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Introduction
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St. Helena Island sits in the heart of the South Carolina Sea Islands, surrounded by the tidal creeks and salt marshes of Beaufort County. It is one of the most historically significant places in African American history — a place where the Gullah Geechee people have lived, worked, worshipped, and preserved their culture for more than three centuries.

This book is a heritage journey through St. Helena Island — its history, its people, its landmarks, and its living culture. It is written for those who want to understand this place deeply: the descendants of the enslaved Africans who built it, the visitors who come to learn from it, and the scholars and cultural workers who are committed to preserving it.

St. Helena is not just a place on a map. It is a living archive of African American resilience, creativity, and spiritual power. To walk its roads, to visit its churches, to sit with its elders, is to touch something ancient and enduring. This book is an invitation to make that journey.
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Chapter 1: The Land and the People
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St. Helena Island is approximately 65 square miles of land and water, connected to the mainland by the Richard V. Woods Memorial Bridge over the Beaufort River. The island is bounded by the Beaufort River to the north and west, the Coosaw River to the south, and the Atlantic Ocean to the east. Its landscape is defined by the interplay of land and water — the tidal creeks that cut through the marsh, the ancient live oaks draped with Spanish moss, the fields where Sea Island cotton once grew.

The Gullah Geechee people of St. Helena are the descendants of enslaved Africans brought to the Sea Islands beginning in the late 17th century to cultivate rice, indigo, and later Sea Island cotton. Because of the island's relative isolation — accessible only by boat until the 20th century — the Gullah Geechee people of St. Helena maintained a culture, language, and spiritual practice more directly connected to West and Central Africa than almost anywhere else in the United States.

The Gullah language, spoken on St. Helena and throughout the Sea Islands, is a creole language that blends English with elements of Mende, Twi, Wolof, Kimbundu, and other West and Central African languages. It is not a dialect of English but a distinct language with its own grammar, vocabulary, and phonology. Scholars have documented the Gullah language extensively, and efforts are underway to preserve and revitalize it.

Today, St. Helena Island is home to approximately 8,000 people, the majority of whom are African American. The island faces significant development pressure from the broader Beaufort County area, which has become one of the fastest-growing regions in South Carolina. Land loss, gentrification, and the displacement of long-time Gullah Geechee residents are urgent concerns that community organizations are working to address.
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Chapter 2: The Penn Center: A Sacred Ground of Freedom
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No institution is more central to the history and heritage of St. Helena Island than the Penn Center, founded in 1862 by Northern missionaries Laura Towne and Ellen Murray as one of the first schools for freed African Americans in the United States.

The Penn Center was established during the Port Royal Experiment, a remarkable chapter of Civil War history in which the Union Army occupied the Sea Islands in 1861 and the enslaved population of St. Helena and the surrounding islands found themselves suddenly free — years before the Emancipation Proclamation. Northern abolitionists, teachers, and missionaries flooded into the area, and the Penn Center became the educational and cultural heart of the freed community.

For more than a century, the Penn Center served as a school, a community center, a medical clinic, and a gathering place for the Gullah Geechee people of St. Helena. It was here that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. came to plan the March on Washington and other civil rights campaigns, drawn by the island's isolation and the Penn Center's tradition of community organizing.

Today, the Penn Center is a National Historic Landmark and a living cultural institution. Its museum and archives hold an extraordinary collection of documents, photographs, and artifacts related to the Gullah Geechee people and the Port Royal Experiment. Its grounds include the original school buildings, a cemetery, and the York W. Bailey Museum.

A visit to the Penn Center is an essential part of any heritage journey to St. Helena Island. The center offers

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A Glimpse of Gullah (%g;gchee

ﬂ;J u

@Gullahgeecheebiz on TikTok —
Buy Now at gullahbiz.com






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





