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Welcome to Hilton Head Island

When most people think of Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, they picture manicured golf courses, sprawling resorts, and tennis courts. But long before the first bridge was built in 1956, Hilton Head was a secluded haven of Gullah Geechee culture. For over a century after Emancipation, the island was home to tight-knit communities of Gullah people who farmed, fished, and maintained a rich, self-sustaining way of life, largely isolated from the mainland.

Today, while the resorts dominate the landscape, the original heartbeat of the island still pulses. Native Islanders are fighting to preserve their land, their history, and their culture amidst rapid development.

This guide invites you to experience the real Hilton Head. We will take you beyond the gated communities to the historic neighborhoods, the sacred sites, and the businesses owned by the descendants of the island’s original inhabitants.





The History: From Isolation to Development

To understand Hilton Head, you must understand its transformation.

Following the Civil War, formerly enslaved people purchased land on the island, establishing communities like Mitchelville, Chaplin, and Spanish Wells. Because the island was only accessible by boat, the Gullah language and customs were preserved here with remarkable purity. The people lived off the land and the surrounding waters, creating a deeply connected, agrarian society.

The construction of the James F. Byrnes Bridge in 1956 changed everything. Developers saw the island’s potential as a resort destination. Land values skyrocketed, and many Native Islanders lost their property through tax sales, heirs’ property disputes, and aggressive development tactics.

Despite these immense pressures, the Gullah Geechee community of Hilton Head has endured. Today, organizations and families are actively working to protect what remains and educate visitors about the island’s true foundation.





Must-Visit Cultural Sites

When visiting Hilton Head, make time to explore the sites that tell the story of the Native Islanders.


Historic Mitchelville Freedom Park

(226 Beach City Rd, Hilton Head Island, SC)

Mitchelville is arguably the most important historical site on the island. Established in 1862, before the Emancipation Proclamation, it was the first self-governed town of formerly enslaved people in the United States. Here, freedmen built homes, elected officials, enacted laws, and mandated education for children. Today, the park offers walking trails, historical markers, and exhibits that bring this incredible story of self-determination to life.



The Gullah Museum of Hilton Head Island

(12 Georgianna Dr, Hilton Head Island, SC)

Founded by Louise Cohen, a passionate advocate for Gullah preservation, this museum is dedicated to maintaining Gullah customs, traditions, language, and stories. The museum features a restored “Little House”—a traditional structure built in 1930—which provides a tangible look at how Native Islanders lived before the bridge.



First African Baptist Church

(70 Beach City Rd, Hilton Head Island, SC)

Established in 1862, this is the oldest continuously active church on the island. It has served as the spiritual and social center for the Native Island community for generations. The church grounds are a place of deep reverence and history.






Supporting Gullah-Owned Businesses

The best way to support the preservation of Gullah culture on Hilton Head is to spend your tourism dollars with Native Island-owned businesses.


Culinary Experiences

Dye’s Gullah Fixin’s




Tours and Education







The Sweetgrass Basket Tradition







The Challenge of Heirs’ Property







Travel Tips for the Conscious Visitor


	Look Beyond the Gates: The resorts are beautiful, but the soul of the island lies in the historic neighborhoods. Take a drive down Beach City Road or Squire Pope Road to see the original communities.

	Respect the Sacred: When visiting historic churches or cemeteries, remember that these are active, sacred spaces for the local community. Dress respectfully and ask permission before taking photographs of people.

	Listen to the Elders: If you have the opportunity to speak with a Native Islander, listen more than you talk. Their oral history is the true record of the island.

	Attend the Gullah Celebration: If you visit in February, do not miss the Hilton Head Island Gullah Celebration, a month-long festival featuring food, music, art, and history.







Conclusion: A Living Legacy
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