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Introduction: The City at the Crossroads of Memory

Charleston, South Carolina stands at the intersection of beauty and brutality, of grace and grief. Its cobblestone streets, antebellum architecture, and harbor views draw millions of visitors each year. But beneath the surface of this celebrated city lies a history that belongs, above all, to the Gullah Geechee people — the descendants of enslaved Africans whose labor, knowledge, and culture built everything that Charleston is today.

To walk through Charleston is to walk through the living memory of the Gullah Geechee people. The ironwork on the gates and balconies, the sweetgrass baskets sold along Market Street, the churches that served as sanctuaries and schools — all of it speaks to a community that survived the worst of American history and refused to let its culture be erased.

This volume of the Roots & Rivers series explores Charleston not as a tourist destination, but as a sacred site of African American history and Gullah Geechee heritage.


Chapter One: The Port of Sorrow and Survival

Charleston was the primary port of entry for enslaved Africans brought to North America. Historians estimate that between 40 and 45 percent of all enslaved Africans who arrived in what is now the United States came through Charleston Harbor. They came from Senegambia, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, the Bight of Benin, and the Congo-Angola region — each group bringing distinct languages, agricultural knowledge, spiritual practices, and cultural traditions.

Gadsden's Wharf, located near the present-day site of the International African American Museum, was the largest slave-trading port in North America. Tens of thousands of enslaved people were held in pens on this wharf, often for weeks, before being sold at auction. The trauma of this place is incalculable. And yet, it is also the point of origin for one of the most resilient and culturally rich communities in American history.

The enslaved people who passed through Charleston Harbor brought with them the knowledge of rice cultivation that would make the Lowcountry one of the wealthiest regions in colonial America. They brought the art of sweetgrass basket weaving. They brought the spiritual traditions that would evolve into the ring shout and the praise house. They brought languages that would merge into Gullah. They brought everything that mattered, and they kept it alive.


Chapter Two: The Ironwork of Philip Simmons and the Artisan Legacy

One of the most visible expressions of Gullah Geechee artistry in Charleston is the ironwork that adorns the city's historic gates, fences, and balconies. This tradition of decorative ironwork has deep roots in West African metalworking, and its most celebrated modern practitioner was Philip Simmons, a master blacksmith born on Daniel Island in 1912 who spent his entire career in Charleston.

Simmons learned his craft from a formerly enslaved blacksmith named Peter Simmons — no relation — and went on to create more than 500 works of decorative ironwork throughout the Charleston area. His gates and fences, featuring intricate designs of fish, snakes, birds, and flowers, are recognized as national treasures. In 1982, he was awarded a National Heritage Fellowship by the National Endowment for the Arts, the highest honor given to traditional artists in the United States.

Philip Simmons was not simply a craftsman. He was a keeper of culture. His work represents the continuation of an African artistic tradition that survived the Middle Passage and found new expression in the streets of Charleston. His legacy is celebrated at the Philip Simmons Foundation and in the neighborhood where he lived and worked for most of his life.

The ironwork tradition is one thread in a much larger tapestry of Gullah Geechee artisanship in Charleston — a tapestry that includes the sweetgrass basket weavers, the quilters, the woodcarvers, and the musicians who have shaped the cultural identity of this city for centuries.
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