her forties, and explained that she wrote about blacks 

because she had to: “Among the Negroes…I saw sickness and death and superstition and 

frenzy and desire.  My eyes look on horror and misery.  The things stayed with me and I 

had to get rid of them.”
153

  For most Modernist writers, black subjects served to unify 

disparate parts of themselves, but for Peterkin, the racial hierarchy, which relegated black 

southerners to plantation work, saddled her with beloved primitives.  It is also important 

to note Peterkin’s usage of the words “superstition”, “frenzy” and “desire”, are all 

connected to the Victorian assessment of black’s savage characteristics.  This is not 

                                                        
 
149 Nghana tamu Lewis, “The Rhetoric of Mobility, the Politics of Consciousness: Julia Mood 
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608 includes a brief biography (590). 
150 Ibid., 591. 
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June 10, 1933, 15. 
152 Lewis, 594. 
153 Frank Durham compiled many of Peterkin’s interviews in the edition that he edited, 
Collected Short Stories of Julia Peterkin (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1970), 
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surprising because Modernist primitivists did not abandon Victorian characterizations, 

they simply re-imagined them.  While Peterkin represented her desire to write about 

black subjects as a catharsis of sorts, she was actually challenging literary critics who 

said that the south was a vacuum in which the arts and letters floundered, and argued that 

white writers could not honestly portray black life.
154

  Furthermore, Peterkin was aware 

of both the Southern Renaissance and the Harlem Renaissance and fully intended to 

participate in both. Once she began to write her stories down, a short time passed before 

she published her short stories in the south’s premiere Modernist literary publication The 

Reviewer.
155

   

Americans who read Julia Peterkin’s short stories and novels were presented with 

Gullah life on fictional Blue Brook Plantation.  While Blue Brook was not real, Peterkin 

claimed that the stories that she wrote were informed by actual events on Lang Syne.
156

  

Peterkin characterized the uniqueness of the Gullah people, according to her imagination, 

on the first page of her Pulitzer Prize winning novel Scarlet Sister (1928): 

The black people who live in the Quarters at Blue Brook Plantation 

believe they are far the best black people living on the whole “Neck,” 

as they call that long, narrow strip of land lying between the sea on 

one side and the river with its swamps and deserted rice-fields on the 

other.  They are no Guinea negroes with thick lips and wide noses and 

low ways; or Dinkas with squatty skulls and gray-tinged skin 

betraying their mean blood; they are Gullahs with tall straight bodies, 

and high heads filled with sense.
157

  

 

                                                        
 
154 Nghana tamu Lewis, 591-592.  Lewis describes Peterkin’s relationship to Henry 
Mencken, the literary critic who challenged southern writers to produce “real” art. 
155 Durham, 4-20.  Joseph Singal also writes extensively about The Reviewer and its editor, 
Emily Clark.  The publication featured Greenwhich village regulars like Carl Van Vechten, 
Achmed Adullah and Eugene O’Neill. (85-87). 
156 Durham, 22. 
157 Julia Peterkin, Scarlet Sister Mary (The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1928), 11. 
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Peterkin’s references to transplanted African ethnicities, “Guinea” and “Dinkas,” 

established the centrality of Africa to the Gullahs that she imagined.  Blue Brook Gullahs 

are closer to their African origins and identify themselves according to African 

categories.  Peterkin’s beloved primitives all spoke “Gullah,” they were superstitious and 

practiced “roots” and “conjuh,” they had an aversion toward formal education and were 

hypersexual.  Daddy Cudjoe, Blue Brook’s voodoo man, lived on the fringe of the 

community, yet most of Blue Brook’s good Christians used his services when they 

became impatient with prayer or difficult life circumstances.  More attractive to 

Mordernist Primitivists was the fact that Blue Brook’s black residents retained an 

inimitable connection to their African past that extended beyond naming themselves after 

an African ethnicity—they had retained actually practices and objects.  For example, 

Blue Brook’s black elder-matriarch and mid-wife, Maum Hannah, was in possession of a 

magical charm made by her African ancestors: “Maum Hannah, his own first cousin, had 

a string of charm beads their old grandmother had brought all the way from Africa when 

she came on a slave ship.”
158

  

While Peterkin rooted her characters in an African past, she did not discuss their 

enslavement or race relations between Blue Brook’s blacks and whites.  Blue Brook’s 

white owners were always away from the plantation and Peterkin’s Gullah characters 

never expressed any concerns about racism.  Perhaps this is the product of Peterkin’s lack 

of concern about “the race question”: “I’m not a propagandist and the race question 

means nothing to me.”
159

  However, it is ironic that Peterkin began her first published 
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book with a story about Maum Hannah being told by a white man to abandon the house 

that she lived in because he purchased the land that it was on.
160

  In the story, Maum 

Hannah, invokes spiritual support to save her home, and is instructed by a divine entity to 

burn down the white man’s new home, and she did.  Despite the fact that Peterkin 

worried that her sympathetic portrayal of black people would attract harassment and 

violence from the Ku Klux Klan, her characters did not harbor similar fears or 

anxieties.
161

  Still, Peterkin’s stories engaged with black characters in a way that white 

authors had not achieved before: she followed characters through personal trials and 

triumphs, adding humanity and complexity to “black life.”  Ultimately, Peterkin gained a 

reputation among literary reviewers and in the popular press for being particularly 

realistic in her presentation of black southern life and they considered her a Gullah 

expert.
162

  

While whites in the south despised Julia Peterkin’s work, she won the hearts and 

minds of New Negro intelligentsia and earned the respect of literary critics in the north, 

and as a result her work and her subjects gained the national spotlight.
163

  W.E.B DuBois, 

Alain Locke, Countée Cullen, James Weldon Johnson, Paul Robeson, Langston Hughes 

and Walter White praised Peterkin’s work for what they considered to be an authentic 

portrayal of black southern life.
164

  In 1929 Peterkin visited Harlem and was welcomed 

                                                        
 
160 Julia Peterkin, Green Thursday (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1924), 9-25. 
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with open arms.
165

  Following the publications of Peterkin’s first novel Green Thursday 

(1924) and her second novel Black April (1927), a New York Times headline announced 

her third novel, Scarlet Sister Mary (1928),  “Peterkin Writes Again of Gullah Negroes.”  

The article concluded that Peterkin did much more than imagine Gullah folk, and 

explained that she “is busy with the negro before he loses his simple estate in the South 

Side of Chicago or Harlem.  She is busy setting methods of life on paper that must soon 

pass away forever.”
166

  This line in the article clearly marks the blurred line between fact 

and fiction: Peterkin’s Gullah stories were interpreted as fact disguised as fiction.  Her 

beloved primitives won her the Pulitzer Prize in 1928 for Scarlet Sister Mary.  Black 

journalists interpreted Peterkin’s Pulitzer Prize as a triumph for black arts movement’s 

anti-racist initiative: “So you see men and women are being encouraged to uncover facts 

and figures on the race subject and present them to the reading world.  A sure sign of a 

revolution in the making.”
167

  They too began to imagine the Gullah and used Blue Brook 

as a reference point: “Miss Peterkin’s novel is about a certain class of people in South 

Carolina who have managed to keep pretty close to nature in spite of the march of 

civilization and American missionaries.”
168

  Scarlet Sister Mary was so popular that it 

was transformed into a play, in which all white actors were selected to depict Blue 

Brook’s Gullah.
169

  The “Gullah” made Julia Peterkin a very famous woman.  But, 
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Peterkin’s acclaim benefited Lang Syne’s black laborers as well.  An anonymous donor 

from New York pledged to contribute one dollar to pay membership dues for 100 blacks 

on Peterkin’s plantation in support of the N.A.A.C.P.’s “Penny-a-head” campaign.
170

  

Clearly, Peterkin’s Blue Brook Plantation nestled itself deep in the imagination of all who 

encountered it, and they began to imagine authentic Gullah folk. 

The first widespread conceptualization of Gullah people was literally rooted in 

fiction.  While Peterkin was busy crafting Gullah tales which were interpreted by the 

people who read them as quasi-ethnographic reports, Modernist social scientists began to 

seriously take up questions about African retentions and looked for verifiable 

phenomenon through which they could prove that voodoo, roots and conjuh practices 

among southern blacks originated in Africa.  Peterkin delivered to Modernist Primitivists 

a population of black southerners whose authentic Africanness appeared to be 

unquestionable.  The hunt for Gullah people, and the search for real life equivalents of 

Daddy Cudjoe and Maum Hannah and her African beads would eventually lead 

researchers to Sapelo Island, Georgia. 
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Chapter 2 

Slumming in the Ivory Tower: Debating the Africanness of American Blacks in the 

Academe 

“I was glad when somebody told me, ‘You may go and collect Negro folk-lore.’ ” 

-Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men (1935) 

 

Shad Hall was an old man by the 1930s.  He was one of the child slaves who 

Thomas Spalding’s heirs left behind while fleeing Sapelo Island in pursuit of sanctuary 

from encroaching Union forces during the Civil War.
171

  Hall lived his entire life on the 

island.  He witnessed the return of freedmen and freedwomen at the Civil War’s end, and 

watched his family and community members build schools and churches, actualizing 

their freedom aspirations.  Hall lived through both the triumph of blacks in the region 

during the Reconstruction period and the dreadful return of the plantation system under 

Howard Coffin’s rule.   

  Shad Hall was well known and respected among blacks on the island for his 

expert knowledge of herbal remedies.  Sapelo Islanders remember Hall, and 

affectionately call him as “Uncle Shad” or “The Old Man.”
172

  They recount his passing 

and indicate that he was at least 111 years old when he died.
173

  While much of Uncle 

Shad’s esteem was derived from the fact that he managed to survive the years in 
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relatively good health, black islanders also valued Hall’s remedies for common ailments 

and sicknesses.
174

   “Uncle Shad” was not the only herbalist on the island.
175

  During the 

1920s and 1930s, island residents continued to rely on herbal remedies because the 

island’s proximity to doctors on the mainland and the fact that many black islanders were 

too poor to pay for medical treatments made herbal medicine an essential part of their 

daily lives.
176

  In return for Uncle Shad’s faithful service to Sapelo Islanders and in 

acknowledgement of his status as respected elder, islanders cared for him until his death.  

According to their local customs and tradition, women in the community took turns 

making his meals and cleaning his small dwelling, and the men set aside a portion of the 

fish that they caught and the bounty from their gardens and farms for Hall’s upkeep.
177

 

 Shad Hall’s legacy, relative to the “knowledge” that he possessed, extends beyond 

black Sapelo Islanders’ sentimental recollections.  During the 1920s and 1930s, scholars 

at universities in migration metropolises constructed new social scientific theories that 

transformed the value and meaning of the memories and knowledge that elderly blacks in 

south, like Hall, possessed.  The debates that took place in the academe during the 1920s 

and 1930s among social scientists about the possibility of African survivals in America 

were, in part, responsible for the emergent belief that elderly blacks in the south, and 
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more specifically in the low country, possessed knowledge and held memories that could 

be used to validate African retention theories.   

Anthropologists and sociologists whose work explored black life and culture in 

America, clashed in a bitter ideological conflict over the question of whether African 

cultural traditions, cosmology, stories, material culture, religious rituals and linguistic 

patterns had survived chattel slavery.  Not surprisingly, many of the academics who 

believed in African retentions looked to elderly blacks and their memories to resolve this 

conflict.  The popularity of the black characters featured in Julia Peterkin’s novels served 

as proto-typical caricatures of the types of old southern blacks whose folk wisdom and 

knowledge connected African practices to blacks in the American south.  Peterkin’s 

characters Maum Hannah (Blue Brook’s midwife) and Daddy Cudjoe (Blue Brook’s root 

doctor and conjurer) are quintessential examples of this connection.  The fame of Julia 

Peterkin’s Blue Brook Gullahs helped single out blacks living on islands in coastal South 

Carolina and Georgia as being populations with a hyper connection to the African past 

just as social scientists were poised to take up questions about the origins of black 

American culture.  Consequently, when researchers and journalists came to Sapelo Island 

they sought Hall out, interviewed him and pillaged his memories in search of definitive 

answers to the African survivals question.  As a result, Shad Hall and his memories 

featured prominently in 1930s Sapelo Island research.
178

  Prior to the 1920s and 1930s, a 

poor elderly black man in the south such as Shad Hall, would not have garnered scholarly 
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attention and would have died in obscurity, only to be remembered by loved ones.  But 

Hall’s lot was different because of black and white Modernist Primitivist researchers and 

writers who traveled to Sapelo Island in search of authentic Africanness among southern 

blacks.  

 Tracing the evolution of African survival theories in the academe is critical to 

understand how the Gullah label was applied to Sapelo Islanders and coded as a 

verifiable fact.  The motives of the first four researchers to explore Sapelo Islanders were 

tied to theories about African survivals.  The African survivals debate that raged between 

American anthropologists and sociologists during the 1920s and 1930s was deeply rooted 

in the relationship between these disciplines and the construction of racial identities in 

America.  On one side of the debate scholars argued that slavery destroyed all vestiges of 

African culture among New World blacks.  On the other side of the debate, academics 

contended that blacks, especially those in isolated regions, retained African culture and 

traditions.   

Within the American context, the evolving academic fields of sociology and 

anthropology consistently grappled with racial difference.  From the first American 

sociological study, W.E.B. DuBois’ The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (1899) to 

the American ethnologists and folklore collectors who pioneered what became the field 

of American anthropology, racial distinction and the impact of notions of racial 

distinction informed the construction of theories in these fields.
179

  By the 1920s, 

anthropology and sociology grew in power and prestige because anthropology explained 
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the culture of non-whites who white Americans encountered both at home and at the site 

of various U.S. imperial projects abroad, and sociology became an influential field 

because its theories attempted to make sense of social and cultural patterns that played 

out in America.
180

  Historian Lee Baker perfectly describes the theoretical paradigms that 

distinguished sociology and anthropology during the period.  According to Baker, 

anthropology “marshaled its nascent authority to describe the difference of exterior 

others” while sociology “marshaled its nascent authority to document the sameness of 

interior others.”  But the two fields did have in common a core assessment of race by the 

1920s: “both sociology and anthropology rejected notions of biological inferiority, but 

each embraced different ways of describing customs and behaviors.”
181

  However, it 

would be an error to assume that the line between these fields were hard and fast during 

these years, overlap and interchange between the disciplines can be observed both in their 

methods and theories.  Yet, the distinct power and authority that these disciplines gained 

during the period is undeniable.   

More important still, is the way that American Modernist thought shaped 

anthropology and sociology during the 1920s and 1930s by demanding that attention be 

paid to black beloved primitives by raising questions about their Africanness.  Where as 

the field of anthropology had almost exclusively focused on Native Americans before the 

1920s, with the advent of the New Negro movement, black intelligentsia such as Carter 

G. Woodson, Alain Locke, and James Weldon Johnson pressed the discipline to paint a 

new picture of black Americans.  They hoped that anthropological studies of black 
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southerners would reveal  “a rich, distinctive culture that was historical and particular,” 

and cement the value of black folk culture in the academy.
182

  These members of the New 

Negro intelligentsia argued for the redemptive potential of a close examination of black 

folk life and culture and they were not deterred by the racist precedent set by the white 

folklore collectors’ work during the late 1890s.   

Early white collectors of black folklore and culture brought the Victorian view of 

black-African savagery to their observations of black people.  They focused their studies 

on the description of black practices they believed were evidence of black ignorance and 

superstition.
183

  Even as these white folklorists recorded and collected black spirituals, 

folktales, dialect patterns and non-Christian spiritual practices (voodoo, roots and 

conjuh), they conceived a pathological and savage black folk -- and they believed that 

African spiritual primitivism was at the root of all black folk practices.  Nevertheless, 

New Negro Modernist Primitivists anticipated that anthropological portraits of “black 

culture” would undo the damaging effects of white folklorist’s studies and encourage 

blacks to embrace their black heritage.
184

  

On the other hand, sociologists interested in establishing the “sameness” of black 

Americans by exploring the ways that historical and economic factors shaped what was 

perceived as racial difference, believed the search for black American racial distinction to 

be a problematic enterprise.  At stake on both sides of the issue was the possibility that 

either course of action (the pursuit of notions of racial distinction or the presentation of 
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black culture as the absolute product of chattel slavery and American racism) would 

bolster prevailing notions of black inferiority used to justify racism and segregation.   

Despite opposition, anthropologists emerged from the African survivals debate 

with an impassioned desire to track down remnants of African culture among American 

blacks.  They focused their attention on the continuity of African spiritual primitivism 

and headed south in search of the most authentic brand of these practices.  Not 

surprisingly, researchers who took up anthropological questions believed that blacks like 

Julia Perterkin’s fictional Blue Brook Gullah folk, and the elderly characters that 

populated the imaginary plantation, were the best subjects for this sort of inquiry.   

This chapter examines and contextualizes the African survivals debate and 

explores the evolution of the notion that African spiritual primitivism offered the most 

reliable evidence of retentions.  The discussion begins with analysis of sociologist Robert 

E. Park and anthropologist Franz Boas’ view of African survivals, which also outlines the 

debate between their students, sociologist E. Franklin Frazier and anthropologist Melville 

Herskovits on the matter.  Boas’ student Zora Neale Hurston, and her anthropological 

career will also be explored.  Hurston’s work elevated voodoo, roots and conjuh to the 

ranks of a serious anthropological subject.  Her work established voodoo as the most 

readily available evidence of African survivals among southern blacks.   As a result, 

voodoo emerged as the quintessential African survival, capturing the attention of 

researchers and the imagination of the nation. 

Teachers: Franz Boas and Robert E. Park   

 Many scholars tackled the African survivals question during the 1920s and 1930s, 

but the intellectual contest between white Jewish anthropologist Melville Herskovits and 
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black sociologist E. Franklin Frazier to define American blackness relative to Africa and 

slavery set the parameters for African survival studies.  Frazier denied the presence of 

African cultural forms among American blacks while Herskovits argued that African 

retentions were persistent in black communities throughout the African Diaspora.  

Despite E. Franklin Frazier’s insistence that Herskovits was wrong, Melville Herskovits 

emerged as the foremost authority in the field of African retentions.  As a result, two 

Sapelo Island researchers called on Herskovits to guide their studies, which placed 

Sapelo Islanders in the middle of their debate.
185

    

 One reason why the debate between the two scholars was so hard fought is that it 

picked up on earlier ideological tensions between their intellectual predecessors.
186

  

Robert Park instructed and advised E. Franklin Frazier at the University of Chicago and 

Franz Boas did the same for Melville Herskovits at Columbia University.  Park, a white 

sociologist, and Boas a white Jewish anthropologist, can easily be credited with ushering 

in modern sociology and anthropology.  On the surface it would seem that the contest 

between these two men could simply be attributed to disciplinary differences.  However, 

evidence suggests that Robert Park developed his social conditioning thesis drawing from 

Franz Boas’ “cultural determinism” theory.
187

  Boas and Park had in fact engaged in 

inter-disciplinary analysis, but had very different readings of black Americans.   
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 Franz Boas directly challenged the way that Victorians imagined race and culture.  

Boas was born in Germany on July 9, 1858.  He studied geography and physics, and 

earned his Ph.D. in Germany.  Boas became interested in exploring questions of race and 

culture while conducting fieldwork among Eskimos, and the encounter sparked his 

interest in anthropology.  At the point during which Boas came to the United States and 

took up a career working in museums and lecturing at Columbia University in 1896, 

anthropology was a field of study that had not yet completed professionalization.  

Consequently, Boas was the first anthropology professor at Columbia University.  During 

the 1890s, anthropology was still populated by untrained researchers, most of whom 

studied Native Americans, and like most white researchers of this era, including 

established scholars; they used their research to legitimize ideas about the racial 

inferiority of non-whites.
188

   

Franz Boas’ work broke with early American anthropology’s racist tradition.  

Franz Boas’ “cultural determinism” theory contradicted notions of white superiority.  

“Cultural determinism” asserted that theories, which argued that there was a biological 

basis for racial distinctions, were false, and that historical particularism accounted for 

differences observed between “races.”
189

  Boas’ declaration changed the trajectory of 

anthropology.
190

  While Boas’ anti-racist brand of anthropology attracted the admiration, 

attention and scholarly support of W.E.B. DuBois and other black intelligentsia, it is 
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worth noting that Boas did at times suggest that blacks were inferior to whites.
191

  Boas 

juggled the difficult task of both rejecting racial categories while simultaneously working 

with, and conceptualizing the very categories that he tried to eradicate—and sometimes, 

he reverted backwards.  Despite the occasional inconsistency of his view of race, 

inferiority and superiority, Boas’ work was widely promoted in the black press. 
192

    

Boas, like others in his field of study, maintained a sustained interest in Native 

Americans, but had begun to apply his anti-racist cultural determinism theory to black 

Americans and the American “race problem” by 1910.
193

  Perhaps the nearness of 

Columbia University to Harlem, and Boas’ intellectual proximity to New Negro 

intelligentsia encouraged him to pay more attention to blacks.  During the 1920s and 

1930s, Boas called for the establishment of African museums in the United States to 

combat racism and raise black people’s self-esteem.
194

  Inherent in Boas’ vision of 

African museums in America, was his belief that negative perceptions of black people’s 
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assumed Africanness was at the root of ideas about black inferiority.  For Boas, the 

establishment of the connection between black Americans and a positive view of Africa 

was needed in order to combat anti-black racism.  Boas explained that: “To those 

unfamiliar with the products of native African art and industry, a walk through one of the 

large museums of Europe would be a revelation.”  The “revelation,” Boas wrote, would 

result from an encounter with the “black-smith, the wood carver, the weaver, the potter—

these all produce ware original in form, executed with great care, and exhibiting that love 

of labor, and interests in results of work, which are apparently so often lacking among the 

negroes in our American surroundings.”  He insisted that, “All different kinds of 

activities that we consider valuable in the citizens of our country can be found in 

aboriginal Africa.”
195

  Boas’ view of African culture and people reflects a clear break 

with the assumption that Africanness was synonymous with primitiveness.  Inherent to 

the “primitive” category is the determination that primitive people, and their practices 

lacked discipline, order and rationality.
196

  For Boas, assigning “primitiveness,” as 

defined by the Victorian hierarchy, to Africans presented a problem, because, as he 

explained, “primitive” peoples organized their cultural lives according to same patterns 

that supposed “civilized” peoples did.   For Boas, white Americans’ misreading of 

African peoples was at the heart of American racism.  Whites’ lack of appreciation for, 

and lack of knowledge about Africans constituted “the race problem.”    

  Boas also understood that if anthropology was to be used as a weapon against 

white superiority, and more anthropological work was to be conducted among black 
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subjects, the field needed black anthropologists.  Boas believed that racism had 

conditioned blacks to deliberately hide the true inner workings of their cultural and 

private lives from white observers.
197

  Accordingly, he was convinced that white 

anthropologists and folklore collectors were not well suited to explore black American 

subjects.  White collectors of black folklore and culture during the period, such as Guy 

Johnson and Howard Odum, were often criticized for their misreading of black culture.
198

  

The predominant problem with their studies was that they concluded that black folk 

culture was “primitive.”  On the other hand, Boas believed that black collectors, like 

Arthur Fauset (brother of Jessie Fauset, Harlem Renaissance writer), produced black 

folklore collections that promised to reveal more authentic and accurate explorations of 

black life.
199

  Consequently, Boas promoted the training of black anthropologists.
200

   

Although, Franz Boas would come to believe that African cultural survivals could 

be found in North America, that was not his first impression.
201

 However, more and 

more, he became convinced that vestiges of African culture could be found in the African 

Diaspora.  By the 1930s, he articulated the belief that if any African culture survived 

American slavery, it would be found in the south: “The amalgamation of African and 

European tradition which is so important for understanding historically the character of 

American Negro life, with its strong African background in the West Indies, the 
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importance of which diminishes with increasing distance from the south.”
202

  The 

possibility that African traditions survived in the American south, presented Boas, and 

the anthropologists that he trained, with an opportunity to link American blacks to a new 

vision of Africa—a vision that promised to elevate the value of black folk culture and 

folk life in the eyes of white Americans and erode racism.   

   Robert Park, and the sociologists that he led, championed a different view of 

black American culture and its connection to Africa.   Robert Park was born on February 

14, 1864 in Pennsylvania, but he grew up in Redwing, Minnesota.
203

 Park studied at the 

University of Michigan, and after he graduated he spent 11 years in journalism.  He was 

thirty-four years old when he took up graduate studies at Harvard University and traveled 

to Germany to round out his training in sociology.
204

  After travelling and studying, Park 

became enthralled in the sociological anomaly of blacks in America.  While working with 

the Congo Reform Association, an organization that sought to rectify the injustices 

committed against Africans in the Congo at the hands of European colonial authorities, 

Park’s curiosity and concern about the relationship between whites and blacks, and the 

abuses that followed ideas about black inferiority and white superiority.  Park wrote:  

I had become convinced that conditions in the Congo were not the 

result of mere administrative abuses.  Rather they were the conditions 

one was likely to meet wherever an European people invaded the 

territory of a more primitive folk in order to uplift, civilize and 

incidentally exploit them.
205
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The deep Victorian roots of Park’s view of “race,” relative to the dichotomy between the 

“civilized” and the “primitive” is clear.  The problem that Park found in the Congo, was 

not racism, but the tensions that resulted from “European people” attempting to “uplift” 

and “civilize” primitives.  According to Park black exploitation in the Congo was 

“incidental.”   

As a result of Park’s work with the Congo Reform Association, he surmised that 

black assimilation through education would act as a civilizing agent for Africans in the 

Congo, and blacks in America.  Booker T. Washington was also involved with the Congo 

Reform Association.  Park invited Booker T. Washington to join him on a tour of an 

industrial school for natives in South Africa.  Washington declined, insisting that Park 

first visit his school before going to Africa.
206

  Park agreed, and began a long relationship 

with Booker T. Washington: Park took a job as Washington’s publicist at Tuskegee in 

1905.  The two men worked side-by-side at Tuskegee.
207

  During the course of their 

relationship, Park refined his belief that black assimilation to white society was the key to 

dismantling racism and segregation, and added to his remedy Washington’s self 

betterment thesis as a solution to the black American condition.
208

  “Assimilation,” 

according to Park, required that one group in a society incorporate another group’s 
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“language, characteristic attitudes, habits and modes of behavior.”
209

  Park perceived 

black American culture and racial discrimination as forces that created social pathology 

in the African American community.  Park read negative educational outcomes, the lack 

of education, disorganization within the family structure, criminality and other social ills 

as manifestations of black pathology that could be eradicated by assimilation and the 

elimination racial discrimination.  By the time Park took his post at the University of 

Chicago, his view on black pathology and the power of assimilation to undercut racism 

was well developed and shaped the course of sociological research at the university. 

Robert Park’s strain of urban sociology dominated academic life at the University 

of Chicago.
210

  He believed that social environment and conditioning had the greatest 

impact on human nature, and he used black subjects to prove this point.
211

  Park 

maintained that cultural evolution was the product of socio-historical conditions.
212

  With 

regard to black culture, Park concluded that “black culture” was strictly created by 

slavery and Jim Crow racism and he viewed black lower class culture as pathological.
213

   

Park’s view of black culture was not dramatically different from the Victorians.’  

Park, may have embraced the Modernist preoccupation with black life, but he continued 

to invoke Victorian ideas about race and civilization.  Scholar Davarian Baldwin explains 
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that “Park’s developing theory of race relations measured social interactions and groups 

along a scale from savagery or primitivism to civilization.”
214

  In essence, Park’s call for 

black “assimilation” was ultimately a call for black “civilization.”  Even as Modernist 

ideas permeated social scientists’ concepts of race, culture and social life, Victorian 

language and philosophy persisted, mixing with Modernist notions.   

According to Park’s calculations, African culture did not survive slavery, nor 

should black Americans recover it, because the expression of any “cultural traits” that 

were distinctly black would hinder efforts toward racial equality.  Park’s denouncement 

of African retention theories followed from his supposition that black assimilation to 

white standards of civilized behavior would eradicate black pathology and encourage full 

integration of blacks into American society.  In 1919, the height of racial unrest in 

Chicago, Park published “The Conflict and Fusion of Cultures with Special Reference to 

the Negro” in The Journal of Negro History.  In the article, Park described blacks as 

primitives and wrote, “In fact there’s every reason to believe, it seems to me that the 

Negro, when he landed in the United States, left everything behind him almost everything 

but his dark complexion and his tropical temperament.”
215

  One could deduce that Park’s 

use of the phrase “tropical temperament” referenced the vague African essence that was 

popularly ascribed to blacks during the period.  However, that conclusion is incorrect.  

Throughout the essay, Park distinguished “Africa” and “African culture” from black’s 

“tropical temperament.”  Park conceded to anthropological theories that mitigated notions 

of racial distinction created by biological difference, which is evident in his analysis in 
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the essay: “Admitting, as the anthropologists now seem disposed to do, that the average 

native intelligence in the races is about the same.”  Yet, he argued that “racial 

temperaments” exist, and are derived from quasi-biological, non-cultural distinctions 

between the races: “certain innate and characteristic differences of temperament which 

manifest themselves especially in the objects of attention, in tastes and in talents.”
216

  He 

maintained that blacks expressed a unique “racial temperament”, but insisted that their 

temperament was innate rather than one constructed through the reproduction of African 

cultural traits.  In fact, Park definitively refuted the presence of African cultural forms in 

America: “It is very difficult to find in the South today anything that can be traced 

directly back to Africa.”
217

  Yet, he acknowledged the dominance of spiritual primitivism 

among blacks, but attributed the phenomenon to economic and social forces, not African 

heritage.    

 This does not mean that there is not a great deal of superstition, 

conjuring, ‘root doctoring’ and magic generally among the Negroes of 

the United States.  What it does mean is that the superstitions we find 

are those which we might expect to grow up anywhere among an 

imaginative people, living in and intellectual twilight such as exists on 

the isolated plantations of the Southern States.
218

 

 

For Park, blacks “superstition,” “conjuring” and “ ‘root doctoring’ ” was the product of 

black ignorance created by a lack of education and exposure to other forces that he 

believed would civilize them. 

As Park made his historic argument against African survival theories, he 

simultaneously presented Sea Islanders, like Sapelo Islanders, as the only population of 
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southern blacks in which African culture survived.  Park made the case for Sea Islanders’ 

uniqueness by employing sociological analysis.  He argued that the social environment in 

which Sea Islanders were enslaved, and their geographic isolation, facilitated the 

reproduction of African culture.  Park explained that while it was rare, African religious 

forms did survive in America among Sea Island populations: 

On the Sea Island, however, where the slaves were and still are more 

completely isolated than anywhere in the South, the Negro population 

approached more closely to the cultural status of the native 

African…The Sea Island Negroes speak a distinct dialect and retain 

certain customs which are supposed to be of African origin.  It is 

however in their religious practices that we have the nearest approach 

to anything positively African.
219

 

 

 Park pointed to Sea Islanders’ dialect and customs to distinguish them from other 

American blacks.  Yet, it was their religious practices that made them the exception to his 

belief that African culture had not taken root in America.  Indeed, despite his rejection of 

scholarship that emphasized African retentions, Park may have originated the idea that 

authentic African spiritual primitivism thrived on the Sea Islands, as well as the notion 

that African spiritual survivals are among the most definitive African survivals.  This 

anomaly is part of the larger mixed legacy of Park’s reading of black American culture.  

On one hand, Park acknowledged the impact of white American’s racism on black 

American life.  Yet, he insisted that distinct “racial temperaments” distinguished whites 

from blacks.  More important is that he totally denied the African presence, and 

subsequently painted Sea Islanders as exotic racial oddities.    

 Robert Park and Franz Boas were intellectual adversaries of sorts.  The fact that 

both men represented academic disciplines with opposing theories, and the fact that even 
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their most influential black allies, Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois, were also 

rivals underscores the ideological differences between them.  Yet, another distinction 

between these two social scientists deserves attention.  Boas’ inquiry into blacks’ African 

past was strictly employed to undercut the racial hierarchy.  But Park’s understanding of 

black culture was cemented in the Victorian view of race.  Park’s Victorian “uplift” 

philosophy dictated how he envisioned black culture, and predictably informed his belief 

that black’s “tropical temperament” be suppressed and their link to Africa be denied.   

Despite these differences, both Franz Boas and Robert Park significantly 

contributed to the intellectual formulations through which the Gullah were imagined 

during the 1920s and 1930s.  Boas’ call for anthropological studies of black southern life 

with a specific emphasis on the African origins of black southern culture, and Park’s 

belief that black Sea Island culture was the most African in the United States, established 

the scholarly basis for 1920s and 1930s Gullah studies.  

Students: E. Franklin Frazier and Melville Herskovits 

Boas’ and Park’s scholarly differences were never reconciled and starting in the 

1920s the two men’s students, Melville Herskovits who worked with Boas at Columbia 

University and E. Franklin Frazier who trained with Park in Chicago, initiated their own 

battle over the origins of black culture relative to African influences.  For more than two 

decades, Herskovits and Frazier debated back and forth, fighting in the footnotes of their 

published works.  In fact, the debate between Herskovits and Frazier reared its head when 

questions were raised about Gullah studies in coastal Georgia.    

 E. Franklin Frazier, argued against African survivals, claiming that slavery had 

completely destroyed African cultural practices and that “black culture” was the 
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byproduct of oppression and degradation.  E. Franklin Frazier was born in Maryland in 

1894.  His father was a bank messenger and his mother had been born a slave.
220

  Frazier 

was admitted to Howard University on scholarship in 1912.
221

  He taught school 

throughout the south after graduating from Howard University in 1916.
222

  Years after 

Frazier began his teaching career, Frazier decided to continue his studies.  By 1927, 

Frazier earned graduate degrees from Clark University in Massachusetts and the 

University of Chicago.
223

  At that point, Frazier was already a seasoned published scholar 

and educator, a literary contest winner, and was a contributor to Alain Locke’s edited 

collection The New Negro: An Interpretation (1925).
224

   

Frazier was not a young, impressionable graduate student when he began working 

with Robert Park.
225

  He was over 30 years old and had a long record of intellectual 

accomplishments when he began working with Park, which may be one reason why he 

was comfortable expressing his frustrations with his mentors view of black culture and 

race: in this area, Frazier was one of Park’s greatest critics.
226

   Frazier and his colleague 

Charles S. Johnson, one of the most influential leaders of the Harlem Renaissance, were 

members of the “second wave” of black sociologists trained at University of Chicago.  

This group of black sociologists drew their inspiration from and patterned their work 
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after the work of W.E.B. DuBois; Park was not their only influence.
227

  Although Frazier 

admired and utilized Park’s methods for exploring the impact of social forces, Frazier 

was disturbed by his mentor’s view of black culture, and attempted to focus his 

examination of the black community on dynamics that helped to unearth the race and 

class struggles that created “black pathology”; this view can largely be attributed to 

W.E.B DuBois’ influence.
228

  Frazier was a racial Modernist: his attack on the Victorian 

racial hierarchy hinged on the outright denial that any distinctions, outside of those 

constructed by white society, could be used to distinguish blacks from whites.  

Predictably, Frazier contended that Park’s theory on “racial temperament” was 

“pseudoscientific nonsense,” and explained that the “disorganization” observed in the 

black communities was the result of slavery and discrimination.
229

 

E. Franklin Frazier’s objection to African survival theories was clearly 

communicated in his writings.  Frazier argued that blacks lost all ties to African culture 

during the Middle Passage and enslavement process.
230

  Unlike many blacks whose 

negative view of Africa inspired their rejection of African survivals theory, Frazier’s 

denial of survivals seems to embedded in his larger argument that slavery and racism has 

stripped everything from blacks, especially their culture.  Like Park, Frazier insisted that 

examples of African retentions among New World blacks were few and far in between, 

were mostly concentrated in the West Indies, and were even more rare in the United 

                                                        
 
227 Ibid., 419. 
228 Baldwin, 400. 
229 Ibid., 424-425. 
230 E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in the United States (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1939), 4. 



85 
 

 
 

States.
231

  With regard to African culture and the black family structure, Frazier wrote: 

“There is no reliable evidence that African culture has had any influence on its 

development… Except in rare instances the few memories and traditions of African 

forbearers that once stirred the imagination of older generations have failed to take root in 

the minds of present generation of Negro youth.”
232

 Frazier’s argument against the 

African spiritual survivals is also salient: “Probably never before in history has a people 

been so nearly completely stripped of its social heritage as the Negroes who were brought 

to America.”
233

  He continued, and compared the fate of African religion among enslaved 

blacks to that of other oppressed groups: “Other conquered races have continued to 

worship their household gods within the intimate circle of their kinsmen.  But American 

slavery destroyed household gods and dissolved the bonds of sympathy and affection 

between men and women of the same blood and household.”
234

  Frazier’s declaration 

clearly asserted that slavery destroyed African religious practices through the destruction 

of the black family structure.  From this vantage point, “roots”, “conjuh” or “voodoo” 

could not possibly be comprised of African cosmology.   

Frazier’s attack on survival theories was not only levied against social scientists, 

he also condemned New Negro intelligentsia for conjuring up the “African past.” “When 

educated Negroes of the present generation attempt to resurrect the forgotten memories of 

their ancestors, they are seeking in alien culture of Africa a basis for race pride and racial 
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identification.”
235

  He quoted from Countee Cullen’s poem “What is Africa to Me?” to 

exact his criticism: 

  Hence, when a young sophisticated Negro poet asks, ‘What is Africa 

to me?’ and answers with true poetic license that the African heritage 

surges up in him ‘In an old remembered way’ we hear the voice of a 

new race consciousness in a world of conflict and frustration rather 

than the past speaking through traditions that have become refined 

and hallowed as they have been transmitted from generation to 

generation.
236

 

 

The “new race consciousness” that Frazier accused of rousing New Negroes’ desire to 

uncover the African heritage of black American culture was at the heart of the Harlem 

Renaissance.  According to Frazier, this “new race consciousness” was spurred by 

“frustration” not pride, and the African past that New Negro writers imagined was a 

fiction.  Surely much of Frazier’s outright refusal to entertain the possibility that even 

shreds of African culture had survived among American blacks was rooted in his 

personal awareness of and encounters with the American racism and white supremacy.  

Black people’s link to Africa had always been presented as the origin of their inferiority, 

which was the basis for their oppression.  For Frazier, the possibility that African survival 

theories would be codified as fact in the academe, and subsequently perpetuate the notion 

that African culture continued to influence black American life, presented a dangerous 

scenario.  

Unlike Frazier, anthropologist Melville Herskovits was convinced that African 

culture had survived in the Americas and that understanding and acknowledging 

survivals could combat white supremacy and eradicate racism.  Born in 1895, the son of 
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Jewish immigrants, Herskovits lived during his youth in Ohio, Texas and Pennsylvania, 

and had just begun college when his studies were interrupted by a call to serve a tour of 

duty in France during World War I.
237

 Once his tour was complete, Herskovits came back 

to the states and attended the University of Chicago in pursuit of a degree in history.  

After graduating from the University of Chicago in 1920, Herskovits moved to New York 

to attend graduate school.  Certainly, that fact that Herskovits studied under Franz Boas 

can be identified as the inspiration for his anti-racist anthropological theories.  Yet, the 

fact that he was, himself a victim of discrimination in the form of anti-Semitism, and that 

he had taken full advantage of the interracial contact that crested in New York City 

during the 1920s undoubtedly shaped Herskovits’ view of race and notions of 

superiority.
238

  Herskovits spent a great deal of time interacting with New Negro 

intelligentsia in New York, and as consequence he was considered an “honorary New 

Negro.”
239

  Between 1923 and 1924, Herskovits attended N.A.A.C.P. and Urban League 

meetings, as well as attended a few meetings at the Crisis magazine.
240

  Herskovits, like 

his mentor, spent time with W.E.B. DuBois.
241

  He also forged a relationship with 

Charles S. Johnson and traveled to Howard University to meet with Alain Locke.
242

  He 

gave talks at the 135th Street branch of the New York Public Library, and like Frazier, 

authored a prize-winning essay that was featured in Locke’s The New Negro: An 
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Interpretation.
243

  Following Boas’ lead, Herskovits was committed to training black 

anthropologists, and hired black assistants to aid him while conducting research.
244

  

Herskovits view of African American cultural connections to Africa evolved over 

time.  Herskovits began his career arguing, in the spirit of cultural determinist theories, 

that there was no difference between black and white life, but he eventually abandoned 

this view in favor of a more complicated reading of black culture formation in the 

Americas.
245

  Herskovits’ career can be defined by his determination to prove that anti-

black racism was the product of white fictions about uncivilized African savages.  

Inspired by Boas’ teachings, Herskovits decided that disabusing whites of these notions 

was the only way to unravel racism.  Where Boas sought to remedy racism by presenting 

a new view of black American’s African past, Herskovits sought to establish the link 

between African culture and American blacks.  To this end, Herskovits employed 

anthropological methodologies to elevate the social structures, religious cosmology and 

histories of West African societies.   He spent over twenty years researching these 

subjects which he framed in terms of theories about African survivals—evidence of 

widespread African “syncretism” and “retentions” among New World blacks that became 

his scholarly trademark.
246

   

Herskovits admitted that Brazilian anthropologist, Arthur Ramos, first introduced 

the syncretism theory but most scholars have credited Herskovits for popularizing the 
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theory.
247

  “Syncretism,” as interpreted by Herskovits and applied to blacks in the 

Atlantic World, was the process through which Africans identified European cultural 

forms in relation to “matching” cultural forms significant in their own conceptualization 

of reality that resulted in the fusion of both cultures, creating distinct new world forms.    

The increased attention paid to black culture in social science research by the 

1930s both shaped Herskovits’ theories and provided him with the opportunity to join the 

ranks of noted scholars.  He acknowledged social scientists’ preoccupation with black 

culture: “The folklore collections are impressive in their extent, linguistic studies and 

those of Negro dialects are beginning to be given the attention they deserve, while 

religious ceremonial practices have for many years fascinated students in various portions 

of the Americas.”
248

  Certainly Modernist primitivism popularized the type of folklore 

and cultural studies that Herskovits commented on.  Yet, Herskovits, called for a more in-

depth exploration of the African context so that Modernists’ examinations of black 

culture and folklore could be distinguished from the Victorian Primitivist and Modernist 

Primitivist collections that simply featured black savagery and primitiveness: “With 

better knowledge of the African cultures we shall have an adequate basis to investigate 

the affiliation of those cultural traits the American Negro has retained in his contact with 

white and Indian civilizations.”
249

   

Herskovits spent a great deal of time in his career looking for examples of 

syncretism in black practices throughout the Atlantic World and traveled to Suriname, 
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Dahomey, Haiti, Trinidad and throughout the United States on this quest.   Ultimately, 

Herskovits argued that African influences could be found in black people’s motor habits 

(walking, speaking, laughing, sitting postures, dancing, singing, burden carrying, hoeing, 

etc), social organizations, folklore, family structure, childrearing, perception of the 

afterlife, religious worship styles and language.
250

   

 As the debate between Frazier and Herskovits raged during the 1920s, 1930s and 

1940s, both Herskovits and Frazier weighed in on the research that was conducted on 

Sapelo Islanders.  Predictably, Frazier was critical of the way that the amateur researchers 

who studied blacks in coastal Georgia fashioned the Gullah identity, while Herskovits 

cheered them on.   

One year after Julia Peterkin’s novel Scarlet Sister Mary won the Pulitzer Prize, 

Melville Herskovits championed the search for African survivals among the Gullah: 

“Next on our table we should place such isolated groups living in the United States as the 

Negroes of the Savannahs of southern Georgia, or those of the Gullah islands off the 

Carolina coast where African elements of culture are more tenuous.”
251

  Had Park’s 

conclusion about Sea Islanders inspired Herskovits’ curiosity about “Gullah” folk?  Or 

did the popularity of Peterkin’s work make the unique relationship between “Gullah” 

people and their African heritage a common assumption?  Herskovits more than admired 

Peterkin’s work, like many Americans who read Julia Peterkin’s novels he interpreted her 

fiction as fact: Herskovits cited Gullah practices that she described in her book Green 
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Thursday in his landmark study, Myth of the Negro Past (1941) as evidence of the 

African roots of Gullah culture.
252

  Consequently, once the “Gullah” identity was 

consolidated in the ivory tower, it transitioned from Peterkin’s fiction to social scientific 

fact.  For Frazier, social scientists’ characterization of the Gullah as a quasi-African 

ethnic group was preposterous, and he completely rejected this view of “the Gullah” 

when he was asked to review the writings of one Sapelo Island researcher. 

The Making of a Black Anthropologist: Zora Neale Hurston and Voodoo, the 

Quintessential African Survival 

 Herskovits’ impact on the studies that labeled Sapelo Islanders and other blacks 

living in coastal Georgia as authentic Gullah folk extended beyond his insistence that 

more anthropological evidence be collected among blacks in the region, but can also be 

seen in the type of data that Gullah researchers pursued.  Researchers’ re-definition of the 

Gullah identity during the 1920s and 1930s, which included expanding their definition to 

include coastal Georgia blacks, also added to its characterization of Gullah folk African 

spiritual primitivism.  Trends in the academe played a significant role in the addition of 

African spiritual primitivism to the list of Gullah characteristics.  The possibility that 

African spiritual survivals might be discovered among Sapelo Islanders and other blacks 

living in coastal Georgia excited Mary Granger and Lydia Parrish.  While forces outside 

of the academe were also responsible for generating an increased interest in voodoo, roots 

and conjuh’ during the 1920s and 1930s, anthropologists under Franz Boas’ tutelage at 

Columbia University established voodoo as the quintessential African survival to be 

unearthed among southern blacks.  Herskovits explained: “The history of the voodoo cult 
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is reasonably well known…and, in the form it has flourished in the West Indian islands, a 

form not unlike that of the South of this country, many African survivals have been 

established as being present.”  Herskovits also argued that there was a very specific 

reason why “voodoo” emerged as the cultural practice in which the most pure African 

survivals would be uncovered: “Voodoo has, from its inception, been under the ban, and 

has been practiced in great secrecy.  Is it strange, that here the purest form of African 

customs, those which have been tampered with least by the white man, should 

survive?”
253

  According to Herskovits’s estimations, voodoo represented the only aspect 

of blacks’ lives that had not been significantly influenced by white culture because it was 

hidden and practiced in secrecy.  Yet, in the development of the syncreticism thesis in his 

own research, Herskovits acknowledged that European forms were fused with African 

forms in voodoo rites.
254

    

 Herskovits’ perception of the authenticity of voodoo as evidence of syncretism 

and the centrality of voodoo to African survivals discourse was not developed in an 

intellectual vacuum.  Black Harlem Renaissance writer and Franz Boas trained 

anthropologist, Zora Neale Hurston, began to treat voodoo practices in black southern 

communities as a serious scholarly subject in 1931.  Her anthropological works defined 

the parameters of African spiritual survivals among southern blacks.  While Hurston’s 

role in drawing voodoo into the African survivals discussion is in and of itself profound, 

equally interesting is the fact that she played the part of both scholar and subject in the 

Modernist Primitivist drama.  Surely Hurston, a young, black, woman from the south, had 
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to carefully navigate Modernist Primitivists imaginings of her blackness and New Negro 

expectations of her relative to uplifting the race, all while trying to establish herself as a 

writer and scholar.  However difficult striking the balance must have been, Hurston did 

so, and published four novels, two folklore studies, and authored autobiography and 

several short stories.   

 Zora Neale Hurston’s path to the ivory tower was anything but easy.  Hurston 

grew up in an all black town, Eatonville, Florida, and was born sometime between 1891 

and 1901.
255

  Her father was a Baptist minister, and her mother was a homemaker. 
256

  

Lucy Hurston, Hurston’s mother, instilled in Hurston a love for knowledge.  She gathered 

all eight of her children in her bedroom each night to do lessons, repeating with her 

children the academic drills that she used when she was a schoolteacher.
257

   When her 

mother passed away her father quickly remarried, and Hurston’s tense relationship with 

her new stepmother resulted in Hurston being sent away to boarding school in 

Jacksonville, Florida.
258

  Hurston left Jacksonville before completing her studies and took 

up work as wardrobe girl in a Gilbert and Sullivan repertory company that was touring 

the south.
259

  She somehow made her way to Baltimore, Maryland where she was able to 

gain admission and economic support for tuition at Morgan Academy in 1917.
260

  She 
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graduated from Morgan Academy in 1918, and supported herself and paid tuition for 

part-time studies at Howard University, by working as a manicurist.
261

  

Hurston struggled through course work at Howard, where she had trouble 

competing with the academic performance of her middle class cohorts while juggling 

work and her studies.  Despite the fact that Hurston did not always achieve high marks, 

her writing showed great promise.  She labored tirelessly over stories through which she 

channeled her childhood experiences in black Eatonville and the quality of her writings 

gained her acceptance into a literary organization that Alain Locke founded at Howard 

University.
262

  Locke was so impressed with her work that he referred her work to 

Charles S. Johnson, the founder and editor of the Opportunity: A Journal of Negro 

Life.
263

  Hurston’s writings engaged with black subjects and black life, and Charles S. 

Johnson sought to publish exactly the type of stories that Hurston wrote.  Hurston’s short 

stories “Drenched in Light,” “Spunk” and her play “Color Struck”, blended black folk 

life and her experiences in Eatonville so expertly that they were all accepted and 

published in Opportunity.
264

  Two of Hurston’s three submissions were awarded prizes, 

and only five months after her first submission, she was beckoned to New York to attend 

an award dinner that celebrated the accomplishments of the shining stars of the Harlem 

Renaissance in 1924.
265

    

 Like so many blacks from the south during the period, Hurston decided to move 

to New York in 1925.  The move set a new course for her career as a writer and her 
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academic studies.   Hurston described her first days in New York: “So the first week of 

January, 1925, found me in New York with $1.50, no job, no friends, and a lot of 

hope.”
266

  Charles S. Johnson and his wife helped Hurston get settled, but they would be 

counted among others who helped the young writer transition to a new life in New 

York.
267

   Fannie Hurst, a famous white Jewish novelist, and judge for the Opportunity’s 

literary contest, was taken by Hurston’s work and offered her a job as her live-in 

secretary despite the fact that Hurston could barely type.
268

  Fannie Hurst was not the 

only prominent white New Yorker impressed with Hurston’s  talents and charm.  Annie 

Nathan Meyer, the white Jewish founder of Barnard College, the women’s college at 

Columbia University, arranged for Hurston to attend Barnard on a full scholarship in the 

fall of 1925.
269

  Zora Neale Hurston was Barnard’s only black student when she enrolled.  

According to Hurston’s writings, she did not experience discrimination at Barnard.
270

  

Perhaps the mixture of Hurston’s brilliance and literary skills, and the Modernist’s 

obsession with black people and the heightened interracial contact that it inspired, was 

responsible for the outpouring of white support that Hurston received in New York.  

Whatever the case, Hurston’s time spent at Barnard transformed her from a literary talent 

to a social scientist.  

 Zora Neale Hurston first became acquainted with Franz Boas and anthropology 

by chance, but she quickly became enthralled in the discipline.  Hurston’s academic 
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adviser suggested that she take an anthropology course for “cultural reasons.”
271

  After 

taking a course in the department she became acquainted with Boas whom she called 

“King of Kings.”
272

  Hurston does not describe what specifically called her to take up 

anthropological research.  However, the clear and consistent interest in black folk life 

reflected in her fiction writings hints at the source of her inclination to explore “culture.”  

Hurston also deeply admired Boas: “That man can make people work the hardest with 

just one look or word, of anybody else in creation.  He is idolized by everybody who 

takes his orders.  We call him Papa, too…Don’t raise a point which you can’t defend. He 

wants facts, not guesses.”
273

  Hurston’s admiration of Boas was not unrequited.  Boas 

acknowledged Hurston’s intellect and encouraged her to become an anthropologist.
274

  

Hurston and other anthropology students frequently attended social gatherings at Boas’ 

house.
275

 Through these series of social and academic interactions between Hurston, 

Boas, and anthropology students at Columbia and Barnard, Hurston met Melville 

Herskovits who also took an active role in introducing her the field of anthropology.  

Eventually, Hurston worked as Herskovits’ and Boas’ assistant.  She measured skulls for 

Boas in Harlem and collected evidence that helped him to refute assertions about black 

people’s intellectual inferiority.
276

   

 At first glance, it may appear that Hurston was the sole beneficiary of the 

relationship that she maintained with Herskovits and Boas.  However, Hurston taught 
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Herskovits and Boas a few lessons too.  Hurston openly disagreed with Herskovits at 

times, and influenced some of his work.
277

  The time that Herskovits spent with Hurston 

while conducting research, and the attention he paid to her mannerisms during those 

times, inspired his research of black motor behavior as a potential African survival.
278

  

More importantly, Boas was so impressed with Hurston that he envisioned her producing, 

for black Americans, the type of studies that he conducted on Native Americans—

research that could be used to counter the racist assumption that surmised that illiterate 

folk culture marked inferiority and reflected no intrinsic value.
279

  Perhaps Hurston’s 

tales about life in black Eatonville captured Boas’ imagination and won his confidence in 

her ability to apply anthropological tools to the study of her people.  Boas was so 

confident in his assessment of Hurston’s ability to significantly contribute to the study of 

black folk life that he personally reached out to Carter G. Woodson to secure a fellowship 

from the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History so that she could conduct 

fieldwork in the south when she completed coursework at Barnard.
280

  Somehow Boas 

persuaded Woodson to award Hurston the fellowship over a seasoned scholar, and 

Hurston’s former teacher, Alain Locke.
281

  Hurston recalled the day that Boas told her 

about the fellowship: “Two weeks before I graduated from Barnard, Dr. Boas sent for me 

and told me that he had arranged a fellowship for me.  I was to go south and collect 

Negro folk-lore…I was extremely proud that Papa Franz felt like sending me.”
282
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 In 1927, Hurston took the $1,400 that Woodson had given her for six months of 

research and headed south to Florida in pursuit of black folklore.  She arrived first in 

Jacksonville, Florida, 66 miles south of Sapelo Island, full of excitement and enthusiasm, 

but those emotions quickly faded.  Hurston’s research venture was not successful.  Boas 

had hoped that Hurston’s blackness and her familiarity with the local culture in the region 

would encourage black subjects to open up to her, but that did not happen.  When 

Hurston sent her first report to Boas, he was disappointed that she had not uncovered new 

material; her submission mirrored so much of the black folklore that had already been 

collected by whites.
283

  She later determined that she did not have the “right approach.”  

She explained: “The glamour of Barnard College was still upon me…I went about 

asking, in carefully accented Barnardese, ‘Pardon me, but do you know any folk tales or 

folk songs?’  The men and women who had treasuries of material seeping through their 

pores, looked at me and shook their heads.”
284

  In Hurston’s own words, the “civilizing” 

effects of formal academic training and city life acted as a wedge lodged between her and 

the black southern folk whom she attempted to transform from hometown-kinfolk to 

research subjects.  However, Hurston’s field research was not a total disappointment.  

She collected a few voodoo tales that triggered her to devise new formulations about the 

merits of a serious scholarly examination of “hoodoo” in black communities in the 

south.
285

  Hurston decided that hoodooo doctors in black southern communities “took the 
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place of the medical man, the priest, and the lawyer, with the added fear-power that none 

of the others have.”
286

   

 By 1928, Hurston was enroute to New Orleans to explore and document voodoo 

in black communities.  By 1931, she had collected enough data to publish an article.  

“Hoodoo in America” was featured in the Journal of American Folklore.  It is no surprise 

that Hurston, a member of the American Folk-Lore Society, presented her research in the 

organization’s journal.
287

  Since 1888, the American Folk-Lore Society dedicated its 

interests to exploring the primitive world of non-whites and featured the results of these 

encounters in its journal.   

Hurston’s article consisted of over one hundred pages of magical formulas, 

mystical charms and dark rites and rituals practiced by American blacks in New Orleans, 

Louisiana, Florida, Alabama and occasionally Georgia.
288

  Hurston introduced her study 

by defining “voodoo,” and other terms relative to the practice: “Veaudeau is the 

European term for African magic practices and beliefs, but it is known to the American 

Negro.  His own name for his practices is hoodoo, both terms being related to the West 

African term juju.”  Hurston pointed out to readers that “hoodoo” was not the only name 

that American blacks used to identify African magic practices and beliefs: “ ‘Conjure’ is 

also freely used by the American Negro for these practices.”  In the article, Hurston did 

not distinguish herbal medicine from African magic; instead, she conflated the two 

practices and presented them as one in the same: “ ‘Roots’ is the Southern Negro’s term 
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for folk-doctoring by herbs and prescriptions, and by extension, and because of all 

hoodoo doctor’s cure by roots, it may be used as a synonym for hoodoo.”
289

   

While Hoodoo in America’s readers may have found that Hurston’s writings 

illuminated the inner world of a dark practice, what they encountered in the article may 

have actually distorted the image of voodoo instead of clarifying it.  Hurston’s 

explanation of voodoo terminology was undoubtedly helpful to the articles academic 

audience.  In fact, Hurston’s definition of “voodoo” is the most concise description of the 

practice to appear in scholarly literature during the period.  The direct relationship that 

Hurston asserted between “conjure”, “hoodoo,” “roots” and Africa is significant within 

the framework of the African survivals debate, simply because she identified these 

practices as being African in origin, which substantiated her colleagues claim that 

African practices survived in America.  Still, her description of “hoodoo” is problematic: 

it was vague, and merely asserted a loose link between Africa, New World blacks, herbal 

medicine and magic.  For example, Hurston’s conclusion that all herbal medicine was 

“root doctoring,” or a manifestation of voodoo obscured the reason why herbal remedies 

were pervasive in black southern communities.  While Hurston acknowledged that most 

of her subjects were poor, she did not consider the economic realities that may have 

encouraged, what she assumed to be, black southerners’ “preference” for herbal 

medicine.  Similarly, the rest of the study follows no specific pattern of academic inquiry, 

but instead describes specific rites and rituals, providing “how to” instructions for 

everything from human sacrifice to punishing unkind landlords.
290

  Ultimately, Hurston’s 
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most stunning assessment of “hoodoo in America” is this declaration: “Shreds of hoodoo 

beliefs and practices are found wherever any number of Negroes is found in America.”
291

  

Surely, the fact that Hurston was black helped to establish the legitimacy of her claim—a 

claim that filtered down from the academe to the newspaper reading American public in 

very disturbing ways. 

 Hurston’s career as an anthropologist was concentrated on voodoo research.  A 

participant observer in this research, she even underwent several initiations and 

participated in numerous rituals in order to gain the trust of her subjects.
292

  The 

culmination of Hurston’s voodoo research in the American south was the publication of 

Mules and Men (1935).  Despite Hurston’s anthropological training, her fieldwork was 

packaged for a popular audience of lay readers.  American readers that purchased books 

about black southerners had become accustomed to the sort of stories that Julia Peterkin 

told, and surely publishing companies wanted to replicate the success of these tales.  The 

representation of black folklore and black southern culture in Mules and Men strayed so 

far from Boas’ mandates for good anthropology in order to attract popular readers that 

Hurston apologized for her failure and begged Boas to write the introduction in a private 

letter that she sent him in 1934.  Hurston wrote: “So I hope that the unscientific matter 

that must be there for the sake of the average reader will not keep you from writing the 

introduction…”  She promised Boas that the conversations and incidents that she reported 

were true but admitted that the work was not acceptable for academic audiences: “But of 
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course I would have never set them down for scientists to read….”  Hurston explained to 

Boas that her “anthropological” study had to be crafted to attract the growing popular 

interest in works that explored the exotic primitive Africanness of American blacks: “But 

the man in the street is different…You see some of the preposterous stuff put out by 

various persons on various folk-subjects.”
293

  Whether or not Boas was disturbed or 

excited by Hurston’s book, he did write an introduction to her study.  Despite the fact that 

Mules and Men did not represent the best practices in terms of anthropological theory 

construction, Hurston’s voodoo studies continued to garner prestige.  Hurston’s voodoo 

research won her the Guggenheim Fellowship prize in 1936 and in 1937—she used the 

award to explore voodoo and folk magic in Jamaica and Haiti.
294

  

 Zora Neale Hurston never communicated that she experienced inner conflict over 

presenting what had long been established as black-African spiritual savagery, to the 

world.  Even the insecurities that she revealed to Boas in the 1934 letter focused on the 

ways in which she could have betrayed the academic discipline that she had grown to 

love.  Zora Neale Hurston was proud of her blackness and lightheartedly admitted that 

she felt the stirrings of the African essence that her anthropologist colleagues theorized 

about deep in her soul.  In the midst of her voodoo fieldwork in 1928, Hurston wrote an 

essay titled “How It Feels To Be Colored Me” that was published in The Pittsburgh 

Courier, one of the most widely circulated black papers during the period.
295

  The essay 

                                                        
 
293 Hemenway, 164. 
294 Hemenway, 227. Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica (1937) was 
the published study that resulted from the research Hurston conducted with the 
Guggenheim funding award.  
295 Zora Neale Hurston, “How It Feels To Be Colored Me”, The Pittsburgh Courier, 
May 12, 1928, section A1.  



103 
 

 
 

lauded her blackness, and rejected the supposition that she should feel bad about being 

black: “Someone is always reminding me that I am the daughter of slaves.  It fails to 

register depression with me.”
296

  In fact, Hurston wrote that whites were in the worse 

predicament: “The position of my white neighbor is much more difficult.  No brown 

specter pulls up a chair beside me when I sit down to eat.  No dark ghost thrusts its leg 

against mine in bed.  The game of keeping what one has is never as exciting as the game 

of getting.”
297

  When describing how jazz music affected her, Hurston used creative 

imagery to play with her self-proclaimed primitive savagery: 

This orchestra grows rambunctious, rears on its hind legs and attacks 

the tonal veil with primitive fury, rendering it, clawing it until it 

breaks through the jungle beyond.  I follow those heathen-follow 

them exultingly.  I dance wildly inside myself; I yell within, I whoop; 

I shake my assegai above my head, I hurl it true to the mark 

yeeeeooww! I am in the jungle and living in the jungle way.  My face 

is painted red and yellow and my body painted blue.  My pulse is 

throbbing like a war drum.  I want to slaughter something-give pain, 

give death to what I do not know.  But the piece ends.  The men of the 

orchestra wipe their lips and rest their fingers.  I creep back slowly to 

the veneer we call civilization with the last tone and find my white 

friend sitting motionless in his seat smoking calmly.
298

 

 

Certainly, Hurston’s literary play with her Africanness was designed to intentionally 

invoke the stark contrast between white “civilization” and black “savagery.”  Dancing 

wildly, the assegai, references to the “jungle,” body paints, the “war drum” and even the 

desire to “slaughter something” were all traits that could be found in popular fantasies 

about African primitive people.  Despite the fact that “black savagery” was in vogue 

among Modernist Primitivists during the 1920s and 1930s, ten years after the publication 

                                                        
 
296 Ibid. 
297 Ibid. 
298 Ibid. 



104 
 

 
 

of “How It Feels To Be Colored Me”, a newspaper report about Hurston’s voodoo 

research in Haiti, labeled her as being as primitive and savage as her subjects, and her 

work was reduced to absurdity.  The article reported:  

After eleven months in the dark jungles back of Port-au-Prince, 

chanting voodoo chants, drinking the blood of the sacrificial 

goat…Miss Hurston returns a believer in voodooism…Despite her 

degree from Barnard, the books she has written, the Columbia and 

Guggenheim Fellowships which she has won, Miss Hurston is a 

happy-go-lucky pagan.
299

 

 

Hurston’s work also inspired a storm of controversy between New Negro 

intelligentsia simply because the content of her anthropological studies so closely 

mirrored the Victorian depiction of black ignorance and savagery derived from black 

people’s Africanness.
300

  The tensions that Hurston’s voodoo reports created are evident 

in a review of Mules and Men published in the Journal of Negro History: “Certainly the 

writer, if she has not convinced all readers of the power of Voodooism, has offered new 

evidence of widespread ignorance and superstition.”
301

   

Hurston’s contribution to African survivals theories is clear, but less discernable 

is the paradox in which she was trapped.  Even as anthropological voodoo research could 

have unearthed substantial and legitimate fragments of West African cosmology, 

America’s racial construct muddied the perception of everyone involved: the researchers, 

the informants/subjects and those who read and interpreted the research were all working 

through complicated realities created by racism.  For Hurston, the examination of non-
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Christian religious traditions among black southerners was an opportunity to embrace and 

document practices deemed reprehensible by whites with pride.  Yet, Hurston’s work, 

and white and black reactions to it, certainly suggests that the New Negro intelligentsia’s 

dream of a marriage between anthropology and black culture studies, a dream in which 

black culture was perceived as distinct and a valuable source of race pride, would become 

a voodoo filled nightmare.         

********************************************************************* 

The possibility that remnants of African culture have survived among southern 

blacks should not overshadow the historically specific scholarly context that shaped and 

encouraged the discovery and identification of unique black communities in which 

researchers believed African retentions were abundant.  The exhaustive anthropological 

research conducted in coastal Georgia, research that involved Sapelo Islanders, is a 

testament to the impact that discussions in the academe had on low country blacks during 

the 1930s.  Discourse among social scientists in the ivory tower about black culture and 

black folk life was a major phenomenon through which the trajectory of Gullah studies 

was defined.  Franz Boas’ students significantly contributed to cultural and intellectual 

climate that hastened the research that was conducted on Sapelo Island, Georgia and 

greatly encouraged the determination that this group of black people, were in fact 

authentic Gullah folk.  As we will see, E. Franklin Frazier’s rebuttals to African survivals 

theories could not stand against the growing national preoccupation with exotic black 

southerners and their culture, believed to be born from their innate wild African impulses.  

Despite the fact that Boas, Herskovits and Hurston had good intentions when they 

presented theories about the African origins of black culture, and may have actually been 



106 
 

 
 

on the verge of uncovering profound African cultural reproductions in America, these 

anthropologists could not control the reaction that their theories would cause when co-

joined with popular culture and American racism. 

When researchers finally descended on Sapelo Island, Georgia in the 1930s and 

trekked through marshland and pinewoods to Hog Hammock in search of one of the 

island’s eldest black resident, Shad Hall, they asked him about “roots,” “conjuh” and 

voodoo drums-the things that the “experts” claimed embodied the most potent African 

essence.  They did not bother to ask Hall about his vast knowledge of local botanicals, 

nor did they ask him to recount the tumultuous history of triumph and loss through which 

black Sapelo Islanders had come to understand them selves.  Not only did Sapelo 

Islanders have to deal with the oppressive domination of their island by Howard Coffin 

and his successor R.J. Reynolds, but they also had to navigate the onslaught of inquisitive 

researchers in search of their African heritage.  
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Chapter 3 

 

The Voodoo Craze: Popular Media Interprets African Survivals During the 1920s 

and 1930s 

“Black magic, voodooism, the evil eye and sundry other terms indicative of ‘devil’ worship when 

called to the attention of the average citizen in many instances conjure up a mental picture of 

some lonesome spot in the African bush where the chief medicine man attired in weird garb, 

gibberingly calls on the powers of darkness to ward off impending evil.  It is not generally known 

that in the heart of Washington there is a certain class of citizens, who while they do not dance 

around a totem pole attired as was ‘gunga Din’ and striped with multicolored muds, still cling to 

many superstitious beliefs that were brought here with the first shipload of slaves landed at 

Jamestown, Va.” 

-The Washington Post
302

  

 

 Shad Hall was not the only elderly Sapelo Islander sought by researchers hoping 

to uncover the African roots of black islanders’ “Gullah” culture during the 1920s and 

1930s.  Hall’s cousin and island midwife, Katie Brown, was also visited by several 

researchers who believed that in Brown’s memories of old slave songs, birthing rituals 

and religious and spiritual traditions lay a definitive link between Sapelo Islanders and 

their African past.  The popularity of Julia Peterkin’s Blue Brook Gullahs, and their 

treasured midwife Maum Hannah, guaranteed that Katie Brown would rank high on 

researchers’ list of interviewees most likely to reveal connections between Sapelo 

Islanders and African traditions.  Consequently, the stories that Brown told her inquisitive 

visitors, and the songs that she sang and prayers that she recited for them were featured in 

Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies Among the Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940), Slave 

Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands (1942), Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect (1949) and in 

a paper titled “Gullah Folk Beliefs Concerning Childbirth” presented by Melville 
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Herskovits’ student, William Bascom, at the annual meeting of the American Folklore 

Society in 1941.
303

   

 Researchers asked Shad Hall and Katie Brown a plethora of questions pertaining 

to their family histories and cultural traditions.  But they were especially interested in 

Sapelo Islanders’ spiritual practices.  In fact, Lorenzo D. Turner was the only Sapelo 

Island researcher during the period who focused on elements other than Gullah spiritual 

practices.  Despite the fact that Sapelo Islanders had identified themselves as Christians 

well before the Civil War, and marked emancipation by founding their own Baptist 

churches, researchers questioned Sapelo Islanders about roots, hoodoo, conjuh, spells and 

rituals performed to placate the dead—all of which they believed to be non-Christian and 

pure derivatives of African cosmology.  While Sapelo Islanders did report spiritual 

beliefs and practices that were not exclusively derived from European forms, researchers 

who came to Sapelo enhanced these reports with pre-assumptions of their own.  They 

viewed Islanders through a conceptual lens colored by the dominant view of black 

southern spiritual life during the period.  During the 1920s and 1930s, Americans were 

bombarded with astounding tales about blood thirsty black voodoo cults, clandestine 

rituals led by “rootworkers,” spells and hexes that stole souls and transformed people into 

zombies, and macabre charms and amulets that dangled from black bodies designed to 

invoke the protection of dark entities from beyond the grave.  Sapelo Island researchers 

may have uncovered, among their subjects, shreds of sophisticated principles and 
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practices unique to West African cosmology.  But, they could not grasp the complexity of 

what they uncovered because they interpreted their findings according to the sensational 

character that African survivals took on in popular media.
304

        

When one researcher asked Katie Brown about “voodoo” on Sapelo Island, she 

replied: “I ain know bout cunjuh…I heahs bout spells on people, but I an see um.”
305

  In 

the context of 1920s and 1930s America, perhaps Brown’s response would have been 

interpreted as either disappointing or deceptive.  The belief that American blacks, and 

more specifically, American blacks living in the south were involved in, and or believed 

in the power of secret voodoo cults and voodoo rituals was widespread.  Moreover, 

Peterkin’s portrayal of the Gullah consistently depicted superstitious folk whose 

commitment to Christianity wavered in the presence of Blue Brook’s root worker, Daddy 

Cudjoe’s, enticing power.  While anthropologists like Melville Herskovits and Zora 

Neale Hurston identified voodoo as the quintessential survival of African spiritual 

primitivism among New World blacks, and assigned positive connotations to this 

phenomenon, their theories were not the only formulations that influenced Sapelo Island 

researchers.  Popular print media also championed the idea that there was a connection 
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between New World blacks, and African spiritual practices, but deemed these practices 

immoral, illogical, pathological and dangerous.     

Newspapers during the period frequently reported voodoo tales about secret 

rituals, mortal hexes, human sacrifices and naïve black migrants spending all of their 

money on voodoo doctors’ cures and charms.  Such reports reflected the social impact of 

the Great Migration as well as the public fascination with voodoo.  There was a surge of 

voodoo related reports in migration metropolis newspapers with the greatest 

concentrations showing up roughly between 1920 and 1932 in The Chicago Daily 

Tribune, The Chicago Defender, The Washington Post, The New York Times and The 

New York Amsterdam News.  White newspapers presented voodoo reports as evidence of 

black ignorance and savage primitiveness: in white presses whites had achieved the 

height of modern civilization, and blacks remained pre-modern primitives.  While 

voodoo reports in black newspapers refuted voodoo tales reported in white newspapers, 

condemned voodoo practices and communicated a clear anxiety about the presence of 

black southern migrants in migration metropolises.  Sapelo Island researchers W.R. 

Moore, Lydia Parrish, Mary Granger and Lorenzo Dow Turner began conducting 

research in coastal Georgia between 1915 and 1935, so one can assume that the popular 

view of black’s Africanness during these years were formative in the conceptualization of 

their projects.  Therefore, a close examination of popular ideas about African spiritual 

survivals reflected in newspaper reporting trends is as critical to understand the 

ideological inspirations for Gullah research, as is the exploration of African survival 

theories devised in the academe.  When voodoo reports from this period and Sapelo 

Island researchers’ characterizations of islanders are read side-by-side, it becomes clear 
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that the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze significantly shaped the way that Sapelo 

Islanders’ Gullahness was imagined.   

Metropolis newspapers’ assessment of African spiritual survivals and Africanness 

reflected the Victorian dichotomy between black savagery and white civilization.  

Despite the fact that in 1848 two white sisters in upstate New York, Kate and Margaret 

Fox, started the Spiritualist movement that touched the lives of hundreds of thousands of 

white Americans, during the 1920s and 1930s non-Christian black spiritual practices and 

beliefs took center stage as the most curious and primitive New World spiritual traditions.  

The Fox sisters popularized communication with the dead through spirit mediums, 

séances, clairvoyant and healing circles and other rituals designed to invoke spirit visitors 

to influence the lives of the living.
306

  By 1910, at least 400,000 Americans registered as 

followers of the white-led Spiritualist movement.
307

  Yet, blacks were identified by 

newspaper reporters as the predominant group of Americans who sought out spirits to 

intervene in their life’s dramas as well as believed in superstitions and the power of spirit 

rituals.   

American Modernist currents may have helped popularize Africanness, but 

voodoo-related newspaper reports racialized savagery with a specificity that suggests that 

Modernism also inspired a backlash against its adherents’ challenges to Victorian notions 
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of culture that were deeply rooted in white supremacy.  Similarly, shifts in America’s 

racial geography caused by the waves of southern black migrants to the north also 

challenged the nation’s racial order.  The 1920s actually saw a significant rise in Ku Klux 

Klan membership that was indicative of white anxieties about all of the racial boundary 

crossing associated with Modernism.
308

  Hiram Wesley Evans, the leader of the KKK 

during the 1920s, championed a brand of white supremacy that envisioned a hierarchy in 

which white Protestant Christians ruled “civilization.”
309

  Certainly, news reports about 

voodoo murders and black savagery helped fuel Evans’ white washed version of 

“civilization.”  Among Christians, there is an established pattern of marking the “other” 

by associating them with satanic rituals involving cannibalism, blood sacrifices, orgies 

and human sacrifices.
310

  Accordingly, black voodoo practitioners were presented to 

America’s newspaper reading public as the primary perpetrators of satanic ritual abuse.  

The characterizations of blacks’ Africanness described in voodoo related newspaper 

reports reflected the persistence of the Victorian views of blacks as savage primitives 

whose very nature compelled them to engage in perverse acts and made them susceptible 

to irrational superstitions. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, sensational newspaper headlines announced the 

prevalence of black voodooists in U.S. occupied territories and the United States by 

describing large numbers of voodoo related murders, quack-voodoo doctors as well as 

reviewing a wide variety of voodoo themed plays, films and fictional works.  This 
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chapter examines these voodoo reports in order to flesh out the popular context through 

which African spiritual survivals, which became an essential characteristic of the Gullah 

identity, were generally imagined during this period.  Using voodoo related newspaper 

reports in migration metropolis, I will reconstruct the way that African spiritual survivals 

were understood out side of the ivory tower.  I will also analyze the way that voodoo 

reports were treated in white newspapers (The Chicago Daily Tribune, The Washington 

Post, The New York Times) and in black papers (The Chicago Defender and The New 

York Amsterdam News).  

Voodoo and Black Savagery Abroad: Voodoo Reports from U.S. Occupied 

Territories 

 The international expansion of the American government’s domestic policy of 

white supremacy and domination through imperial projects set the stage for epic 

encounters between civilized whites and savage non-whites.  Consistent with Victorian 

understandings of the relationship between race and civilization, non-white occupied 

peoples were depicted by newspaper reports as immoral, uncultured primitives in need of 

the paternalistic control and guidance of white civilization. These encounters were 

characterized and translated for America’s newspaper reading public by the journalists 

who carried stories about the savage non-white world beyond U.S. borders.  More than 

forty-three articles were published in migration metropolis newspapers between 1915 and 

1935 that depicted black subjects in U.S. occupied countries as demonstrating savage 

behaviors deeply rooted in their Africanness.  The United States’ occupation of Haiti 

emerged in the American imaginary as the pinnacle of the encounter between white 
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civilization and black savagery, and voodoo was cast as the ultimate mark of the “Black 

Republic’s” savagery as well as provided a justification for occupation.
311

   

 In 1915 The Washington Post paved the way for voodoo reports from Haiti.  The 

article titled “Haiti, Land of Voodoos and Many Revolutions” described the political 

climate in Haiti by concluding: “Superstition flourishes with politics, and one is not much 

better than the other.”
312

  The unidentified author took on voodoo: “Voodooism with all 

its horrible barbaric rites still flourishes among the people and its priests have always 

exerted considerable influence on the government.”
313

  A month later, The Chicago 

Tribune printed an article titled “Haiti The Isle of Tragedy” followed the trend of linking 

turbulent Haitian politics to Africanness: “He lives much as he lived in Africa.”
314

  By 

1920 newspapers began to capitalize on white-eye witness reports of black savagery in 

Haiti.  The Chicago Tribune ran one such article titled “Voodooism is Faith of Haiti, 

Admiral Says; Kill Humans, Drink Blood, Knapp Reports,” explained “That 95 percent 

of the natives of Haiti believe in the African jungle faith of voodooism which requires the 

sacrifice of human beings and drinking human blood.”
315

  At least ten more articles about 

Haiti were printed by 1935 and published in migration metropolis newspapers—each 

cited voodoo in the text.  The articles explored everything from the tenements of voodoo, 
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U.S. interventions strategies, Haiti’s political history, Haitian folk music and the 

challenge that voodoo practitioners presented to America’s paternalistic endeavors.
316

   

The national imaginary, as reflected in newspaper reporting trends, ran wild with 

tales of Haitian voodoo.  One New York Times report declared that a fifty-seven year old 

Haitian immigrant, Jean Joseph Ysneod Dauphin took voodoo pills that turned him white 

and was only admitted into the United States under the condition that he would allow 

American scientists to examine him.
317

  The New York Times did not follow the report 

with any updates, but ten days later, Harlem’s black paper, The Amsterdam News, ran a 

counter report in which the author announced that Dauphin’s claims were misleading.
318

  

In fact, the article’s author, T.R. Poston, used the article to deliver a scathing critique of 

the Haitian voodoo reporting trend and the United State’s occupation of Haiti: “Haitians 

are sensitive people…especially resentful of the scores of white writers who have 

distorted the superstitions of the ignorant, stressed the exoticism of tropic existence and 

deliberately or unconsciously furnished propaganda for the establishment of marine rule 
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in the island.”
319

  The frustration that Poston communicated in his retort is characteristic 

of the black presses response to both the occupation of Haiti and the representation of 

black voodoo.  Black newspapers, like white newspapers, associated voodooism with 

pathology and dysfunction, but unlike white newspapers, black presses generally 

considered “superstitious” practices as behaviors expressed by “ignorant” people.  

Conversely, white newspapers consistently presented the danger that voodooism posed to 

all who encountered its practitioners.  

Haiti was not the only focus of African Diaspora voodoo reports.  Cuba’s large 

black population presented yet another theatre in which the contest between white 

civilization and black savagery would generate more lurid voodoo reports in American 

papers.  Most of the voodoo reports from Cuba between 1915 and 1935 related murders, 

human sacrifice plots involving white victims and other forms of ritual abuse.
320

  

Headlines announced Cuban cannibals, Cuban voodoo blood seekers, rituals involving 

hearts being torn from living bodies, human sacrifices of black babies and human 

sacrifices involving white victims.  The New York Times printed one of the earliest 
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articles highlighting the dangers of voodoo rites in black Caribbean communities.
321

  The 

article, “Death For Three Voodooists” described the execution of three “voodooists” who 

were killed for sacrificing a white man for his blood.
322

  In 1927, both the New York 

Times and The Washington Post printed the same Associated Press article about a white 

American girl who was saved from a Cuban voodoo plot in which she was intended to 

become a human sacrifice so that her blood could be used to save a sick “Negress.”
323

  

Although more common in white newspapers Caribbean voodoo reports occasionally 

appeared in the black presses.  The Chicago Defender reported a voodoo murder in 

Panama.  The headline read: “Commits Murder to Escape Voodoo Spell,” and described 

the suspect’s behavior upon capture: “As he gave himself up to the police he broke into 

singsong patios of the voodoo death chant.”
324

 

The prevalence of voodoo reports that depicted blacks across the Diaspora as 

bloodthirsty ritual murderers disturbed Melville Herskovits.  Herskovits’ believed that 

uncovering the African origins of black culture and life in the New World could help 

restore dignity to the descendants of Africa.  But popular representations of voodoo rites 

characterized as African in mainstream newspapers undermined those efforts.  In 1935 
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Herskovits was finally interviewed about Haitian voodooism and The Chicago Daily 

Tribune ran the story.  In an article entitled “Voodoo Terror Refuted By Herskovits,” 

Herskovits rejected popular understandings of Haitian voodoo: “As pictured in fiction 

and in the movies…voodooism includes blood rites and terrors.  In reality the religion is 

most peaceful.  The cult followers go to the ceremony regularly every Saturday night, and 

human sacrifice is unknown.”
325

  

African Savagery at Home: Was the Murder Voodoo Related? 

Herskovits’ attempt to disassociate the spiritual practice of voodoo from human 

sacrifice and other blood driven ritual atrocities came too late. By 1935, migration 

metropolis newspapers had already linked black Americans to blacks in the Diaspora, 

tying black American communities to what was believed to be the legacy of murderous 

African voodooism and childlike superstition.  Over fifty-two murders committed 

between 1915 and 1935 were linked to voodoo in New York, Chicago and Washington, 

D.C. newspapers.
326

  Each described heinous crimes, gruesome ritual scenes, or 

passionate violence induced by fear of a voodoo curse. 
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 White migration metropolis newspapers reported supposed voodoo related 

murders in the black community, but paid less attention to actual rituals of murderous 

violence popular among white Americans.  Despite the fact that the surge of racial 

violence acted out by whites against blacks during the period followed a specific pattern 

and was enacted ritualistically, in white newspapers the lure of imagined voodoo induced 

violent frenzy was singled out as the most powerful example of grotesque ritual abuse.  

Grace Elizabeth Hale contextualizes the nature of white southern ritual lynching in 

Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation In the South, 1890-1940 (1998).  Hale 

argues that lynching was a unique white American ritual: “white southerners made an 

important contribution to the rapidly evolving forms of leisure in twentieth-century 

America: they modernized and perfected violence in the form of spectator lynching, as 

entertainment…”
327

  In Making Whiteness, Hale describes lynching scenes during which 

white mob members scrambled to collect dismembered body parts of black victims, in the 
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hopes of securing an ear, finger, or penis as a trophies and relics.
328

  Hale explains that in 

spectacle lynchings “blacks themselves became consumer items”: photographs of 

lynchers posing next to black corpses and stereographs of lynched black men were sold 

for money.
329

  Hale also emphasizes that while public lynching was most prevalent in the 

south in the 1900s, by 1920 the practice became a “new national pastime.”
330

  Black 

presses frequently declared the “savage” nature of the white lynching ritual.  In fact, one 

Amsterdam News headline invoked terminology that was generally reserved for 

describing voodooists: “Southern Florida Has Wild Orgy Of Lynching.”
331

  Similarly, 

The Chicago Defender printed an article depicting the sexual nature of the white lynching 

ritual when the paper reported the mob murder of a black Louisiana woman who was 

stripped naked, tied to a log with wire, drenched with gasoline, set on fire and burned to 

death by a group of white men because she refused their sexual advances.
332

 

While white migration metropolis presses condemned lynchings as unjustified, 

immoral and criminal acts, they reserved descriptions of ritualistic savagery for black 

voodoo related murders.  Subsequently, the designation of “ritual murders” in white 

migration metropolis newspapers reflects a conceptual inversion in which “savage” acts 

and ritual abuse were determined by the race of the actor, not by the act.  This conceptual 

inversion served to obscure the reality that whites literally, consistently, and ritualistically 

sacrificed black people in order to maintain the white power structure.  During the 1920s 
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and 1930s, the period during which racial segregation and the white supremacy was 

firmly planted in the nation, and the point during which New Negroes presented new 

challenges to the white supremacy, reinforcing the racial distinctions identified by the 

Victorians was critical to maintain the power structure.  Voodoo murder reports did 

exactly that.  Linking black “savagery” to an inherited African essence provided a 

justification for continued white dominance and black oppression.  

Voodoo-related murder reports tended to depict black voodooists consistent with 

the type of African savagery described in Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Tarzan of the Apes 

(1914).  Burrough’s novel, filled with African cannibals who kept remains of human 

sacrifices as souvenirs, sold 750,000 copies by 1934.
333

  The popularity of Burrough’s 

book clearly illuminates Americans’ interest in tales about encounters with African 

savages and voodoo reports fanned the flames of this fad.  News stories like the one 

printed in The Chicago Daily Tribune in 1916 verified the persistence of African 

savagery in America.  The front-page article recounted the series of events in which a 

human torso discovered by workmen remained unidentified for eight years until a skull 

was found between Jennie L. Smith’s mattress.
334

  Smith was described as “an old 

Negress who pretended to be a witch and ‘voodooist’.”
335

  A 1925 New York Times 

headline read “Human Bones Found in Voodoo Man’s Cave: Negro Chambers of Horror 

Beneath His House Killed Woman, His Daughter Says.”
336

  The report described a secret 
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cave underneath H.H. Hughcock’s Atlantic City, New Jersey home: “The detectives said 

that in each of the underground passages they had found something to calculate horror or 

fright…in the largest chamber doll-like heads covered in phosphorous were suspended 

from the ceiling.”
337

  Similarly, in 1928 the arrest of a thirty-seven year old black 

Cleveland man, referred to as a “negro voodoo doctor,” found in possession of a 

decapitated head was reported in The New York Times, The Washington Post and the 

Chicago Defender.
338

  Generally, the circumstances that led up to, and motivations for 

these murders remained unexplored in the text of the reports.  Yet, voodoo rites were 

used to explain the presence of human remains.  Despite the fact that white lynch mobs 

also collected body parts, newspaper reports generally presented black voodooists as the 

primary culprits of this sort of desecration. 

Murder mysteries involving black people were almost instantly associated with 

voodoo during the period even when no evidence of “voodoo” was found at the scene of 

the crime.  In April 1923, The Washington Post and the Chicago Daily Tribune reported 

the discovery of infant bones in a pond in Crisfield, Maryland.
339

 Both headlines 

identified “voodoo” as the culprit.  The Washington Post article began: “The discovery of 

handfuls of human bones, unquestionably those of infants, in the bed of a 

pond…followed the finding of headless bodies of two colored children in the same pond 
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yesterday afternoon.”
340

  Even though authorities had no clues in the case, the writer 

explained that police “share the belief of some residents that the children were sacrifices 

of voodooism.”
341

  Predictably, the community’s residents were described as secretive 

blacks, complicit in voodoosim: “the negroes on this point of Eastern Shore are taciturn.  

They never tell on one another…no matter what they are accused of doing.”
342

  The 

Chicago Daily Tribune article actually goes further and assumed that local black 

residents possessed knowledge of African born voodoo rites: “Negroes throughout the 

city are being questioned closely to learn if the dead infants had been human sacrifices to 

the relic of barbarism of darkest Africa and the West Indies, voodooism.”
343

  Almost a 

month later, after the mystery of the infant bones had been solved, Harlem’s own 

Amsterdam News was the only paper to run an article announcing that voodoo did not 

play a role in the death of infants and the desecration of their remains.  The Amsterdam 

News headline read “Voodoo Tale Shown To Be Absurd,” and the article explained that 

an unsavory undertaker contracted to bury the bodies of still born infants of unwed 

mothers saved him self a few dollars by disposing of the bodies in the pond.
344

  However, 

occasionally black presses followed the dominant trend and suggested that the answer to 

a murder mystery would be found in a secret voodoo sect.  Surely even black presses 

were seduced by the allure and popularity of racy voodoo stories that indeed helped to 

sensationalize otherwise mundane tragedies.  The Chicago Defender reported the murder 

of three Harlem women on their front page: one woman’s throat was slashed, another 
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asphyxiated by an indoor laundry line, the third was strangled and an infant starved to 

death after being alone at the murder scene for three days.  There were no leads in the 

case, so the writer concluded at the end of the article: “Whether the slayings were the 

result of the policy racket or the working of some voodoo cult detectives are unable to 

say.  No policy slips were found.”
345

    

Voodoo murder reports also emphasized the dangers of crossing racial 

boundaries.  During the 1920s the Modernist impulse inspired some whites to explore of 

black spaces.  Some whites living in migration metropolises during the 1920s had taken 

the risk of exploring black communities, black music and black bodies, while other 

whites who believed in maintaining racial boundaries perceived interracial contact, 

especially interracial sexual contact, to be dangerous.
346

  Voodoo related murder reports 

reasserted the danger in civilized whites mingling with black savages.  Unsurprisingly, 

the most widely reported voodoo murder was the murder of a white woman at the hands 

of a black male voodooist.  The 1923 murder of white nurse Elise Barthell made news in 

all of the major metropolis newspapers.  Headlines announced that Barthell was 

murdered by Alonzo Savage,” a negro voodoo doctor.”
347

  According to reports, Barthell 

and Savage worked together: he was a butler and she was a nurse at the home of an 

affluent physician.  Barthell asked Savage to help her resolve a romantic issue.  Reports 
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explained that Savage killed Barthell during a secret meeting at an abandoned mansion 

during which she refused to pay for his services.   Savage confessed that he “struck the 

nurse in the face when she grabbed the money out of his hand, felled her with a brick and 

then dropped a seventy pound block of marble on her head.”
348

  The Washington Post 

described Barthell’s murder using more graphic language: “he pushed a loose marble 

block from the wall, crushing the victim’s skull.”
349

 A black newspaper, The Pittsburgh 

Courier, was the only paper that ran an article that revealed discrepancies in the Barthell 

murder story.
350

 The Courier reported that Barthell was pregnant and was involved in a 

love triangle that may have involved the same white man that drove her to meet Savage 

the night of her murder.  Yet, the most important detail in the report was that Savage was 

not a “voodoo doctor.”
351

  Ultimately, Savage was executed in April of 1924, and in 

reporting the event The Washington Post maintained that Barthell was killed because she 

refused to pay $395.00 for a “love charm.”  Similarly, The Chicago Defender reported 

that a black woman voodooist killed her white husband.
352

  Other voodoo-related murder 

stories highlighted the dangers of employing black voodooists: A white Atlantic City 

shop owner was reported to have been burned to death by a black voodooist that he hired 

to work for him.
353
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While black newspapers tended to, most consistently, take up the charge of 

refuting the accuracy of voodoo related murder reports, the Chicago Defender and the 

Amsterdam News at times ran articles that presented black people’s connection to Africa 

in a negative light.   

While some New Negro writers, artists and intellectuals such as Zora Neale 

Hurston, Countee Cullen and Alain Locke championed a distinctly Modernist view of the 

healing effect of unifying black American traditions with “African” folk traditions, others 

were troubled by “black folk” (especially the scores of “black folk” that migrated to the 

north) and the invocation of African survivals.  The reporting trends surrounding the 

murder of James L. Smith by Moorish Scientist Robert Harris, perfectly illustrates this 

conflict.  The Chicago Defender ran the story on its front page and described it as a 

“human sacrifice.”
354

  The Defender also identified the Morrish Science Temple, an early 

black Muslim organization, as a voodoo cult that Chicago’s black religious community 

made an effort to eradicate: “A concentrated effort on the part of ministers, organizations 

and individuals has been launched to wipe out the evil influence of the ‘religious cult, 

which includes certain aspects of voodooism and Mohammedianism’.”
355

  Clearly, an 

older black tradition of racial uplift, a Victorian tradition, influenced some black leaders’ 

tendency to lump all non-Christian black spiritual practices in with the type of voodoo 

imagined in popular literature.  To some extent, the Victorian black uplift tradition 

heeded the declaration that white “civilization” had furnished blacks with an alternative 

to the African savagery from which they came.  The Chicago Defender’s December 10
th
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headline perfectly illustrates this conflicted view of African heritage relative to 

“voodoo”: “Voodoo Rites of The Jungles in Odd Contrasts With Background of City: 

Powerful Religious Cults Which Had Beginnings in Africa Still Make Human 

Sacrifices.”
356

 The article featured the Moorish Science Temple, and described all of their 

gatherings and ceremonies using to popular voodoo-language.  Dewey R. Jones, the 

journalist that authored the article, explained that the rash of voodoo human sacrifices in 

American cities presented city police with the same questions that “white guardians of 

civilization have pondered in Haiti, in Africa and in South American jungles for hundreds 

of years.”
357

  Clearly, Jones’ statement reflects the elevated status of white “civilization.”  

Jones went further connected the Moorish Science Temple to Haitian voodoo despite the 

organization grounded its philosophy in Islamic tradition—the fact that a Moorish 

Scientist committed a “ritual” murder was all that was needed to link the sect to Africa 

and voodoo.  Jones was, it seems, aware of his denigration of African spiritual traditions 

and attempted to remedy this representation near the article’s end by linking Christianity 

to weird rites: “After all, it must have been some religious fanaticism that brought Daniel 

face-to-face with some lions during biblical times.  All religions known to man have, at 

one phase or another, demanded the human sacrifice.”
358

  However, in the end, Jones 

acknowledged the fact that voodoo, and all traces of African savagery among blacks in 

migration metropolises needed to be stamped out: 

But voodooism must go from this country, say police in various cities 

where its influence have been felt.  There is something deadly in 
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trying to mix jungle rites with tall buildings and modern urban 

fixtures.  There is something in the minds of those who go in for 

voodooism under the city conditions that the ordinary mind cannot 

fathom.
359

     

 

In Jones’ condemnation of  “jungle rites” the New Negroes perception of the contrast 

between the modern city and primitive rural spaces is clearly articulated.  The “city” was 

an important symbol in the transformation of the “Old Negro” to the “New Negro:” it 

stood in opposition to the remote rural plantation that was the symbol of black bondage.  

Essentially, Jones argues that blacks who seek out “voodooism” in the city have failed to 

embrace modernity which threatened the success of the New Negro agenda. 

Civilizing Savages: Crack Down on Root Doctors 

 While migration metropolis headlines depicted black voodooists as perpetrators of 

human sacrifices and being overwhelmed with their “tropical temperament” to the point 

of murder, newspapers also ran stories that can be read as cautionary tales to voodoo 

followers and potential root doctor customers.  Between 1915 and 1935, twenty-six 

stories about voodoo doctors who accidently killed their clients or engaged in mail and 

other types of fraud ran in New York, Chicago and Washington papers.  These stories 

indentified gullible blacks as victims of African born superstitions that compelled them to 

look for supernatural remedies for illness, poverty and heartache.  

 In 1927, The New York Times, The Chicago Daily Tribune, The Washington Post 

and The New York Amsterdam News all reported the incarceration of Alabama voodoo 

doctor, William Carpenter.
360

  The seventy-three year old Mobile, Alabama “voodoo 
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doctor” and four of his “high priests” were jailed after he chained a black woman to a 

fence to rid her of evil spirits.
361

  Carpenter’s client died, and Carpenter and his assistants 

were charged with murder and practicing medicine without a license.
362

  While 

Carpenter’s exorcism was designed to invoke “angels” to drive out evil spirits, all of the 

reports linked his practices and ceremonies to African voodoo and not Christianity, 

simply because Carpenter, his assistants, and his client were black.
363

  Carpenter’s dual 

charge reveals a larger effort to punish supposed black voodooists and drive out their 

practices with legal weapons. 

 Black presses supported the crackdown on voodoo.  More than half of the reports 

that announced legal maneuvers to halt voodoo practices in migration metropolises were 

printed in the Amsterdam News and Chicago Defender. 
364

  Much of the black press’ 

angst against supposed voodoo practitioners and followers was rooted in tensions 
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between black southern migrants and northern blacks.  In fact, the Chicago Defender was 

one of the first black institutions to criticize black southern migrants’ behavior in 

Chicago.
365

  For many aspiring class northern blacks, poor southern blacks migrants’ 

mannerisms, speech, dress, music, storefront churches and their acquiescent performance 

in the presence of whites threatened to undermine their achievements.  More importantly, 

some northern blacks understood the persistence of African styled superstitions among 

blacks as the perpetuation of damaging stereotypes.  The belief that voodoo was most 

popular among black southerners and migrants helped spur the attacks on voodoo 

charlatans in black migration metropolis newspapers.  Amsterdam News headlines 

announced, “Harlem-The Mecca of Fakers: Oriental Fakers, Gypsies and Obeah-men 

Find Harlem Good Camping Grounds.”  In the article, the reporter identified black 

people’s faith in voodoo charms as a contributing factor to high mortality rates among 

members of the race.
366

   

Yet, at the same time, both the Chicago Defender and the Amsterdam News 

benefited, in advertising dollars, from their readerships’ interest in voodoo cures, magical 

remedies and spiritualists.  The Amsterdam News featured advertisements for 

“Professors” that called themselves “Magician, Healer, and Occultist”, specialists in 

“African and Oriental Occultism” that specialized in crystal gazing, psychic readings, 
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“Black Magic Native of Africa.”
367

  These men claimed African authenticity; “Professor 

Domingo” announced that he was from the coast of West Africa, and “Professor 

Salindukee” claimed to have “Just arrived from South Africa, Native of Zulu.”
368

  In fact, 

on any given day during the 1920s and 1930s, Amsterdam News and Chicago Defender’s 

readers could find advertisements for “Lucky hand charms,” “voodoo bags,” “mo-jo 

incense,” “New Orleans Van Van Oil,”  “New Orleans Lucky Powder,” and a host of 

announcements from Kate Fox and Maggie Fox styled spiritualist mediums.
369

  It is hard 

to determine if the demand for voodoo goods and services was the product of crafty 

businessmen attempting to profit from all of the furor about voodoo magic in the press, or 

if the demand for magical charms and services derived from an older, authentic spiritual 

practice.  What is clear is that the voodoo product industry was extensive and its 

practitioners carefully packaged themselves, taking on titles that communicated expertise 

and authenticity in order to entice paying customers.  

 If the black press was trying to cleanse the black metropolis of the damaging 

impact of voodoo and the association of black people with African savagery, their efforts 

were minimal in comparison to the federal agents intent on reducing the frequency of 

mojo and gris-gris bags being shipped through the mail.
370

  As if tensions between 
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southern black migrants and northerners were not high enough, printed stories about 

southern voodoo doctors sending spells through the mail did not help.  The Chicago 

Defender exposed the antics associated with mojo-mail in 1925 in an article titled “U.S. 

Interrupts Work of Voodoo Mail Order Doctor.”
371

  Prince Hugh, a Mississippi voodoo 

doctor was reported to ask his long distance clients to “Just spit on a white cloth, send it 

with $14. To Prince Hugh and he’ll cure your tuberculosis.  For just $21 more the prince 

guaranteed to keep you from ever getting broke.”
372

  During a sting operation, Hugh was 

baited into shipping a postmaster a bogus cure.  The article did not report Hugh’s 

punishment, but if he met a fate similar to that of another Mississippi magic healer, he 

would have been sentenced to serve time on the chain gang.
373

 

 Voodoo doctors were jailed for a host of crimes related to mail fraud and 

practicing medicine without a license.  New York Sate Board of Medical Examiners 

prosecuted three voodoo healers in 1930.
374

  However, New York’s Board of Medical 

Examiners was not specifically targeting voodoo doctors.  Dr. Harold Rypin, the 

secretary of the State Board of Medical Examiners, explained his mission to a New York 

Times reporter: 

‘Medical Quackery will probably never disappear, being inherent in 

the human race…but the facts show that the operation of medical 

practice act has made a real inroad against illegal practitioners of 
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medicine and that quackery is under better control and is diminishing 

more steadily in New York City and else in the United States.’
375

  

 

Rypin envisioned “medical quackery” to be an ill that crossed race lines, but the 

relationship between voodoo doctors, black people and Africanness was intrinsically 

linked to a racially constructed idea of civilization.  In this paradigm, whites that were 

victims of medical quackery were seen as naïve, while blacks that fell victim to medical 

quackery at the hands of “voodoo doctors” were believed to be expressing an inherited 

racial trait.   

Voodoo Entertainment 

 The sensational, horrifying and thrilling character of voodoo related newspaper 

reports ensured that voodoo would emerge as a popular arts and entertainment theme 

during the 1920s and the 1930s.  The preoccupation with what was imagined to be black 

people’s African born savage spiritual practices, provided a dramatic substance that give 

birth to tales more fantastical than the stories told in newspapers.  Radio shows, films, 

plays and musicals invoked a version of voodoo that was born in the American 

imagination.  The thrilling discovery of strange African rites acted out in migration 

metropolises became a cultural obsession. 

 Voodoo was popular not only in fiction, but in travel guides as well.  By 1920, 

travel had become a new leisure activity for America’s middle class.
376

  The peak in 

middle class travel and exploration of “exotic places” heightened encounters between the 

civilized and savage natives resulting in a significant increase in the publication of travel 
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journals and novels.
377

  Naturally, interest in voodoo practices, and the black people that 

participated in them, encouraged middle class adventurers to travel to tropical locales 

stocked with black primitives.  Harry L. Foster’s Caribbean travel guide Combing the 

Caribees, received accolades in a review published in 1929.
378

  Foster’s book advised 

travelers on a host of issues surrounding travel to the Caribbean, including voodoo.  In 

the New York Times review of Foster’s guide, the reviewer compared his description of 

voodoo to W.B. Seabrook’s best selling account of Haitian voodoo, Magic Island (1929).  

Seabrook, a journalist who became a world traveler and writer, was a true Modernist 

Primitivist.  Scholar Mary Renda explains that: “Seabrook sought not to Christianize 

Haiti but to learn from Voodoo, to get at some truth about himself by escaping the 

strictures of civilization as he knew it.”
379

  It was in an expose of Haitian voodoo that 

Seabrook reacquainted his civilized self with his primitive self, and crafted a highly 

sexualized account of Haitian folk religion.
380

 Seabrook’s book was well received.  Even 

the Amsterdam News, the very paper that wrote against Haiti’s occupation, the exoticism 

of Haitian people and Haiti’s folk religion, applauded Seabrook’s work.  An Amsterdam 

News reviewer explained that Seabrook had achieved a great feat in representing Haiti, 

and wrote that he, “shook off both prejudice and preconception” while investigating 
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Haitian voodoo.
381

   The press seemed to favor travel accounts of voodoo, produced by 

lay people like Seabrook, instead of scholarly works produced by voodoo experts like 

Boas-trained anthropologists Zora Neale and Martha Beckwith.  This is evident in the 

New York Time’s declaration that a black-magic “study” written by priest, was the first 

“scholarly treatment of voodoo.”
382

  Both Hurston and Beckwith had published voodoo 

studies that predated the publication of Voodoos and Obeahs (1933), but their works were 

dwarfed by amateur observations of “the weird rites of voodoo and strange practices of 

obeah.”
383

 The raw impressions of untrained observers were simply more entertaining 

and less complicated than were academic treatments of the subject.  

 Magic Island was so well liked that it was transformed into a play and film.  The 

film adaption of Seabrook’s book, “Zombie” was announced in 1931.
384

  Seabrook’s 

voodoo tales became the foundation of a screenplay about a young couple on their way to 

be married that have an encounter with a zombie-making voodoo concoction, and legions 

of zombies while stopping over in Haiti on a cruise.  When “Zombie,” America’s first 

zombie movie, was completed, filmmakers changed the name of the motion picture to 

“White Zombie.”  The film was featured in Loews’ Fox Theatre and starred Bela 

Lugosi.
385

  “White Zombie” was filmed on location in Haiti to add to the realness of the 

horror that it portrayed.  Seabrook’s book and the movie it inspired, was discussed as if it 
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was unquestionably accurate.  When describing the film, one reviewer wrote about 

Seabrook’s Haitian Zombies as if they were real: “Even the government in Haiti 

recognizes the Zombie practice, for article 249 of the penal code mentions it 

specifically.”
386

  Seabrook’s tales had captured the American imaginary with such 

intensity that the popular story was also transformed into a stage play, “Zombie,” that ran 

in New York and Chicago.
387

 

The popularity of black music during the 1920s and 1930s also inspired 

associations between jazz, voodoo, and African savagery.  Newspapers described the 

dangerous relationship between voodoo drums, its listeners and the hypnotic effect that 

its music had on devotees that triggered an innate primal savage state.  The revived 

articulation of the dangers of black music during the very moment that black music was 

gaining popularity among white audiences signaled the Victorian backlash and 

Modernism.  Reports about Cuba’s ban on voodoo drums to break up cults also helped 

perpetuate the idea that black music was dangerous: “To those who have studied 

voodooism the bongo drum is likewise known for it is used to incite dancers to a 

dangerous state of savagery.”
388

  During an interview for a newspaper report about 

voodoo, Melville Herskovits explained that voodoo drums were looked upon seriously by 

devotees and played a special role in spiritual ceremonies held by voodoo followers, but 

his efforts to establish the sanctity and cosmological significance of ceremonial drums 
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had little popular impact.
389

  Herskovits’ analysis of the relationship between music and 

African spiritual ritual did not penetrate Americans’ Victorian fantasy about black people 

unable to restrain themselves and control their impulses when seduced by primal drum 

rhythms.   

However, like many elements of the voodoo craze, Americans loved and hated the 

voodoo drum simultaneously.  NBC Radio broadcasted African drumming featuring 

drums that W.B. Seabrook acquired while travelling through Africa while gathering 

material for a follow up book to Magic Island.
390

  The drums used in the segment were 

described as: “worn and polished wood…rich natural color, has a luster as though still 

reflecting the flickering lights and shadows of a council fire before the voodoo doctor’s 

tent.”
391

  

 White music critics applied popular voodoo fantasies to their assessment of jazz 

music.  They imagined jazz to be a more complex medium of African hypnotics then 

voodoo drum beats, but nonetheless presented the same inherent disturbing African 

essence.  One music critic used the terms “hysteria,” “destruction,” and “chaos” to 

describe the genre and concluded that the form was “ the same formula as the voodoo 

chants which Ethiopian cotton pickers used to hymn in the Mississippi swamps.”
392

  A 

somewhat favorable review of jazz music declared that, “Jazz is being wrecked by nerve-

wracking devices…Jazz is the victim of its wild modern devotees who are as bad as 
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voodoo worshippers in darkest Africa.”
393

  By the 1920s and 1930s, the dominant 

American imaginary injected a perverse view Africa and voodoo into every aspect of 

“black” cultural life.  

  New Negro artists played with voodoo themes in their works despite the all of the 

dangers associated with the practice of voodoo.  For many of these artists, voodoo was a 

fundamental characteristic of black folk life.  H. Lawrence Freeman’s groundbreaking 

opera is a good example of this tendency.  Freeman’s opera “Voodoo,” the first all black 

opera to première on Broadway, opened in 1928.  Freeman was a well-established black 

composer who came out of the Pekin Theater, Chicago’s leading training ground for 

black musicians during the period.
394

   Freeman’s “Voodoo” was not just the first all 

black opera to appear on Broadway, but it was also the first opera composed to jazz 

music.
395

  The curious mix of Modernist currents that encouraged the popularity of 

black’s Africanness, and the Victorian backlash against Modernism that produced 

titillating tales about black voodooists, ripened the stage for Lawrence’s production.   

The opera told the story of an antebellum Louisiana voodoo queen engaged in a 

spiritual battle with a rival voodooists queen over the affections of a Creole overseer.
396

  

The opera’s theatrics included “colloquial negro dialect,” amulets, mystic ceremonies and 

an interrupted human sacrifice.
397

  Theatergoers paid anywhere from one to three dollars 
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for tickets to see the production at the Palm Garden on West 52
nd

 Street.
398

  Nine days 

after the opera opened, the Amsterdam News reported that the production closed because 

it ran out of funds.
399

  The reporter also suggested that white primitivists’ expectations for 

an authentic black voodoo production had worked against Freeman’s opera:  “It was 

perhaps too much to expect that white patrons would look with favor on Negro music that 

aspired to something beyond jazz or ragtime.”
400

  The assumption here is that while white 

audience could embrace a voodoo tale as an authentic “black” story, Freeman’s decision 

to fuse Southern black melodies, jazz and traditional operatic forms too closely blurred 

the line between civilized and savage musical performance styles.  Perhaps white 

audiences expected that Freeman’s score would purely consist of primal rhythms, as 

opposed to a complex blend of styles that reflected the depth of Freeman’s musical 

training.  Even so, “Voodoo” became Freeman’s most popular work. 

 The fate of Freeman’s opera did not deter future theatrical productions of voodoo 

plots.  At least three more voodoo productions opened in New York and Chicago in the 

years following Freeman’s opera’s short run. “Savage Rhythm,” opened in New York in 

1932, “Voodoo Incantation” began in 1933 and “Voodooism in New Orleans” came to 

the stage in 1934.
401

  Each work presented a plot that was animated by the African 

essence that migration metropolis residents believed were captured in voodoo practices 

preserved in black communities.  Clearly, what had been described in migration 
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metropolises news reports as an encroaching danger emerged as great source of 

entertainment.    

 The pinnacle of voodoo themed entertainment took the form of a 1937 short film 

included in The March of Time series, titled “Harlem’s Black Magic.”  It is fitting that the 

apex of the voodoo craze would present in a film series that was part fiction film and part 

documentary journalism, because so much of what had been printed about the 

relationship between black Americans and voodoo teetered the line between fact and 

fiction.  Scholar Raymond Fielding explains that when the March of Time series first 

appeared in the Spring of 1935, the films, which were a cross between “confrontational 

journalism and docudrama” with a bit of satire, confounded the filmmaking industry.
402

  

Despite the fact that the March of Time shorts did not neatly fit into a prescribed genre, 

the series that began as a CBS radio show quickly became a box office success.  Fielding 

notes “The films most unusual feature was its re-creation or staging of events that had 

taken place but which had not been photographed by newsreel cameras.”
403

 The March of 

Time released a new short film monthly that was shown in movie theatres across the 

United States and around the world.  Its films covered social and political issues, and 

were viewed by at least 20 million Americans and more than one million people around 

the world by 1938.
404

 

If the March of Time series specialized in “re-creating” events, what exactly was 

being “staged” in “Harlem’s Black Magic”?  The quasi-informational series sought to 

acquaint American and international audiences with the persistent strain of African 
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voodoo and superstitions believed to be widespread among the hundreds of thousands of 

blacks that lived in Harlem.  “Harlem’s Black Magic’s” total run time was not longer 

than six minutes, but the in that short amount of time, the bulk of migration metropolis 

voodoo reports were acted out on the film screen.   

In the film, the male voice of the omniscient narrator guides audiences through a 

series of staged scenes and images that are supposed to represent voodoo in Harlem.  The 

opening scene demarcates white civilization from black savagery with images of the 

skyscrapers that accented New York’s skyline, and a narrator describes Harlem’s 

geography relative to white civilization: “In the shadow of Manhattan’s towering 

skyscrapers lies black sprawling Harlem.”
405

  The filmmaker’s use of the term “shadow” 

serves to articulate multiple realities: the word described the literal blackness and 

darkness of the film’s subjects; it is also a preview of the “dark” and secretive spiritual 

realm and ceremonies associated with voodoo; and most importantly it locates black 

Harlem in the “shadow” of the physical symbols thought to manifest white civilization’s 

greatness and declare the primitive state in which black people were imagined to exist.   

As the narrator continues, various images of Harlem are displayed, and Harlem 

blacks are described as deeply religious.  The narrator identifies the great assortment of 

churches as the evidence of black religiosity: “in addition to their religious beliefs, 

Harlem’s people have a childlike faith in spirits and spiritualism.”
406

 A series of 

storefront signs for spiritualist churches, incense and dream book advertisements scroll 

across the screen.  Even though the Spiritualist movement was initiated in the late 1840s, 
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and was largely populated by whites, by the 1920s and 1930s, it became a mark of 

African voodoo.  The filmmakers included a staged storefront church scene in which a 

black woman standing in front of a make shift alter consisting of two lit candles, led a 

dark shadowy congregation in a song: “Every time I feel the spirit moving in my heart I 

will pray.”
407

 March of Time creators turned this black Christian standard ballad into 

evidence of “childlike faith in spirits.” The narrator continues, and explains that the Great 

Depression had inspired a resurgence of African practices among Harlem’s black 

residents, claiming that they viewed the occult as a viable tool through which they could 

acquire money, or the “numbers” that would bring them money if they won the policy 

racket.
408

  What came next was the most definitive statement about the nature of African 

survivals: the staged scene that followed invited audiences to observe one of the many 

secret meetings of a “exotic, barbaric” voodoo cult whose roots “go back to the darkest 

Africa.”
409

  The “secret meeting” was recreated by group of black actors crammed into a 

small dark room, beating drums, dancing wildly, flailing their arms and making a host of 

unintelligible sounds around an alter decorated bones and a human skull encircled with 

candles.  The secret voodoo sect was then linked back to Haiti: subtitles informed 

audiences that “The purest form of African voodoo in the Western World is found, not in 

Harlem but in the black Republic of Haiti.”
410

  Footage of blacks at a waterfall in Haiti 

engaged in some sort of ritual were described as people who “worship and fear devil 
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gods,” and “indulge in wild orgies to cleanse themselves.”
411

  The remaining re-creations 

depict gullible blacks being swindled by “racketeers” (a black woman and her encounter 

with a spiritualist medium, “Prof. Payanga Devasso”, police officers and their attempts to 

capture root doctors and charge them for practicing medicine without a license, white 

healthcare workers finding voodoo charms on patients, and a black mother refusing 

medical treatment for her child so that she could consult her voodoo doctor.
412

  Near the 

film’s end the narrator reveals that “nearly one third of Harlem’s Negroes have become 

voodoo worshippers.”
413

  In the final scene, the narrator delivers a warning to the 

audience, and says that “Harlem mystics” have devised a new strategy to maintain their 

profitable practices; they “give themselves fancy ecclesiastical titles and masquerade as 

Christian clergyman.”  Images of storefront churches and signs changed from “Prof. 

Payanga Devasso: Metaphysician and Spiritual Adviser” to “Bishop Payango Davasso.”  

From this vantage, even black Christianity becomes suspect.  After consuming images of 

voodoo dolls, magical incense and gris gris bags, audiences were left with these final 

words paired with the imagery of the secret voodoo cult dancing with sacrificial 

chickens: “and in back rooms in Harlem… continues in all its primitive savagery, and 

superstition, the witchcraft of the African Congo.”
414

  

Right after “Harlem’s Black Magic” debuted in New York City’s Radio City 

Music Hall, Amsterdam News fired back at the March of Time’s creators with a caustic 
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review on the papers front page.
415

  The reviewer wrote: “The outlandishly and stupidly 

distorted scenes which the producers of the new feature series have released as a picture 

of Harlem constitute one of the grossest as well as latest libels perpetuated upon this 

uptown community.”
416

  The reviewer described the offense: “The whole film is staged 

with an exotic, weird setting, which would tend to present Harlem to the uninitiated as a 

veritable jungle, whose inhabitants never get any nearer to acting like ordinary human 

beings than wearing clothes.”
417

  The Federal Council of Churches, N.A.A.C.P. and the 

Associated Film Audiences all protested the film, but the March of Times series still won 

an Academy Award in 1937 for having “revolutionized newsreel.”
418

 

The March of Time’s creators, unwittingly, captured the essence of how black 

Americans were imagined during the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze.  The positive view 

of African survivals that anthropologists like Herskovits, Hurston and Boas championed 

in the ivory tower, and the noble yearnings of the black Modernist artists and writers to 

unify the black American with their African past never fully overcame Victorianism’s 

strong hold on American thought.  If scholars were to use “Harlem’s Black Magic” as the 

barometer that gauges Boas’, Herskovits’ and Hurston’s success in inspiring a deep 

appreciation for African survivals and black folk spiritual traditions, then they would 

conclude that they failed.  The complexities of American racism, and its corresponding 

ideas about racial distinction, produced an environment in which theories that asserted a 

continued relationship between black people and their African progenitors could not take 
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root without being strangled by myths of black savagery.  If Harlem, the mecca of black 

intellectual life and upward mobility, could easily be reduced to a community of wild and 

gullible primitives, then surely black southerners, like black Sapelo Islanders were 

doomed to be seen as the most exotic relics of black people’s primitive African past.  For 

Sapelo Islanders, escaping the expectant gaze of white observers trying to catch a glimpse 

of an authentic voodoo rite would be near impossible.   

It would be equally as difficult for Sapelo Island researchers to purge their 

psyches of all that they had been told about black people and voodoo.  When leading 

news sources like the New York Times declare that: “The spread of schools and other 

cultural influences for Negroes in the South apparently has made little headway in 

combating superstition.  Voodoo flourishes here…in every section there is a hoodoo 

doctor,” the imagination is ignited and a picture begins to form.
419

  Sapelo Island Gullah 

researchers arrived on the island with fantasies about voodoo drums, conjuh bags, blood 

sacrifices, African voodooists, ever-present spirits of the undead, and primitive black 

folk, and, once there, they hunted those fantasies.  When W.R. Moore’s, Mary Granger’s 

and Lydia Parrish’s written accounts of their encounters with Sapelo islanders are read 

within the context of the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze, their works reveal more about 

the racial perspectives of their authors than they reveal about African survivals among the 

Gullah.    
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Part II: Sapelo Islanders Become Authentic Gullah Folk 

 
Chapter 4 

 

Hunting Survivals: W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish and Lorenzo D. Turner 

Discover Gullah Folk on Sapelo Island 

 

“On Sapelo Island, I found in the Johnson family a combination of the old dance form with rather 

more modern steps than the original African pantomime warranted…” 

 

“ ‘Negroes can put themselves into very peculiar physical-mental states with extraordinary ease.  

They will go into trances, or throw fits at the slightest provocation.  Even a Negro beating a tom-

tom quickly becomes very strange; his pupils dilate and do not focus, he seems to become a 

rhythmic and unconscious automation.’ From first-hand experience, I know that this 

characteristic survives to a surprising degree among rural Negroes of the Georgia Coast.” 

 

-Lydia Parrish, Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands (1942)
420

 

 

 

 Shortly after their marriage in 1905, Emmett and Emma Johnson made their home 

among family and friends in the black community called Hog Hammock on Sapelo 

Island, Georgia.
421

  Emma, a descendant of the enslaved Africans held captive by Thomas 

Spalding, lived on Sapelo Island “from the cradle to the grave” like her family had for 

generations.
422

  But, her husband Emmett Johnson was the first generation of his family 

to be born and raised on Sapelo.  His father, Isaac Johnson, Sr., left his home in 

Effingham County, Georgia and came to Sapelo Island sometime between 1870 and 1880 
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seeking cheaper land long before Howard Coffin purchased most of the island.
423

  

Emmett Johnson learned his father’s trade, boat building and carpentry, and worked as 

ship builder during the 1920s and the early part of the 1930s for Howard Coffin.  Emma 

Johnson worked at home and managed the limited food and financial resources that 

Emmett’s pay provided, carefully rationing out what was needed to care for their fifteen 

children.
424

    

Each day, Emmett Johnson left their modest home, and drove his oxcart to the 

island’s north end, which served as the command center of Howard Coffin’s island 

operations.  Emmett worked under the direction of white island managers who Coffin 

paid to oversee his island enterprises and “watch” the island’s black residents during the 

months that he spent in Michigan.
425

  While Emmett worked on the island’s north end, 

Emma organized her domestic work.  She assigned each day of the week to various tasks: 

tending to the vegetable garden, milling corn, hulling rice, smoking fish, making 

preserves and canning vegetables, and washing the family’s clothes in the large cast iron 

wash pot in the yard—all while caring for the children.
426

  Howard Coffin stocked the 

island with a plethora of wild turkeys and prime cattle, but blacks were not allowed to 

hunt and eat these animals because they were reserved for Coffin and his white hunting 

parties.  Consequently, providing food for the Johnson family was a continual struggle.  

Despite Emma’s and Emmett’s hard work and incessant labor, they remained very poor 
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and found it difficult to provide their children’s needs.  Even in the face of poverty, 

Emma and Emmett never had to worry about being homeless.  They owned the land that 

their house stood on, land that Emmett’s father had passed down to them.    

Emma and Emmett Johnson’s monotonous and difficult work routines were 

broken up by a few activities.  The family regularly attended Sunday morning church 

services at St. Luke’s Baptist Church on the island.  Emmett, like most black men on 

Sapelo, was member a of the Farmer’s Alliance and went to their meetings at the Farmers 

Alliance Hall.
427

  Occasionally, the family attended a funeral or a social gathering.  

Emmett joined the island men when they built and repaired houses for friends and family 

members, took boats out on the ocean to go “shrimping,” or helped fishing parties “drag 

the net” to gather a bounty of fish to feed their families.
428

  Emma helped the island 

women care for the sick and elderly, and prepare meals to feed the men while they 

worked on houses, or meals that fed mourners during “set-ups with the dead” and after 

burials.
429

  On very rare occasions did Emma and Emmett take trips to the mainland.  

Before the 1950s, the journey to the mainland on a small engine boat took almost four 

                                                        
 
427 Interview with Joe A. Johnson (July 1, 2009) Sapelo’s Farmers Alliance, founded 
in 1892, was a branch of the Populist organization and was affiliated with the 
Colored Farmers’ Alliance and Cooperative Union.  The first Farmer’s Alliance Hall 
was located in Raccoon Bluff, and a second Hall was built in Hog Hammock in 1929 
(Michele Johnson, 63-64).  
428 “Drag the net” is a fishing technique that involves pulling a fishing net (6 or 7 feet 
in diameter) in the ocean—the tasks requires at least 5 or 6 participants in order to 
manage the net and catch fish. 
429 Interviews with Paul Walker (June 4, 2009) and Betty Cooper (April 9, 2010) 
“Set-ups with the dead” were viewings held at the home of the deceased.  Prior to 
the 1950’s, the ritual is described as being necessary in order to build a casket and 
await the arrival of family members that lived on the mainland. The length of time of 
a “set-up” varied depending on the time of the year.  During summer months, this 
ritual was shorter, and was longer during the winter months. 



149 
 

 
 

hours, and for most black Sapelo Islanders dependent on rowboats during 1920s and 

1930s, the trip could take an entire day.
430

  

Like other poor blacks in the Jim Crow south, Emma and Emmett Johnson’s daily 

life was filled with struggle and strife, and navigating harsh economic realities and 

oppressive racism consumed them.  The Johnson’s educational training consisted of a 

couple of years of grammar school.  Their employment options were limited to the few 

jobs that Howard Coffin offered to blacks on the island because a daily commute from 

the island to the mainland was nearly impossible.  Howard Coffin paid Sapelo Islanders 

just enough to keep them in poverty and in debt to his company store.
431

  Had islanders 

challenged Coffin to increase their pay, improve working conditions or attempted to 

unionize, they would have surely faced the prospects of being fired, or worse, banished 

from their ancestral homeland, a tragedy that involved leaving their beloved family, 

community and land behind.  Even if islanders like Emma and Emmett Johnson did 

pursue a livelihood in one of the mainland communities in McIntosh County, they would 

have been relegated to the low paying positions open to black laborers—Jim Crow 

customs guaranteed that.  So, they worked hard and prayed to maintain the little that they 

had.   

Emma and Emmett did not know that far away from Sapelo Island, the idea that 

African culture and traditions survived among rural blacks had taken center stage in 

academic circles and in popular culture.  They did not know about the popular obsession 

with black voodooists evident in migration metropolis newspaper reports and in popular 
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entertainment.  Nothing in Emmett and Emma Johnson’s daily life forecasted that they 

would become prey in the Modernist Primitivists’ hunt for African survivals—a hunt that 

would draw researchers and journalists to their home island, and to their very doorstep.  

This chapter examines the first wave of Modernist and Modernist Primitivists that 

came to Sapelo Island, Georgia and explores how they portrayed the link between Sapelo 

Islanders and their African heritage in their published works.  W. Robert Moore’s 

National Geographic article, Lydia Parrish’s slave song collection and Lorenzo D. 

Turner’s Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect will be evaluated relative to popular ideas 

about African survivals, and the “Gullah.”  Here, I will analyze the ways that larger 

intellectual and cultural discourses “touched down” on Sapelo Island impacted Sapelo 

Islanders, and facilitated the birth of the idea among academics and Americans that this 

population of southern blacks was “unique.”   This chapter will also look into the way 

that race and subsequent power dynamics impacted the extent to which Sapelo Islanders 

were able to negotiate the way that they were represented in these works.      

 W. Robert Moore’s “Golden Isles of Gaule”: National Geographic Magazine on 

Sapelo Island     

 Howard Coffin hoped that his Sea Island Cloister Hotel would prove to be the 

most successful of all of his coastal Georgia business ventures.
432

  While Coffin 

maintained Sapelo Island as his personal seasonal paradise and as the headquarters of a 

few profit yielding enterprises, the resort that he built on nearby Sea Island was open to 

the white middle class public to enjoy.  Despite the fact that by 1932 the Great 
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Depression had ravaged Coffin’s assets and forced him to sign over his island holdings to 

his business partner Bill Jones, Coffin still actively promoted his Cloister Hotel.
433

  

Advertisements for Coffin’s Sea Island Cloister Hotel and beach resort regularly ran in 

the New York Times.  The advertisements beaconed tourists with catchy introductory 

phrases such as, “You can be here Tomorrow,” “Live Here for Less Than it Costs At 

Home” and “Romantic Country.”
434

  The advertisement’s author identified golf, hunting, 

fishing and boating as the featured activities to be enjoyed in the “lands of fragrant pines, 

great live oaks and sunny waters which during four centuries have attracted the nobility 

of Europe and the aristocracy of America.”
435

  The fact that middle class white 

Americans had adopted “travel” as a new pastime during the 1920s and 1930s, alone, 

would have attracted tourists to Coffin’s Sea Island resort.
436

  Yet, it was the National 

Geographic Magazine 1934 article, “The Golden Isles of Guale,” that appealed to white 

middle class travelers’ desire to have their own encounter with exotic island terrain and 

non-white indigenous peoples, similar to those described in popular travel novels.  The 

new white American “travel bug,” which was facilitated by the culture of U.S. 

imperialism, encouraged the exploration of exotic peoples and places.
437

  Even Coffin’s 

occupation of Sapelo Island can easily be read within the context of U.S. imperialism: 
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Howard Coffin was one of many white American millionaires who acted out small scale 

occupation of islands along Georgia’s coast and dominated poor island inhabitants.
438

  

One New York Times article explained: “There is a new demand for islands that are 100 

per cent tropical.  The vogue for South Sea Island fiction and fact stories has found 

expression in a quest for near-at-hand substitutes.”
439

  W. Robert Moore’s article not only 

delivered to National Geographic Magazine’s readership an exciting glimpse into a 

quasi-tropical resort that served as a play ground for the rich and powerful, but also 

painted the black residents who lived on Georgia’s coastal islands, and Sapelo Islanders 

in particular, as an essential part of the natural exotic scenery to be explored. 

 Long before W. Robert Moore, the white Michigan farm boy-turned-world 

explorer, came to work for National Geographic Magazine, the publication had taken up 

the task of mapping racial and geographical difference.
440

  In 1888, the Washington, D.C. 

based group, National Geographic Society, was organized by a group of local white 

“scientific intellectuals” desiring to create a society “for the increase and diffusion of 

                                                        
 
438 Waldon Fawcett, “Island Fad Hits South” New York Times, February 7, 1937, 128.  
In the article Fawcett lists a series of millionaires that owned Georgia Islands.  The 
Carnegie family owned a large portion of Cumberland Island, Georgia.  The Candler 
family (of Coca-Cola) owned what remained of Cumberland Island.  J.P. Morgan 
owned most of Jekyll Island, Georgia.  Ossabaw Island was owned by Dr. H. N. Torrey 
of Detroit- the husband of an heiress to a glass fortune. 
439 Ibid.   
440 Details of W. Robert Moore’s early life can be found in his unpublished memoir 
“The First Million Miles: Story of a National Geographic Staff Man” which is housed 
at National Geographic Magazine’s private archive at the National Geographic 
Society in Washington D.C. (1-2), as well as in a Washington Post, Times Herald 
article “Traveled Million Miles for Magazine: Geographic’s W.R. Moore Dies” March 
23, 1968, B6. 
Catherine Lutz and Jane Lou Collins explore the history and cultural impact of 
National Geographic Magazine in Reading National Geographic (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1993), xii. 



153 
 

 
 

geographical knowledge.”
441

  While the founders of the society and subsequent magazine 

imagined  “geographical knowledge” to be an obtainable, objective fact set, ideas about 

racial distinction dictated how “geographic difference” would be described and captured 

in the magazine’s textual descriptions and photographs.
442

  Gail Bederman explains that 

the publication specialized in telling the Victorian-style adventure stories that featured 

non-white primitives: “National Geographic…achieved a large circulation by 

breathlessly depicting the heroic adventures of ‘civilized’ white male explorers among 

‘primitive’ tribes in darkest Africa.”
443

  Yet, each issue of the magazine, which is 

estimated to have reached 37 million people, conveyed to its largely white middle class 

readership a highly specific worldview masked as a mix of scientific fact, cultural 

artifact, entertainment and educational material.
444

  Predictably, Moore’s article did not 

stray from that formula. 

 W. Robert Moore’s adventures among non-white primitives began long before he 

landed on Sapelo Island, Georgia.  His long career with National Geographic Magazine 

launched when he won a photographic contest sponsored by the magazine.  Moore 

purchased his first Kodak camera in California, on his way to teach in Bangkok after he 

graduated from Hillsdale College.
445

  He wrote: “On a misty morning in Hong Kong I 

aimed it in the direction toward a passing Chinese junk.  The result won a prize…”
446

 

Moore’s career at National Geographic took off from that moment: by the time he 
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retired, Moore published 69 articles and 2,000 photographs in the magazine and traveled 

a total 633,000 miles to cover stories.
447

 Throughout the 1930s, Moore was many times 

the featured lecturer at talks hosted by National Geographic Society.  He described his 

adventures to National Geographic Society members, local teachers, and general 

audiences of people eager to hear first hand accounts of Moore’s foreign excursions 

among primitive and exotic peoples.
448

   

 W. Robert Moore’s view of the primitive places and people that he explored 

closely mirror the dominant fantasies that whites held about non-white people during the 

period.  When describing his Ethiopian tour, during Haile Selassie’s coronation, it is 

evident that Moore was influenced by popular fantasies about Africa and African people.  

“ ‘Ethiopia surpasses the wildest dreams of fantasy a man can have…a country of 

elephants-ornamented with bizarre trappings, ridden by proud men.  It is a nation of lions, 

a primitive nation of many tongues, a nation in which time has stood still.’ ” 
449

  Moore’s 

primitivist assessment of Ethiopia’s people is telling: “ ‘As for the natives…they are 

docile and peaceful.  They become only aroused at such events as coronations and 

impending wars.’ ”
450

  Timelessness, or the lack of “evolutionary” progress over time; the 

close relationship between the primitive man, nature and its creatures; and the 
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generalization of behavioral traits, all of which revolve around simple emotions and 

uncomplicated dispositions echo the dominant view of “primitive man.”  This is the 

primitivist lens through which Moore read Sapelo Islanders. 

 Despite the fact that Moore’s depiction of Sapelo Islanders may have encouraged 

researchers to visit Sapelo Island, and bolstered their belief that there was a viable market 

in which works about the island’s black residents could be published, he did not count the 

trip among the most memorable of his career.  In the unpublished memoir about his days 

as a National Geographic Magazine “Staff Man”, Moore matter-of-factly described his 

encounter on Georgia’s coast, “Among other home assignments, I photographed and 

prepared articles on Maryland, Nevada, and the islands along the Georgia coast.”
451

  

However, when Howard Coffin opened the door for Moore to tour his private oasis to 

drum up business for his nearby resort, what resulted was the first published work in 

which the link between Sapelo Islanders and an undeniable voodoo fueled African 

essence was coded as fact.  

 Like other National Geographic Magazine “Staff Men,” Moore visited the 

Georgia coast while taking a break from his global travels, and probably took the trip 

with his family sometime during 1933.
452

  Moore toured Sapelo Island, Cumberland 

Island, St. Catherine’s Island, Jekyll Island, Ossabaw Island, and St. Simon and Sea 

Islands.
453

  During his visit, Moore spent time on Sea Island’s beach and resort, visited 

Coffin’s opulent Sapelo Island mansion, photographed white vacationers skeet shooting 
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on the beach, and captured scenes of coastal Georgia’s vast marshlands and sand 

dunes.
454

   

Moore also unearthed the local history of region during the colonial period and 

the antebellum years, and toured the ruins of old plantation houses, slave quarters, and 

Native American structures.
455

  While looking back into coastal Georgia’s history, Moore 

discovered, what he understood to be relics of the region’s past: coastal Georgia blacks.  

Moore photographed black human relics near their tabby slave cottages on Ossabaw, and 

captured black men participating in boat races, an activity that he explained as “Crew 

racing was a favorite sport of slavery days.”
456

  He noted that on resorts, “Negro boys 

now caddy over a superb golf course where their ancestors picked the fluffy bolls of 

luxuriant cotton…” 
457

  On St. Simon he visited a “praise house” used by black residents 

for religious gatherings and observed the performance of spirituals.  Moore wrote, 

“negroes of the island gather to sing their spirituals, plantation and works songs that have 

come down from ante-bellum days.”
458

  He described these songs as “stirring to hear 

naïve rhythmic spirituals…” and linked the songs musical form back to African origins, 

“In the rhythm of these accompaniments to their labor, the muffled beat of African tom-

toms seems to sound dimly in the background.”
459

  Clearly, Moore perceived his black 

relics according to popular ideas about African survivals.  For the Modernist Primitivist, 

cultural retentions were not marked by complex and sophisticated social processes, but 
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instead represented a sort of retardation of the evolutionary impulse toward progress.  His 

description of a “naïve” musical form is a critical assessment of the retention process.  

The fact that the songs “stirred” something in him is more evidence of the Modernist 

Primitivists’ belief that blacks, and their African counterparts, operated at a base level of 

human emotions that could lure out the primitive self that civilized whites worked so hard 

to suppress. 

  Despite the fact that W. Robert Moore found Ossabaw’s and St. Simon’s blacks 

intriguing, he presented Sapelo Islanders as the most captivating artifacts in the region.  

After Moore admired Howard Coffin’s mansion, the artesian wells that he built on the 

island and the island’s picturesque beaches, he turned his attention to the black life 

beyond the island’s north end.  After all, Julia Peterkin’s successful novels about the 

Gullah, which first appeared in the 1920s, had created a permanent place in the American 

imaginary for sea island blacks.  Moreover, Peterkin’s first attempt to write an 

ethnographic report of the Gullah people in South Carolina was published during the 

same year that Moore travelled to the coast.
460

  However, her fictional and non-fictional 

Gullah works focused on blacks in South Carolina.  Moore’s discovery of Georgia’s 

black sea islanders introduced a new population to the world that Peterkin created.  So, 

accompanied by one of Howard Coffin’s island managers, W. Robert Moore explored 

Raccoon Bluff, Hog Hammock and Shell Hammock, with his camera in one hand, and 

his note pad in the other, ready to document all that he discovered. 
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 Moore’s first encounter with the black Sapelo Islanders occurred in Behavior 

Cemetery.  Surely, the pervasive voodoo craze inspired Moore to take a closer look at 

what he described as the “Strange customs” that “prevail in negro cemeteries.”
461

  

Popular fantasies about secret black voodoo networks in the south encouraged Moore’s 

sensational reading of the gravesite decorations that he found in Behavior Cemetery.  In 

the section of the article titled “Clocks, Lamps and Dishes Adorn Negro Graves,” Moore 

explained that among Sapelo Islanders “ancient practices mingled with their religion to-

day.”  Moore took a photograph of a burial plot in Behavior Cemetery that was featured 

in the “Golden Isles of Guale” article, and identified for readers the objects involved in 

the “strange” burial rite: 

Short pots are planted at either end of the grave, and upon the mounds 

of earth are placed cups and dishes, oil lamps, and alarm clocks.  On 

one I also saw a broken thermos bottle; on another a small coin bank!  

The oil lamps are to furnish light through unknown paths, the alarms 

are to sound on Judgment Day and the dishes-the banks, too I 

assume!- are for the personal use of their former owner.
462

 

 

Moore did not indicate how he learned the meaning of the gravesite decorations.  

Nor did he attempt to identify a specific set of “ancient” practices from which the ritual 

derived.  This is not surprising when one considers that the underlying assumption of a 

link between black relics and the African past did not require explanation or justification.  

Moore did not need to complicate his thrilling and entertaining discovery by employing 

Melville Herskovits’ syncretism theory in order to satisfy his readership’s curiosity.  The 

role of voodoo in popular culture during the period ensured that the photograph of the 

gravesite alone would appeal to National Geographic’s readership’s lust for thrills and 
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chills.  While it is likely that the gravesite decorations was a syncretic New World 

cultural form, in Moore’s article, the practice had no historical roots: it was simply 

understood as “strange.”  Later in the article, Moore wrote that Sapelo Islanders “are all 

good Baptists now,” and described Christian baptisms performed in creeks, and wrote 

about praise houses on the island.  However, his earlier description of the fusion between 

“ancient” practices that mingled with “their religion today” reinforced the popular belief, 

that among American blacks secret African spiritual rituals involving spirits and the dead 

were prevalent.
463

  Moore further muddied Sapelo Islanders’ religious landscape when he 

wrote that islanders were “Mohammedan” during slavery, and presented Belali 

Mohammed (he calls him Bu Allah), as an example of the islander’s Muslim past.
464

  

Painting Sapelo Islanders’ religious activities as “strange” and exotic was critical to 

Moore’s attempt to establish their authenticity as artifacts.  Black people’s propensity to 

engage in primitive spiritual rituals and superstition was a defining trait that marked their 

Africanness during the 1920s and 1930s.  

Moore next turned his attention to what he called “pleasure” outlets.
465

  He wrote: 

“there are several ‘to do’ halls, where the secret societies hold their meetings and 

Terpsichorean devotees give vent to their African-born rhythm.”
466

  The “hall” that 

Moore referred to was the Farmers’ Alliance Hall, which had been used to host meetings 

for the Sapelo Island branch the Colored Farmers’ Alliance and Cooperative Union.  The 

organization was originally founded in Texas in 1886: the alliance was created to 
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organize and promote the economic interest of black farmers during the turbulent years 

following Reconstruction.  Yet, Moore’s willful blindness with regard to the race and 

power dynamics in the region obscured the hall’s true function and led him to conclude 

that the primary character of the meeting place was defined by an imagined African 

secretive nature.  As far as Moore was concerned, Sapelo Islanders had been under the 

graceful protection and care of white paternalist figures since the slavery days.  This view 

is clearly expressed in Moore’s description of Thomas Spalding: “As a slave owner, 

however, Spalding came ultimately to suffer, even though he treated his ‘helpers’ with 

such kindness that the planters in the South dubbed Sapelo ‘Nigger Heaven.’”
467

  No 

where in the historical record that Moore used to paint the picture of Sapelo Island’s past 

did he uncover the host of runaway notices, nor did he unearth the long battle that Sapelo 

Islanders waged to retain the land that Tunis Campbell and Special Field Order 15 helped 

them to secure as a reparation for their bondage.  Moore could not imagine that the 

secrecy surrounding black Sapelo Islanders’ gatherings at the hall was designed to protect 

and shield them from the watchful eyes of island managers and the consequences 

associated with gathering to discuss matters that might usurp Howard Coffin’s authority.   

While it is true that the Farmers’ Alliance Hall also hosted dances and socials, 

Moore’s characterizations of these dances are inextricably linked to popular ideas about 

African survivals among blacks.  The very notion that black dances arise from a primal 

need to “give vent” to an “African-born rhythm” is derived from the dominant primitivist 

assessment that characterized black people’s uncontrollable savage impulses, which were 

believed to be overwhelmed by the provocation of musical rhythms.  This 
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characterization of an African essence was at the core of Moore’s reading of Sapelo 

Islanders.  Moore described everything about black Sapelo Islanders as if exotic and 

innate.  He even wrote about popular Christian and Islamic names among islanders, like 

Julius, Caesar, Ishmael, Isaac, Nero, Bilali and Balaam, as if they were examples of a 

“picturesque” quality inherent to blacks.
468

 

Moore’s next stop was to Sapelo Island’s Hog Hammock community.  Here, 

Moore pretended to have a chance encounter with Emmett and Emma Johnson and their 

fifteen children at their home.  However, Emmett and Emma’s youngest son, Joe 

Johnson, recalls that Moore made arrangements to photograph the island’s largest family 

prior to showing up at their doorstep.
469

  It is likely that the white island manager that 

Coffin designated to chauffer Moore around the island identified Emmett’s family as a 

subject of interest and prearranged the meeting.  Yet, Moore wrote about the episode as if 

it were truly a “chance encounter,” and dedicated an entire section of the article to Emma 

and Emmett Johnson’s family.  In the section titled “ Fifteen ‘Head’ of Children,” Moore 

quoted the exchange between himself and Emmett Johnson: “Yes, suh,’ said Emmett 

proudly.  ‘We have fifteen head of children.  They’s all here to-day.’ ”
470

  Moore 

continued: “Emmett beamed at my request to photograph his kinky-headed group.”
471

  

However, Joe Johnson tells a different story.  He remembered that at least four of his 

eldest siblings were already adults and living and working on the mainland when Moore 
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came to photograph his family.
472

  But Moore was so desperate to take a picture featuring 

fifteen black children that he put four of the neighbors’ children in place of the Johnson 

siblings who were not there.
473

  Joe Johnson’s account reveals that Moore not only 

misrepresented Emmett Johnson with a fictitious quotation, but also deliberately 

constructed a fraudulent picture of the family.  Documentary photographs were not only 

essential to National Geographic Magazine’s charge to chart and document geographic 

and racial difference, but were also an essential element of documentary journalism and 

documentary books during the 1930s.
474

  These works relied on photographs as much as 

they did text in order to create a sense of authenticity within the text.  For Moore, the 

photograph of the Johnson family was necessary in order to give his readers a visual 

representation of authentic sea island folk.  Moore further degraded the Johnson family 

by making a joke based on what Joe Johnson identified as a lie: 

‘We had better count them up to see if they are all here,’ remarked my 

companion just before I was ready to ‘shoot.’  There were sixteen! 

We counted again; sure enough there was one too many.  Emmett 

checked his family.  One of the youngsters belonging to a neighbor 

had joined the group.
475

  

 

 According to Moore’s report, after the picture was taken Emma and Emmett 

Johnson’s nine-year old son Isaac rolled up his pants and spontaneously began to 

dance.
476

  Moore took a picture of Isaac in action, and titled it “Balling The Jack.”  The 

caption read: “Young Isaac exhibits a pair of agile feet burning with African rhythm, 
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while his sister provides the cadence by clapping her hands.”
477

 Again, on Sapelo, Moore 

finds blacks needing to “give vent” to an inner African musical impulse.  For W. Robert 

Moore, and many white Americans during the period, the mark of blackness was a 

primitive African essence that needed to express itself—a racial trait that Moore 

determined was heightened among the human artifacts that he discovered on Sapelo 

Island. 

 Moore included three more photographs of Sapelo Islanders in the article.  An 

older photograph of Emma and Emmett Johnson’s son, Fred Johnson, driving Calvin 

Coolidge and Howard Coffin in Emmett’s oxcart on a hunting excursion taken by Foltz 

Studio in 1928 was presented in the article.  Fred Johnson, described by Moore as “small 

and dusky coachman,” remembered that he was working in the fields for Howard Coffin 

when he was chosen to drive the president in his father’s oxcart.
478

 Another group of 

Sapelo Islanders riding in an oxcart were also featured in the article.  Moore described 

this group, and the function of the cart, in the photograph’s caption:  

Sapelo Island has several Negro settlements, descendants of the old 

slave population.  Besides serving as transport, the ox is used to plow 

and cultivate the small parcel of land which provides the family 

sustenance.
479

 

 

Moore included an additional photograph of a Sapelo Islander in order to mark the 

uniqueness of the population and establish their quality as relics of the antebellum past.  

The photograph titled “Descendants of Plantation Workers,” featured a young 

unidentified black woman that Moore described as “returning home after a four-mile 
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walk, carrying her youngster and balancing a bag of yams on her head.”
480

  Moore’s 

nameless subject was Hettie Walker.  Her daughter, Cornelia Walker Bailey, author of 

God, Dr. Buzzard, and the Bolito Man: A Saltwater Geeche Talks About Life on Sapelo 

Island, Georgia (2000) recognized her mother in the photograph and remembered her 

parents talking about the conditions under which the picture was taken.  She explained 

that her mother was walking from Raccoon Bluff, carrying her sister Ada, to their home 

in a section of the island known as Belle Marsh.
481

  Bailey said that a despised island 

manager, whom she called “Cap’n Frank,” drove Moore around the island that day.  They 

encountered Hettie Walker on the road and asked to take her picture.
482

  Hettie Walker, 

powerless to refuse or protest, posed for Moore’s photograph.  Later the family learned 

that the picture was published in National Geographic Magazine. 

 As was the case for Hettie Walker, had Emma and Emmett Johnson refused to 

pose for Moore’s photographs, they understood that they would potentially offend 

Howard Coffin’s guest.  For Emmett Johnson, such an infraction could have resulted in 

the loss of his job.  Furthermore, all of Howard Coffin’s guests were “important people.”  

Presidents Coolidge and Hoover, Henry Ford and Charles Lindbergh, were among the 

most powerful, most wealthy and most influential whites in America.  Sapelo Islanders 

had every reason to believe that Howard Coffin was one of the most powerful white men 

in the nation.  Joe Johnson described Moore as a “big shot,” and explained that when the 
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“big boss’ ” guests approached Sapelo Islanders, blacks were obligated to comply with 

their requests.
483

  In the case of Emmett and Emma Johnson, Hettie Walker, and the other 

Sapelo Islanders captured in Moore’s lens, the consequence of their acquiescence was 

that they were depicted as relics, painted as exotic, and mocked.  

 Nonetheless, the millions of National Geographic Magazine subscribers that 

opened the February 1934 edition, and the readers who paid 50 cents to purchase the 

publication at shops and newsstands, eager to encounter the “other” in dramatic text and 

rich photos, were undoubtedly satisfied.  The edition featured an article covering Mrs. 

Robinson Crusoe’s travels in Ecuador and an article titled “A Native Son’s Rambles in 

Oregon”: each displaying numerous photographs of “Indians” and descriptions of their 

lifestyles and rituals.  In the last article, readers discovered authentic sea island folk and 

their weird African rites among the thirty-six photographs in W. Robert Moore’s article.  

Although a copy of the family portrait that Moore photographed hung in the Johnson’s 

home, their children do not believe that they ever saw the magazine, nor did they ever 

read the article in which they were immortalized.   

 The Sapelo Islanders featured in Moore’s article had no control over how they 

were represented.  While they posed for photographs, and at best, had a vague 

understanding of the fact the photographs would be used in a publication, they were 

completely unaware of Moore’s intent to characterize them as exotic, primitive oddities.  

The ability to represent oneself (or engage in impression management), and the ability to 

represent others with the weight of authority is a form of power.  During the 1920s and 

1930s, blacks struggled against American racism, which took many forms.  In the case of 
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the Sapelo Islanders featured in Moore’s article, a distinct manifestation of American 

racism becomes evident: the article reflected the American racist tradition of whites 

representing blacks in ways that established their inferiority. 

 “Miz Parrish’s Negroes”: Hunting Slaves Songs of The Georgia Sea Islands 

  W. Robert Moore was not the only Sapelo Island researcher who visited Emma 

and Emmett Johnson and wrote about them in a published work that they would never see 

nor read.  Neither Emma nor Emmett Johnson, nor any of their children knew that they 

were discussed in Lydia Parrish’s book Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands (1942).
484

  

Lydia Parrish, the wife of famed artists Maxfield Parrish, spent more than twenty-five 

years collecting slave songs and organizing slave song performances throughout coastal 

Georgia.
485

  One of Emma and Emmett Johnson’s sons, Ronister Johnson, remembered 

Lydia Parrish and recalled an occasion when she organized a group of elderly black 

Sapelo Island men to sing for Howard Coffin at the ‘big house,’ but he did not know 

about his family’s presence in her book.
486

  Yet, they were included in Parrish’s study—a 

study that she hoped would definitively connect black musical performance on the 

Georgia coast to African religious, cultural and musical traditions.   

Lydia Parrish’s inquiries into the musical traditions of coastal Georgia blacks 

were shaped by the debates about African survivals in the academe and the popularity of 
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black cultural themes in the media.  She relied heavily on Melville Herskovits’ 

formulations about African retentions to structure her understanding of the music and the 

people that she collected.
487

  Yet, her initial attraction to “slave songs” was ignited during 

her childhood.  Parrish grew up in an Quaker community south of Philadelphia where 

“descendants of slaves- and ex-slaves themselves- were the only singers.”
488

  She 

explained that the Quaker’s abolitionist views “attracted a singing race into their midst” 

which animated their otherwise quiet community with music.
489

  Parrish believed that the 

slave songs that she heard echoing from the kitchen and the fields in her home 

community touched a part of her that Victorian strictures suppressed.  She explained why 

the Quakers did not try to “curb” the black’s in their midst “musical exuberance”: 

“Perhaps, with them as with me, the Negro’s music filled a real need.”
490

 From the very 

start of Parrish’s racial socialization she learned that the black people who operated in the 

periphery of her world served whites literally and figuratively: they held the key to a 

musical gift that brought them a joy that civilized culture denied them.  So, when she first 

visited Georgia’s coast in 1909 and heard the slave songs again, she vowed to capture as 

much as of her childhood joy as she could.
491

      

 In 1912, three years after Lydia Parrish’s first visit to Georgia’s coast, she began 

wintering on St. Simon Island.
492

  Despite the fact that Maxfield Parrish did not join his 

wife during her trips to St. Simon Island, Lydia Parrish’s status as the wife of a prolific 
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American artist placed her within social proximity of Howard Coffin and the other rich 

whites that wintered and lived on Georgia’s coast.
493

  While Lydia Parrish acquainted 

herself with the whites in the area, she remained curious about the black people on the 

coast and was disturbed by their “stillness”.
494

  The lack of  “musical exuberance” among 

St. Simon’s blacks troubled her because it seemed that the natural link between blacks 

and their African essence, which was most clearly articulated in musical expression, had 

been artificially disrupted.  Parrish quickly uncovered the disruptive influence 

responsible for the “stillness”:  “the island was a summer resort, and contact with city 

whites and their black servants had its numbing influence” on local blacks.
495

  After what 

Parrish described as “three musically barren winters,” she discovered a few older blacks 

that remembered “the old songs” and learned, that if she offered enough money, they 

would sing them for her.
496

  

By 1915, Lydia Parrish began collecting slave songs.  She spent hours listening to 

local blacks sing and wrote out the lyrics and recorded each song’s melodies by hand.
497

  

While Parrish was the first white woman to collect “slave songs” in coastal Georgia, she 

was not the first white American who attempted to document this type of American 

music: her work would contribute to a large repository of “slave songs” that had been 
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collected by whites.
498

  Even though whites initiated the first wave of interest in 

collecting slave songs in the 1850s, by 1925 some blacks began collecting slave songs 

too.  New Negroes inspired by Alain Locke’s call to record “black folk” traditions, such 

as James Weldon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson, took up of the task of documenting 

slave songs.
499

  Lydia Parrish’s slave song collection was influenced by both the old 

tradition of white sentimentalism about the “glorious plantation days,” and the new 

interest expressed by whites and blacks in black folk life, black folk music, and its 

African roots.  As a result, both of these influences are evident in her description of the 

people and songs that she collected.        

As Lydia Parrish’s tenure as a slave song collector and cultural preservationist 

progressed, and the intellectual and cultural currents shifted from Victorian thought to 

Modernist thought creating a space in which the meaning of black’s African heredity 

could be re-imagined, Lydia Parrish crafted new meanings for the slave songs that she 

loved within the context of the African survivals discourse.  While Lydia Parrish 

acknowledged that many of the slave songs that she adored were grounded in the 

American Christian tradition, it was their “African character” that captivated and 
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compelled her to preserve the music and promote its performance.
500

  She believed that 

the songs, themselves, had an “almost human will to live.”
501

  

Frequently persons, who have heard the singers the night before, 

telephone for the words of a song.  The tune haunts them, but without 

the verses they cannot give it expression.  They have my sympathy, I 

too, have suffered in the same fashion, and been obliged in self-

defense to learn the songs.  When I complained to Julia, my cook, of 

their torment, she answered: ‘they do us that way too, until we learn 

them.’
502

    

 

The spirit-like quality that Parrish assigned to slave songs was certainly an outgrowth of 

the popular association between black people, their Africanness and an innate primitive 

spiritualism during the 1920s and 1930s.  Parrish’s description of the songs’ spirit-like 

ability to “haunt” and torment all who heard them invokes the ominous feel associated 

with black traditions during the voodoo craze.  The African spiritual power that she found 

in black music could possess even whites: “these songs have no regard for color.” 
503

   

 According to Lydia Parrish’s calculations, the songs that she collected were the 

product of an inherent racial trait.  Consequently, African survivals as she understood 

them, were biologically and spiritually bound to black bodies.  In Parrish’s writings, she 

articulated a very specific calculation of black “musical exuberance.”  She explained that 

Africans (and blacks) demonstrated an innate preoccupation with rhythm and knowledge 

of music, where as white music was  taught and cultivated, and concentrated on melody 

and musicality.
504

  According to Parrish’s logic, blacks musical expression was akin to a 

natural emotional release, while white musical expression was the product of a conscious 
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intellectual effort and hard work.  This view of the relationship between race and musical 

production and performance clearly illustrates the deep Victorian roots of the Modernist 

view of his beloved primitive.  To some extent, Parrish appears to have surmised that 

enslaved people’s ability to fuse African musical styles with the music of colonial 

planters reflected an advanced skill set.
505

  Yet she concluded that this feat was achieved 

because of black people’s innate “remarkable musical gift and deeply religious nature”.
506

  

Ultimately, Parrish concluded that although African survivals were most pronounced 

among blacks on Georgia’s coast, they could be found in the music and dances of black 

people anywhere: 

If you are interested in African survivals and have a Negro 

community on or near your property, all you need do (provided you 

live in a remote district and are generous with your silver) is to let it 

be known that you wish to see such solo dances as the ‘Buzzard 

Lope,’ ‘Juba,’ ‘The Mobile Buck,’ and ‘The Mosquito Dance’ 

(accompanied by an occasional exclamation of ‘Slap ‘em! Slap ‘em’)-

and they may be forthcoming...
507

      

 

Parish’s instructions to whites hoping to observe authentic African survivals reveals her 

assumptions about the economic power that whites have over blacks: she assumed a 

landlord-tenant relationship between whites and blacks who live in close proximity to one 

another, as well as believed that for the right amount of money, blacks would freely 

perform for whites.      

There was one black musical performance style that she observed in coastal 

Georgia and South Carolina that she determined to be an undeniable African survival that 

was unique to Gullah blacks in the region: ring-shouts.  She wrote that the “most popular 
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form is the ring-shout, in which a number of dancers move counter-clockwise in a 

circle.”
508

  According to Parrish, the black religious expression known as “shouts” was a 

response to extreme emotional and spiritual provocation that could be observed among 

blacks throughout the south.  But “ring-shouts,” she explained, were unique to coastal 

Georgia and South Carolina.  While “ring-shouts” were most commonly observed in 

religious gatherings, they were performed to secular songs as well.  Parrish argued that 

white slave owners misunderstood the origin of the performance and referred to scholar 

Lorenzo D. Turner’s linguistic research to prove that term “shout” derived from the 

Arabic word “saut” which meant to walk or run around the Kaaba.
509

  She further 

clarified the African origin of the performance style: 

Those who have traveled in Africa, and have seen native dancing, are 

convinced that the shout of the American Negro is nothing more than 

a survival of an African tribal dance, and that the accompanying 

chants in their form and melody are quite as typical of Africa as the 

dance itself.
510

 

 

Despite the fact that Parrish’s view of “Africa” reflects the belief that the continent was 

populated by a homogenous, static group of black people, animated by a quasi-biological 

and spiritual “African” essence, her writings about the ring-shout may have provided one 

of the most significant documentation of a potential African survival on the Georgia 

coast.
511
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While Lydia Parrish sought to save coastal Georgia’s slave songs from extinction 

and preserve what she believed was the greatest example of African survivals in North 

America, she found that another African survivals threatened the success of her 

intervention.  Lydia Parrish imagined that one of the greatest obstacles to her preservation 

and collection efforts was black people’s secretiveness: “The secretiveness of the Negro 

is, I believe, the fundamental reason for our ignorance of the race and its background, and 

this trait is in itself probably an African survival.”
512

 Parrish referred to Melville 

Herskovits’ writing to validate her conclusion, and quoted from Herskovits’ report of a 

conversation that he had with a “Dutch Guiana Bush Negro”: “ ‘Long ago our ancestors 

taught us that it is unwise for a man to tell anyone more than half of what he knows about 

anything.’”
513

  Parrish complained that she continually encountered this “African 

survival” when attempting to entice blacks to sing for her.  She offered the example of, 

what she described as, “the lengths to which the Negro carries reluctance to give 

information.”
514

  For fifteen years, Parrish’s laundress and cook on St. Simon, Julia, acted 

as an intermediary and introduced Lydia Parrish to blacks who would sing slave songs for 

her.  Parrish wrote: “She never sang a note on my place, and I assumed that she could 

not.”  Parrish continued: “But in 1927 at Mrs. Arnold’s funeral her dramatic moment 

arrived.  With the group she had brought to my door, she stood beside the open grave, she 

sang as well as the others.”
515

  On this African survival, Parrish concluded “the average 
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Negro enjoys intensely knowing something that the white man does not.”
516

  Parrish also 

decided that blacks, contrary to the white opinion, were smart tricksters: “like their 

African cousins, our colored people are born actors; and an outsider with a pet theory 

about them can find ready confirmation of almost any notion.”
517

  

Like W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish’s reading of the “secretiveness” of coastal 

Georgia blacks was divorced from the realities of life in the Jim Crow South. Parrish did 

not understand that for blacks “secrets” and limited communication with whites 

functioned as a defensive mechanism against white violence.  One Sapelo Islander 

reported while describing her youth on the island during the 1930s that “getting 

involved” with white people was dangerous.  She said: “Back in them days they’ll kill 

you if you get involved with white people.”
518

  While the Sapelo Islander explained that 

interracial interaction did not literally pose a threat to ones life, she said that if a black 

person “forgot their place” trouble was sure to follow.  

It is also apparent that Parrish had not considered the possibility that coastal 

Georgia blacks resented being asked to entertain the whites whose social, economic and 

political power dictated the terms of their lives.  On the contrary, Parrish argued that 

slave songs would be saved if whites made more requests for their performance.  She 

explained that educated blacks and local black schoolteachers were the greatest enemies 

of coastal Georgia’s slave songs.  She wrote, “Negro school teachers…do their utmost to 

discredit and uproot every trace of it.  Instead of being proud of their race’s contribution 
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to the world of music…too many of them treat it like a family skeleton.”
519

  She believed 

that the powerful influence of “self-hating” educated blacks could only be overcome by 

the generous admiration of paternalist whites. Predictably, Parrish was a true Modernist 

Primitivist, who deplored the Victorian uplift ideology from which many educated blacks 

in the South formulated their path to racial equality.   

Like many New Negroes, Parrish championed the notion that black people would 

benefit greatly from cultivating pride in their African heritage and African born 

traditions.
520

  Her desire to “save” what she understood to be a vanishing tradition was 

sincere.  Perhaps her exposure to Melville Herskovits’ theories helped to inspire the 

evolution of her slave song collecting mission from one that simply involved capturing 

her childhood love, to one designed to restore black people’s dignity.  Yet, Parrish’s own 

romantic racialist tendencies shaped her view of how blacks could regain a respect and 

love of their heritage.  She argued, “the rural Negro has always taken his cue from the 

white folks at the ‘Big House.’”
521

  So, “If they favor and enjoy the slave songs, it may be 

that he is not so far wrong after all, in cherishing his heritage in the face of jeers from the 

“style” leaders of his community.”
522

  Parrish explained that all whites had to do was 

“allow the Negroes to provide entertainment in the manner that was usual on many 

antebellum estates.”  She also suggested that offering blacks money in exchange for the 

performance of a slave song would also encourage their participation.
523

  During the 

Great Depression, this particular strategy worked well for Parrish’s purposes: “During the 
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bleak winters of the depression, some singers literally sang for supper-which they 

thankfully observed, the Lord had provided.”
524

  Ultimately, Parrish argued that blacks 

needed white people’s validation in order to develop pride in their African heritage.  

Parrish credited Howard Coffin, the “ ‘Big Boss’ of Sapelo Island,” for following 

her formula and significantly helping to increase the prestige of slave songs by providing 

audiences for their performance at his mansion and at the Cloister Hotel.
525

  Coffin had 

literally recreated an “antebellum estate” on Sapelo Island and offered up “his Negroes” 

for slave song performances for his private guests.
526

  The Sapelo Islanders who 

performed for Coffin and his guests may have been motivated to do so for a host of 

reasons.  Perhaps they hoped to gain a favored position in the eyes of their employer in 

order to secure their livelihood, or maybe they were excited by the prospects of being in 

the company of Coffin’s powerful guests.  If Coffin took Parrish’s advice and paid 

Sapelo Islanders to sing, then it is very likely that the promise of money that could be 

used to supplement their wages made singing a few old songs for “white folks” an easy 

choice.   

By 1937, news of Parrish’s slave song performances at Coffin’s Cloister Hotel 

had traveled as far as Washington, D.C.  The Washington Post reported that “real Negro 

spirituals…sung by the Saint Simon’s Negro singers under the direction of Mrs. Maxfield 

Parrish” would perform in the lounge of the Cloister Hotel.
527

  Parrish understood that the 
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time was right for slave song performances: trends in the academe and in American 

popular culture during the1930s had brought “authentic” black southern musical 

performance and culture to mainstream audiences.  On this Parrish wrote: 

From the fact Broadway features Negro actors, dancers, and 

musicians as never before, and that the producers of a negro opera 

attempted to teach the Harlem blacks to speak and sing like their 

primitive Southern cousins, it is clear that this is no time for the race 

to be disdainful of it African Heritage.
528

 

 

 The fact that black actors, dancers and musicians who performed in stage works such as 

H. Lawrence Freeman’s 1928 opera “Voodoo,” had learned to “sing and speak like their 

primitive Southern cousins,” signaled to Parrish that the moment had arrived for black 

coastal Georgians to declare their uniqueness, cash in on and embrace their innate racial 

talents and preserve as well as share their ancestral traditions.  Together, Lydia Parrish 

and Howard Coffin brought authentic Gullah slave song performances to white 

audiences, delivering what Parrish believed to be genuine black relics of the African past 

for their entertainment. 

 Lydia Parrish’s close relationship with Howard Coffin provided her unlimited 

access to Sapelo Islanders.  Over the years, she frequently visited the blacks who lived on 

the island, and the Johnson family was one of the families that Parrish went to see.  

During Parrish’s first visit to the Johnson home she convinced Emma and Emmett’s 

twins, Naomi and Isaac, to perform what Parrish called an “African pantomime.”
529

  

Parrish cautioned her readers: “Those who are squeamish had better skip that part.”  

Naomi and Isaac performed “Throw Me Anywhere,” a children’s song-dance game 
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during which “one lay on the floor…representing a dead cow,” and another participant 

“called out cues in a sharp staccato,” and the other participant mimics a buzzard.
530

  

Parrish noted that Naomi “did the patting while Isaac did the dancing.”  Parrish recorded 

the song: 

March aroun’ (the cow) 

Jump across! (see if she’s daid) 

Get the eye! (always go for that first) 

So glad! (cow daid) 

Get the guts! (they like ‘em next best) 

Go to eatin’! (on the meat) 

All right-cow mos’ gone! 

Dog comin’! 

Look aroun’ for mo’ meat! 

All right-Belly full! 

Goin to tell the res.
531

    

 

Parrish did not explain how Naomi and Isaac’s song and dance classified as an 

African survival.  Yet, it is likely that the song/dance was a “survival” of a black critique 

of race-power dynamics from the antebellum era.  Sapelo Islander Cornelia Bailey 

presents a compelling race-based analysis of the meaning and performance of buzzard-

prey song/dances—an interpretation that varies greatly from Parrish’s conclusion that the 

song was simply an “African pantomime.”  In her book, God, Dr. Buzzard and the Bolito 

Man (2000), Bailey linked the “Buzzard Lope” dance and similar song/dance 

performances to racial oppression.  When writing about the time that she witnessed her 

father and his friends performing the dance, she explains that “There’s a story that goes 

with the dance and its from the days of slavery.”  She writes: 

When the people who were enslaved had a hard task master…and 

they were working in the fields, in the sun, in the summertime, and 

                                                        
 
530 Ibid. 
531 Ibid. 



179 
 

 
 

the heat got to someone…and he fell over dead in the field…The 

master wouldn’t let the workers stop…But a whole day in August was 

a lifetime, and buzzards came, and they circled around, and the head 

buzzard came in and checked out the prey and the other buzzards 

joined him, and they started their natural thing of cleaning up the 

earth.
532

   

 

Bailey’s story about slaves worked to death and eaten by buzzards as they lay dead in the 

field because cruel slave masters would not allow blacks to burry their dead before the 

work was done is jarring.  Bailey’s version of plantation life bears no resemblance to the 

romantic plantation that Lydia Parrish imagined.  Bailey concludes that the men 

performing the dance “might take turns acting out the buzzard in the dance but they 

weren’t the buzzard.  They were the prey.  Black people had been bossed around and 

picked on ever since we got here.”
533

  According Bailey’s interpretation, Isaac and Naomi 

had learned more than a children’s song/dance, they had learned the grim realities of 

black life and death and had been introduced to the relationship between the “prey” and 

“the hunter”—a dynamic that was all too present in the lives of black Sapelo Islanders.  

Lydia Parrish, the “survivals” hunter, never attempted to analyze the metaphors and 

symbolism of the song lyrics that she collected. 

 Parrish visited the Johnson house a second time, and also wrote about it in her 

book.  In describing the cause for her second visit, she wrote: “in hunting up Emma 

Johnson’s twins, I came upon such a picture as must have been common in plantation 

days.”
534

  Parrish romantically described the scene that took her imagination back to the 

antebellum days: 
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Under the immense live oaks, two boys were beating rice in a home-

made mortar.  Chickens were all about, picking up stray grains.  A 

couple of fanners were on the ground ready to fan rice as soon as the 

hulls were loosened in the mortar.  Fanning, as can be 

imagined…Emma was thrifty, and the rice hulls- which looked like 

bran-fell on oilcloth laid on the ground.  She told me they were to 

feed pigs.
535

 

 

Parrish’s sentimental view of “plantation days” relative to Emma Johnson’s performance 

of mundane chores reflects the Modernist Primitivists’ tendency to completely imagine 

their subjects according to their own fantasies.  During the 1920s and 1930s, the poverty 

and hardships that plagued black rural life were deemed exotic and intriguing.  For Emma 

Johnson, the “picture” that Parrish encountered at the Johnson house was a snapshot into 

her daily struggle to feed her family, and what Parrish noted as Emma Johnson’s 

thriftiness was an essential survival strategy.  Parrish’s description of Emma Johnson and 

her children’s work reflects bourgeois luxury of “appreciating” the simple life of those 

who live “close to nature.”  Parrish was at least aware of the tension that her 

unannounced visit caused: “the boys were ‘shamed’ and stopped singing when I came 

up.”
536

  However, Parrish was happy to find that “there was no shyness about Emma.”
537

  

During this visit to the Johnson family, Parrish asked Emma, steeped in work, to sing for 

her.  It would have been hard for Emma Johnson to refuse Parrish’s request.  Parrish, like 

other guests of Howard Coffin who toured the island’s black hammock communities, was 

most likely escorted by one of Coffin’s island managers—this likelihood was even 

greater for a white woman travelling alone.  The Johnson’s depended on Howard Coffin 

for work: shunning one of his guests’ requests carried the potential of creating trouble for 
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the couple.  So, Emma Johnson agreed, and unwittingly contributed three songs to Lydia 

Parrish’s slave song collection: “Hard Time in Ole Virginny,” “Aye Lord, Buddin’ of the 

Fig tree,” and “My Ole Missus Promise Me.”  Emma Johnson sang these lyrics to Lydia 

Parrish while she beat rice: “My ole missus promise me, Hard time in ole Virginny, 

When she die she set me free.”
538

 

On Sapelo Island, Parrish found a plethora of material from which she concluded 

that African survivals were most pronounced among blacks living on Georgia’s coast.  

Parrish interviewed two of the island’s oldest residents, Shad Hall and Katie Brown, and 

added the ghost stories and the remedies that they told her to a host of tales that she 

gathered about voodoo, roots and conjure that filled twelve pages of her book.
539

  Parrish 

was most taken by Katie Brown’s description of cemetery rituals involving passing 

children over graves to ward off visitations by deceased family members, and the 

remedies that Brown provided for fighting off “hags” that torment sleepers and unwanted 

ghostly visitors.
540

  Lydia Parrish responded to the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze by 

recording the strange spiritual practices of coastal Georgia blacks.   She wrote about 

gravesite decorations on Sapelo Island, the use of “frizzle headed chickens” to do dig up 

conjure bags, described the use of specific charms, and reported a story about an 

encounter that a Johnson family member had with a “shadow” (ghost).   

Outside of Brown’s and Hall’s advanced age and their respective roles as island 

midwife and herbalist, one of the reasons that Lydia Parrish considered Katie Brown’s 
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and Shad Hall’s rituals, remedies and descriptions to be authentic was because they were 

direct descendants of Bilali Mohammed.  Brown’s and Hall’s connection to an African 

born slave made them even more reliable African survivals subjects.  Conversely, Brown 

and Hall had their own reasons for entertaining Lydia Parrish’s inquiries.  Sapelo 

Islanders had always sought Brown and Hall out for information and advice.  For years, 

black women on Sapelo Island looked to Katie Brown to provide prenatal care, deliver 

their children, and help them tend to their newborn babies’ needs.  Similarly, islanders 

consulted Shad Hall for healing remedies and herbal medicines.  Brown and Hall had 

always served as repositories of knowledge, and even though they were confronted with 

new white and black visitors from the mainland during the 1930s, visitors who asked Hall 

and Brown different questions from the ones that they had grown accustomed to, they 

remained poised to perform their usual duties.  Brown and Hall may have even 

interpreted the new interest that Coffin’s guests and other researchers and writers 

expressed in their knowledge of the past and the stories that they told as recognition of 

their position as respected elders among the islanders.  However valuable Brown and Hall 

were to Sapelo Islanders, it is important to note that the interactions between these two 

elderly black informants and Lydia Parrish were shaped by Jim Crow customs.  Even if 

they did not want to answer Parrish’s questions, they would have had to carefully craft 

their response to her inquiries as not to offend her.  Perhaps they would have used the 

same strategy employed by Parrish’s cook Julia, and pretended not to know the answers 

to her questions.  While this strategy would have quickly ended an unwanted interview, it 

would have also required that Hall and Brown deny the very source of their esteem in the 

community—their knowledge.  If Brown and Hall were uneasy about talking to whites 
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from the mainland, they overcame their nervousness and became the most documented 

Sapelo Islanders featured in published works.       

Katie Brown and Shad Hall were also eager to talk about their Muslim ancestors.  

The two shared with Parrish memories of the Islamic traditions that their ancestor passed 

down to his children.  They repeated for her fragments of his prayers, and talked about 

special foods that the family prepared during Muslim observances.
541

 Brown and Hall 

told Parrish about Bilali’s prayer rituals and she reported that Mohammed and his wife “ 

‘got down flat’ ” during prayers.
542

  From Parrish’s vantage point, Islamic religious 

traditions were as exotic and strange as were voodoo, roots and conjure.   

Parrish became so interested in the life of the Muslim slave fictionalized in Joel 

Chandler Harris’ late 19
th

 century stories that she began to hunt down his legendary 

Arabic journal.  According to the affidavit that was submitted to the University of 

Georgia with Mohammed’s journal in 1930, Bilali Mohammed gave his journal to white 

man named Reverend Goulding, a friend of Joel Chandler Harris, and told him that its 

contents included stories about his life in America.
543

  The scenario described in the 

affidavit seems unlikely.  More likely is the possibility that Reverend Goulding, acting 

like the buzzard in Isaac and Naomi’s song, took the journal from Mohammed and kept it 

as a souvenir from “slavery days.”  Lydia Parrish secured a photo static copy of his 

journal from the university and sent it to Melville Herskovits at Northwestern University 
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in 1937.
544

  Melville Herskovits quickly forwarded the document to his Northwestern 

University colleague, Joseph Greenberg.
545

  After working with the document for years, 

and even taking it to Northern Nigeria for transcription clues, Greenberg was able to 

translate some of the content of the thirteen page journal.  According to Greenberg’s 

translations, the journal contained instructions for proper Muslim cleansing rituals, and 

its style of writing led Greenberg to conclude that Bilali Mohammed was a “young 

student” at the time of his capture.
546

  Greenberg explained that Mohammed had 

attempted to write down what he had learned through memorization.
547

    

Thanks to Lydia Parrish’s survival hunting on Sapelo Island, Bilali Mohammed’s 

journal was transcribed.  Finally, Joel Chandler Harris’ fictional character Ben-Ali, the 

Mohammedean, and his soft leather “memorandum book” with writing that looked like 

“pothooks” containing tales of his slave raiding and subsequent enslavement, and Charles 

Spalding Wylly’s claims that the journal contained Thomas Spalding’s plantation figures, 

were finally proven to be pure fiction.
548

  What replaced those fictional Victorian era 

representations of Bilali Mohammed was the new Modernist view of an enslaved African 

who was a devout Muslim, student and scholar, ripped from his studies and forced into 

slavery on island in Georgia. 
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Lorenzo Dow Turner: The Father of Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect Comes to 

Sapelo 

 Lydia Parrish’s hunt for African survivals encouraged another Modernist re-

imaging of coastal Georgia blacks.  She was, in part, largely responsible for bringing 

Lorenzo Dow Turner to Sapelo Island.  Parrish used her close ties with Howard Coffin 

and other whites in the area to help Turner, a black scholar, gain access to coastal 

Georgia blacks without arousing suspicion that he had come to agitate their Negroes.
549

  

Turner’s research would produce the only Gullah study involving Sapelo Islanders that 

presented definitive proof of links between coastal Georgia blacks and their African 

progenitors.  Turner’s study, Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect (1949), revolutionized the 

way that the Gullah dialect was imagined, elevating it from a mark of ignorance and 

backwardness to profound evidence that African words and linguistic patterns had 

survived the Middle Passage and slavery. 

 The fact that Lorenzo Dow Turner was the only black researcher to explore 

African survivals among coastal Georgia’s blacks is significant.  Turner’s mother was 

born a slave in North Carolina, so one could assume that for him, questions of slavery 

and African survivals took on a different set of meanings then they did for white Gullah 

researchers.
550

  Like many other members of the New Negro intelligentsia, Turner faced 

many challenges during his years as a student.  Despite economic difficulties, and having 

to work as waiter and porter to fund his studies, Turner graduated from Howard 
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University in 1910.
551

  Turner went on to complete graduate studies at Howard University 

and at the University of Chicago before returning to Howard to take a position as an 

English professor.  While at Howard University, Turner worked closely with Carter G. 

Woodson.
552

  Woodson, the father of black historical studies, encouraged the rescue, 

reconstruction and preservation of black history.
553

  Naturally, when Turner expressed an 

interest in exploring the dialect that he heard his students from South Carolina speak to 

one another to his mentor, Woodson encouraged his curiosity.
554

  Woodson even donated 

a portion of a large grant that he won in 1927 to fund Turner’s first research trip to St. 

Helena Island, South Carolina.
555

    

 Turner’s preliminary research on St. Helena reinforced his resolve to tackle the 

Gullah dialect.  Shortly after visiting coastal South Carolina, Turner began in depth 

training in the field of linguistics.  Turner knew that he would have to arm himself with 

expert linguistics skills in order to successfully refute the dominant view of the Gullah 

dialect.  John Bennett, Guy B. Johnson, Ambrose E. Gonzales, H.P. Johnson, Mason 

Crum and George Philip Krapp, consistently argued that the Gullah dialect was a simple 

form of “baby talk” that developed between white plantation owners and their slaves as a 

result of the language divide between them.
556

  Turner, by contrast, was convinced that 

the Gullah dialect included a vocabulary drawn from several West African languages.  He 

studied at a linguistics institute at the City University of New York during the 1930s, 

                                                        
 
551 Ibid., 13-26. 
552 Ibid., 35. 
553 Ibid., 36. 
554 Ibid., 36, 73. 
555 Ibid., 36. 
556 Lorenzo Dow Turner, Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 1949), 5-14. 



187 
 

 
 

during the months when he did not have to teach classes at Fisk University.
557

  There he 

learned the phonetic alphabet and transcription methods, and gained research skills that 

transformed him from an English professor to linguistics expert.  Despite the fact that 

Turner had trouble securing funding for his study, he was eventually awarded research 

funds from a linguistics award that enabled him to begin fieldwork in coastal Georgia and 

South Carolina in the spring of 1932.
558

  Like Parrish, Turner believed that Gullah 

research was time sensitive.  In particular he feared that the dialect would soon become 

extinct.  In a research proposal, he explained the urgency of his proposed study: 

Even though their speech, which is unique among the dialects of the 

country, has undergone little or no change since the seventeenth 

century, such a condition cannot long obtain, for contact with the 

outside world, which modern means of transportation and increasing 

advantages make inevitable, is daily becoming more and more easy 

and distinctive characteristics of these people and their speech are 

gradually but surely disappearing.
559

 

 

While Turner’s interest in the Gullah varied from Moore’s and Parrish’s, he shared their 

belief that the Gullah were relics of the past.  The fact that he concluded that their speech 

had “undergone little or no change since the seventeenth century” is evidence of Turner’s 

belief that Gullah folk were stuck in an earlier time.  For Turner, the advent of modern 

technological innovations threatened to corrupt the Gullah dialect by bringing Gullah folk 

in contact with the modern “outside world.”   Yet, Turner believed that if he moved 

quickly, his study would reveal a significant connection between the Gullah dialect and 

several West African languages.  
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 Since Turner believed that the sole quality that made coastal South Carolina and 

Georgia blacks unique was in jeopardy of “disappearing,” he aggressively pursued 

funding for his research from several organizations.  The urgency of Turner’s proposal 

was responded to with an award.  He spent the spring of 1932 and the summer of 1933 

and 1934 in South Carolina and Georgia.  In South Carolina, he collected linguistic 

samples on Edisto Island, Johns Island, St. Helena Island, Hilton Head, Wadmalaw 

Island, and in Bluffton, Cordsville, Pickney Island, Sandy Island, and Georgetown.
560

  In 

Georgia, he collected samples on Harris Neck and Brewer’s Neck, St. Simon Island, St. 

Mary’s, Darien and Sapelo Island.
561

  Turner traveled with a 30 pound electric recorder 

and, in most locations, he sought out black community leaders to act as intermediaries.
562

  

To ensure that he gathered the most “pure” linguistic samples, Turner had very specific 

criterion for his informants, in each locale he sought out: “at least three informants” two 

of whom had to be “above sixty years of age and one between forty and sixty.  Both 

sexes represented, with one exception all of the informants were natives of their 

respective communities.  Their parents were also natives.”
563

  For the interviews, Turner 

developed a highly systematic method of gathering Gullah linguistic samples: he 

organized a worksheet patterned after those used by the Linguistic Atlas of the United 

States and Canada.
564

  It seemed that Turner had devised a research strategy that would 

avoid the biases and romantic racial sentimentalism that plagued most Gullah researchers.   
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Turner’s linguistic research plans appeared to be devoid of the popular culture 

motivations that tainted Gullah studies.  But, Turner could not avoid the allure of folk 

culture material that had become so trendy during the 1920s and 1930s.  The phonograph 

recordings that he made included samples in which subjects gave autobiographical 

sketches, narratives of religious experiences (prayers and sermons), religious and secular 

songs, folktales, proverbs, superstitions, descriptions of living conditions on the sea 

islands, recollections of slavery, systems of counting, and methods of planting, harvesting 

crops and cooking.
565

  Perhaps Turner surmised that if the Gullah had in fact retained 

their African progenitors’ spiritual and cultural traditions, then a discussion of these 

practices would yield the greatest number of West African linguistic correlates.  

Ultimately, Turner had formulated a system through which he could collect and 

document the sort of historical and folk culture material that New Negro scholars like 

Carter G. Woodson believed to be invaluable, while also gathering dialect samples that 

might actually verify the presence of African retentions. 

Clearly, Turner’s scholarly training and methodical research plan gave him an 

advantage over the other Gullah researchers that came to Sapelo Island.  Where as other 

researchers like Moore and Parrish tended to simply assume that there was a unique 

connection between Sapelo Islanders and their African past, Turner’s plan positioned him 

to actually verify those connections.  Turner also had another advantage over Moore and 

Parrish in terms of his ability to solicit raw material from his subjects: he was black.  

Turner wrote about the negative reaction that one of his subjects had when he brought a 

white colleague along on an interview.  He recalled that his colleague “unintentionally 
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used a tone of voice which the informant resented.  Instantly, the interview ended. 

Apologies were of no avail.  The informant refused to utter another word.”
566

  When 

Turner returned to the sea islands several weeks later, he reported: “I was confronted on 

every hand with this question… ‘Why did you bring the white man?’.”
567

   

Even though Turner felt that the Gullah were generally reluctant to talk to 

strangers, and wrote that they had become annoyed with people’s curiosities about their 

speech and their lives, he found that his subjects became more comfortable with him over 

time and as a result, they used more African words in his presence.
568

  Even though 

Turner’s blackness had helped him earn his subjects’ trust, the fact that he was an 

outsider to their community did present a barrier that he had to work through.  Yet, his 

visit to Sapelo Island stood out in islanders’ memories.  While most elderly Sapelo 

Islanders today do not remember Lydia Parrish’s visits or her name, they recall that a 

“learned black man” had come to their community to ask them questions.  Sapelo 

Islander Cornelia Bailey remembered the “old folks” talking about Turner’s visit to the 

island.
569

  

 When Turner came to Georgia’s coast in 1933, he relied on Lydia Parrish for 

support.  Little is known about how the two met; perhaps their mutual relationship with 

Melville Herskovits led them to one another.  Once the two became acquainted, Parrish 

made arrangements for Turner to conduct interviews and collect shout songs in the 
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building that she built for slave song performances on St. Simon Island.
570

  His recording 

device required reliable electricity, a commodity that few black homes on the Georgia sea 

islands had during the 1930s.  For this reason, it is likely that Parrish accompanied Turner 

on his visit to Sapelo Island, and made arrangements for him to utilize one of Coffin’s out 

buildings conduct and record interviews there as well.   

Turner met with several Sapelo Islanders, but he recorded his meetings with Katie 

Brown, Shad Hall, Tom Lemon, Balaam Walker and Reverend John Dunham.
571

  Brown, 

Hall, Lemon, Walker and Dunham told Turner what they remembered about slavery, 

shared transformative Christian religious experiences, they sang songs and made 

Christian prayers for Turner’s recordings, and told Brer Rabbit and Brer Wolf stories.
572

  

Unlike the other researchers that came to Sapelo Island during the 1930s, Turner did not 

come to island in pursuit of mystic voodoo rites, African musical gifts and strange 

African rituals.  Similarly, when Sapelo Islanders were not asked about conjuh and roots, 

they did not describe them as being an essential part of their lives.  

One of the more compelling Sapelo Island recordings is of Katie Brown sharing 

her memory of the newly freedmen’s and freedwomen’s return to Sapelo Island near the 

Civil War’s end.  Brown told Turner that hoards of newly emancipated slaves walked to 

Savannah, Georgia to Union headquarters and requested that they be allowed to return to 

their island homes.  Brown said: “And they get a great large boat and put all the people in 

it and bring them, and put them on the sea coast all along, until they got back to they 

                                                        
 
570 Wade-Lewis, 82. 
571 Taken from Lorenzo Dow Turner’s Recording Collection, courtesy of Professor 
Thomas B. Klein, PhD, Georgia Southern University.  
572 Ibid. 



192 
 

 
 

different homes.  And they did promise to give the people they homes, but afterward it 

was turn back to the owner-master.”
573

 Brown’s memory of General Sherman’s failed 

land distribution plan was keen.  All of her life, Katie Brown witnessed black land loss on 

Sapelo Island.   

Even though Sapelo Islanders did not directly describe the impact of racism  on 

their daily lives during Turner’s recording sessions, Reverend John Dunham did talk 

about the “change” that occurred on Sapelo Island from the time that the newly freedmen 

and freedwomen returned to the island after the war, to the period of Coffin’s occupation 

of the island.  Reverend Dunham said:  

Things are very different now from what it used to be. The time has 

been when we made plenty of cotton, plenty of corn, plenty potatoes, 

plenty peas, plenty beans.  Everything was plentiful.  Money was 

plentiful. Now it get to the place where there is nothing, everything 

become hard.  In the first of freedom when we landed on Sapelo 

Island, (I think it was about ‘65)…The Lord take care of us and feed 

us just like he feed the birds and the ravens in the field, and we thank 

God.
574

 

 

The change that Reverend Dunham described as a transformation from a time when 

everything was “plentiful” to the time when “there is nothing” was a clear statement of 

Sapelo Islanders’ poverty.  According to Dunham, when Sapelo Islanders were newly 

free and completely independent, they had everything that they needed.  However, the 

reinstatement of the plantation state on the island made things “hard” for blacks because 

now they were poor wage laborers.   

Most researchers asked Shad Hall about voodoo, conjuh, shadows (ghosts) and 

African ancestors, but Turner asked Hall to recite a prayer.  Hall prayed for Turner’s 
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recording, and delivered a heartfelt Christian prayer of thanksgiving.  Hall began: 

“Everlasting God, we come to thee o’ father to render thanks unto thee for the saving 

grace that you have given from the early rising…” and Hall ended the prayer asking for 

deliverance from earthly suffering “through Jesus Christ and our Lord, Amen.”
575

   

Turner did not provide editorial comments about the specific content of the recordings 

beyond a discussion of the relationship between specific words and syntax relative to 

African linguistic patterns.  Yet, one might imagine that he must have paused to consider 

the weight of the personal stories, prayers and testimonies that Sapelo Islanders had 

entrusted him with.  

By 1934, Turner had managed to acquire an extensive collection of Gullah dialect 

samples from coastal South Carolina and coastal Georgia.  The next step in answering the 

question about the origins of the Gullah dialect was to establish African linguistic 

correlates.  Even as Turner’s linguistic training prepared him to decode patterns in the 

Gullah dialect, he would have to become proficient in working with West African 

languages in order to prove his theory.  Accordingly, Turner applied, and was accepted to 

the School of Oriental Studies at the University of London to study West African 

languages.
576

  Once again, Turner searched for a grant that would fund his studies and 

travel to Europe.  He applied for the Guggenheim award in 1936 and competed against 

his former Howard University student, Zora Neale Hurston, for the award.
577

  Hurston 

pursued the award to continue her voodoo research, and she won the prize over her 

former teacher.  Even though The Guggenheim Foundation decided to cast their support 
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for Hurston’s African survivals research, Turner was able to gather enough financial 

support to leave for London in October of 1936.
578

  

 The training that Turner received at the School of Oriental Studies at the 

University of London, and the encounters that he had with Africans in Europe helped him 

unearth specific African roots of the Gullah dialect.  At the University of London, Turner 

worked closely with scholars who had extensive training in West African languages.  

However, Turner’s encounters with native African speakers while in Europe proved to be 

equally valuable to his work.  While in Europe, Turner interviewed more than 25 African 

informants.  The African informants represented the full array of linguistic families in 

West Africa: Bambara, Efik, Ewe, Fante, Fula, Ga, Ibibio, Ibo, Kikongo, Mende, Twi, 

Umbundu, Vai, Wolof and Yoruba speakers were all represented.  One by one, Turner 

interviewed blacks from French West Africa, Southern Nigeria, Togo and Dahomey, 

Gold Coast, Sierra Leone, Belgian Congo, Liberia, Gambia and Senegal.
579

  During the 

interviews, Turner played Gullah recordings from the Georgia and South Carolina coast, 

and time and time again, connections were made that established a link between the 

Gullah dialect and its West African progenitor.
580

  

 After fifteen years of research, Turner concluded that West African linguistic 

patterns were abundantly evident in the dialect spoken by black people in coastal Georgia 

and South Carolina.  Turner argued that these survivals “were most numerous in the 

vocabulary of the dialect but can also be observed in its sounds, syntax, morphology, and 
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intonations.”
581

  Looking closely at patterns of slave importation to South Carolina and 

Georgia from Africa helped Turner establish the clusters of linguistic concentrations that 

resulted in the survival of Twi, Dahomean, Mandingo, Yoruba, Ibo and Ovimbundu 

words and personal names in the Gullah dialect.
582

  He used the more than 165 pages 

worth of Gullah personal names, words and their West African correlates to rebut the 

popular “baby talk” thesis.  Turner noted that the Gullah dialect samples collected in 

coastal Georgia were the most fruitful in identifying direct West African correlates: 

“Approxiamately three-fourths of all Gullah personal names I collected in coastal 

Georgia, principally on St. Simon Island, Sapeloe Island, and Harris Neck, and in the 

vicinity of Darien.”
583

  Turner proved that systems of counting recorded in Darien, 

Georgia were direct derivatives of Fula numerical marking systems, and songs recorded 

in Harris Neck, Darien and St. Simon Island were of Mende origin.
584

  Turner found 

words used by Sapelo Islanders, like “bidi, bidi” (small chicken) used in Kongo linguistic 

families, and “nini” (female breast) shared the same meaning in Mende linguistic 

families.
585

   

Turner’s research proved to be the most fruitful of all the inquiries made into the 

prevalence of African survivals on Georgia’s coast.  He had effectively proven that West 

African linguistic patterns had survived chattel slavery.  The fact that Turner had 

identified a survival that could be scientifically verified distinguished his research from 

Moore’s and Parrish’s.  Moore and Parrish looked for an African essence in coastal 
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Georgia blacks, an “essence” that they assumed animated all black people (but were most 

pronounced among Gullah people), which was ultimately unverifiable.    

 Turner’s findings promised to restore dignity to coastal Georgia and South 

Carolina blacks.  Since the first published discussion of the Gullah dialect in 1908, 

researchers, scholars and observers had assumed that the distinct speech patterns used by 

coastal blacks were nothing more than a mark of their primitiveness and intellectual 

inferiority.  Ambrose Gonzales, a Gullah folklore collector wrote:  

Slovenly and careless of speech, these Gullah seized upon the peasant 

English used by some of the early settlers and by the white servants of 

the wealthier colonists, wrapped their clumsy tongues about it as well 

as they could, and enriched it with certain African words, it issued 

through their flat noses and thick lips as so workable a form of speech 

that was gradually adopted by other slaves and became in time the 

accepted Negro speech of the lower districts of South Carolina and 

Georgia.
586

 

 

According to Gonzales, the dialect was the product of blacks who were “careless of 

speech” and who had “clumsy tongues.”  At first, he wrote that blacks in the region had 

“enriched” the speech of wealthy colonists with “African words,” but just a few sentences 

later wrote the opposite.  Gonzales explained that enslaved Africans quickly relinquished 

his “jungle-tongue” and explained that enslaved people “seem to have picked from the 

mouths of their African brothers not a single jungle-word for the enrichment of their own 

speech.”
587

  Ambrose’s assessment of the Gullah dialect is consistent with the view of 

black and African peoples that were prominent during the Victorian period.   The advent 

of Modernism had, at least, attempted to replace this purely denigrating view of 

blackness with an affirming view of black folk.  Franz Boas and his students, Alain 
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Locke and the New Negro vanguard had pushed for a new imagining of Africa and black 

people’s African heritage.  They called for a new view of the black-African connection, 

and Lorenzo Dow Turner carried out that mission.  Turner’s Gullah dialect was reflective 

of a people who had held on to the words and naming practices that gave meaning to the 

world that their forefathers conceptualized.  

 *************************************************** 

 During the 1930s, a picture of Sapelo Islanders began to form in the minds and 

imagination of researchers and journalists, and they projected the image of the Sapelo 

Islanders that they made to the world.  In W. Robert Moore’s imagination, Sapelo 

Islanders were human relics, primitive remnants of the enslaved Africans who populated 

Georgia’s coast.  The National Geographic Magazine “Staff Man” found in Sapelo 

Islanders an unchanging folk, bound by an African essence.  Lydia Parrish’s Sapelo 

Islanders were musical and magical—eternally connected to their African ancestors 

through the gift of musical exuberance and spiritual insights.  Lorenzo Dow Turner made 

a new Gullah.  In his mind, Sapelo Islanders, and the other coastal Georgia and South 

Carolina blacks’ words held the mystery to the African origins of American blacks.  

Turner’s Sapelo Islanders were not made by slavery, they were made by an identifiable 

African past.  Together, Moore’s, Parrish’s and Turner’s minds and imaginations made 

Sapelo Islanders Gullah. 

 More important is the fact that the view of Sapelo Islanders that emerges in 

Moore’s, Parrish’s and Turner’s work reflects 1930s intellectual and cultural 

preoccupations.  The connection between Sapelo Islanders and African culture, language 

and spirituality was constructed through a series of intellectual formulations and 
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negotiations that were tempered by popular discourses in and outside of the academe.  

Soon, the federal government would fund research that would institutionalize the 

fantasies and theories that outsiders had about Sapelo Island blacks, making African 

survivals among them a fact, and a permanent part of America’s racial, cultural and 

ethnic tapestry. 
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Chapter 5 

Drums and Shadows: The Federal Writers’ Project Explore Coastal Georgia Blacks 

and Join in the Making of Sapelo Island’s Authentic Gullah Folk 

“The funeral rites of the modern Negro, in so far as they include casket, flowers, music and 

religious services, are obviously borrowed from his civilized environment.  But the strange 

practices that color the coast Negro’s death and burial, barbaric pageantry, and the unrestrained 

mourning are products of his forgotten years in the deep wilderness of Africa.  Ages past, his 

forefathers accompanied death and burial with superstitious practices taught to them by voodoo 

priests.” 

 
-Mary Granger, Studies of Negro Survival Types in Coastal Georgia 

 

What Mary Granger Did Not See 

By the time Mary Granger, the white woman who authored the most widely 

referenced study on African survivals in coastal Georgia, came to Sapelo Island for the 

first time in 1937, life for Sapelo Islanders had begun to change dramatically.  The Great 

Depression left Howard Coffin in millions of dollars of debt, forcing him to choose 

between saving his Sea Island Resort and holding on to his private Sapelo Island 

paradise.  Coffin chose the resort over Sapelo Island, and hired a broker in Atlanta to find 

one of the few white men in America whose extensive riches cushioned him against the 

impact of the Depression, and invited him to Georgia’s coast to tour Coffin’s property.
588

  

Richard “R.J.” Reynolds was just twenty-six years old when he began to entertain the 

prospects of purchasing Howard Coffin’s Sapelo Island holdings in 1934.
589

  Reynolds, 

the heir to a tobacco fortune, was looking for a private hideaway, and Coffin’s oasis 

seemed like the perfect fit.   Just five years earlier, Reynolds served five months in jail in 
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Britain for manslaughter—he struck and killed a man while driving drunk while 

travelling in Europe, so he needed a refuge from the watchful eyes of news reporters.
590

  

So, in 1934, R.J. Reynolds purchased Coffin’s Sapelo Island holdings for $700,000, 

which was only ten percent of the property’s value, and spent an additional $50,000 

dollars to buy Coffin’s luxury yacht.
591

   

R.J. Reynolds did not take possession of the island right away, and when he did in 

move into the “big house” in 1936, he primarily used the island as a seasonal vacation 

home, leaving white island managers to oversee the island’s operations in his absence.  

He retained all of Coffin’s Sapelo Island industries, and focused most of his attention on 

updating his new mansion: Reynolds installed a heating and cooling system in the big 

house, built an indoor pool, constructed a bowling alley in the basement and hired a 

muralist to paint tropical scenes on the mansion’s walls.
592

   He made some changes to 

the Quadrangle building (guests and white worker’s quarters) too: he had a movie theater 

built on the building’s second floor.
593

   

While R.J. Reynolds readied his island hideaway for his opulent lifestyle, Sapelo 

Islanders adjusted themselves to the series of changes instituted by the island’s new white 

patriarch.  Emmett Johnson went to work for his new boss right away.  Ronister Johnson 

reported that his father built Reynolds’ 61-foot passenger and utility boat, the Kit Jones, 

but he did not get credit for building the boat used to transport passengers, mail and 
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supplies for Reynolds.
594

  Instead, a Norwegian boat carpenter, Hulga Spar, was noted as 

the mastermind behind the Kit Jones’s construction.
595

  Surely Johnson’s new boss was 

pleased with his work and ranked him high among his most valuable employees, but 

working for Reynolds may have placed Emmett Johnson and his family at the center of 

tensions that were budding between Sapelo Islanders.  Reynolds’ occupation of Sapelo 

Island deepened a growing divide between the Sapelo Islanders who worked at the big 

house, the people who worked in the fields and maintained the roads, and the people who 

held on to their economic independence by farming and fishing for profit.  Cornelia 

Walker Bailey, the daughter of the woman that W. Robert Moore photographed—Hettie 

Walker, wrote “It wasn’t too different from what took place in slavery days when the 

black people working around the Big House grew to think that they were more important 

than the people working in the field.”  Bailey explains: “the people on the South End 

lived nearer the Big House so they were the ones who usually got the jobs as maids and 

cooks in the mansion house or would work in Reynolds’ mechanic shop, carpentry shop 

or dairy”. She remembered that the people who lived on the island’s north end, the 

descendants of the men that formed the William Hillery Company to secure black land in 

Raccoon Bluff after the Civil War “did hard physical work like maintaining the roads on 

the island.”
596

  One Sapelo Islander explained “If you didn’t work for Reynolds, you 

could not be trusted” because the threat of being fired could not be used to control you.
597

   

Perhaps some Sapelo Islanders had begun to accept the reality that Bilali Mohammed 
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embraced during the antebellum period: working for powerful whites yielded greater 

benefits than did resistance.  But the “benefits” that came along with working for Coffin 

or Reynolds were few, and they did not include a pathway out of poverty nor did they 

furnish methods to secure their ancestral lands.       

Reynolds’ occupation of Sapelo Island provided plenty of provocation for black 

resistance.  During much of the 1930s and 1940s, R.J. Reynolds “acquired” large tracts of 

land owned by Sapelo Islanders, moving the bulk of the island’s residents into Hog 

Hammock.  One journalist describes Reynolds’ land acquisitions, and writes “he 

consolidated the scattered black communities on Sapelo Island into one at Hog 

Hammock, thus enabling him to gain clear title to other areas.”
598

  Reynolds’ efforts to 

“consolidate” black land holdings on the island were achieved through unscrupulous 

maneuvers that enabled him to control most of the land on the island.   

Reynolds acquired land through a series of land swap schemes and other 

maneuvers designed to secure large tracts of land.  He took advantage of the fact that 

many family properties had been passed down through generations without legal deeds 

and titles, islanders had little access to money for lawyers, and many of the island’s 

residents were dependent on Reynolds for work.  Even more disabling were the dangers 

inherent to blacks resisting white authority in the Jim Crow South.  Sapelo Islanders 

reminisce about Reynolds’ “land swap” scheme.  R.J. Reynolds took over black land 

holdings on the islands’ south end by promising residents new homes.  Cornelia Walker 

Bailey wrote: “He offered to build new houses in the community for a few families in 

Shell Hammock…they turned out to be cheap, little preassembled-type wooden houses 
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with a very inferior grade of wood that didn’t hold up well.”
599

 Sapelo Islander Ruth 

Hillery Johnson’s parents loss their Shell Hammock property in the “land swap.”  She 

remembered the day that her father marked a lengthy contract that Reynolds’s lawyers 

presented to him with an “x.”  She reported that her father was told that he could move 

back to Shell Hammock once renovations to the area were made, but the verbal 

agreement between R.J. Reynolds and Gibb Hillery was not honored, nor was it reflected 

in the contract.
600

   

At times, R.J. Reynolds commissioned his island managers to use intimidating 

tactics to force land sales.  Cornelia Walker Bailey remembers the day that the white 

island manager “Cap’n Frank Durant” came to her family’s home in Belle Marsh to 

pressure her father to move to Hog Hammock.
601

  The visit began with Cap’n Frank 

suggesting that Hicks and Hettie Walker’s children would fare better in Hog Hammock 

because they would not have to walk so far to school.  Then he promised Hicks Walker 

free lumber if he built a new house in Hog Hammock and even told him that R.J. 

Reynolds would continue to pay him on the days that he took off from work to build the 

house.  When Hicks Walker declined Reynolds’ offer, the island manager responded “ 

‘Well Hicks, you know it’d be too bad if you lose your job and have to go to the 

mainland and your family have to fend for themselves.’ ”
602

  The prospects of economic 

banishment from the island and leaving his family behind was too horrible for Hicks 

Walker to consider, so he moved his family to Hog Hammock. 
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Despite the fact the R.J. Reynolds single handedly minimized black land holdings 

on Sapelo Island, some islanders remember him fondly.  Betty Johnson Cooper, Emmet 

Johnson’s granddaughter had different memories of R.J. Reynolds.  The Reynolds that 

she remembered was generous: he hosted big Christmas parties and gave the island 

children toys, and gave every family a gift basket on Thanksgiving.
603

  But Cornelia 

Walker Bailey remembered him differently: “There were people on the island that 

worshipped him but he called us ‘his people’ in front of guests and that irritated me.”
604

  

Bailey described Reynolds as a “lazy millionaire we did all the work for.  He was always 

walking around with a cigarette in one hand and a drink in the other; he threw lavish 

parties for his guests and he had a whole string of wives.”
605

  Even as R.J. Reynolds 

handed out gifts to the descendants of the newly freedmen and freedwomen who fought 

hard to retain land on Sapelo, he simultaneously ripped from their hands their ancestors’ 

highest freedom aspiration. 

Mary Granger did not notice that Sapelo Islanders were victims of a massive land 

loss campaign, nor did she observe that their lives were constricted by Jim Crow racism.  

She was not interested in exploring the harsh economic realities that the islanders faced 

under R.J. Reynolds’s regime.  Granger came to Sapelo Island to hunt down African 

survivals, and the allure of their Africanness blinded her to everything else that 

contributed to the lives of the Sapelo Islanders that she interviewed.  Mary Granger’s 

Sapelo Islanders were the real life equivalents of the dark voodooists imagined in 

migration metropolis newspaper reports, and were as exotic, backward and strange as 
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were Julia Peterkin’s Blue Brook Gullahs and the Charleston, South Carolina Gullahs 

depicted in the 1935 musical Porgy and Bess.  When she published the study of African 

survivals commissioned by the United States federal government, Drums and Shadows: 

Survival Studies Among The Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940), R.J. Reynolds, and the 

white power structure that he was a reflection of, would not factor in her reading of 

Sapelo Islanders’ lives. 

This chapter will explore the establishment of the Federal Writers’ Project and the 

incorporation of black people and common folk themes in its works.  A brief biography 

of Mary Granger and the series of negotiations and debates through which the Drums and 

Shadows study was crafted will also be presented in this chapter.  The chapter will 

conclude with analysis of the weight of Granger’s work in the construction of Sapelo 

Islanders’ Gullah identity. 

The Federal Writers’ Project Joins the Hunt for African Survivals 

 Far away from Sapelo Island, Georgia, the impact of the Great Depression 

initiated a wave of changes that laid the path for Mary Granger to hunt African survivals 

in the black communities on the island.  The Great Depression took its toll on the nation, 

and federal authorities scrambled to develop relief programs that would benefit American 

citizens as well as jump-start the economy.  The result was an unprecedented number of 

programs and agencies designed to employ American citizens and stimulate the economy.  

In 1935 the Works Progress Administration, the largest New Deal agency, was born.  The 

agency oversaw government-funded projects that engaged in activities ranging from 

building bridges and highways, clearing slums, to rehabilitating rural areas and 

reforestation.  While most of these projects offered employment to manual laborers, the 
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demand for aid for American artists, writers, educators and intellectuals was a rallying 

cry that the Works Progress Administration eventually addressed. 

 The Writers’ Union demanded that the federal government include their members 

among the list of America’s laborers stricken by the depression.  The union staged a 

strike in New York in 1935 and demanded that they too, be included in federal relief 

programs.
606

  The fact the government had already established the Public Works of Art 

Project under the Emergency Civil Works Administration opened the door for 

government patronage of the arts.  But designing a relief program to employ America’s 

writers was challenging: defining and identifying real “writers” was a tricky enterprise.  

Historian Monty Naom Penkower explains, “At no time could the number of 

‘unemployed writers’ in need of relief be obtained, since that term could cover just about 

anyone who lifted pen to paper.”
607

  Yet, key figures such as Eleanor Roosevelt, and 

literary and theatre powerhouse Henry G. Alsberg, pushed for the development of a relief 

program for America’s writers and as a result the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) was 

established in 1935.
608

  Alsberg was appointed the chief project administrator, and at its 

height, the FWP employed over 25,000 Americans.
609

  The FWP served the nation by 

producing tour guidebooks of the nation’s communities, compiled local histories, 

documented regional folklore and recorded interviews with ex-slaves. 
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 America’s literary preoccupations during the 1920s and 1930s were inextricably 

tied to Modernist intellectual and cultural trends.  Accordingly, the Modernist influence 

significantly defined the nature of the FWP works and the intellectual orientation of 

many of its leading writers.   Key FWP officials were liberal leftists, social scientific 

theory enthusiasts who embraced Boasian anthropology as well as the idea that cultural 

pluralism was central to the American identity.
610

  Historian Jerrold Hirsch argues that 

federal project officials such as Henry G. Alsberg, Sterling Brown, John Lomax, 

Benjamin Botkin and Morton Royse “did not intend to be merely bureaucrats.  They saw 

themselves as part of a lager cultural project.”
611

  The FWP was a definitive Modernist 

enterprise that sought to recast America through its works and challenge the simple 

Victorian dichotomy that dominated the American imaginary prior to the advent of 

American Modernism.  

While some historians argue that the Great Depression hastened the demise of the 

Harlem Renaissance, the “vogue” for “Negro themes” that took shape during the 

Renaissance found fruitful expression in the FWP works.
612

  Consequently, black 

Modernist writers benefited from government patronage of their works.  Sterling Brown, 

Richard Wright, Frank Yerby, Katherine Dunham, Willard Motley and Zora Neale 

Hurston were able to pursue black themes in writings that were sponsored by the FWP.
613
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However, representing black authenticity and exploring black folk life remained 

controversial for black writers.  Similarly, when white Federal Writers took up the task of 

documenting black American life they tended to employ the Modernist Primitivist lens 

and depicted blacks as exotic subjects.
614

  

The burgeoning depression era preoccupation with the plight of the “common 

man” and the subsequent popularity of “documentary expressions” also significantly 

impacted FWP works.  The celebration of wealth and the wealthy that captured much of 

the nation’s imagination during the 1920s quickly gave way to the inclination to represent 

and document the common man’s experience and human tragedy caused by the Great 

Depression.  The desire to reflect back to the nation human documents and the lived 

experience of America’s working class spurred the popularity of common man vernacular 

literature during the 1930s.
615

  The experiences of the “common man” were 

communicated through dramatic photography and descriptive narratives in texts. Artists 

like Dorthea Lange, and writers like the FWP’s own W.T. Couch, are just two examples 

of 1930s artists and intellectuals that tried to reflect “the feel” of the country in their 

works.
616

  The “documentary motives” of artists and writers during the 1930s involved a 

mission to focus attention on the America that few noticed.
617

  Consequently, 1930s 

documentary subjects were largely “proletarian,” and the rise of European interest in the 

“folk” and the connection between the “soil and self” further encouraged American 
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writers and artists to look more closely at both the poor urban and poor rural American 

experience.
618

 

 The cultural and intellectual influences that shaped the FWP and the works that it 

produced were not reflective of the sentiments of all government officials and Federal 

Writers.  In fact, the FWP was constructed and directed by members of a small, elite 

literary, artistic and academic vanguard.  Many conservative government officials were 

disturbed by what looked like the FWP’s intellectual preoccupation with the “suffering 

proletariat.”
619

  The attention that FWP officials and works paid to blacks, Native 

Americans, working class whites and folklore raised suspicions about Communists in the 

ranks of the agency.
620

  A Republican Congressman from Texas, Martin Dies, accused 

the agency of disseminating Communist propaganda, and constantly attacked the FWP, 

and called for the program to be disbanded.
621

  Dies’ claims were taken very seriously, 

and as a result FWP writers were forced to sign affidavits that declared that they were not 

Communists.
622

  

Conflicts also arose between FWP’s key officials and local-state writers over how 

to represent race and class differences.  While FWP’s national leaders had a relatively 

cohesive view of how they imagined race and class, local writers often held views that 

varied significantly from FWP administrators.  Historian Jerrold Hirsch explains that 

“The contrast between views of the national office and members of the state units 

indicates that the ideas of the national FWP officials, while reflecting the New Deal 
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ethos, did not represent the variety of views regarding race...that could be found among 

the general population and that were present among Federal Writers.”
623

   

 Despite the conflicts and controversies that the FWP inspired, the possibility that 

the agency’s local guidebooks and histories might stimulate domestic tourism proved to 

be reason enough to sustain the agency.
624

  The guidebooks that the agency produced 

were designed to create a sense of the uniqueness of each featured community, which 

would in turn promote the development of a domestic-automobile-tourist industry.
625

   

FWP officials also agreed that by establishing the uniqueness of America’s peoples and 

communities would inspire rediscovery and broadening of the American identity.
626

 

 Jerre Mangione, who was employed by the FWP, concluded that the Project, “was 

a freak enterprise, a strange creature of the Depression created by a special breed of men 

and women.”
627

  However, the works produced by this “freak enterprise” carried a double 

authority: the “factual” information that Federal Writers presented in each study was 

substantiated by federal government sponsorship.
628

  The FWP also mapped out 

American social and racial categories and presented their conclusions as uncontested 

truths.  So, when local-state Federal Writers were armed with guidelines from the 

national office for conducting interviews and collecting folklore that advised them that 

“leading citizens of towns are not always the best source of lore,” they had already begun 

                                                        
 
623 Hirsch, 111. 
624 Christine Bold, The WPA Guides: Mapping America (University of Mississippi 
Press, 1999) 6. 
625 Hirsch, 84. 
626 Hirsch, 101. 
627 Mangione, 373. 
628 Bold, 3. 



211 
 

 
 

engineering the stories about the America that they wanted to introduce to the nation.
629

  

Federal Writers were instructed to seek out “an old cook, washerwoman, gardener or 

other retainer of some long-established family.”  FWP writers’ guides explained that 

“Oldest residents, close to the soil,” were ideal interview subjects “because… 

circumstances have cut them off them off from education and progressive 

enlightenment.”  This type of American became the best source for local lore, legend and 

superstition.
630

 

After Federal Writers read the manual, ideas about American folk and folk culture 

already began to form in the writers’ imaginary.  The “truth” that they recorded took 

shape within dominant ideas about the folk and were further filtered through each Federal 

Writers’ beliefs about race and class.  Federal Writers took these interview manuals into 

the field, and sought out the most authentic folk that each region had to offer America’s 

racial, social and cultural tapestry.  Mary Granger was one such writer, and she found in 

coastal Georgia’s blacks a folk culture worthy of FWP’s examination, and her study 

would permanently seal Sapelo Islanders in the nations’ imaginary.   

Mary Louise Granger:  A Federal Writer 

 Mary Granger was born in Savannah, Georgia July 8, 1897 to well-to-do 

Savannah socialites.  Her father, Harvey Granger was a successful real estate developer 

whose contributions to Savannah’s development earned him considerable wealth and 

prestige.
631

  Granger’s father was so well respected in the city that when he died the 
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county honored him by naming the bridge that crosses the Ogeechee River after him.
632

  

Mary Granger, Harvey Granger’s eldest child, grew up in close proximity to the blacks 

who lived in Savannah.  Surely she saw black domestic workers and black laborers 

moving in the back ground of her privileged life, but she would not become curious about 

their African heritage and cultural traditions until she was nearly forty years old.   

Mary Granger’s affluent background afforded her the opportunity to receive a 

first class education in the North.  She attended St. Mary’s Preparatory School in 

Peekskill, New York.
633

  After graduating from preparatory school in 1917, Granger was 

admitted to Barnard College where she majored in English.
634

  In 1921, Mary Granger 

continued her studies in English at Columbia University and received her master’s 

degree.
635

  She taught English Composition and Dramatics at Hunter College in 1925 and 

even displayed her artwork in a painting exhibition while in New York.
636

 During the 

years that Granger was a student at the two institutions that bordered Harlem, the advent 

of American Modernism, the vogue of black themes and increased interracial activity in 

New York had already begun to take root.  During these years, Franz Boas was also a 

dominant intellectual force at both Columbia University and at its all female counterpart, 

Barnard College.  Even though Granger did not take anthropology classes while studying 

at Barnard and Columbia, it would have been hard for her to avoid the growing bohemian 
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fascination with black life and culture.  Granger’s family members recall that she “hung 

out with the literary and academic crowd in New York,” and that she returned to 

Savannah with a distinct liberal attitude about race.
637

   

Once Granger returned to Georgia after an extensive period of international travel 

to India and Europe, it became clear that the Modernist energy that permeated the 

literary, artistic and academic crowds in New York City remained with her.  Mary 

Granger came home with a new perspective, one that developed as a result of her 

interactions with New York City intelligentsia, and it seemed that she had learned as 

much in her social interactions as she did in her course work.  Granger’s return to 

Savannah was undoubtedly hastened by devastating effect that the Depression had on her 

family.
638

  Harvey Granger lost everything in Depression and had to move his family to a 

rented house in the Savannah to accommodate heavy financial losses.  Harvey Granger’s 

plans to build a great sub-division and hotel in Savannah came to a screeching halt once 

the stock market crashed.
639

  Consequently, Mary Granger would be the only one of 

Harvey Granger’s children to receive a college education.
640

   

In December 1932, a package arrived at Mary Granger’s home on East 47
th

 Street 

in Savannah.  The package included a letter and a sixteen-page pamphlet from the 

Commission on Interracial Cooperation in Atlanta, Georgia.
641

  The letter’s author, R.B. 

Eleazer wrote to Granger: “In response to your request, I am sending material hastily 

gotten together.  With a little more time and more definitive knowledge of your needs I 
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could have done a much better job…”
642

  Eleazer continued, and lauded the Commission 

on Interracial Cooperation’s successes: “You may think it worthy of note that the 

interracial movement, which originated in Atlanta in 1919 is generally recognized 

abroad, as well as in this country, as the most significant contribution that has yet been 

made in the field of race relations.”
643

  While the specific nature of Mary Granger’s 

request to the Commission on Interracial Cooperation is unknown, and seemed to be 

unclear even to R.B. Eleazer, the pamphlet that he sent her was clearly designed to 

highlight the achievements and contributions of black Americans to the nation.   

“America’s Tenth Man: A Brief Survey of the Negro’s Part in American History” 

was published by the Commission on Interracial Cooperation and written R.B. Eleazer.
644

  

The title of the pamphlet is explained on the first page: “Of the total population of 

122,000,000 in the United States in 1930, 11,891,143 were of African decent, or 

approximately one in ten.  This ‘Tenth Man’ is not a newcomer or an alien.  His ancestors 

began to arrive hundreds of years ago with the early settlers.”
645

 The pamphlet discussed 

the introduction of American slavery, and posited the thesis that blacks brought much of 

their African culture with them to America: “Did these slaves come to America empty-

handed, or did they have some heritage of native endowment and skill, and even of 

civilization?”  Eleazer answered the question by pointing out that Africans were among 

the first humans to smelt iron, which perhaps explained the dominance of black 
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blacksmiths in the South during slavery.
646

  Eleazer also pointed to black folklore and 

music for evidence of valuable African survivals: “These Africans brought also a fund 

folklore and a distinct gift for music.”  In the pamphlet, Eleazer argued that white writers 

like Joel Chandler Harris should not be credited for “the pleasure these stories have given 

us…” and instead argued that the “ ‘Uncle Remuses’ who brought them to us from their 

African homes” should be acknowledged as the true proprietors of black folklore.
647

  He 

argued that black music, like spirituals, ragtime and jazz were the only “American” 

musical forms: “Music critics say that these are the only distinct contributions America 

has made to the music of the world.”
648

  While Eleazer’s read of black contributions in 

terms of folklore and music hinged on the popular belief that there was in fact “innate” 

black qualities, he did suggest that intellectual aptitude was also an innate black 

characteristic: “There was Lahmne Kebby…who back in Africa, had been a well 

educated and trained school master.”
649

  The pamphlet applauded Phillis Wheatly’s work, 

Benjamin Banneker, black Revolutionary War heroes, several black teachers and 

preachers, and the academic accomplishments of leaders like Alain Locke.
650

  

Ultimately, “America’s Tenth Man” sought to link black American contributions 

and accomplishments to their African past.  This was a distinctly Modernist reading of 

black people’s Africanness.  Upon reading the pamphlet, Mary Granger would have 

directly encountered a view of black’s Africanness that was wholly unpopular in the Jim 

                                                        
 
646 Mary L. Granger’s Papers, Georgia Historical Society, Collection Number 321. 
“America’s Tenth Man: A Brief Survey of the Negro’s Part in American History” p.4.  
647 Ibid., 5. 
648 Ibid. 
649 Ibid. 
650 Ibid., 5-13. 



216 
 

 
 

Crow South.  The very suggestion that black people’s African heritage was the source of 

their highest accomplishments reflected a radical rejection of the Victorian racial 

hierarchy.  Perhaps under the influence of the pamphlet, Granger composed several 

unpublished writings that suggest that there was a small window of time during which 

she embraced the sentiments expressed in “America’s Tenth Man,” and began to 

document and raise questions about racial inequality in the Georgia.   

Mary Granger composed several unpublished drafts of short essays on black life 

and race relations in Georgia.
651

  The drafts do not include any information that indicate 

who her intended audience was, but the documents do strongly suggest that Mary 

Granger had spent some time grappling with racism and inequality.  One essay tackled 

educational inequities Georgia.  In the essay, Granger cited a series of statistics that 

pointed to staggering disparities in educational outcomes between whites and blacks in 

the state: 

 The worst feature of the situation is the fact that in about three-

fourths of the counties schools school funds sent to the counties by 

state, on the basis of the number of Negro children of school age, are 

diverted in considerable part to the support of white schools, in 

addition to all the local tax money, which comes from Negroes as 

well as from whites.
652

  

 

In another essay that described that status of blacks in Georgia, Granger approached the 

relationships between blacks and landownership: “In 1928 the Negroes of Georgia owned 

1,444,294 acres of land with an assessed value of $13,491,117.  They also owned city 

real estate valued at $24,776,311…”
653

  In the last essay draft, Granger wrote about 
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lynching in the state. “From 1882 to 1930 inclusive there were 508 lynchings in Georgia, 

474 victims being Negroes.”
654

  She noted that, “In number of lynchings during this 

period, Georgia ranks second, Mississippi having had 545.”
655

  Granger explained that 

the decline of lynching in the state should be attributed to the efforts of white women: 

“The white women of the South who have been mobilized in a crusade against lynching 

through the efforts of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation.”
656

  

While Granger’s essay drafts do not directly communicate her personal reactions 

and sentiments about the atrocities that the works describe, the very composition of the 

essays suggest that she wanted to raise awareness about the consequences of racism in 

Georgia.  Yet, despite the fact that Mary Granger had been exposed to an affirming view 

African survivals, and had struggled to come to grips with institutional racism and 

racialized violence in her home state, her work with the Federal Writers’ Project’s 

Savannah Unit would show very little evidence of her familiarity with these issues and 

ideas.   

 Mary Granger had to secure work to help her family during the Depression years.  

Granger, a woman who remained unmarried her entire life, could no longer depend on 

her father for monetary support, nor could she rely on the success of the one novel that 

she published, Wife to Pilate (1929), to secure her financially.
657

  For Mary Granger, the 

opening of the Federal Writers’ Project’s Savannah Unit office could not have come at a 

better time.  She was appointed the supervisor of the Savannah Unit.  It is likely that her 
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academic background, the fact that she published a novel (which made her a “real 

writer”), and her family’s reputation in the city guaranteed her appointment as the leader 

of the Savannah Unit.  She supervised more than twenty employees at the Savannah Unit 

office.
658

  Among her employees were newspaper and radio writers, poets, 

chartographers, law students, clerical workers and typists that acted as secretaries, 

editors, abstractors, research assistants, supervising clerks, typists and research 

fieldworkers for the Federal Writers’ Project.
659

  Granger was the foremost authority at 

the Savannah Unit office, and she harvested that authority and led her staff in a quest to 

document the region’s uniqueness.        

 

 

 

Mary Granger and the National Federal Writers’ Project Office Negotiate the 

Africanness of Coastal Georgia Blacks 

 Mary Granger led her staff through the near completion of six projects.  The 

Savannah Unit spent eight months assembling the Savannah Guide (1937) that “portrays 

a verbal picture of the city of yesterday and today.”
660

 Granger’s description of the 

guide’s chapter on “Negro life” reveals traces of “America’s Tenth Man’s” influence: 

“Not the least interesting is the chapter on Negro life and history written by the Negro 

workers on the project, revealing the important part that the Negro has played in the 
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progress not only of Savannah but the entire South.”
661

  The Savannah Unit conducted a 

historical survey of Chatham County plantations, archiving legal documents and family 

records from forty plantations.
662

  Granger’s office also compiled a photographic essay of 

Savannah and collected Chatham County historical maps.
663

  Yet, none of these projects 

would garner as much attention as the Savannah Unit’s study of African survivals in 

coastal Georgia. 

 Mary Granger knew that an African survival study would attract attention, and 

she probably hoped that attaching her name to a survival study would make her famous.  

After all, she only needed to pay attention to the career of her fellow Barnard College 

alumnae Zora Neale Hurston to realize that the voodoo-African survivals link had 

become a popular topic.  Similarly, Franz Boas’ other student, Melville Herskovits, made 

his anthropological mark championing African survivals theories.  Granger could not 

help but be aware of the popularity of and sensational appeal of African fueled-voodoo 

tales that ran in migration metropolis news papers, featured in Broadway shows and in 

movie theatres.  Surely, she knew that just three years before she began African survivals 

hunting on Georgia’s coast, W. Robert Moore had introduced National Geographic 

Magazine’s readership to the exotic Africanness of coastal Georgia blacks.  The success 

that Pulitzer Prize winner Julia Peterkin earned for her Gullah tales she published during 

the 1920s and early 1930s, as well as the popular excitement generated by Peterkin’s 

1933 ethnographic report on South Carolina Gullahs, Roll, Jordan, Roll, inspired Mary 
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Granger to conduct her own study on blacks.  Granger was so stirred by Roll, Jordan, 

Roll that she cited the study several times in the “Studies of Negro Survival Types In 

Coastal Georgia” manuscript.
664

  It is also possible that the pervasive nature of African 

survivals described in the “America’s Tenth Man” pamphlet stuck with Mary Granger 

and motivated her to explore African retentions among local blacks.  More important still 

was the fact that the national FWP office instructed their writers to include “folklore” and 

“folk customs” in state guides, and specifically instructed Federal Writers to document 

“superstitions” as evidence of folk culture.
665

  According to Granger’s calculations, the 

strange African derived spiritual practice of coastal Georgia’s Gullah folk was the ideal 

case study through which national FWP expectations could be achieved, and provide her 

personal success.   

 As the Savannah Unit supervisor, it was Mary Granger’s job to secure state and 

national FWP administrator’s support for each project.  Granger described the project 

approval process in a Savannah Unit FWP brochure:  

Material is assembled under a plan approved by the National office of 

the Writers’ Program.  After approval by State and National offices 

this material, checked, verified, and edited, is ready for publication.  

Sponsor or Publisher assumes publication costs.
666

 

 

While the Savannah Guide moved smoothly through the state and national approval 

process and was published by the University of Virginia Press in 1937 as a part of the 
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American Guide Series, the Drums and Shadows study proved to be the most 

controversial and contentious project that emerged from the Savannah office.  The 

“Studies of Negro Survival Types In Coastal Georgia” manuscript, that ultimately 

became Drums and Shadows; Survival Studies Among The Georgia Coastal Negroes 

(1940), barely survived national FWP administrator’s scrutiny.   

National FWP officials had good reason to be concerned about the accuracy and 

legitimacy of the Savannah Unit’s African survivals study.  During the 1930s, a very fine 

line separated African survival studies from essentialist race fantasies.  Distinguishing 

authentic and distinct black cultural traits was a difficult task given the pervasive nature 

of racial stereotypes that had been presented by whites as biological truths in the years 

before the 1920s and 1930s.  Even more daunting was the fact that during the 1920s and 

1930s, popular ideas about the relationship between blacks and their African ancestry 

were so heavily concentrated around a secretive spiritual primitivism that almost 

everything that onlookers observed about black life was attributed to a persistent African 

essence.  W. Robert Moore’s and Lydia Parrish’s insistences that every activity that 

Sapelo Islanders concealed from whites was absolutely African in nature, and even the 

fact that their attempts to conceal their activities were interpreted as an “African 

survival,” is a perfect example of the messy nature of survivals hunting.  Additionally, 

the precarious relationship between the “observed” and the “observer” further 

complicated African survivals hunting.  The racial and social location of the “observer” 

significantly shaped how he or she understood what they observed.  Moreover the 

“observed” responded to the racial and social location of the “observer,” and tailored 

their responses to inquiries according to the benefits or risks associated with the 
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researchers position in society.  Yet, the fact remained that in the 1920s and 1930s 

southern blacks were just a few generations removed from their West African 

progenitors, which guaranteed that they had retained some vestiges of the West African 

culture.  Lorenzo D. Turner’s systematic, scholarly research proved that if done properly, 

African survivals studies could reveal an African influence on black culture.  The left 

leaning, social scientific minded, Boasian, Modernist FWP officials were conscious of all 

these issues, and as a result, they subjected Granger’s survival study to extended scrutiny 

and debate.  

Sometime during 1936, Mary Granger began hunting African survivals among 

black communities in coastal Georgia.  She left her Savannah office and the confines of 

the white world, accompanied by research assistants and began her journey into the 

shadowy world of black coastal Georgians.  She interviewed several blacks, and observed 

their ceremonies and caught glimpses of their lives and recorded her findings.  In the 

draft, Granger did not include any specific information about the locales that she visited, 

nor did she identify the people that she interviewed.  Instead, she wrote about coastal 

Georgia blacks as she understood them—purely from her perspective, unmediated by 

scholarly analysis.  She furnished lengthy footnotes that citied works written by white 

African missionaries in order to substantiate claims that what she saw among coastal 

Georgia blacks was in fact African in nature, making behaviors, rituals, qualities and 

traits that she observed authentic African survivals. 
667
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The manuscript began with a note on the importance of conducting African 

survivals research in coastal Georgia.  Granger explained that while many books had 

been written to describe the “folk customs of the Negro,” coastal Georgia blacks 

presented a unique opportunity for researchers: “in this section where primitive people 

have been more or less racially distinct the field is so wide that intensified study in 

special areas still reveals valuable information.”
668

  She pointed out that “the Negro of 

this section is perhaps closer to his native Africa than any other in this country.”
669

  It was 

certainly true that during the 1930s, many black communities in the American south had 

been established for generations, going far back into the antebellum period, and perhaps 

even to the first slaves in family lines to come to America.  However, Granger’s 

assessment of their Africanness was not grounded in specific black-African correlates, 

but instead, originated in her own fantasies about the inherent qualities associated with 

blackness that she learned as a part of her own racial indoctrination as a white woman in 

America. 

The manuscript was divided into six sections.  The first section titled 

“Background of the Coastal Georgia Negro” described the history of blacks in the region 

from the inception of the slave trade through Reconstruction.  Here Granger attempted to 

trace the “African” to “black” transformation in the region, describing the slow and 

steady introduction of the African to civilization.  At the end of the section, the point 

during which the “African” to “black” transformation was near complete, she concluded: 

“Like his white neighbor, he works for his home, his church and his country.  To many 
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movements for the betterment of humanity, he is a generous contributor.”
670

  While 

Granger’s conclusion appears to have elevated coastal Georgia blacks above the realm of 

the simple primitive, and even suggests that whites and blacks were near equals, the next 

line reveals the slippery nature of the Modernist Primitivist.   Modernist Primitivists 

dangerously teetered the race line, sometimes falling on the side that reflected the 

Victorian view of blackness, and sometimes falling on the side that reflected a Modernist 

view of blackness.  “Yet, despite his social and economic advancement, like members of 

other races, he responds under excitement to the fundamental racial trait of his African 

heritage.”
671

 She continued, “It is these natural reactions that link the educated Afro-

American citizen to his African forebear and to the humbler type of Negro, still primitive 

in his outlook.”
672

  

 The inherent, quasi-biological “racial trait” that Granger argued could be 

triggered in even the most educated, “civilized” blacks consisted of the belief in 

superstition, spirits, voodoo doctors and voodoo rites, as well as the demonstration of 

unrestrained emotional displays, musical exuberance and a childlike disposition.
673

  This 

was Mary Granger’s conceptualization of African survivals, and this view was reflected 

throughout the manuscript.  In each section, Granger pointed out what she understood to 

be remnants of the voodoo-fueled African character.  She wrote about black 

“Ceremonies” in coastal Georgia: baptisms, marriages and burial rites and she identified 

them as being uniquely African.  A section of the manuscript was dedicated to black 
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“Superstitions and Beliefs,” the Gullah dialect, a catalogue of songs and interviews with 

ex-slaves.
674

  

Mary Granger’s assessment of coastal Georgia black’s “ceremonies” were rooted 

in her belief that black traditions, even when they were Christian in origin, revealed a 

superstitious, voodoo-fueled African character that was cultured by African ignorance.  

“Hence from the beginning, ceremonies were the outward expression of the inward awe 

the Negro felt before forces he did not understand.”
675

  Unlike Melville Herskovits, 

Granger did not imagine that within the African context “ceremonies” reflect a 

cosmology equal to the formulations through which Europeans conceptualized reality.  

Nor did she assume, as Herskovits had, that the presence of non-European forms of 

expression in black religious ceremonies reflected a sophisticated negotiation of distinct 

worldviews.  Instead, she surmised that “the Negro unconsciously injected into Christian 

service certain ceremonial survivals of a pagan past.”
676

  She explained that coastal 

Georgia blacks, “under the emotional stress of conversion…or when moved in the 

presence of death that the Coast Negro reverts once more to his primitive instincts.”
677

  

She pointed to “shouting” as an example of this reversion, and described the phenomenon 

as a “common barbaric survival of an African heritage.”
678

  Similarly, she linked black 

baptisms to “his African love of ostentation and pageantry,” and declared that songs sung 
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during baptisms “the rhythm of his singing, his loud simple ecstasy, and his unrestrained 

emotionalism are the pagan heritage of his jungle background.”
679

 

Granger found coastal Georgia black marriage ceremonies to be equally primitive.  

In particular, Granger was struck by the prevalence of “voodoo superstitions pertaining to 

nuptials.”
680

  Granger wrote that brides wear traditional white, but “she probably has a 

‘lucky dime’ tied around her ankle.”
681

  As for the groom’s voodoo accessories, Granger 

wrote: “The groom, too is guarding against evil with an amulet in the form of a watch or 

a luck ring.”
682

   She also noted that coastal Georgia blacks “kept his childlike capacity 

for pleasure in happy occasions and a love for color and splendor.”
683

   Even the wedding 

reception reminded Granger of an African ritual scene: “As the musicians cast off the 

borrowed beat of the white man’s music and pour out strange rhythms from the past, the 

dancers create barbaric steps, jerking their bodies and clapping their hands with 

hilarity.”
684

  

 Granger’s description of black burial rituals clearly reflected the dominant view 

of black voodoo rites embodied in the voodoo craze.  She argued that there were elements 

of black funerals that coastal Georgia blacks “borrowed from his civilized environment,” 

like “casket, flowers, music and religious services.”  But Granger also observed what she 

understood to be “strange practices that color the coast Negro’s death and burial.”  

Among these “strange practices” that Granger presented as evidence of the “barbaric 
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pageantry” that marked black funerals was “unrestrained mourning.”  Granger 

characterized black people’s grief expressions as “products of his forgotten years in the 

deep wilderness of Africa.  Ages past, his forefathers accompanied death and burial with 

superstitious practices taught to them by voodoo priests.”
685

  Salt sprinkled on the 

stomachs of dead corpses, “set ups with the dead” designed to keep “ju-ju” from stealing 

the body, children passed over graves to keep them from dying, and salt and ash placed 

under coffins to prevent fatal illnesses from spreading were noted as primitive African 

survivals.
686

 

 The “Superstition and Beliefs of the Coastal Negro” section was almost an exact 

replica of the numerous voodoo reports that ran in migration metropolis newspapers.  

Mary Granger analyzed what she believed was the black propensity toward being fearful 

and superstitious: “With the beat of the jungle drums still sounding faintly in his ears, the 

black man finds himself still bowing before forces he does not understand.”
687

  Mary 

Granger’s coastal Georgia blacks shielded themselves from dangerous spells and evil 

spirits by consulting with “Root and Conjure Doctors,” who like Julia Peterkin’s 

character Daddy Cudjoe, lived “apart from the others in an isolated or wooded 

section.”
688

  These “witch doctors in modern guise” furnished coastal Georgia blacks 

with amulets and charms, and “hold sway over a large percentage of their superstitious 

fellowmen.”
689

  She identified Graveyard dirt, Lucky Hand Root, Five Finger Grass, and 
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Adam and Eve Root as just a few of the elements used by voodoo doctors to aid their 

clients attempts to avert or inflict harm.
690

 

Granger paid little attention to the Gullah dialect, and even less attention to the 

“Gullah” label.  “As has been stated previously…the Negroes of this section are known 

as Gullah, and their dialect rightly or wrongly termed Gullah.”
691

  Like Guy B. Johnson, 

John Bennett, George Phillip Krapp (whose work she cited) and the other researchers that 

Lorenzo D. Turner sought to prove wrong, Mary Granger invoked the “baby talk” thesis 

and concluded that the dialect spoken by coastal Georgia blacks was a garbled form of 

English.  She noticed that these black Georgians often used words that: “appear to have 

derived from an entirely alien source.”
692

  But she never seems to entertain the possibility 

that such words might be African survivals, and instead concludes that the Gullah dialect 

derived from obsolete forms of English words.
693

   

The entire “Studies of Negro Survival Types In Coastal Georgia” manuscript was 

nearly one hundred and forty pages in length, and maintained the same basic thesis and 

belief about African survivals throughout.  While some of the practices and beliefs that 

Granger pointed to could have derived from scraps of African cosmology, her ability to 

analyze and contextualize these possible survivals was hampered by her lack of scholarly 

training and her personal prejudices.  Granger’s only “knowledge” of the West African 

culture came from problematic missionary reports, and her observations were tainted by 

her own view of blacks inherent inferiority.  Oblivious to the manuscript’s problems, 
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Mary Granger was excited about the work and eagerly sent it off to the state FWP 

administrators in July 1937 for approval.
694

  But right away, signs of FWP administrative 

resistance to the project surfaced.  The Georgia state FWP office administrators were 

uneasy about signing off on Granger’s survival study so they instructed her to submit the 

draft to Sterling Brown, the national administrator responsible for editorial work on all 

FWP projects involving black life.
695

  

Sterling Brown was the only black Harlem Renaissance writer who was able to 

parlay his success as a poet into a federal administrative position with the FWP.  Brown 

was both a seasoned writer and an accomplished academic.  Brown graduated from 

Williams College and received a graduate degree from Harvard University in 1923.  A 

champion of black folklore studies, he was one of the early black pioneers of the artistic 

use of black dialect in literary works.  So, when black leaders pressured Henry G. 

Alsberg to appoint a black scholar knowledgeable about literature and black history to 

oversee FWP projects involving black people, Sterling Brown was identified as the best 

candidate for the position.
696

  In 1936, Sterling Brown left his position as an English 

professor at Howard University to accept the appointment as the FWP Editor of Negro 

Affairs.
697

  Working with a small editorial staff that consisted of two Howard University 
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researchers, Brown took on the near impossible task of ensuring that FWP Writers 

“accurately” represented blacks in their works.
698

 

Mary Granger was confident in her study and did not shy away from having it 

reviewed.  In a letter that she sent to Samuel Tupper, Jr., the Georgia State Director of the 

FWP, she welcomed Sterling Brown’s review of her manuscript, and even asked that 

Henry G. Alsberg read the manuscript too.
699

  She also indicated that she was thinking 

ahead and sent the manuscript to the University of Georgia and the University of North 

Carolina for possible recommendations for publication.
700

  In August 1937, Granger got 

her wish. Sterling Brown traveled to Savannah and reviewed Granger’s manuscript 

during his visit.  While Granger had welcomed Brown’s assessment of the work, she was 

most likely disappointed to find that he thought the work needed an entirely different 

thesis as well as suggested that she read several books to develop a more rounded view of 

the subject.
701

  

 Despite the fact that Brown had reservations about Granger’s study, he took a 

copy of the manuscript back to Washington for further review.
702

  On August 18, 1937, 

Brown wrote the Georgia state FWP administrator, Samuel Tupper, Jr. and reported: “I 

have submitted it to Mr. Alsberg, with my recommendation that the project to study the 
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coastal Negroes of Georgia be approved.”
703

  Somehow, Brown managed to digest 

Granger’s stereotypical presentation of coastal Georgia blacks and their African 

progenitors and decided that the project was worth pursuing.  However, Brown’s 

approval was conditional: “I suggested that the work be descriptive more then 

anthropological, advancing the arguments that I discussed with you.”
704

  He knew that the 

study had not involved the scholarly rigor required in order to make anthropological 

claims about African retentions.  At best, Granger’s manuscript could be curtailed into a 

simple description of black folk practices in the region.  Tupper did not resist Sterling 

Brown’s conclusion, on the contrary he acknowledged his lack of expertise in the area, 

and wrote to Brown: “I did not feel qualified to pass on this work.”
705

 

 Mary Granger’s confidence in the merits of her study gradually gave way to 

impatience with the national bureaucratic review process.  She was ready to move 

forward with the study, collect more information and pursue publication options.  To that 

end, she sent five letters to Sterling Brown between September and November 1937, 

inquiring about the status of the project as well as seeking Henry G. Alsberg’s opinion of 

the work.
706

   Tired of waiting for Alsberg’s review and Brown’s written comments, and 

anticipating some resistance from the national office to the her study, Mary Granger 

sought out other academics to support her work.   
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Sometime in October of 1937, Granger sent her manuscript to Lorenzo D. 

Turner’s nemesis, Guy B. Johnson, and W.T. Couch at the University of North Carolina.  

While Guy B. Johnson had gone on record and denied African retentions in the Gullah 

dialect in his book Folk Culture on St. Helena Island (1930), he quickly became a strong 

supporter of Granger’s study.  He encouraged Granger to move forward with her study, 

and wrote to her: “Of course, we know in a general way that African survivals are 

relatively insignificant when set up against the total culture which Negroes have 

borrowed from us,” but concluded, “it would still be interesting to know exactly what has 

survived from Africa and how it functions in Negro life.”
707

  Clearly, Johnson’s use of 

the word “us” was an acknowledgement of the fact that he and Mary Granger, both white, 

shared some common culture that blacks did not.  She had found in Johnson a white ally 

who appreciated her “first hand” descriptions of “Negro revivals, baptisms, weddings, 

funerals and conjuring practices.”
708

 Johnson also understood that the very popularity of 

voodoo fueled African survivals would easily make Granger’s work publishable: “I have 

no doubt that there will be sufficient usable material to form the basis of a publication 

which should have wide appeal.”
709

  W.T. Couch, on the other hand, was less enthusiastic 

about what he read in Granger’s manuscript: “some material in the manuscript is 

valuable, and if properly prepared, publication would be justified.”
710

  Couch’s lukewarm 

endorsement included words of caution: “You should, of course, pay careful attention to 
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any critical suggestions you get from Mr. Johnson.”
711

  Couch recognized that Mary 

Granger was an untrained amateur social scientist tackling a complicated topic.  

 Although the two University of North Carolina social scientists gave the project 

mixed reviews, their letters revived Granger’s confidence in her survivals study.  She 

promptly forwarded their comments to Sterling Brown, and made clear her annoyance 

with the national office’s slow movement on her work: “We still have received no 

general criticism on the manuscript.  Please let me know if you have another address then 

the Federal Writers’ at which I can reach you more directly.”
712

 Sterling Brown remained 

calm in the face of Granger’s bold inquiries, apologized for the delay, and reassured her 

that although he was very busy, “I do intend to send down full comments on it 

shortly.”
713

 

Armed with Guy B. Johnson’s endorsement and tired of waiting for national FWP 

administrator’s approval, Mary Granger continued to conduct field research.  Even 

though she visited twenty back communities in coastal Georgia, Sapelo Island was the 

only community that she wrote about in her correspondences with Sterling Brown.  On 

November 10, 1937, Granger wrote to Brown, “I have just returned from three days at 

Sapeloe Island. I regret more than ever that you were not able to get there on your Darien 

trip.  It is simply unbelievable, even to me.  I do hope sometime…you will get down here 
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again.”
714

  What exactly had Mary Granger found to be “unbelievable” on Sapelo Island?  

Perhaps she was taken back by the scenic landscape, or more likely, she was shocked by 

the islands’ relative isolation.  Whatever the cause of Mary Granger’s awe, she would 

make every attempt to feature Sapelo Islanders in her work.  Sterling Brown echoed 

Granger’s interest in the island in his reply to her letter, “I hope that I shall see the coastal 

sections again, and this time really get to Sapeleo.”
715

 

In November 1937, Sterling Brown gave Mary Granger permission to proceed 

with her research.  He wrote: “Mr. Alsberg stays so busy with the rush of manuscripts in 

pre-final form that he told me to advise you to go right ahead with your plans…”
716

 But 

later correspondences would prove this clearance to have been made in error.  Henry G. 

Alsberg did not read Granger’s manuscript until February, and only read it after the two 

scholars that Brown sent the manuscript to delivered scathing reviews of the study to the 

national FWP office.  

E. Franklin Frazier and W.O. Brown were both students of Robert E. Park, 

sociology professors and Sterling Brown’s colleagues at Howard University.  Surely 

Brown thought it prudent to seek out the opinion of two prolific and well-respected 

scholars on the manuscript.  After all, Brown was uneasy about the manuscript, but it is 

likely that his own love for folklore studies encouraged him remain optimistic that the 

flaws in Granger’s work could be remedied.  Yet, black leaders had lobbied for his 
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position at the FWP to ensure that stereotypical caricatures of blackness did not receive 

credibility as a result of being published in a government sponsored work, so   Sterling 

Brown had to be sure about his decision.  E. Franklin Frazier’s and W.O. Brown’s 

critiques did not eliminate Brown’s anxieties: but instead, they exacerbated them. 

By 1938, E. Franklin Frazier’s anti-African survivals position had been clearly 

articulated in the academic world.  Melville Herskovits’ work had not managed to sway 

Frazier on the African retentions thesis and Mary Granger’s work only confirmed his 

suspicion that African survival hunters relied on simple, reductive, essentialist notions 

about racial distinctions in order to make wild declarations.  Frazier’s first criticism of 

Granger’s study was about her representation of black speech: “I have a feeling that the 

dialect is not authentic.”
717

  Yet, Frazier did not find this to be the most troubling aspect 

of the study.  Most objectionable to Frazier was Granger’s thesis that primitive African 

cultural traits had been transmitted to America.  On this he wrote, “It has been extremely 

difficult for specialists in the field of anthropology to secure evidence which would 

substantiate this thesis,” and concluded that “The authors of this manuscript seemingly 

have no conception of the problems involved in this type of research.”
718

  Frazier was not 

at all convinced that the African parallels for coastal black superstitions cited in 

Granger’s footnotes were legitimate: “Of course such a procedure is nonsensical.  Many 

of the superstitious practices found among these people are characteristic of folk people 

all over the world.”
719

  He suggested that Granger read a study titled “Social Origins and 
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Social Continuities” that explored superstitious beliefs and practices of white college 

students to disabuse her of the notion that what she found was “African.”
720

   Frazier also 

suggested that the project be put in the hands of a real social scientist: “if money is going 

to be spent for the purposes of determining African ‘survivals’ among Negroes in 

America, it should be given to competent anthropologists.”
721

  In the end, Frazier 

concluded that “This type of work merely tends to emphasize certain stereotypes which 

have grown up in America concerning the Negro.”
722

 

W. O. Brown’s critique of Granger’s characterization of coastal Georgia blacks 

and their Africanness was as caustic as Frazier’s.  W.O. Brown, a white southerner, 

echoed most of Frazier’s critiques.  He also believed that Granger was not qualified to 

conduct survivals research “The problem is technical and complex, beset with pitfalls 

even for the scholar and highly hazardous for the lay student.”
723

  He argued that any 

researcher hoping to make such a discovery should be well read and trained in history, 

anthropology and African cultures.
724

  W.O. Brown was also disturbed by the fact that 

Granger’s own stereotypical assumptions were  prominent throughout the manuscript.  

He explained that her use of the phrases “innate primitive instincts,” “primitive emotion,” 

“unrestrained emotionalism,” “frenzied emotions,” “jungle fervor,” “jungle background,” 

and “pagan heritage” were problematic.
725

  According W.O. Brown’s reading, Granger’s 

use of stereotypical explanatory phrases spoke more about her than they did about her 
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subjects: “Her thinking is a strange mixture of traditional stereotypes about Africa, 

primitive people and Negroes, with a dash of Southern sentimentality.  This thinking is 

itself a fine example of ‘survivals.’”
726

  He further argued that if one believes Granger’s 

logic then: “coastal Georgia Negroes turn out to be Africans in an American setting.”
727

 

W.O. Brown challenged Granger to consider the “American context of the coastal 

Negro,” and insisted that there were social and economic realities that factor prominently 

into their lives.
728

 This was certainly the case for “set-ups” with the dead and the use of 

herbal remedies, or “roots,” as medicine.  Sapelo Islanders reported that bodies of the 

deceased were kept at home because they did not have undertakers and funeral homes, 

and that the expense involved with seeing a doctor, as well as the time it took to travel to 

the mainland, made herbal remedies and “set-ups” popular.
729

  Finally, W.O. Brown 

suggested that if Granger studied poor rural white folk, “she might be less impressed by 

the uniquely African nature of the coastal Negroes.”
730

  

Clearly E. Franklin Frazier’s and W.O. Brown’s critiques reflect their anti-

African survivals intellectual orientation, but their rejection of the possibility of the 

African survivals in Granger’s manuscript was also a reaction to the stereotypical nature 

of her study.  After E. Franklin Frazier and W.O. Brown pointed out the problems and 

errors in Granger’s study, Henry G. Alsberg would not endorse the study in its current 

form.  On February 16, 1938, Alsberg sent Sterling Brown a memo in which he stated 
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that he completely agreed with W.O. Brown, “I think the attempt of this manuscript to 

trace coastal Georgia Negro Folkways and superstitions back to the African jungle is 

strained, far-fetched and unscientific.”
731

  There were obvious problems with Granger’s 

study, but Alsberg had another motivation for insisting that Granger change the scope of 

the study.  He did not want to anger the black constituency that forced him to create a 

special position to ensure that black people were accurately represented in FWP works.  

Alsberg decided that Mary Granger had to abandon the African survivals thesis, but 

instructed Brown to seek out the opinion of a respected folklorist before notifying 

Granger.  However, Sterling Brown did not pursue a third opinion on the manuscript, 

instead he sent Granger a letter outlining the manuscript’s problems and forwarded W.O. 

Brown’s and E. Franklin Frazier’s letters to her.
732

 

After waiting for months to hear from the national office, Mary Granger refused 

to accept criticisms of the project that she had grown so passionate about.  Almost as 

soon as she received the letters from the national FWP office, Granger fired back a 

rebuttal to the obvious rejection of her work.  First, she attacked Sterling Brown for 

having misled her to believe that if she made the changes that he suggested and continued 

to revise the manuscript, the national office would approve the project: “we have been 

revising the manuscript according to your suggestions along these very lines since last 

August.”
733

  Next, she explained that she had already edited out much of the material that 
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W.O. Brown and Frazier objected to, but refused to eliminate the African parallels in the 

footnotes: “But for this type of study which is not trying to prove anything (as you and I 

both agreed), I see no reason why travelers’ reports, missionaries’ diaries, etc., should not 

be taken as truthful accounts.”
734

 Then, Granger challenged W.O. Brown’s and Frazier’s 

knowledge about “pure Negro” communities.  She demanded to know if either scholar 

had ever traveled to coastal Georgia.  Granger continued her attack in a follow up letter to 

Brown, in which insisted that some individuals would never be satisfied with her study 

no matter what she did: “this kind of thing will not be pleasing to radicals who wish to 

ignore cultural inheritances.”
735

 Granger continued and explained that other types of 

black intellectuals that would welcome the work: “I believe that a group of creative artists 

who are interested in a cultural African renaissance will be highly interested—so, for the 

pique of one we could possibly have the approval of the other.”
736

 She also reminded 

Sterling Brown that Guy B. Johnson maintained that her project was worthy. 

 Granger’s rebuttal reveals much about the way that she understood race and racial 

distinction.  The proclamation that she was not trying to “prove anything,” is a clear 

declaration of how little she understood about the way that racial difference had been 

constructed in America.  During the 1930s, the very association between any aspect of 

black life and Africa automatically conjured a specific set of meanings and “proved” 

something about the inherent nature of black people.  Similarly, the fact that she did not 

understand that missionary reports could not be taken as authoritative accounts of West 
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African life: the missionaries’ view of the people they observed, which were tempered by 

their beliefs and expectations, illustrates that she did not understand the way that “race” 

worked.  Furthermore, the question that she raised about W.O. Brown’s and E. Franklin 

Frazier’s familiarity with “pure Negro communities” also speaks to assumptions made 

about the impact of education, and more so, “civilization” on blacks like E. Franklin 

Frazier.  Like Lydia Parrish, Mary Granger had come to believe that educated blacks 

were ashamed of their own Africanness and would stop at nothing to stamp out 

Africanness in blacks.  From this vantage point, “pure Negro communities” were 

imagined to be authentic, and closest to a true black essence, something that a black 

scholar would have to abandon in order to operate in the civilized world.  What made 

Frazier and W. O. Brown “radical” was that they rejected the belief that there was a 

fundamental difference between whites and blacks, and embraced the belief that the only 

difference between blacks and whites were socially constructed.  This was a position that 

Granger obviously did not agree with. 

 Granger’s rebuttal also revealed an interesting a phenomenon.  Granger was right, 

black artists had demonstrated a marked interest in their African heritage.  Zora Neale 

Hurston, Cuntee Cullen and Langston Hughes all invested considerable artistic energy in 

representing their African ancestry in their works.  Eldzier Cortor, a black painter that 

worked for the Federal Arts Project during the 1930s and 1940s, was specifically 

interested in the relationship between the Gullah and their African connection.  Cortor 

won a Guggenheim fellowship to fund his travels to coastal South Carolina and Georgia 

to paint nudes of “Gullah” women and black women in the Caribbean. 
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Stuck in the awkward position of having originally endorsed the project, Sterling 

Brown had to maintain a strained relationship with Mary Granger to see the project to 

completion.  Beginning in the spring of 1938 through the publication of Drums and 

Shadows: Survival Studies Among Georgia Coastal Negroes in the spring of 1940, 

Brown and Granger exchanged unenthusiastic letters and tended to the details of the 

project.  Recognizing the tense divide between herself and Brown, Granger recruited 

other scholars to work with, and advise her on the project. Granger’s University of North 

Carolina supporters introduced her work to the famous folklorist Newbell Niles Puckett, 

and he offered his advice and made suggestions on the manuscript.
737

  Melville 

Herskovits’ involvement in the project was inevitable.  While an intellectual alliance 

between Guy B. Johnson and Melville Herskovits was unlikely, both scholars were 

convinced that Granger had tapped into something special, and joined in support of 

Granger’s work in the region.
738

  Herskovits read Granger’s manuscript and gave her 

information about African cultures.   Somehow, Herskovits was able to ignore the glaring 

problems that her study presented.  Perhaps the fact that Granger was conducting the very 

same research that he had suggested be collected in eight years earlier was the reason that 

he supported her study.  Charles S. Johnson, one of the leaders of the Harlem 

Renaissance, also advised Granger on the manuscript.    
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Even though the project moved along, and Granger made numerous changes, 

reducing the study to a series of interviews with supplemental African parallels in the 

appendix, the chief FWP folklore administrator, Benjamin A. Botkin did not like the 

manuscript.  Botkin explained: “A rereading of the manuscript confirms the impression 

of a rather disjointed and desultory piece of work in which description, editorial 

comment, and interview are jumbled together in a feature story fashion…”
739

 He also 

complained that Granger’s interviewing technique was bad and revealed prejudices.
740

  

Botkin found almost no value in the work: “At present we have a series of loosely 

connected local color sketches, each of which is more or less a hodge-podge of chit chat 

and gossip, with leading questions and often misleading answers.”
741

  He too suggested 

that Granger look for European parallels for local superstitions.
742

  Unlike Botkin, 

Sterling Brown continued to waver on the work.  He contended that Granger had been 

right, African survivals could be found in the region, but rejected voodoo as evidence of a 

unique regional survival.  He wrote, “conjure, herb-doctoring, etc., can be found in 

Harlem, Chicago, Los Angeles.”
743

 National FWP officials agreed that the manuscript 

was inherently flawed, but they each had different ideas about what those flaws were.  

One FWP national reviewer even suggested that Granger needed to revise the manuscript 
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so that it read more like Zora Neale Hurston’s Mules and Men.
744

  However, in the end, 

they agreed to compromise.  The FWP needed to publish books in order to justify the 

agency’s existence.  One of the final editorial reports read: “If there is still disagreement 

among the various editors and consultants as to these technical details, they should, and 

we believe, can be settled by compromising differences in the interest of a successful 

book.”
745

   

  The relationship that Granger established with Guy B. Johnson and the 

University of North Carolina did not prove to be helpful in getting the manuscript 

published.  The University of North Carolina Press told Granger that it would be at least 

three years before they could get to the project.
746

  Finding a university press or 

independent donor willing to publish the work was hard given the economic climate.  At 

one point Granger even reached out to Sterling Brown, asking for help in trying to 

convince Atlanta University to publish the study.  She wrote to Brown, and explained 

why it would fitting for a “Negro university” to support the project: “I feel so strongly on 

racial heritage and especially on the fine things that are to be found and should be 

preserved in Negro culture.”
747

  The Atlanta University subsidy did not materialize, but 

the University of Georgia decided to publish the study.    

Drums and Shadows and Sapelo Island 
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 After nearly three years of offering coastal Georgia blacks sweet rolls, tobacco 

and old clothes in exchange for interviews, and negotiating with state and national FWP 

officials, Drums and Shadows was finally made available to America’s reading public in 

the spring of 1940.
748

  The interviews that Mary Granger and her staff conducted in the 

communities of Old Fort, Tin City, Yamacraw, Frogtown and Currytown, Springfield, 

Brownville, Tatemville, White Bluff, Pin Point, Sandfly, Grimball’s Point, Wilmington 

Island, Harris Neck, Pine Barren, Darien, St. Simon Island, St. Mary’s Island, and Sapelo 

Island were featured in the book.  The book included forty-one documentary photographs 

featuring Granger’s subjects and local crafts.  Photographers Muriel and Malcolm Bell, 

long time friends of the Granger family, photographed Granger’s subjects, hoping to 

replicate, yet improve upon the sort of haunting images that Julia Peterkin and 

photographer Doris Ulmann presented in Roll, Jordan, Roll.
749

  

Her methods were consistent with national office FWP guidelines for collecting 

folklore, Granger sought out the oldest and least educated residents in each community.  

She explained that this group was vital to her research because “Young and middle aged 

persons, reticent before strangers, appear dubious and suspicious.”  She wrote that 

younger coastal Georgia blacks “profess great knowledge of conjure and superstitions, 

but they hasten to say that they ‘sho ain’t gonuh tell nobody’ what they know about these 
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things.”  Granger found older blacks, like Shad Hall and Katie Brown to be “more 

loquacious, enjoy relating their beliefs and customs to willing listeners.”
750

    

 In each locale Granger and her staff asked local residents about hoodoo and 

conjuh, roots, drums, ghosts, animal sacrifices, burial rituals, witches, charms and 

amulets.  For each category, readers could find a parallel among the Ibo, Tshi-speaking 

people, Dahomean, Yoruba, Bantu, Ewe, Ibibio, Ashanti, Mandingo, Hausa and Bakongo 

people of West Africa in the appendix.
751

  Granger assigned parallels for Gullah folklore 

to lore uncovered around the African Diaspora: Haiti, Jamaica and the Bahamas were 

listed as having similar beliefs, practices and folklore.
752

   

Granger heeded national FWP administrators’ warnings and did not directly 

describe the “survivals” named in the book’s title as “African,” but she did not alter her 

imaginings of coastal Georgia Gullah folks.  Granger’s conclusion about survivals on the 

Georgia coast focused on the “fact” that “sorcery is still practiced.  Modern root doctors, 

visited frequently by their superstitious clients, perform mystic rites and promise to work 

miracles and cures.”  Granger described coastal Georgia blacks as being superstitious and 

fearful voodoo practitioners: “Many coastal Negroes view adversity not as the workings 

of fate but as the revenge of a personal enemy brought about mystic working of the 

conjure doctor.”  She wrote, “His imagination continues to crowd his world with spirits, 
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both good and evil.  Spirits of the departed are still believed to make frequent visitations 

to the earth are as real to this type of Negro as his next-door neighbor.”753   

Clearly, Granger’s conception of “African survivals” and coastal Georgia black’s 

“racial heritage” had not changed.  Even though Melville Herskovits had advised her, her 

writings show little acceptance of the idea that voodoo practices were survivals of a 

valuable West African cosmology.  It seems that much of what she recorded was reported 

for entertainment.  For example, in Old Fort Granger asked residents if they believed in 

witches and “conjuh:” “At the mention of ‘cunjuh’ the old woman lit her pipe, smiled 

pathetically, and shook her head.  As the blue smoke curled upward, she told of having 

been conjured and of how it changed her whole life in a few short weeks.”
754

  Like 

Parrish, Granger, wrote about the secretiveness of Gullah people and noted that quite 

frequently she found a voodoo doctor concealed underneath an unassuming demeanor.  

Fifty-year-old Evans Brown was one such “voodoo doctor.”  Granger described Brown 

with the same dramatic feel communicated in metropolis voodoo reports: “To see him 

going daily about his duties as janitor of the West Broad Street Negro School, no one 

would suspect unusual powers at work beneath his good-natured exterior.”  She 

continued, “Yet he not only said that he believed absolutely in the supernatural but 

proudly asserted that he could work magic himself.”
755

 

It may seem that Granger traipsed in and out of black communities without a 

sense of dangers lurking among dark voodooists, but in fact, she noted the warning Fred 

Jones’ gave her was among the most memorable exchanges she recounted.  Mr. Jones 
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“sternly forbade us to discuss conjure”, he asked “ ‘Dohn yuh know,… dat yuh might 

bring trouble on yuhsef?’”
756

  Jones did not deter Granger.  She reported testimonies of 

respondents that born with the “caul” and could see the dead and the future.  She 

interviewed witch doctors that made conjure bags and could cast spells as well as conjure 

victims.  She reported stories told to her about Africans who took flight to escape 

enslavement, midnight harvest ceremonies guided by mystical drums, ring shouts, 

conjure specialists who could transform themselves into animals and animal sacrificed to 

rid the living of the dead.  Granger was told about secret baptismal rituals and the 

purpose of gravesite decorations and shrines.
757

  When Drums and Shadows is read with 

in the context of the 1920s and 1930s voodoo craze, coastal Georgia blacks seem less 

exceptional, and more like figments of the nation’s imagination.    

 Granger distinguished Sapelo Island from the other communities that she visited.  

She described Sapelo Islanders economic and living conditions matter-of-factly: “Many 

lead an easy carefree life which consists chiefly of fishing, crabbing, and cultivating a 

small patch of garden, while others engage in regular employment at the sawmill or in 

company offices.”
758

  Surely the Sapelo Islanders who resisted the tide of economic 

domination by the island’s white patriarchs by maintaining their independence would not 

describe their existence as “carefree.”  The fact that Granger concluded that islanders’ 

constant struggle with “poverty” was a “carefree” existence reveals her racist and 

primitivist orientation.  The primitivist did not view primitives as being concerned with 
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anything beyond their base desires.  In the minds of whites like Mary Granger, the 

aspiration to accumulate wealth, obtain meaningful work, and the desire to secure land, 

property and rights were beyond the primitive.  Granger could not imagine that Sapelo 

Islanders, like other coastal Georgia blacks, were consumed by anything except root work 

and superstitions.  As far as she could tell, black-white relations on Sapelo Island were 

peaceful and in their proper order.  After spending three days on the island that doubled 

as R.J. Reynolds’ private hideaway, Granger decided that the island was different from 

other places in coastal Georgia.  She wrote: “Living an isolated existence, these Negroes 

have preserved many customs and beliefs of their ancestors, as well as the dialect of the 

older coastal Negro.”
759

   

By the time Mary Granger came to Sapelo, Katie Brown and Shad Hall had 

become veteran Gullah informants.  They were among the first elderly Sapelo Islanders 

that she sought out, and were featured in her book.  Photographs of Katie Brown and 

Shad Hall were included among the other documentary scenes from coastal Georgia.  

Granger asked Sapelo residents the usual set of voodoo related questions, and Katie 

Brown, responded “I an know bout cunjuh…I heahs bout spells on people, but I ain seen 

um.”
760

  Shad Hall, on the other hand, told Granger that he had seen people bury conjuh 

bags under their doorsteps and tie rags on gates to protect their homes.
761

  He even told 

Granger that during his grandmother’s time, animals were sacrificed during “set-ups”: 

“Dey kill a wite chicken wen de hab set-ups tuh keep duh spirits away…she alluz keep 
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wit e chicken fuh dat in yahd.”
762

  Both Katie Brown and Shad Hall did report to Granger 

that they had seen “shadows” (ghosts). 
763

  

While Katie Brown and Shad Hall had given Granger a few supernatural tales, 

one elderly Sapelo Islander refused to fuel Granger’s fantasies about superstitious blacks.  

Julia Grovernor snubbed Granger’s voodoo questions.  Granger described Grovernor: 

“Julia, very black, tall, gaunt, was slightly hostile and suspicious and disinclined to 

talk.”
764

  Grovernor told Granger, “No’m, I ain know nuttun. Ise feeble-minded. I bin 

weak in head sence I small chile.  No’m, I ain know nuttun bout witches.  I ain know 

nuttn bout root doctuhs.  No’m, I ain nebuh heah uh cunjuh. No’m, I ain know nuttun 

bout spells.”
765

  Julia Grovernor eventually gave in to Granger’s inquiries when she 

stumbled upon a topic that she liked—her Muslim grandparents.
766

 Grovernor had 

decided that talking about her ancestors was acceptable and told Granger about the two 

old “Ibos,” Hannah and Calina Underwood.  

On Sapelo Island, Granger expanded her inquiry to include questions about 

Muslim slaves.  Mary Granger could have easily learned about the islanders’ Muslim 

ancestry from either the National Geographic Magazine article or from Melville 

Herskovits, the man who first received Bilali Mohammed’s journal at Northwestern 

University.  She asked Katie Brown and Shad Hall about Bilali Mohammed and recorded 

what Katie Brown and Shad Hall told her about their Muslim ancestor.  They told her 
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about Bilali’s seven daughters and about his wives.
767

  They described his prayer rituals: 

“Dey wuz bery puticuluh bout duh time dey pray an dey bery reguluh bout dey hour.  

Wen duh dun come up, wen it straight obuh head an wen it set…”
768

 They also shared 

with Granger their ancestors borrowed memories from Africa: “Muh Gran Hestuh say she 

kin membuh duh house she lib in in Africa.”
769

  

Despite all of the valuable and fascinating things that she had learned about 

Sapelo Island’s Muslim ancestors, Granger’s summary of her visit reverted back and 

focused on the relationship between Sapelo Islanders and voodoo.  Sapelo Islanders, she 

concluded, shared superstitions prevalent among coastal Georgia blacks: “If an owl hoots 

on top of the house or near a house, it is supposed to be a sign of death…If a rooster 

comes upon the porch and starts crowing, it is a sign of death in the house.  It is also 

considered bad luck to start a journey and turn back.”  Granger reported that Sapelo 

Islanders told her that “the method employed to ward disaster is to draw a cross where 

you turned back and spit on it.”   While these small discoveries confirmed Granger’s 

thesis, the fact she did not find a voodoo doctor on the island must have been 

disappointing: “We are told that most of the island Negroes believed in root doctors, but 

that they imported them from the mainland.  There were none on the island.”
770

  

Descendants of the Sapelo Islanders featured in 1930s studies similarly report that there 

were no “root workers” on the island, and said that those practitioners could only be 
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found in mainland cities like Savannah and Charleston.
771

  Nonetheless, Granger still 

pointed out that they all “believed” in conjuh, and for her, that was a significant piece of 

evidence of their racial heritage.  

Granger may have been disappointed that she did not find an elaborate voodoo 

scene in the one place that she determined was most ripe for authentic survivals.  Yet, she 

maintained that the people were unique, and concluded her Sapelo Island report with a 

description of its African feel: 

The boat neared the mainland.  Our trip was over.  As we bade 

goodbye to our guide, we cast a look of farewell at the dim 

outline of the island.  On the journey homeward impressions 

received during our stay on Sapelo crowded against one another 

in disturbing sequence…Faintly the echo of shouting rose and 

fell in the distance.  The measured chanting of voices and 

pounding of feet seemed to follow us across the water.
772

 

 

The “impressions” of Sapelo Island that stayed with Granger, the “shouting,” “chanting 

voices” and “pounding feet” all specters of the islanders’ undeniable African feel 

followed her across the water and would influence the perception of Sapelo Islanders for 

years to come.  

 

************************************************************ 

Drums and Shadows was sparsely reviewed, and was equally praised and 

criticized.  A New York Times reporter applauded the Savannah Unit for covering 

“fresher ground” by including locales like Sapelo Island and capturing it essence before 
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“sophistication” comes to its people.
773

  The Journal of Southern History published a 

review of the work in which the reviewer argued that an attempt should have been made 

to uncover European parallels because, as is, the study’s reader is  “left with an 

exaggerated picture of African culture on the Georgia coast.”
774

  Columbia University 

Anthropologist, George Herzog’s review also expressed the view that Granger’s work 

was exaggerated, but concluded that the study’s value exceeds its flaws: “Weighed 

against the wealth of new material the book offers, however, and the immediate glimpses 

of Africana on United States soil, its weaker points are negligible and the Project may 

well be complimented on a pleasant volume.”
775

 

 Drums and Shadows became a work of lasting historical and anthropological 

importance despite these mixed reviews.  Just one year after Granger’s study was 

published, her work had already been used to bolster scholarly research; and the conflict 

and controversy, and compromises that shaped Drums and Shadows’ production were 

quickly forgotten by researchers who used the book as an authoritative source of 

information on the Gullah.  In 1941, William R. Bascom, Melville Herskovits’ first 

graduate student, published an essay titled “Acculturation Among the Gullah Negroes” in 

American Anthropologist. In the essay, Bascom cited Granger’s Drums and Shadows 

study, referred to Sapelo Islanders as “Gullah” and included them in the short list of 
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locales in the coastal regions where “African elements” are most pronounced.
776

  In 

Bascom’s essay, it becomes evident that Granger’s amateur and problematic theories 

have become fact.  More shocking is that he cited Julia Peterkin’s novel, Black April 

(1927) too.  It is obvious that Bascom was a good student, because he carefully navigated 

the fact that most of the African survivals hunting in the region had not involved the 

rigorous investigation methods that Lorenzo Dow Turner engaged in.  Bascom was 

careful to note that exact and specific African traits had not been found in coastal regions: 

“But even among the Gullah in the coastal regions of South Carolina and Georgia, where 

Negroes have been isolated as anywhere in the United States, resemblances to specific 

African tribes are very rare.”
777

  Yet, Bascom concluded that there are African survivals 

in Gullah communities, but that they were general, and not specific: “For the most part 

the similarities are to those elements which are common to West Africa as a whole—to  

the common denominators of West African culture.”
778

 In this way, the authentic 

Africanness and Gullahness of Sapelo Islanders was institutionalized as a vague, yet 

verifiable fact.  

 Since the publication of W. Robert Moore’s article in 1934, Granger’s study in 

1940, Parrish’s song collection in 1942 and Turner’s linguistic study in 1949, Sapelo 

Islanders have been grouped and identified by a label that they do not use to name 

themselves—“Gullah.”  When the descendants of Sapelo Islanders featured in 1930s 

studies were asked about the term “Gullah” they all rejected it, and insisted that it is not a 
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word that the use to describe themselves.  Paul Hillery Walker said that on Sapelo Island, 

among the blacks who live there “You never hear talk of Gullah…”
779

 Similarly, Betty 

Johnson Cooper said that she never heard anyone on Sapelo Island call themselves 

Gullah.
780

  Emmet and Emma Johnson’s son, Joe Johnson said about the term “Gullah,” 

“They makes the name.”
781

  The “they” that Johnson identified was white people.  

Cornelia Walker Bailey echoed Johnson’s sentiment: “It was something thought of by 

white folks…In South Carolina, they say they always call themselves Gullah…In 

Georgia it was never Gullah, it was Geeche.”
782

 

 The identification of Sapelo Islanders as “Gullah” in scholarly literature, and 

Sapelo Islanders’ rejection of the term, reflects the gulf between the way that Sapelo 

Islanders see themselves and the way the way that outsiders have imagined them.  The 

meanings associated with the “Gullah” label were constructed through a complex history, 

one that involved a myriad of influences and motivations.  The noble quests for a 

venerable African ancestry, stereotypical depictions of a primitive people, the rejection of 

Victorian ideas about race and the institutionalization of the hunt for America’s own folk 

are all factors that contributed to the construction of Sapelo Islanders’ “Gullah” identity.  

W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo Dow Turner and Mary Granger each 

contributed to the collective image of Sapelo Island’s Gullah folk.  While most of these 

works presented problems, they at least furnish for Sapelo Islanders’ descendants a 

repository of literature in which they can find their ancestors talking to researchers, 
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dancing for them, telling them stories about distant ancestors and posing for pictures, as 

well as providing information about their ancestors that would otherwise be unknowable.    

 While outsiders were preoccupied with uncovering Sapelo Islander’s African past, 

Sapelo Islanders were consumed with navigating complicated economic and racial 

terrain.  Securing employment, educating their children, amassing wealth and securing 

their ancestral land had occupied their energies for generations.  To achieve those ends, 

they would do whatever was necessary.  Eventually, it would become necessary to pick 

up the “Gullah” identity and put it on to secure their economic survival and stage the last 

stand to win back their vanishing ancestral lands. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Re-working Roots: Black Women Writers Use Drums and Shadows Interviews with 

Sapelo Islanders to Re-imagine and Re-make the Gullah  

 

“Praisesong for the Widow started with a place I came across, this place 

called Ibo Landing in a book entitled Drums and Shadows… That’s how 

Praisesong began, with that folktale.”
783

 

 

-Paule Marshall 

 

Mary Granger was the last researcher to visit Sapelo Island during the 1930s.  

Decades would pass before researchers, writers and journalists once again, visited the 

island.  Several factors caused the decline in interest in Sapelo Island’s Gullah residents 

after Granger visited.  As the 1940s began, World War II had become the nations new 

preoccupation.  And after the United States entered the conflict in 1941, new emphasis 

and value was placed on a collective effort to defeat a common external enemy, and as a 

result the vogue of depicting Americans as fragmented, distinct communities of racial 

“others” waned.
784

  

While World War II captured the imagination of many American writers, 

journalists and scholars, the revitalization of the black struggle for full integration, civil 

rights and human dignity during the 1950s also made the hunt for African survivals, the 

vogue of Negro themes and the uniqueness of the Gullah less attractive intellectual and 

artistic subjects.  In the 1947 article, “The Negro and the American Dream” published in 
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Phylon, Charles I. Glicksberg, a white English professor at Brooklyn College, called for 

an end to African survivals hunting.  He wrote: “If Negroes in the United States have no 

intention of ‘returning’ to Africa, why then this furor about African culture and African 

Art?”
785

  Glicksberg rebuked Melville Herskovits’ retention theory and argued that it 

undermined black efforts to be perceived and treated as equal to whites. “Does not such a 

theory tend to revive the exploded fallacy of ‘racial character’ and ‘racial inheritance’? 

Such doctrines reinforce popular stereotypes that the Negro is basically African.”  

Glicksberg posed a poignant question: “If he still carries within him the cultural survivals 

of his racial ancestry, what hope is there of ever assimilating him within the American 

cultural pattern?”
786

  

The logic presented in Glicksberg’s writings was also the philosophy of Civil 

Rights leaders—the impetus of the movement was to demonstrate the equality of blacks 

to whites and mitigate differences between them.  Civil Rights leaders had to rebuke 

notions of racial inheritance and distinction in order to establish the “equality” of blacks 

and whites.  The 1940s also saw the rise of colorblind racial liberalism, which asserted 

that there was no difference between races.  While this new manifestation of American 

liberalism seemed promising, the simplistic conclusion that eradicating white-on-black 

prejudice would easily stamp out inequality obscured the complex entanglement of race, 

class and economics in American society.
787

  Never the less, this new discourse of race in 
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America left no room for discussions about the Gullah and their unique connection to 

their African progenitors.         

 The Civil Rights movement’s war on Jim Crow racism during the 1950s and 

1960s made great strides in addressing institutional markers of American racism, but 

blacks continued to face discrimination and oppression.  During the mid-to late 1960s, a 

new group of black leaders emerged to combat de facto Jim Crow and the racial 

discrimination that persisted despite the long fought battle for equality.  The young black 

leaders of the Black Power movement, some of whom were active in the Civil Rights 

movement, rejected what they believed to be the failed assimilationist policies of Civil 

Rights leaders, and initiated a new strategy for black resistance.  The Black Power 

movement and its leaders instigated direct challenges to the white power structure, 

encouraged black separatism and emphasized the greatness of black’s African ancestry as 

a tool designed to disassociate themselves from their white oppressors and encourage a 

nationalist race pride.  The Black Power movement leaders’ agenda and methods were 

shaped by a host of complex ideas and phenomenon.  Decolonization theory and the 

failures and triumphs of the civil rights movement were among the influences that led 

Black Power leaders to determine that before blacks could work closely with whites they 

must first develop a strong internal leadership and sense of nationalism born from the 

knowledge of black history.     

                                                                                                                                                                     
 
an American Dilemma-which argued that racial discrimination stood in opposition to 
the nations most cherished ideals (121), and contends that this new racial liberalism 
obscured the complex dynamics that constitute racial and economic inequality in 
America.  
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  While the leaders of the Black Power movement who represented numerous 

organizations had distinct political, economic and social objectives, the movement also 

inspired cultural changes and intellectual trends among its adherents.  For instance, 

African Americans who subscribed to the “black power” ideology articulated by the 

leaders of the Black Arts and Black Power movement embraced and enacted this new 

African-rooted race pride, using their bodies as sites of discourse: they wore natural 

African hairstyles and African styled-clothing.
788

  The black nationalist aesthetic tradition 

that was born during this period called for a new imagining of black and African people, 

black history and black culture.  The Black Power Movement’s leaders challenged 

African Americans to learn about and embrace their African past, as well as to study the 

struggles of their ancestors and contemporary counterparts throughout the African 

Diaspora.  Much like the members of the New Negro intelligentsia who insisted that 

restoring black people’s pride in their African heritage was the key to improving black 

people’s self esteem and undermining racism during the 1920s and 1930s, Black Power 

activists looked to the African past for a restored sense of their race’s self-worth and 

value.  Black Power activists believed that blacks people’s liberation from oppressive 

racism would not be achieved solely by institutional or economic changes.  On the 

contrary, they asserted that the creation of a nationalist sensibility fostered by 

“knowledge of self” (the black-African self) was key to liberation.  A good example of 

the importance of history to these activists is the black history study groups from which 
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early chapters of the Black Panthers evolved in California.
789

  These study groups read 

both Melville Herskovits’ and E. Franklin Frazier’s work.  Despite the fact that the two 

scholars and their theories were largely at odds, young Black Power activists were able to 

extract form their works ideas and theories that furthered their re-conceptualization of the 

black experience.  Most important to these activists were Herskovits’ African survivals 

theories, and Frazier’s critique of the black bourgeois, which they combined and added to 

the array of intellectual influences from which they crafted their ideology.  Black Panther 

historian Donna Jean Murch explains: “Although Herskovits’ work received a cold 

reception initially, Myth became very influential… the anthropologist helped to provide 

historical logic for a reinvigorated, anticolonial Black nationalism.”
790

  They embraced 

both scholars’ works, using Herskovits’ research to fuel their imaginings of a glorious 

African past, and their fantasies about enslaved blacks who were defiant and determined 

to hold on to their African traditions despite chattel slavery.  Frazier’s studies were 

equally important to Black Power enthusiasts.  Frazier’s Black Bourgeoisie (1957), a 

study that attacked the black middle class for what he understood to be their complacency 

in the face of Jim Crow racism, helped young black study group members craft anti-

assimilationist rhetoric.
791

 

Black Power activists also demanded that academic institutions on every level of 

the American educational system begin to fully incorporate black and African history and 
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arts into its curriculum.  The Black Studies movement emerged largely as a result of this 

push.  Student protests and sit-ins forced colleges and universities to establish academic 

programs that explored the black experience in Africa and in the African Diaspora.
792

 

During the late 1960s scholars, students and Black Power activists and enthusiasts 

combed the annals of African history, black history and black culture looking for 

evidence of black people’s historic resistance to oppression; blacks’ experiences during 

slavery; the greatness of ancient Africa; and the retention of African culture in black 

communities throughout the Diaspora.  Black Studies activists’ insistence that there was a 

unique black experience that needed to be examined and explored shifted race discourse 

back to the idea of racial distinctiveness.  Their efforts resulted in the reappearance of the 

black folklore and survivals studies conducted during the 1920s and 1930s.  Within the 

context of black nationalist-black aesthetic discourse, African survivals re-emerged as the 

quintessential evidence of a distinct black cultural tradition that derived from Africa, and 

the Gullah, once again, surfaced in response to scholars’ and black studies students’ 

interest in the connection between black Americans and their African past.
793

  This shift 
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set the stage for Sapelo Islanders to re-emerge as subjects of scholarly and artistic 

interest.  

This chapter examines the way that black women writers, influenced by the Black 

Studies movement, used Mary Granger’s writings about black Sapelo Islanders in their 

fictional works and transformed the Gullah from 1930s “beloved primitives” to “beloved 

African American ancestors.”  I will analyze Toni Morrison’s, Paule Marshall’s Gloria 

Naylor’s and Julie Dash’s use of 1920s and 1930s Gullah research, and more specifically, 

1920s and 1930s Sapelo Islanders’ interviews in their writings.  This chapter explores the 

persistence of 1920s and 1930s Gullah researchers’ preoccupations in the works of black 

women fiction writers as well as analyzes the new interpretive lens that black women 

brought to Modernists Primitivists’ fantasies about the Gullah and the changing meanings 

of African survivals. 

Black Women Writers Discover Sapelo Islanders 

The renewed interest in black culture and African survivals that resulted from the 

Black Studies movement produced new works built on 1920s and 1930s folk culture and 

survival studies.  One example of the resurgence of interest in black folklore and folk past 

is Alice Walker’s resurrection of Zora Neale Hurston’s works in an article published in 

Ms. Magazine in 1975.  Walker’s “In Search of Zora Neale Hurston” discusses both 

Hurston’s fiction and anthropological work, and the article helped to revive interest in 

Hurston’s writings and the folklore that she documented.  Two years after Walker’s 

article was published, Lawrence Levine’s landmark study Black Culture and Black 
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Consciousness: Afro- American Folk Thought From Slavery to Freedom (1977), an 

intellectual history that traces shifts in black folk thought and expressions in order to 

reveal the ways that blacks imagined themselves and the oppressive society in which they 

lived, was published.  In the study, Levine referenced folklore and practices recorded in 

Mary Granger’s Drums and Shadows and Lydia Parrish’s Slave Songs from the Georgia 

Sea Islands, more than twenty times to bolster his arguments, and Levine featured “sea 

island” blacks as proprietors of sophisticated and complex intellectual formulations that 

articulated resistance to white supremacy.   

 Drums and Shadows was by far the most widely referenced Gullah study in the 

works of Levine and other practitioners of Black Studies.  In referencing the work, these 

scholars seem unaware of the books controversial past, and do not question the 

information in Granger’s reports.  In particular, Granger’s interviews with Sapelo 

Islanders have captured scholars’ attention.  Instead of analyzing Granger’s approach, 

anthropologist Robert Farris Thompson uses her interviews with Sapelo Islanders in 

Flash of Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and Philosophy (1984) to establish the 

presence of Kongo cosmology in America.
794

  Likewise, historian Julia Floyd Smith cited 

Drums and Shadows in her study Slavery and Rice In Low Country Georgia, 1750-1860 

(1991) as evidence of an African-styled folk culture on Georgia’s coast.  William 

McFeely cites Granger’s interviews in the history of Sapelo’s People: A Long Walk Into 

Freedom (1994).  Allan Austin uses Drums and Shadows Sapelo Islanders’ interviews to 

reconstruct Bilali Mohammed’s life in African Muslims in Antebellum America (1997), 
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and Michael Gomez similarly uses Granger’s work to explore Sapelo Islander’s Muslim 

past in Exchanging Our Country Marks (1998).  Historian William Politzer does the same 

in his study The Gullah People and Their African Heritage (2005).  Granger’s reports 

also make an appearance in Philip Morgan’s edited collection African American Life in 

the Georgia Lowcounrty (2010).  These works collectively illustrate the fact that Mary 

Granger’s study, the most controversial of all of the 1930s Gullah studies, emerged as the 

most useful source of Georgia’s Gullah folk.  Each scholars’ creative use of Sapelo 

Islanders’ reports adds value and meaning to Granger’s findings—meaning that 

complicates the heritage of a people who Granger simply imagined to be quintessential 

examples of black people’s primitive nature. 

While scholarly use of Mary Granger’s Sapelo Island reports are substantial, the 

use of Drums and Shadows Sapelo Island research in black women’s fictional works 

marks the most monumental shift in how the Gullah have been imagined.  It is only 

fitting that the Gullah identity, which first gained popularity during the 1920s and 1930s 

within the fiction genre as a result of Julia Peterkin’s writings, lives on in fictional works.  

But unlike Peterkin whose fascination with the Gullah in her midst was spurred by the 

popular fad of exploring America’s own primitives, the black women writers who picked 

up the Gullah as fictional subjects during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s did so to restore a 

sense of race pride and ancestral lineage that they believed black people had lost.   

The black women writers who re-imagined the Gullah in their works did so under 

the influence of the black nationalist and black aesthetic traditions dedicated to creating a 

unified vision of a black nation and promoted the presentation of affirming images of 

blackness in scholarly and artistic works.  They also wrote under the inspiration of a 
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black feminist discourse that compelled them to grapple with their dual subjectivity as 

both black people and women.
795

  Literary scholar Cheryl Wall argues that the fictional 

works that black women produced after the advent of the Black Studies movement 

reveals a consistent desire to represent the past four hundred years of black history in 

the African Diaspora and reclaim lost parts of their lineage.796  This preoccupation 

was certainly evident in the way that Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, Gloria Naylor and 

Julie Dash re-imagined the Gullah in their novels. 

 The fact that Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and Dash were entrenched in the 

academe during the years when the Black Power, Black Studies and Black Feminist 

movements had the most significant impact on the ivory tower guaranteed that their 

works would reflect the ideologies of these movements.  Toni Morrison was a student 

during the Civil Rights movement and was a professor during the height of the call for 

black studies: she earned a bachelors degree from Howard University in 1953, a masters 

degree from Cornell University in 1955, and was teaching at the State University of New 

York and at Yale University during the 1970s.  Similarly, Paule Marshall graduated from 

Brooklyn College in 1953, received her masters degree from Hunter College in 1955, and 

she also taught at Yale University during the 1970s.  While Marshall and Morrison were 

pursuing literary projects and teaching at the university, Naylor and Dash were students.  

Gloria Naylor worked her way through coursework at Medgar Evers College and 

Brooklyn College, before beginning graduate studies in literature at Yale University in 
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the 1980s.  Likewise, Julie Dash was a film student during the 1970s: she attended both 

City College and the American Film School before pursuing graduate studies at UCLA 

during the 1980s.  At the very moment when black folklore and African survival theories 

were resurrected in the academe, these black women were navigating the complex racial 

terrain of a turbulent period during which questions of race, heritage, oppression, gender 

and Africanness were raised for scholars to consider.  Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and 

Dash would grapple with all of these questions in their fictional works, and 1930s Gullah 

reports would play a special role in the way that they responded to emerging ideas about 

the meaning of racial and gender identities.           

When Mary Granger interviewed Sapelo Islanders during the 1930s she did not 

imagine that the practices that they described had any positive value within the modern 

context.  Instead, she noted their superstitions as evidence of a primitive African impulse 

that handicapped blacks who were unable to resist their innate naïve racial character.  

But, when black women writers discovered Granger’s conversations with Sapelo 

Islanders, they used the interviews to interpret and re-imagine the Gullah.  From 

Granger’s reports of “shadows,” rootwork and conjuh, these black women writers crafted 

a new imagining of a mystical, magical, powerful African inspired Gullah folk culture 

which are evident in Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon (1977), Paule Marshall’s 

Praisesong for the Widow (1983), Gloria Naylor’s novel Mama Day (1988), and Julie 

Dash’s film Daughters of the Dust (1991).  The stories that these black women tell use 

the first representation of coastal Georgia Gullah folk that emerged during the 1920s and 

the 1930s and added new meaning to the identity.  The “Gullah,” as described by 1920s 

and 1930s journalists, folklorists and amateur anthropologists in search of authentic relics 



267 
 

 
 

of African culture in America, represented an exotic, ignorant, primitive vanishing 

“Negro type” doomed to extinction.  Yet, when Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and Dash 

mined 1920s and 1930s Gullah studies, sifting through the intellectual debris of a charged 

moment in America’s race-making history, and discovered Mary Granger’s study, their 

imaginations were ignited and new formulations of Gullah folk surfaced in their fictional 

works.  

  While Granger represented African survivals as a vanishing primitive orientation 

that was bred in ignorance and isolation, Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and Dash read 

triumph, power and a cultural legacy that inspires a sense of pride and purpose in black 

Americans.  In the imaginations of black women writers “African survivals” take on the 

new meaning given to survival studies that was born from the Black Studies movement.  

This new African survival discourse argued that African retentions reflect black people’s 

resistance to white cultural domination, and literally helped them to “survive” slavery.  

Lawrence Levine’s version of African retentions in Black Culture, Black Consciousness 

(1977) clearly communicates this new interpretation of survivals.  Levine argued against 

the way that early African survivals enthusiasts characterized survivals among slaves as 

“quaint reminders of an exotic culture sufficiently alive to render the slaves picturesquely 

different but little more.”
797

  He argued that slaves brought with them from West Africa a 

world view “capable of withstanding the impact of slavery,” and they used this world 

view and the cultural expressions associated with it to survive slavery and articulate 

resistance.  While 1920s and 1930s African survivals advocates in the academe like 

Melville Herskovits and Zora Neale Hurston took survivals seriously, they never asserted 
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that the traits that they explored had helped blacks to survive bondage and frame 

discourse about freedom and oppression.  “Root work,” voodoo, and “conjuh” for white 

1920s and 1930s observers like Mary Granger marked the cultural survivals of a 

powerless, unsophisticated, pseudo-African folk who lacked the moral fortitude derived 

from dedication to Christianity.  But, when Marshall, Naylor and Dash re-imagined 

Gullah “root work,” voodoo and “conjuh,” practices that may not have existed as 

described in 1920s and 1930s Gullah literature, they found powerful black matriarchs 

propagating profound African cosmological principles and enduring wisdoms through 

which true freedom was secured.  These black women writers were most likely unaware 

of the fact that all of the 1920s and 1930s Sapelo Island researchers, with the exception of 

Lorenzo D. Turner, drew significant inspiration for their version of African survivals 

from the voodoo craze, and imagined Sapelo Islanders according to popular views about 

survivals portrayed in the media.  Still, black women writers fantasized about the 

prevalence and potency of these practices among the Gullah.  In the minds of these black 

women writers the Gullah and their mystical arts and African ancestors become the sole 

group of African Americans to survive chattel slavery.          

  Toni Morrison was the first black female writer to incorporate details from Drums 

and Shadows in an imaginative literary work.  In Song of Solomon (1977), the novel that 

propelled her into the position of a literary mastermind, Morrison uses elements of Gullah 

folklore and weaves details from Drums and Shadows into a larger tale set in the 1950s 

and 1960s about one black man’s quest into his family history that restores pride in his 

ancestry.  Despite the fact that 1920s and 1930s Gullah themes are not central to the story 

that Morrison tells, her use of research from the period is indicative of how black women 



269 
 

 
 

writers would use the Gullah in their works.  In the novel, Milkman Dead, Song of 

Solomon’s main character, is introduced to family lore about flying Africans by his 

estranged magical aunt Pilate Dead.  Milkman’s quest for gold sends him on a reverse 

migration to his family’s ancestral homestead in Virginia, where he uncovers his family 

history that is embodied in the discovery of his great-grandfather’s name. 

 The story of “flying Africans” can be linked to Mary Granger’s Drums and 

Shadow’s study.  While many 1920s and 1930s Gullah folklore collectors documented 

stories about Africans that escaped bondage by flying back to Africa, these tales were 

also recorded in several Drums and Shadows reports.  Mary Granger’s interview with 

Prince Sneed of White Bluff was one of many interviews in which stories about “flying 

Africans” were told: 

Muh gran say ole man Waldburg down on St. Catherine own some 

slabes wut wuzn climatize and he wuk um hahd an one day dey wuz 

hoein in duh fiel an du dribuh come out an two ub um wuz unuh a tree 

in duh shade, an duh hoes wuz wukin by demsef.  Duh dribuh say, 

‘Wat dis?’ an dey say, kunka tambe, quick like.  Den dey rise off duh 

groun an fly away.  Nobody ebuh see um no mo.  Some say dey fly 

back tuh Africa.  Muh gran see dat wid he own eye.
798

 

 

My gran say ole man Waldburg down on St. Catherine own some 

slaves what wasn’t climatized and he work them hard and one day 

they was hoeing in the field and the driver come out and two of them 

was under a tree in the shade, and the hoes was working by themself. 

The driver say, ‘What this?’ and they say, kunka tambe, quick like.  

Then they rise off the ground and fly away.  Nobody ever see them no 

more.  Some say they fly back to Africa.  Muh gran see that with he 

own eye. 

 

Morrison explained her attraction to this specific lore and the use of this tale in Song 

Solomon in an interview that she gave in March of 1981: “There is a certain sense of 
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family I don’t have.  So the myths get forgotten.  Or they may not have been looked at 

carefully…the flying myth in Song Solomon…is about black people who could fly.  That 

was one of our gifts.”  For Morrison, this myth stood as one of the enduring myths that 

survived among her family: “That was always part of the folklore of my life; flying was 

one of our gifts.  I don’t care how silly it may seem.  It’s everywhere—people used to 

talk about it, it’s in spirituals and gospels.  Perhaps it was wishful thinking—escape, 

death, and all that. But suppose it wasn’t.  What might it mean? I tried to find out in Song 

of Solomon.”
799

  In the novel, the myth of flying Africans has multiple meanings, but 

most important is that it was the “gift” of ancestry—Milkman was told that his great-

grandfather Solomon could fly, and the story was critical to his transformation. 

  Naming was an important theme in Song of Solomon, and Milkman’s discovery 

of his great grandfather’s name can specifically be traced back to Drums and Shadows.  

Morrison explains that names play a unique role in the experience of blacks in America: 

“If you come from Africa, your name is gone.  It’s particularly problematic because it’s 

not just your name but your family, your tribe.  When you die, how can you connect with 

your ancestors if you have lost your name?”
800

  Morrison describes the loss of family and 

tribal names as a force that produces trauma that results in a “psychological scar” in the 

black American psyche.  So, in the novel, she uses the process of naming to move 

through Milkman Dead’s story of ancestral discovery: “Most of the names in Song of 

Solomon are real, the names of musicians…biblical names…I also used pre-Christian 

names to give a sense of the mixture of cosmologies.  Milkman Dead has to learn the 
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meaning of his own name and the names of things.”
801

  It is in Milkman’s discovery of 

his own ancestor’s name, which is listed in a song, sung by a group of children, that Mary 

Granger’s report of an interview with Sapelo Island, Georgia residents is woven into the 

apex of Morrison’s novel.  While Granger interviewed Katie Brown she asked Brown 

what she knew about her Muslim ancestor, Bilali Mohammed, Brown replied: “He hab 

plenty of daughtuhs, Margret, Bentoo, Chaalut, Medina, Yaruba, Fatima an Hestuh.”
802

  

Again, Granger asked Julia Grovenor, the woman who was resistant to Granger’s voodoo 

questions, about her Muslim grandparents, Hannah and Calina Underwood.
803

  Both 

Grovernor and Brown described what they remembered of their ancestor’s religious 

practices and recounted a cake that they made during Muslim holidays: “She make a 

funny flat cake she call ‘saraka’.”
804

  The fact that Sapelo Island Muslim slaves, Bilali 

Mohammed, and Hannah and Calina Underwood, were immortalized in written records, 

so that they could be rediscovered by black women writers, is largely due to the interest 

that 1920s and 1930s paid to African survivals.  Morrison took these Sapelo Islanders’ 

remembrances of their ancestors and wove them into Solomon’s song:  

Solomon and Ryna Belali Shalut 

Yaruba Medina Muhammet too. 

Nestor Kalina Saraka cake. 

Twenty-one children, the last one Jake!
805

 

 

Also in the song, is Morrison’s variations of the magical words that Prince Sneed said 

was used to make the Africans fly: “Come konka yalle, come konka tambee.”
806

 The 
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variations in the spelling of names and words used in Morrison’s novel do not obscure 

the origins of her inspiration.  While Sapelo Island researcher W. Robert Moore cited 

what he described as islanders’ “picturesque names” like “Julius, Ishmael, Caesar, Nero, 

and Balaam” to verify they were authentic relics of the primitive past, Morrison also 

finds in Sapelo Islanders names and words a link to a powerful past.
807

  Furthermore, 

Morrison’s fixation on Sapelo Islanders names is rooted in the desire to recover and 

reclaim the virtues of the black past.  Despite the fact that Mary Granger’s interests in 

Brown’s, Hall’s and Grovernor’s Muslim ancestors revolved around establishing the 

authentic Africanness of the survivals that her subjects described, Morrison found great 

value in the report.  Brown’s and Grovernor’s memories of their African ancestors were 

invoked in Morrison’s construction of Milkman’s Dead ultimate transformation that was 

rooted in his discovery of his own ancestor. 

 Morrison’s belief in the restorative power of black folklore and the discovery of 

black ancestry was, in part, inspired by Gullah remembrances.  When Morrison read the 

stories that Brown, Grovernor and Sneed told Mary Granger, what she read settled in her 

imagination and were conjured in the writing of Song of Solomon.  This was also true for 

Paule Marshall.  Marshall explained in an interview that her novel Praisesong for the 

Widow (1983) was inspired by Granger’s Drums and Shadows study: 

 Praisesong for the Widow started with a place I came across this 

place called Ibo Landing in a book entitled Drums and Shadows, 

which was a series of interviews with some very old people who lived 

on the Sea Islands, off the coast of Georgia and South Carolina.  

Nearly everyone spoke of place on one of the islands called Ibo 

Landing.  According to a story handed down over the years, a group 
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of Ibo slaves decided they didn’t like the looks of America as they 

were brought ashore and turned around and walked back across the 

Atlantic Ocean.  That’s how Praisesong began, with that folktale.
808

 

 

Marshall did not simply stumble on Granger’s study, but sought out this sort of material 

for inspiration: “I’m also very taken with historical material.”
809

  Marshall’s description 

of Drums and Shadows in the interview was not entirely accurate.  The study only 

focused on blacks in coastal Georgia, and while Granger and her staff asked many 

residents about “Ibo Landing,” only one St. Simon resident, Floyd White, talked about it: 

Heahd bout duh Ibo’s Landing? Das duh place weah dey bring duh 

Ibos obuh in a slabe ship an wen dey git yuh, dey ain lak it an so dey 

all staht singin an dey mahch right down in duh ribbuh to mahch back 

tuh mahch back tuh Africa, but dey ain able tuh git deah. Dey gits 

drown.
810

   

 

Heard about Ibo’s Landing? That’s the place where they bring duh 

Ibos over in a slave ship and when the get here, they ain’t like it and 

so they all start singing and they march right down in duh river to 

march back to march back to Africa, but they ain’t able to get there.  

They gets drown.  

 

White’s Ibo’s may have drowned, but in Marshall’s imagination, the Ibos, like the flying 

Africans described in other interviews, made it back to Africa. 

 Praisesong for the Widow, like Song of Solomon, tells the story of an African 

American woman led to personal transformation by a magical matriarch back to their 

Gullah ancestral roots.  Praisesong for the Widow’s main character, Avey Johnson is 

more than sixty years old when a dream about her deceased great-aunt Cuney leads her to 

                                                        
 
808 Paule Marshall interviewed by Melody Graulich and Lisa Sisco, “Meditations on 
Language and the Self: A Conversation with Paule Marshall,” NWSA Journal, Vol 4, No 
3, Fall 1992, pp 292-293.  
809 Ibid., 293. 
810 Drums and Shadows, 185. 
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connect with the powerful roots of her Gullah ancestry.  Avey, a widow is on a cruise 

with friends when her great-aunt Cuney comes to her in a dream and encourages her to 

abandon the cruise ship, and embark on a life changing experience while in Grenada 

waiting for a flight back to New York.  During her sojourn in the African Diaspora, 

Avey’s encounters call up memories of summers that she spent on fictional Tatem Island 

in South Carolina.  Marshall’s fictional Gullah island is populated by blacks that perform 

“ring-shouts” and seek the consultation of the island’s root doctor, “ ‘Doctor’ Benitha 

Grant.”
811

  Avey remembers an old Tatem Islander, Shad Dawson, whose house she and 

her great-aunt Cuney passed on their daily walk to Ibo Landing.  Marshall’s use of the 

name “Shad” was clearly inspired by Granger’s interview with Shad Hall, whose 

memories featured prominently (which resulted in his striking portrait being included in 

the published study) in describing Sapelo Islander’s African ancestor’s traditions.
812

  On 

their visits to Ibo Landing, great-aunt Cuney retold the story of the enslaved Africans that 

escaped captivity and made it home: 

They just kept walking right on out over the river.  Now you wouldna 

thought they’d of got very far seeing as it was water they walking on.  

Besides they had all that iron on’em.  Iron on they ankles and they 

wrists and fastened ‘round they neck like a dog collar. ‘Nuff iron to 

sink an army.  And chains hooking up the iron.  But chains didn’t stop 

those Ibo none.
813

  

    

Marshall’s version of the Ibo Landing story was a triumph that served as a way to link 

Cuney and Avey to their ancestors in victory instead of through tragedy.  And Avey, 

                                                        
 
811 Paule Marshall, Praisesong for the Widow, (New York: Plume 1983), 30-35. 
812 Drums and Shadows, 158-172. 
813 Marshall, 39. 
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whose real name was “Avatara” was, an “avatar” that embodied the story and legacy of 

those who made it “home.” 

 Avey’s quest to get “home,” to New York, ultimately took her back “home” to her 

Gullah roots on Tatem Island.  While trying to get home from Grenada, the patios she 

heard around her made her remember the Gullah dialect.  She also remembered the power 

of the “Five Finger Grass that her great-aunt Cuney used to hang above the door of the 

house in Tatem to keep trouble away.”
814

  Avey remembered that her deceased husband 

called “her behind Gulla gold” and was reminded by a local islander that she should pay 

homage to her ancestors because if she didn’t “they’ll get vex and cause you nothing but 

trouble.  They can turn your life around in a minute, you know.”
815

  The ancestral 

ceremonies that she encountered on the “out island” made her recall similar ceremonies 

on Tatem: “She had seen it once at the funeral of an old man her great-aunt had taken her 

to, a plate prepared with meat, greens and the inevitable rice and side dish of sweet potato 

pudding  which had been the dead man’s favorite, resting on a small flower stand of a 

table next to the open coffin in the front room.”
816

  Marshall could have easily drawn all 

of these practices from Granger’s reports about roots, charms and practices to placate the 

dead.  Mattie Sampson told Granger  “Dey hang Five Finguh Grass ovuh deah bed aw 

doeway tuh protec du whole house” from witches and spirits that visit in the night and 

Susan Maxwell told Granger that “Ebry night attuh duh fewnul I put food on duh poach 

fuh duh spirit tuh come git.”
817

  In the end, Avey Johnson’s journey “home” was not 

                                                        
 
814 Marshall, 67, 107. 
815 Marshall, 126, 165. 
816 Ibid., 225. 
817 Drums and Shadows, 56, 143. 
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facilitated by a flight on an airplane, but was achieved by journeying back to memories of 

Ibo Landing and reclaiming her lineage and legacy. 

 Gloria Naylor’s novel Mama Day (1989) also centers on a homeward journey that 

invokes the essence of how the Gullah were imagined during the 1920s and 1930s.  

Naylor’s novel takes place in a fictional Gullah island on the border of Georgia and South 

Carolina named Willow Springs.  Naylor invokes the voice of an omniscient Gullah 

narrator that uses the Gullah dialect in telling different parts of the novels plot.  In the 

novel, Ophelia (whose “basket name” is Cocoa), a daughter of Willow Spring’s Gullah 

community left the island to experience life in New York City.  Ophelia returns to the 

island with her “citified” husband George to visit with her grandmother Abigail and 

grand-aunt Miranda (Mama Day) and is caught in the crossfire of a voodoo war which 

ultimately results in George’s death. 

 Where Morrison and Marshall borrow from documented 1920s and 1930s Gullah 

folklore, Naylor imagines a new myth about an enslaved person that is able to escape 

their bondage.  Willow Spring’s residents are eternally connected to their slave past 

which is represented in the enduring myth of their common African ancestor Sapphira 

Wade.  Sapphira is celebrated for using mysterious African magical powers and her 

sexual prowess to trick the island’s plantation owner into freeing his slaves and deeding 

off his plantation to them.  Her spirit is immortalized in a local multiple meaning saying 

“18 &23” which is used to describe situations in which individuals are tricked, swooned 

or hexed.  Sapphira Wade’s legacy in Willow Springs extends beyond tales of her 

mythical life, but is captured in the resident’s continued invocation of voodoo powers.  
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While Mama Day uses voodoo for good, Dr. Buzzard works roots for money and Ruby 

works a root that almost claims Ophelia’s life.   

 For Naylor, the essence of the Gullah identity is the connection to their African 

ancestors and the magical quality of African spiritual survivals.  While this assessment 

may at first glance seem to mirror the 1920s and 1930s reading of the Gullah, showing no 

trace of evolution, Naylor’s work reflects a marked difference from the earlier depictions 

of Gullah voodooists.  Naylor explains in an interview that Mama Day was inspired by 

the stories that her Mississippi migrant parents told about black women who “not only 

worked as quasi-traditional doctors, but who used roots and herbs and had supernatural 

kinds of powers.”
818

  Naylor also had a specific vision for the powerful women root 

workers in the novel: “I wanted as well to look at women in history, especially at women 

connected to the earth who could affect behavior.”
819

  The centrality of the relationship 

between women and power to Naylor’s tale clearly echoes the feminist energy that 

permeated identity discourse during the 1970s and the 1980s.  Ultimately, Naylor used 

“voodoo” to reflect her own beliefs: “When I got to Mama Day, I wanted to rest and 

write about what I believed.  And I believe in the power of love and magic-sometimes I 

think they are one in the same.  Mama is about the fact that real magic is the unfolding of 

the human potential and that if we reach inside our selves we can create miracles.”
820

  

While Naylor communicates a very personal understanding of “voodoo,” she also reveals 

a nearness to 1920s and 1930s African survivals discourse that makes her decision to tell 

                                                        
 
818 Gloria Naylor interviewed by Angels Carabi,  “Interview with Gloria Naylor,” 
Belles Lettres 7.3 (Spring 1992)5. 
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a magical Gullah tale a logical choice: “When our people came to this country, they 

brought animism with them, what people used to call paganism.  They brought their 

traditional beliefs, their traditional sense of religion.  Then they made a coalition between 

what they brought and they found here as far as religion.”
821

  Evident in Naylor’s 

explanation of the relationship between voodoo and blacks is the view of African 

survivals championed by Zora Neale Hurston and Melville Herskovits during the 1930s.  

What Naylor expresses as a “fact,” the idea that Africans brought with them to America a 

spiritual “animism” and made a “coalition” between their native religions and 

Christianity, suggests that in the wake of the Black Studies movement, Herskovits and 

Hurston won the survivals debate.  E. Franklin Frazier’s arguments against African 

survivals theories lost their potency during the Black Studies movement: Black Power 

enthusiasts’ desire to recover their lost heritage made the possibility that all African 

culture had been destroyed during slavery an unfathomable prospect.   

 More than the personal allure of voodoo magic inspired Naylor to write a novel 

about the Gullah—she was also attracted to their relative “isolation” from the white 

world.  For Naylor, Gullah communities represent the perfect black community.  Naylor 

explained that Willow Springs “offers redemption through holding out the basic tenets 

that have kept the black community strong, which is a sense of history” she continued, 

“It’s sense of community.  It’s sense of family.  It’s respect for spirituality.”
822

  Naylor’s 

imagining of a Gullah community clearly elevates this population of blacks from the 

position of backward primitives to conscious guardians of a distinct uplifting black 

                                                        
 
821 Gloria Naylor interviewed by Tomeiko R. Ashford, “Gloria Naylor on Black 
Spirituality: An Interview,” MELUS, Volume 30, Number 4 (Winter 2005) 81. 
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tradition.  Willow Spring’s geographical location was also designed to achieve a higher 

symbolic meaning: “For me Willow Springs was to be the ideal black community.  And 

that’s why it is separated from the mainland.  But there is a bridge where people can go 

back and forth.  You know.  No one’s prisoner there…But the very island itself was to be 

a redemptive place.”
823

  During the 1920s and 1930s, the distance between black Gullah 

islands and white dominated mainland communities was noted as the dynamic cultivated 

black ignorance and superstition and kept blacks in a primitive state, but in Naylor’s 

imagination, the distance acts as a buffer against the brutality of white racism and serves 

to protect the black community. 

      The “distance” between life on the black Gullah island and life on the white 

dominated mainland also factors prominently in Julie Dash’s 1991 film Daughters of the 

Dust.  Like Naylor, Dash conceives of the Gullah island as the place where black 

heritage, spiritual traditions and the black family remain in tact, while the mainland 

represents struggle and strife in the white world.  Given that 1920s and 1930s  Gullah 

researchers and writers largely ignored the racial power dynamics between islanders and 

whites, such as Howard Coffin, and R.J. Reynolds, it was easy for black women writers 

to imagine that Gullah islands were free from white domination.  

 In Dash’s telling of a Gullah tale that draws on Sapelo Islander interviews, 

several members of the Peazant family make their final preparations to leave their Gullah 

island homeland in search of a new life on the mainland in 1902.  The family’s difficult 

decision to remain rooted in Peazant ancestral land or leave, and the return of two 

daughters that had already left, sets the stage for the drama that unfolded on film screens 
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in 1991.  In this story, the rootwork of the Peazant family matriarch, Nana Peazant, links 

the family to their ancestral past and protects the family from unseen dangers that 

threaten them in their uncertain future.      

Julie Dash, the daughter of South Carolina migrants raised in Queensbridge 

Housing Projects in New York, crafted this epic tale in search of her own family’s 

story.
824

  Dash explained that “The stories from my own family sparked the idea of 

Daughters and formed the basis for some characters.  But when I probed my relatives for 

information about the family history in South Carolina, or about our migration to New 

York, they were often reluctant to discuss it.”
825

  So, in 1983 Dash took the funds that she 

was awarded from a Guggenheim grant and began conducting extensive research at the 

Schomburg Center for Research, the National Archive, the Library of Congress, the 

Smithsonian Institute and the Penn Center and discovered 1920s and 1930s Gullah 

studies.
826

  Seduced by the new allure of 1920s and 1930s Gullah research, Dash wrote 

that she decided to use the Gullah in her telling of a black migration story because of 

their unique patterns of African cultural retentions: 

The Sea islands of the coast of the Carolinas and Georgia became the 

main drop off point for the Africans brought to North America as 

slaves in the days of the transatlantic slave trade.  It became the Ellis 

Island for the Africans, the processing center for the forced 

immigration of millions.  It also became the region with the strongest 

retention of African culture, although even to this day the influences 

of African culture are visible everywhere in America.
827

 

 

                                                        
 
824 Julie Dash, Daughters of the Dust: The Making of an African American Woman’s 
Film, (New York: The New Press, 1992),1-5. 
825 Ibid., 5. 
826 Ibid., 4-5. 
827 Ibid., 6. 
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Dash’s conclusion that the Gullah offer “the strongest retention of African culture” is 

evidence of the evolution of African survivals discourse form controversial “unproven 

theory” in the 1920s and 1930s, to a commonly accepted “fact” by the 1980s.     

To replace the missing stories from her own family’s lineage, Dash adopted the 

Gullah, and made them African American’s fictive ancestors.  Like the other black 

women writers who told Gullah stories, what she read in Drums and Shadows stayed with 

her.  Dash mixed details from Drums and Shadows with her own imaginings of the 

African past that she longed for.  As a result, she birthed a tale full of dynamic characters 

and a fascinating plot captured in the first feature film made by an African American 

woman in a theatrical release.  

 By 1987, Dash concluded her research and writing and headed to St. Helena 

Island, South Carolina with a production crew to begin filming Daughters of the Dust. 

Dash had plenty of help in her efforts to craft an authentic Gullah tale: she consulted with 

historian Margaret Washington Creel and Gloria Naylor worked as a production assistant 

on the film.
828

  When an interviewer asked Dash to describe the new film that she was 

working on, her own imagining of the Gullah emerged:  

 Daughters of the Dust is another period piece.  It takes place at the 

turn of the century, and it’s about a black family, a Gullah family.  It’s 

about the struggle to maintain their own family unity as a half of the 

family wants to migrate North and the other half wants to stay behind 

and maintain cultural traditions and beliefs.  So it has a lot of 

mysticism in it and magic in it.
829
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829 Julie Dash interview with Valerie Smith, January 15, 1989, “Interview of Julie 
Dash by Valerie Smith” in Artist and Influence, Hatch, James V. and Hamalian, Leo, 
eds (New York: Hatch Billops Collection, 1990), 32.  
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“Mysticism” and “magic” distinguish Dash’s Gullah from other blacks during the period.  

It is evident in Dash’s film that the magical and the mystical nature of the Gullah that was 

consolidated in 1920s and 1930s Gullah research, and in particular, in Granger’s Drums 

and Shadows study was a major force that stimulated Dash’s imagination.   

 Dash incorporated the names of people that were interviewed and discussed in 

Drums and Shadows in Daughters of the Dust.  Like Morrison, Dash’s discovery of Bilali 

Mohammed, Sapelo Island Georgia’s famous African Muslim ancestor, left an indelible 

mark on her imagination.  “I learned about Bilali Muhammed…He was in the Sea Islands 

during slavery, but by the turn of the century, his five daughters who were also Muslim, 

were still carrying on the tradition of Islam…So it was important for me to include him in 

the story…because he meant so much to me.”
830

  Drawing from Sapelo Islanders’ 

conversations with Mary Granger about Mohammed, and perhaps Lydia Parrish’s 

descriptions of Bilali too, Dash fashioned her own version of Bilali Mohammed named 

“Bilal”—a character who plays a prominent role throughout the film.  In the film Bilal 

clings to his Muslim faith, teaching the younger generation of island residents his African 

born spiritual practice.  Near the start of the film, Bilal is performing his morning prayer, 

and Dash’s instructions in the screenplay direct camera technicians to take a close up shot 

of “Bilal’s homemade KORAN and his hands in prayer.”
831

  

 Shad Hall, the Sapelo Islander whose name is used in Marshall’s imagining of the 

Gullah past, is also invoked in Daughters of the Dust.  Hall, like Katie Brown was one of 

Bilali Mohammed’s descendants.  While his interview with Mary Granger also revealed 
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interesting details of his ancestor’s African past and spiritual practices, it is likely that 

Shad Hall’s portrait featured at the beginning of Drums and Shadows may have helped to 

seal Shad Hall in Dash’s and Marshall’s imagination.  The 1930s documentary motives 

that influenced photography helped to make Shad Hall one of Granger’s most imagined 

Sapelo Island subjects.  Shad Hall’s photograph is one of two photographs displayed that 

resemble intimate portrait photography.  Unlike the other photographs of research 

subjects that place black bodies within a larger picture designed to cast them as a part of 

the natural scenery and landscape, Hall is the only subject in the portrait.  The close up 

shot of Hall’s face, and features are haunting: his closely cropped gray hair frames his 

face- smooth skin that defies his advanced age covers high set check bones, and his eyes 

are fixed in a gaze away from the camera, as if peering into a distant past.  Perhaps it was 

this image of Hall that inspired Dash to name Nana Peazant’s husband “Shad Peazant.” 

832
  

 The mystical and magical Gullah essence that Dash imagines in the film are also 

derived from 1920s and 1930s research.  Eula Peazant uses a glass of water as a conduit 

to communicate with her dead mother through a letter that she wrote to her, and the spirit 

of Eula’s Unborn Child narrates the film and is present, among the Peazant family 

throughout the movie.
833

  Nana Peazant sprinkles rice in order to be granted admission 

into the family cemetery where she ventures daily to visit her deceased husband Shad 

Peazant.
834

  Dash included a handwritten note in the script to remind the reader that the 

newspaper pasted on the walls of the Peazant home was there “to protect family from 
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evil.”
835

  The script also includes directions that read: “Frizzled Chickens scratch their 

way in front of the shanty looking for conjure bags.”
836

  All of these elements are 

included in Granger’s study.  In Granger’s reports, communicating with the dead was 

represented as a natural part of daily life for blacks in coastal Georgia.  Mary Stevens told 

Granger “Duh spirits is ebryweah” and Elizatbeth Stevens added “Dey dohn hurt yuh 

none, jis walk long wid yuh an talk.”
837

  Katie Brown, of Sapelo Island, described rituals 

performed before entering the cemetery: “Dey say, ‘Fambly, we come tuh put our 

brudduh away in mudduh dus.  Please let us tru the gate.’”
838

  Stories about magical 

newspaper and the protective instincts of frizzled chickens are also described Granger’s 

study.
839

   

 When Mary Granger unearthed stories about traditions used to honor the dead and 

folktales about flying Africans among coastal Georgia blacks, she presented them as 

exotic primitive local lore.  But, black women writers found in those same stories a 

powerful tradition of ancestor veneration.  The “bottle tree” that Dash imagines in the 

Peazant family yard is a good example of this translation.  Dash describes the bottle tree 

in the screenplay: “Protecting the Peazant household from evil and bad luck.  The bottles 

are of various shapes, sizes and colors.  Sunlight radiates through the bottles, throwing a 

rainbow of hues across the Peazant family shanty.”
840

  Dash’s description closely mirrors 

Grangers account of her observations of a family cemetery in Sunbury: “Most of the 
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graves were decorated with possessions of the departed persons.  There are many glasses, 

bottles, and vases, most of which had been turned a shimmering purple from long 

exposure to the sun.”
841

  Dash also weaves the narrative of protective ancestral spirits and 

ancestral knowledge that is communicated through folklore throughout her story.  As was 

the case with Morrison and Marshall, Dash also imagines a sacred group of Ibos that used 

African magic to escape captivity and transport themselves back to Africa.  Dash gives 

birth to the first visual imaginings of “Ibo Landing” in the opening scene.  While Dash 

may have discovered the story while conducting research, it was Paule Marshall’s “Ibo 

Landing” story that moved Dash.  Dash liked it so much, that she used Marshall’s exact 

prose as dialogue in the scene where Eula Peazant recounts the story of the Ibos to the 

Unborn Child.
842

  

 Nana Peazant’s rootwork plays a pivotal role in Daughters of Dust.  Nana 

Peazant’s mystical charms act as a link between past and present wisdom, and she 

desperately clings to them despite her children’s growing doubts about the power of the 

talismans she makes. Because Nana Peazant chooses to observe ancestral traditions and 

wisdom, she is gifted with spiritual insight and knowledge.  She is the only Peazant that 

can sense the Unborn Child’s spirit moving among them: “A great wind is blowing, Nana 

turns her face into the sweet wind and smiles. Nana senses the presence of the Unborn 

Child.”
843

  In the climactic scene, when the entire Peazant family is gathered at Ibo 

Landing, and tensions between the Peazants who want to stay and observe the old 

traditions and those that want to leave and abandon their past crests, it is Nana Peazant’s 
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construction of special “hand” charm that quells the conflict by fusing new gods with old 

gods to keep the family together.  Drums and Shadows reports about “hands” identified 

the protective power of the charm.  Clara Smith told a story about a “hand” that her aunt 

made, “My aunt destroy duh sacks an gie duh woman a good luck han tuh weah so no 

udduh root wukuh could hahm uh.”
844

  Peter McQueen said that “hands” were the only 

protection that one had against curses: “Only ting yuh kin do tuh keep from bein 

cunjuhed is to carry a han…Mos folks tote a han wid um.”
845

  Granger collected these 

stories about the power of  “hands,” hoping to compile the sort of material that had 

become some entertaining in the popular culture, but Dash’s discovery of 1930s reports 

about “hands” provided her with the perfect symbol through which the central conflict of 

her story could be resolved.  Dash calls the ceremony that Nana Peazant guides the 

family through to activate the “hand” a “ ‘A Root Revival of Love’.”
846

  With Bilal by 

her side, her descendants in front of her, and the “hand” placed on top of Viola Peazant’s 

Bible, Nana Peazant says: 

We have taken old Gods and given them new names.  They saw it all 

here that day, those Ibo…This ‘Hand,’ it’s from me, from us, from 

them (the Ibo)…Just like all of you…Come children kiss the hand full 

of me..Take my ‘Hand.’ I’m the one that can give you strength.”
847

 

 

One by one the Peazants come, some reluctant and some eager, and kiss the “hand,” 

igniting its power to keep their family from falling apart once they are divided by the 

waters that separate the island from the mainland. 
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845 Drums and Shadows, 109. 
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Re-working Roots 

 Toni Morrison’s, Paule Marshall’s, Gloria Naylor’s and Julie Dash’s personal 

searches for a meaningful African American past led them to the Gullah.  What they 

found inspired them to create magical and powerful rootworking black matriarchs that 

reignite the mystical authority of African spiritual practices to heal the wounds of their 

descendants and instill an understanding of their ancestral lineage.  Pilate Dead, great-

aunt Cuney, Mama Day and Nana Peazant birth, from their mystical wombs, stories and 

spiritual knowledge that ultimately saves Milkman Dead, Avey Johnson, Ophelia and the 

Peazant family.  Through these stories, Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and Dash declare the 

power of black women to direct the forces of the universe.   

These writers’ rootworking women are all gifted with the keen ability to “see”: 

they see the past and the future, the dead and the living and harvest the wisdom that this 

sight cultivates in order to save their descendants.  When one considers the oppression 

that marked the condition of blacks in America, and the influence of both the black 

nationalist and black feminist discourse on black women writers, it makes sense that they 

imagined matriarchs who have the power to invoke forces that trump the power of 

American racism and sexism.  Despite the fact that 1920s and 1930s Gullah researchers 

paid little attention to gender distinctions among the people that they studied, black 

women writers, inspired by the black feminist tradition, create a distinct relationship 

between black women and their ancestral past, making them guardians of tradition and 

the most skilled practitioners of mystical arts.  

 The invocation of Gullah folktales about flying Ibos and Ibo Landing also 

originates in black women writer’s desire to uncover stories of “survival.”  While most 
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1920s and 1930s Gullah researchers perceived African survivals as relics of an African 

past, Morrison, Marshall, Naylor and Dash imagine these survivals as the literal 

“survival” of the black-self and African traditions despite chattel slavery.  Stories about 

Ibos escaping slavery function as both stories that connect blacks to their African past 

and as testaments to the ability that blacks have to escape psychological bondage and 

return “home”.  “Home” for the Ibos described in Gullah folklore was literally Africa, but 

in black women’s writings, “home” is the cognitive space in which blacks reconnect with 

their past and receive their spiritual inheritance and true sense of self which is defined by 

knowledge of their ancestors.  

 Black women writers’ re-imaging of details from Drums and Shadows re-creates 

the Gullah, elevating them from backward isolated research subjects and transforming in 

to the supernatural bridge that leads all African Americans “home.”  Bilali Mohammed 

becomes the ancestors of every African American in search of an ancestor that resisted 

white cultural hegemony by passing down to his children sacred beliefs and practices.  

Each description of charms, rituals and African ancestors inspires the black imagination 

to contemplate coastal Georgia and South Carolina blacks moving through an alternative 

power hierarchy in which they possessed the ability to command the forces of nature, talk 

to their dead and dictate the terms of their earthly experience.  While Mary Granger’s 

study presented a problematic and controversial view of coastal Georgia’s blacks 

connection to the African past, what she recorded became an invaluable cultural resource 

for black women writers in the wake of the Black Studies movement.  From this vantage 

point, black women’s discovery of the Gullah becomes much more than an 

anthropological encounter.  Black women writers’ discovery of the Gullah was exactly 
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what black nationalist rhetoric called for: the realization of a magical self and long lost 

African beliefs and traditions. 

 Black women writers’ romance with the Gullah that Modernist Primitivists made 

during the 1920s and the 1930s, once again transformed the meaning of the label.  The 

long history of the Gullah label beginning with South Carolina slave advertisements,  

Ambrose Gonzales’ folk tale collections and early linguistics research, to the African 

survivals hunting Modernist Primitivists on the Georgia coast during the 1920s and 

1930s, has added to its lineage the creative fiction of black women looking to reclaim 

their ancestral legacy.  From African savages during the Victorian period, to beloved 

primitives during the advent of American Modernism, to beloved African American 

ancestors in the years following the Black Studies movement, the “Gullah” have served 

to fill the needs of various groups’ race fantasies for generations.   Black women writers 

offer the Gullah to African Americans seeking to discover their lost heritage and power, 

and Sapelo Islanders would be among the American blacks who would accept their gift 

and use it in the fight for their homeland.      
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Conclusion 

We Wear The Mask: Sapelo Islanders Try on the Gullah Identity 

 

    After Mary Granger’s last visit to Sapelo Island, islanders went on with their 

lives as if she, and all of the other researchers who took their pictures and asked them 

questions, never came.  Sapelo Islanders had made a significant impression on W. Robert 

Moore, Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo D. Turner and Mary Granger.  But all but Turner would 

be forgotten by islanders, and only a few of them would know the names of the published 

works that made their community famous.  Life for Sapelo Islanders moved on.  World 

War II took many of their sons off to war, and others left the island, joining the masses of 

blacks looking for a better life in mainland cities.  The Civil Rights years would find 

Sapelo Islanders huddled around television sets, watching the war on Jim Crow.  Despite 

the fact no “colored only” or “white only” signs hung on the island, which was comprised 

of a black majority, the white patriarchs who ruled the island had made them more than 

aware of their place in the Jim Crow south—so they celebrated the racial revolution that 

was taking place throughout the mainland.   

By the 1970s several generations of Sapelo Islanders were forced to leave the 

island in search of jobs and educational opportunities in northern states, and in mainland 

communities in Georgia and Florida.  The few industrial activities that once employed 

islanders were no more, and subsistence farming and fishing could no longer sustain 

them.  Only a handful of jobs were available at the “big house:” when R.J. Reynolds died, 

the Reynolds’ Foundation donated much of the land on the island to the state of Georgia, 

who turned the land they were gifted into a wildlife reserve. The Georgia State 
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Department of Natural Resources officials made a few jobs available to the islanders, but 

not enough to stop the steady flow of migrants who left the island in search of work.  No 

municipal structure replaced the island’s white patriarchs; instead the state stepped in to 

the “big house” and took over that role.  Schools on the island closed, and as a result, 

Sapelo’s children had to take a long ferry ride to and from the mainland each day to 

attend school.  For a period of time during the 1960s, Sapelo Islanders’ children were 

banned from using Reynolds’ ferry to travel to school, so many families sent their 

children to live with their relatives on the mainland so that they could be educated.
848

  

Sapelo Islanders were at the mercy of the island’s white patriarch, and later the state of 

Georgia, for quick and reliable transportation on and off the island.  For many, continuing 

to live on the island was impossible, so they left.  The Sapelo Islanders that stayed knew 

it was time to fight, and the energy generated by the Black Power movement signaled that 

it was time to change their approach.   

R.J. Reynolds’ consolidation of black land holdings on the island was near 

complete by the time he died in 1964, but even from beyond the grave, his foundation 

continued to pursue black land.   In 1975 Sapelo Islanders living in Hog Hammock 

organized themselves, retained three mainland lawyers and formed the Hog Hammock 

Community Foundation to protect their land from future sales.
849

  The organization made 

some progress in challenging the state and other interests seeking to occupy their land, 

but Sapelo Islanders and their descendants formed a second organization in the 1990s.  

SICARS (Sapelo Island Cultural and Revitalization Society) used funding from the 

                                                        
 
848 Interview with Betty Johnson Cooper, April 9, 2010. 
849 Cornelia Walker Bailey, 275. 



292 
 

 
 

Reynolds Foundation to wage war to keep their land.  The organization joined with 

universities and scholars, lawyers and politicians to secure historic landmark status for 

Hog Hammock, raise questions about the legitimacy of Reynolds’ land acquisitions, 

establish zoning codes to fight black land loss and to keep Sapelo Island from becoming a 

resort community like Hilton Head, South Carolina. 

Among the many tools that SICARS’s rotating leadership used to fight land loss, 

the “Gullah” identity became one of their most powerful weapons.  Arguing that Sapelo 

Islanders were a distinct people, with a unique history that was inextricably tied to the 

land, the organization and their mission gained national attention.
850

  Through SICARS, 

Sapelo Islanders were able to draw on the unique community characteristics described in 

1920s and 1930s Gullah studies, and re-cast their significance as a people.  The 

organization argued that Sapelo Island’s Gullah folk would become extinct if their land  

was loss.  As the popularity of Sapelo Islanders mission increased, and the popularity of 

the new image of the Gullah that black women writers crafted grew, a new ethno-tourist 

industry developed on the island.
851

  Small groups of people from all over the United 

States and the world began to take interest in visiting Sapelo Island to have an encounter 

with authentic Gullah folk, so Sapelo Islanders created bed and breakfasts to 

accommodate ethno-tourists as well as to create a new income generating industry.  

Sapelo Islanders began to take an active role in defining themselves and their uniqueness.  

                                                        
 
850 The New York Times ran several stories about SICARS’s plight, Essence Magazine 
featured the land battle, the Star Ledger and a host of other publications reported 
SICAR’s mission.  
851 Andreas Heuser writes about “ethno-tourism” in “Memory Tales: 
Representations of Shembe in Cultural Discourse of African Renaissance” Journal of 
Religion in Africa, Volume 35, September 2005, 362-387. 
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Cornelia Walker Bailey, the daughter of the woman who Moore photographed with the 

baby on her back, contributed a memoir about her life on Sapelo to the growing body of 

literature about the Gullah written by black women.  SICARS also responded to growing 

ethno-tourist interest in the island and used it to generate more support for their land 

preservation efforts, and to raise funds.  SICARS began hosting an annual “Cultural Day” 

celebration.  The celebration features vendors selling Gullah crafts (sweet grass and 

palmetto baskets, fish nets, rag dolls, etc), shout song performances, spiritual song 

performances, Gullah cuisine, and Gullah dialect presentations.   

While black people are not the only people who attend SICARS’s Cultural Day 

celebration, they make up the majority of participants and have a unique set of 

expectations for their visit to Sapelo Island.  The scores of black people that come from 

all over the United States to attend Sapelo Island’s Cultural Day festivities are not 

looking for the primitive superstitious, musically gifted, virtually African backwards-

black folk that W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish and Mary Granger found.  They are 

looking for a “magical” place populated by mystical people empowered by a deep 

connection to their African ancestors.  They are hoping to find Ibo Landing, or catch a 

glimpse of Bilali Mohammed’s ghost making prayer on the beach with his Koran in hand. 

Sapelo Island’s black tourists are looking for the “home” that Milkman Dead, Avey 

Johnson, Ophelia and the Peazant family found in their Gullah ancestry.  They are 

looking for the new Gullah that black women writers made.  

Sapelo Islanders’ fight to preserve and secure their ancestors’ freedom, their land, 

still rages and the fate of black land holdings in Hog Hammock is uncertain.  More and 

more whites from surrounding mainland communities have purchased land from Sapelo 
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Islanders and their descendants, and have built expensive vacation and weekend homes 

on the island.  Now, upper middle class whites are enjoying the island that had once been 

the private oasis of the wealthiest members of their race.  Large luxury houses, built on 

tall stilts, dwarf the small, one level wooden homes that were built by Hog Hammocks’ 

original residents.  The rising value of land on Sapelo Island tempts black landholders to 

sell family properties—especially those who do not live there anymore.  Some sell their 

ancestors’ land to remedy economic hardships.  Others consider selling their land 

because, the island is “changing.”  But there are still a significant number of Sapelo 

Islanders and their descendants who rally their family members to preserve what is left of 

their ancestors’ freedom. 

To date, less than 60 black Sapelo Islanders live on the island year round.  For 

some, this change in population signals the “extinction” of Sapelo Island’s Gullah folk 

that W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo D. Turner and Mary Granger feared would 

come.  Shad Hall, Katie Brown, Hettie Walker, Emma and Emmett Johnson and all of the 

Johnson’s children have passed away.  Many of their descendants have moved to the 

mainland, and most of them have never seen nor heard about the 1920s and 1930s works 

in which their ancestors are featured.  Yet, the “vanishing” Sapelo Island Gullah folk 

whose uniqueness W. Robert Moore, Lydia Parrish, Lorenzo D. Turner and Mary 

Granger tried to capture will never vanish.  They will continue to be re-made, and will re-

make themselves, as they have been permanent fixtures in the American imaginary since 

Modernists and Modernist Primitivists “discovered” them in the 1920s and 1930s.    

The story of how Sapelo Islanders became an authentic Gullah community is 

much bigger than the discovery of “ring shouts,” African linguistic patterns, and stories 
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about “shadows,” drums and rootwork—it is a story about race-making in America.  The 

“Gullah” label was born from the American system of establishing white dominance by 

marking the and making “the other.”  The construction of racial categories, and the 

meaning associated with racial categories, is at the heart of how Sapelo Islanders have 

been imagined by outsiders.  From the first slavers who used the term to identify their 

chattel, to the Victorian era whites who used the term to describe the racial others around 

them, to the Modernists and Modernist Primitivists who hunted African survivals in 

coastal communities in the effort to define distinct authentic “black” characteristics, to 

the black women writers who tried to reclaim their Africanness, the Gullahness of coastal 

Georgia and South Carolina blacks has always been crafted through the interplay between 

fact and fiction.   

 The 1920s and 1930s Modernists and Modernist Primitivists whose studies 

expanded the Gullah label so that it included coastal Georgia blacks, and added spiritual 

primitivism to the list of characteristics that defined them, did so in response to 

contemporary conditions.  Their interests in coastal Georgia blacks was certainly inspired 

by the changing view of Africanness initiated by the advent of American Modernism, and 

the subsequent African survivals debates that raged in the academe, as well as the 

backlash against Modernists’ attack on the racial hierarchy evident in the voodoo craze.  

Yet, it was the very idea of “modernity” that helped to construct the desire expressed by 

Sapelo Island Gullah researchers to uncover America’s own primitives.  During the 

1920s and 1930s, the period that marked the height of industrialization and technological 

modernization, finding “the primitive” became a natural preoccupation.  The “primitive” 

and the primitive past that moderns assumed that they inhabited, were used as a gauge to 
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measure the successes of the nation.  During the Modernists Primitivists’ romance with 

the primitive, they did not question whether or not economic, social and political factors 

had locked their primitives outside of modernity.  And blacks had, since the inception of 

race-based slavery in America, been cast as the most backward population in the nation, 

so it naturally follows that they became the nation’s beloved primitives during the 1920s 

and 1930s.   

Therefore, the emergence of Sapelo Islanders as authentic Gullah during the 

1930s can be read as the outgrowth of the competition between writers and researchers to 

declare what the meaning of race, and blackness would be in the modern context.  

Although the Gullah were thought of as unique, they simultaneously stood as 

representatives of all black Americans’ evolutionary past.  W. Robert Moore and Mary 

Granger entered this contest seeking to demonstrate the innate primitiveness that stirred 

in blacks.  Lydia Parrish tried to negotiate a middle ground: while she associated 

blackness with innate primitive gifts, she hoped that coastal Georgia blacks, with 

guidance could be taught how to “modernize” their primitiveness by exchanging it for 

capital.  On the other hand, Lorenzo D. Turner entered this competition trying to prove 

that blacks were not ignorant and backwards, and had retained sophisticated African 

linguistic patterns.  Yet, these complex motives and the negotiations through which the 

Gullahness of Sapelo Islanders was crafted would not survive.  The only thing that would 

survive the 1920s and 1930s researchers’ exploration of Sapelo Islanders is the belief 

expressed in black women’s fiction and in Shaila Dewan’s 2008 New York Times 

article—the belief that the islanders’ community has an undeniable “African Feel.”   
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Illustrations 

 

 
Figure 1. Sapelo Islanders photographed at the “big house,” Howard Coffin’s mansion 

Christmas, 1913. 
Images of America: Sapelo Island’s Hog Hammock (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2009) 35    

 
Figure 2. W. Robert Moore  Figure 3. Isaac and Naomi Johnson  
Washington Post July 21,1935  National Geographic Magazine 1934  
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Figure 4. Emmett and Emma Johnson’s family pose for W. Robert Moore. 
National Geographic Magazine 1934 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5. Fred Johnson drives President Coolidge and Howard Coffin in the oxcart. 

National Geographic Magazine 1934 
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Figure 6. Hettie Walker and baby photographed by W. Robert Moore 

National Geographic Magazine 1934 

 

 
Figure 7- Advertisement for Howard Coffin’s Sea Island Resort (New York Times, January 1, 1933 

p. xx7) 
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Figure 8. Maxfield Parrish’s painting of his wife Lydia Parrish. 

Figure 9. Lydia Parrish and two of her children. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 10. Isaac and Naomi Johnson photographed by Lydia Parrish 
Images of America: Sapelo Island’s Hog Hammock (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2009) 35 
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Figure 11. Lorenzo Dow Turner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      
Figure 12. Mary Granger photographed in a Barnard College yearbook. (Courtesy of Barnard College 

Archives).  Figure 13. Mary Granger photographed at her retirement party. (Courtesy of Harvey 

Granger, Jr.) 
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Figure 14 /Figure 15. Katie Brown and Shad Hall photographed by Muriel and Malcolm Bell 

for Mary Granger’s Drums and Shadows study. Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies Among the  

Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940) 

 
Figure 16/Figure 17. Carved wooden crafts featured in Drums and Shadows. Drums and 

Shadows: Survival Studies Among the Georgia Coastal Negroes (1940) 
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Figure 18. Melville Herskovits                                                Figure 19. E. Franklin Frazier 

  

                                                                 
Figure 20. Sterling Brown                                                          Figure 21. Zora Neale  

                               Hurston  
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