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LIFE ON THE SEA ISLANDS.

[To THE EDITOR OF THE * ATLANTIC MONTHLY.” — The following graceful and pictu-
resque description of the new condition of things on the Sea Islands of South Carolina, originally
written for private perusal, seems to me worthy of a place in the * Atlantic.” Its young author
— herself akin to the long-suffering race whose Exodus she so pleasantly describes — is still
engaged in her labor of love on St. Helena Island.—J. G. W.]

PART I

It was on the afternoon of a warm,
murky day late in October that our
steamer, the United States, touched the
landing at Hilton Head. A motley as-
semblage had collected on the wharf,
— officers, soldiers, and * contrabands ”
of every size and hue: black was, how-
ever, the prevailing color. The first view
of Hilton Head is desolate enough, —a
long, low, sandy point, stretching out in-
to the sea, with no visible dwellings up-
on it, except the rows of small white-
roofed houses which have lately been
built for the freed people.

After signing a paper wherein we de-
clared ourselves loyal to the Government,
and wherein, also, were set forth fearful
penalties, should we ever be found guilty
of treason, we were allowed to land, and
immediately took General Saxton’s boat,
the Flora, for Beaufort. The General
was on board, and we were presented to
him. He is handsome, courteous, and af-
fable, and looks —as he is—the gentle-
man and the soldier.

From Hilton Head to Beaufort the
same long, low line of sandy coast, bor-
dered by trees; formidable gunboats in
the distance, and the gray ruins of an
old fort, said to have been built by the
Huguenots more than two hundred years
ago. Arrived at Beaufort, we found that
we had not yet reached our journey’s end.
While waiting for the boat which was to
take us to our island of St. Helena, we
had a little time to observe the ancient
town. The houses in the main street,
which fronts the ¢ Bay,” are large and
handsome, built of wood, in the usual
Southern style, with spacious piazzas,
and surrounded by fine trees. We no-

ticed in one yard a magnolia, as high as
some of our largest shade - maples, with
rich, dark, shining foliage. A large build-
ing which was once the Public Library
is now a shelter for frced people from
Fernandina. Did the Rebels know it,
they would doubtless upturn their aris-
tocratic noses, and exclaim in disgust,
“To what base uses,” etc. We confess
that it was highly satisfactory to us to
see how the tables are turned, now that
‘ the whirligig of time has brought about
its revenges.” We saw the market-place,
in which slaves were sometimes sold ; but
we were told that the buying and selling
at auction were usually done in Charles-
ton. The arsenal, a large stone struct~
ure, was guarded by cannon and senti-
nels. The houses in the smaller streets
had, mostly, a dismantled, desolate look.
‘We saw no one in the streets but soldiers
and freed people. There were indica-
tions that already Northern improvements
had reached this Southern town. Among
them was a wharf, a convenience that one
wonders how the Southerners could so
long have existed without. The more
we know of their mode of life, the more
are we inclined to marvel at its utter
shiftlessness.

Little colored children of every hue
were playing about the streets, looking
as merry and happy as children ought
to look, — now that the evil shadow of
Slavery nolonger hangs over them. Some
of the officers we met did not impress us
favorably. They talked flippantly, and
sneeringly of the negroes, whom they
found we had come down to teach, using
an epithet more offensive than gentle-
manly. They assured us that there was
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upon, and that he was abundantly able
to take care of himself, as well as of us.
The chimney obstinately refused to draw,
in spite of the original and very uncom-
plimentary epithets which Cupid heaped
upon it,—while we stood by, listening to
him in amusement, although nearly suf-
focated by the smoke. At last, perse-
verance conquered, and the fire began
to burn cheerily. Then Amaretta, our
cook,—a neat-looking black woman,
adorned with the gayest of head-hand-
kerchiefs, —made her appearance with
some eggs and hominy, after partaking’
of which we proceeded to arrange our
scanty furniture, which was soon done.
In a few days we began to look civilized,
having made a table-cover of some red
and yellow handkerchiefs which we found
among the store-goods, — a carpet of red
and black woollen plaid, originally intend-
ed for frocks and shirts,—a cushion, stuff-
ed with corn-husks and covered with cal-
ico, for a lounge, which Ben, the carpenter,
had made for us of pine boards,—and last~
ly som
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The first day at school was rather try-
ing. Most of my children were very
small, and consequently restless. Some
were too young to learn the alphabet.
These little ones were brought to school
because the older children —in whose
care their parents leave them while at
work — could not come without them.
We were therefore willing to have them
come, although they seemed to have dis-
covered the secret of perpetual motion,
and tried. one’s patience sadly. But af-
ter some days of positive, though not se-
vere treatment, order was brought out
fJf chaos, and I found but little difficulty
in managing and quieting the tiniest and
most restless spirits. I never before
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saw children so eager to learn, although
I had had several years’ experience in
New-England schools. Comigg to school
is a constant delight and recreation to
them. They come here as other chil-
dren go to play. The older ones, dur-
ing the summer, work in the fields from
early morning until eleven or twelve
o’clock, and then come into school, af-
ter their hard toil in the hot sun, as
bright and as anxious to learn as ever.

Of course there are some stupid ones,
but these are the minority. The ma-
jority learn with wonderful rapidity.
Many of the grown pecple are desirous
of learning to read. It is wonderful how
a people who have been so long crushed
to the earth, so imbruted as these have
been, —and they are said to be among
the most degraded negrocs of the South,
—can have so great a desire for knowl-
edge, and such a capability for attaining
it. One cannot believe that the haughty
Anglo- Saxon race, after centuries of
such an experience as these people have
had, would be very much superior to
them. And one’s indignation increases
against those who, North as well as
South, taunt the colored race with infe-
riority while they themsclves use every
means in their power to crush and de-
grade them, denying them every right
and privilege, closing against them ev-
ery avenue of elevation and improve-
ment. Were they, under such circum-
stances, intellectual and refined, they
would certainly be vastly superior to any
other race that ever existed.

After the lessons, we used to talk freely
to the children, often giving them slight
sketches of some of the great and good
men. Before teaching them the ¢ John
Brown” song, which they learned to sing.
with great spirit, Miss T. told them
the story of the brave old man who had
died for them. I told them about Tous-
saint, thinking it well they should know
what one of their own color had done
for his rage. They listened attentively,
and seemed to understand. We found
it rather hard to keep their attention in
school. Tt is mot strange, as they have
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been so entirely unused to intellectual

tration. It is 'y to inter-
est them egery moment, in order to keep
their thoughts from wandering. Teach-
ing here is consequently far more fa-
tiguing than at the North. In the church,
we had of course but one room in which
to hear all the children; and to make
one’s self heard, when there were often
as many as a hundred and forty recit-
ing at once, it was necessary to tax the
lungs very severely.

My walk to school, of about a mile,
was part of the way through a road
lined with trees,—on one side stately
pines, on the other noble live-oaks, hung
with moss and canopied with vines. The
ground was carpeted with brown, fragrant
pine-leaves; and as I passed through in
the morning, the woods were enlivened
by the delicious songs of mocking - birds,
which abound here, making one realize
the truthful felicity of the description in
« Evangeline,” —

“ The mocking-bird, wildest of singers,
Shook from his little throat such floods of de-
lirious music
That the whole air and the woods and the
waves seemed silent to listen.”
The hedges were all aglow with the bril-
liant scarlet berries of the cassena, and
on some of the oaks we observed the mis-
tletoe, laden with its pure white, pearl-
like berries. Out of the woods the roads
are generally bad, and we found it har,
work plodding through the deep sand.

Mr. H's store was usually crowded,
and Cupid was his most valuable assist-
ant. Gay handkerchiefs for turbans,
pots and kettles, and molasses, were
principally in demand, especially the

. last. It was necessary to keep the mo-
lasses-barrel in the yard, where Cupid
présided over it, and harangued and
seolded the eager, noisy crowd, collect-
ed around, to his heart’s content ; while
cup the road leading to the house came
constantly processxons of men, women,
and children, carrying on “their heads
cans, jugs, pitchers, and even bottles, —
anything, indeed, that was capable of con-
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taining molasses. It is wonderful with
what ease they carry all sorts of things
on their heads,—heavy bundles of wood,
hoes and rakes, everything, heavy or
light, that can be carried in the hands;
and I have seen a woman, with a buck-
etful of water on her head, stoop down
and take up another in her hand, with-
out spilling a drop from either.

We noticed that the people had much
better taste in selecting materials for
dresses than we had supposed. They
do not generally like gaudy colors, but

- prefer neat, quiet patterns. They are,
however, very fond of all kinds of jew-
elry. T once asked the children in school
what their ears were for. “ To put ring
in,” promptly replied one of the little
girls.

These people are exceedingly polite
in their manner towards each other,
each new arrival bowing, scraping his
feet, and shaking hands with the others,
while there are constant greetings, such
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their elders, and it is the rarest
% to hear a disrespectful word from
chl]d to his parent, or to any grown
person. They have really what the
New - Englanders call “beautiful man-
ners.”

We made daily visits to the ‘ quar-
ters,” which were a few rods from the
house. The negro-houses, on this as on
most of the other plantations, were mis-
erable little huts, with nothing comforta-
ble or home-like about them, consisting
generally of but two very small rooms,
—the only way of lighting them, no mat-
ter what the state of the weather, being
to leave the doors and windows open.
The windows, of course, have no glass
in them. In such a place, a father and
mother with a large family of children
are often obliged to live. It is almost
impossible to teach them habits of neat-
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at night, and travelled through woods and
swamps for two days, without eating.
Sometimes their strength gave out, and
they would sink down, thinking they
could go no farther; but they had brave
little hearts, and got up again and strug-
gled on, till at last they reached Port-
Royal Ferry, in a state of utter exhaus-
tion. They were scen there by a boat~
load of people who were also making
their escape. The boat was too full to

Sea Islands. [June,
the trees (they were, then wearing red
pantaloons) invested them with a semi-
barbaric splendor. It was my good for-
tune to find among the officers an old
friend,—and what it was to meet a
friend from the North, in our isolated
Southern life, no one can imagine who
has not experienced the pleasure. Let-
ters were an unspeakable luxury, — we
hungered for them, we could never get
enough ; but to meet old friends, — that

take them in; but the people,
ing this island, told the childr

of their whereabouts, and he
“lhere.
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New-Year's-Day — Emancipation-Day
— was a glorious one to us. The morn-
ing was quite cold, the coldest we had
experienced ; but we were determined to
go to the celebration at Camp Saxton,—
the camp of the First Regiment South-
Carolina Volunteers,—whither the Gen-
eral and Colonel Higginson had bid-
den us, on this, “ the greatest day in the
nation’s history.” We enjoyed perfectly
the exciting scene on board the Flora.
There was an cager, wondering crowd of
the freed people in their holiday-attire,
with the gayest of head - handkerchiefs,
the whitest of aprons, and the happiest
of faces. The band was playing, the
flags streaming, everybody talking merri-
ly and feeling strangely happy. The sun
shone brightly, the very waves seemed
to partake of the universal gayety, and
danced and sparkled more joyously than
ever before. Long before we reached
Camp Saxton we could see the beauti-
ful grove, and the ruins of the old Hu-
guenot fort near it. Some companies of
the First Regiment were drawn up in
line under the trees, near the landing,
to receive us. A fine, soldierly-looking
set of men; their brilliant dress against

ments. Everything looked clean and
comfortable, much ncater, we were told,
than in most of the white camps. An of-
ficer told us that he had never seen a reg-
iment in which the men were so honest.
«Tn many other camps,” said he, “ the
colonel and the rest of us would find it
necessary to place a guard before our
tents. We never do it here. They are
left entirely unguarded. Yet nothing has
ever been touched.” We were glad to
know that. It isa remarkable fact, when
we consider that these men have all their
lives been slaves ; and we know what the
teachings of Slavery are.

The celebration took place in the beau-
tiful grove of live-oaksadjoining the camp.
Tt was the largest grove we had seen. I
wish it were possible to describe fitly the
scene which met our eyes as we sat upon
the stand, and looked down on the crowd
before us. There were the black soldiers
in their blue coats and scarlet pantaloons,
the officers of this and other regiments in
their handsome uniforms, and crowds of
lookers-on, — men, women, and children,
of every complexion, grouped in various
attitudes under the moss-hung trees. The
faces of all wore a happy, interested look.
The exercises commenced with a prayer
by the chaplain of the regiment. An
ode, written for the occasion by Profes-
sor Zachos, was read by him, and then
sung. Colonel Higginson then introduced
Dr. Brisbane, who read the President’s
Proclamation, which was enthusiastically
cheered. Rev. Mr. French presented to
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the Colonel two very elegant flags, a gift to
the regiment from the Church of the Puri-~
tans, accompanying them by an appropri-
ate and enthusiastic speech. At its con-
clusion, before Colonel Higginson could
reply, and while he still stood holding the
flags in his hand, some of the colored peo-
ple, of their own accord, commenced sing-
ing, My Country, ’t is of thee.” It was
a touching and beautiful incident, and
sent a thrill through all our hearts. The
Colonel was deeply moved by it. He said
that that reply was far more effective
than any speech he could make. But he
did make one of those stirring speeches
which are ¢ half battles.”” All hearts
swelled with emotion as we listened to
his glorious words,—“stirring
like the sound of a trumpet.”

His soldiers are warmly attached to
him, and he evidently feels towards them
all as if they were his children. The
people speak of him as “the officer who
never leaves his regiment for pleasure,”
but devotes himself, with all his rich gifts
of mind and heart, to their interests. It
is not strange that his judicious kindness,
ready sympathy, and rare fascination of
manner should attach them to him strong-
ly. He is one’s ideal of an officer. There
is in him much of the grand, knightly spir-
it of the olden time, — scorn of all that
is mean and ignoble, pity for the weak,
chivalrous devotion to the cause of the
oppressed.

General Saxton spoke also, and was re-
ceived with great enthusiasm. Through-
out the morning, repeated cheers were
given for him by the regiment, and Jjoin-
ed in heartily by all the people. They
know him to be one of the best and no-
blest men in the world. His Proclama-
tion for Emancipation-Day we thought,
if possible, even more beautiful than the
Thanksgiving Proclamation.

At the close of Colonel Higginson’s
speech he presented the flags to the color-
bearers, Sergeant Rivers and Sergeant
Sutton, with an earnest charge, to which
they made appropriate replics. We were
particularly pleased with Robert Sutton,
who is a man of great matural intelli-
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gence, and whose remarks were simple,
eloquent, and forcible.

Mrs. Gage also uttered some earnest
words; and then the regiment sang
“John Brown ” with much spirit. After
the ‘meeting we saw the dress-parade, a
brilliant and beautiful sight. An officer
told us that the men went through the drill
remarkably well,—that the ease and ra-
pidity with which they learned the move-
ments were wonderful. To us it seemed
strange as a miracle, — this black regi-
ment, the first mustered into the service
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great feast, ten oxen having been roast-
ed whole for their especial benefit.

We went to the landing, intending
to take the next boat for Beaufort ;
but finding it very much crowded, wait~
ed for another. It was the softest, love-
liest moonlight; we scated ourselves on
the ruined wall of the old fort; and
when the boat had got a short dis-
tance from the shore the band in it com.-
menced playing “Sweet Home.” The
moonlight on the water, the perfect still-
ness around, the wildness and solitude of
the ruins, all seemed to give new pathos
to that ever dear and beautiful old song.
It came very near toall of us,—strangers
in that strange Southern land. After a
while we retired to one of the tents, —
for the night-air, as usual, grew danger-
ously damp, — and, sitting around the
bright wood-fire, enjoyed the brilliant and
entertaining conversation. Very unwill-
ing were we to go home; for, besides the
attractive society, we knew that the sol-
diers were to have grand shouts and a gen-
eral jubilee that night. But the Flora was
coming, and we were obliged to say a re-
luctant farewell to Camp Saxton and the
hospitable dwellers therein, and hasten to
the landing. We promenaded the deck
of the steamer, sang patriotic songs, and
agreed that moonlight and water bad
never looked so beautiful as on that night.
At Beaufort we took the row-boat for St.
Helena; and the boatmen, as they rowed,


administrator
Line

administrator
Text Box
Excerpt 2 ends here.


	SR subtopic 2.2 print part 1
	SR subtopic 2.2 print part 2



