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INTRODUCTION: A
LIVING LEGACY ON
THE GEORGIA
COAST

Off the coast of
Georgia, where marsh
grasses sway in the
Atlantic breeze and the
tides carve ancient
rhythms into the
shoreline, lies Sapelo
Island. This secluded
barrier island is more
than a pristine natural
sanctuary; it is a living
testament to centuries
of African American
history, resilience, and
cultural preservation.
To understand the
deep roots of African
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American heritage in
the American South,
one must explore
Sapelo Island Black
History—a story that
unfolds through the
Gullah-Geechee

people, their unique
dialect, traditions, and
the enduring
community of Hog
Hammock. For
generations, this small
enclave has
safeguarded a way of
life that connects
directly to the West
African ancestors who
were brought to these
shores against their
will. Today, Sapelo
Island stands as a
crucial piece of the
larger narrative of
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Black history in the
United States, offering
lessons in survival,
community, and
cultural pride.

THE ORIGINS:
FROM
ENSLAVEMENT TO
A DISTINCT
CULTURE

The
Transatla
ntic Slave
Trade
and
Georgia’s
Sea

Islands

The history of Sapelo
Island Black history
begins in the 18th and
19th centuries, when
the island was a center
for rice, cotton, and
indigo plantations.
Enslaved Africans,
primarily from the rice-
growing regions of
West Africa—such as
Sierra Leone, Senegal,
and the Gambia—were
brought to the Sea
Islands. Their advanced
knowledge of rice
cultivation made them
invaluable to plantation
owners. However, the
isolation of the islands,
combined with the
harsh realities of
slavery, allowed these
Africans to retain much
of their language,
spiritual practices, and
communal structures.
This cultural retention
gave birth to the
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Gullah-Geechee
culture, a unique blend
of African traditions
and American
influences that
flourished in coastal
Georgia and South
Carolina.

The
Gullah-
Geechee
Heritage

The people of Sapelo
Island are part of the
Gullah-Geechee

corridor, often
specifically referred to
as “Saltwater

Geechee” due to their
deep connection to the
maritime environment.
Their dialect—a creole
language mixing
English with West
African vocabulary and
syntax—is still spoken

by elders on the island.
Their traditions in
basket weaving, net
making, storytelling,
and cuisine (like okra
soup and red rice)
remain vibrant.
Understanding Sapelo
Island Black history
requires recognizing
that this culture was
not lost but adapted
and preserved, even
under the yoke of

slavery. After
emancipation, many
formerly enslaved

families remained on
the island, acquiring
land and building self-
sufficient communities.
Among these, Hog
Hammock emerged as
the last surviving
African American
community on Sapelo.

HOG HAMMOCK:
THE HEART OF

SAPELO ISLAND
BLACK HISTORY




Establishi
ng a Post-
Emancipa
tion
Communi
ty

Following the Civil War,
the U.S. government
through the
Freedmen's Bureau
and later land grants
allowed many African
Americans on Sapelo to
purchase small parcels.
By the late 1800s,
several distinct
settlements existed
across the island. Hog
Hammock, located on
the southern end,
became the most
prominent. Named for
the hogs that roamed
freely, this community

grew as families built
homes, churches, and
schools. The landmark
First African Baptist
Church, built in 1901,
stands as a spiritual
and social anchor. Its
stained-glass windows
and weathered pews
echo the voices of
generations who
worshiped there,
making it a vital stop
for anyone studying
Sapelo Island Black
history.

A Self-
Sustainin

9
Lifestyle

For most of the 20th
century, Hog Hammock
residents lived a
largely self-sustained
life.  They  fished,
farmed, hunted, and
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CHALLENGESK ANDY
worked as oystermen,
shrimpers, and
crabbers, selling their
catch in the mainland
market of Darien. The
isolation of
Sapelo—accessible
only by ferry—helped
preserve the Gullah-
Geechee language and
traditions. Children
attended the Hog
Hammock School until
the 1950s, and the
community held
Saturday night fish
fries and Sunday
dinners that reinforced
social bonds. This way
of life, though
challenging, allowed
the residents to
maintain their cultural
identity without the
constant pressures of
assimilation faced by
many other African
American communities
on the mainland.

RESILIENCE IN THE
MODERN ERA

Land Loss
and
Develop
ment
Pressure

One of the most
pressing issues in
Sapelo Island Black
history is the ongoing
struggle for land
ownership. Over the
past several decades,
many descendants of
the original settlers
have been forced to
sell their ancestral
lands due to high
property taxes,
inheritance disputes,
and the economic lure
from outside buyers.



As real estate values
on the coast have
skyrocketed, wealthy
individuals and
developers have
sought to purchase
land in Hog Hammock
for vacation homes.
This has led to a
dramatic decline in the
year-round African
American
population—from
several hundred in the
mid-20th century to
fewer than 30 today.
The community has
fought back through
nonprofit organizations
like the Sapelo Island
Cultural and
Revitalization
Society (SICARS),
which works to
preserve the heritage,
acquire land, and
support residents.

The Hog

Hammoc
< Historic
District
and
Recogniti
on

In 1996, Hog Hammock
was listed on the
National Register of
Historic Places, a
recognition of its
significance to African
American history.
However, designation
alone does not protect
against economic
forces. The struggle to
keep Hog Hammock
intact is a core theme
of contemporary
Sapelo Island Black
history. Efforts include
purchasing land to
place in community
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trusts, advocating for
tax relief, and
promoting cultural
tourism that respects
the residents' privacy.
Each summer, SICARS
holds a Cultural Day
festival that draws
thousands of visitors,
celebrating the music,
food, and stories of the
Gullah-Geechee
people, while also
raising funds for
preservation.

CULTURAL
TREASURES OF
SAPELO ISLAND

Language
and
Storytelli

ng

The Gullah-Geechee
language is a treasure
of Sapelo Island Black

history. Linguists
consider it a direct link
to West African speech
patterns. Phrases like
“l been wait for you”
(meaning “I have been

waiting for you”)
reflect grammar
structures common in
West African

languages. Storytelling
remains a vibrant
tradition; elders
recount tales of Brer
Rabbit and spirituals
that blend Christian
hymns with African
rhythms. These oral
histories are recorded
and passed down,
ensuring that the
younger
generation—many of
whom now live on the
mainland—remain
connected to their
roots.

Foodways



and
Crafts

The cuisine of Sapelo
Island is a delicious
chapter of its Black
history. Signature
dishes include conch
stew, salt-rising
bread, and wild
greens, all rooted in
African and Native
American cooking
methods. The art of
sweetgrass basket
weaving, brought
directly from West
Africa, is still practiced
by a few skilled
artisans. These
baskets—tightly coiled
and intricately
patterned—were

originally used for
winnowing rice and
now are sought-after
collectibles. Similarly,
net making and boat
building reflect the
deep maritime heritage

of the community.

NOTABLE FIGURES
AND STORIES

Cornelia
Walker
Bailey:
The
Matriarch
of Hog
Hammoc
K

No discussion of Sapelo
Island Black history is
complete without
mentioning Cornelia
Walker Bailey
(1945-2017). She was
the community’s most
vocal advocate, author,
and historian. Her
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book, God, Dr.
Buzzard, and the Bolito
Man: A Saltwater
Geechee Talks About
Life on Sapelo Island,
Georgia, offers an
intimate portrait of
growing up in Hog
Hammock. Bailey
worked tirelessly to
document the island's
traditions and to fight
against land loss. She
established the Sapelo
Island Cultural and
Revitalization Society
and was instrumental
in getting the historic
district designation.
Her legacy continues
to inspire new
generations of activists
and scholars.

The
Legacy of

African
American
Maritime
Life

Another key element of
Sapelo Island Black
history is the role of
African American
watermen. The island’s
location in the Sapelo
River estuary provided
abundant seafood.
Black oystermen and
crabbers were central
to the local economy,
and their knowledge of
tides, winds, and boat
handling was passed
down through families.
This maritime
expertise was a direct
continuation of the
fishing and  boat-
building skills brought
from West Africa. Even
today, the few



remaining residents
who still fish for a living
embody this centuries-
old tradition.

THE INTERSECTION
WITH
ENVIRONMENTAL
HISTORY

The
Sapelo
Island
National
Estuarine
Research
Reserve

Sapelo Island is also
home to the University
of Georgia’s Marine
Institute and the
Sapelo Island National
Estuarine Research
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Reserve. This scientific
presence has brought
attention to the
island’s unique
ecology, but it has also
created tensions. The
community has long
navigated the balance
between conservation
and their own needs
for land and resources.
Understanding Sapelo
Island Black history
means recognizing how
these environmental
policies have
sometimes
marginalized the
African American
residents, limiting their
ability to use the land
as their ancestors did.

Hurricane
s and
Climate
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Change

The island’s
vulnerability to
hurricanes and rising
sea levels poses
another threat. Hog
Hammock has
weathered devastating
storms, including
Hurricane Michael in
2018, which damaged
homes and
infrastructure. Climate
change threatens to
accelerate erosion and
saltwater intrusion,
making it even harder
for the community to
remain. Yet, the
residents' resilience
mirrors that of their
ancestors—adapting to
environmental
challenges while
holding fast to their
culture.

PRESERVATION
EFFORTS AND THE

11

FUTURE

The Role
of SICARS
and
Cultural
Tourism

The Sapelo Island
Cultural and
Revitalization

Society (SICARS)
remains the flagship
organization for
preserving Sapelo
Island Black history.
Through its annual
Cultural Day—held
each October—the
organization educates
visitors about Gullah-
Geechee traditions,
offers tours of Hog
Hammock, and sells
local crafts. Funds
raised go directly to




supporting residents
and acquiring land.
Additionally, SICARS
has created a museum
in the historic Hog
Hammock
Schoolhouse, where
artifacts, photographs,
and oral histories are
displayed.

Connecti
ng with
the
Broader
Gullah-
Geechee
Corridor

Sapelo Island is part of
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that stretches from
North Carolina to
Florida. This
recognition has
brought funding and
resources for
preservation. The
community on Sapelo
works with other
Gullah-Geechee
communities in places
like St. Helena Island,
South Carolina, and
Harris Neck, Georgia,
to share strategies for
land retention and
cultural revitalization.
The future of Sapelo
Island Black history
depends on these
connections—and on
the willingness of the
state and federal
governments to
support the
community’s right to
remain on their
ancestral land.

the larger Gullah- CONCLUSION: AN

Geechee Cultural pnpyRING STORY
Heritage Corridor, a

federal designation Sapelo Island Black
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history is not a relic of
the past; it is a living,
breathing narrative
that continues to
unfold. The Gullah-
Geechee people of Hog
Hammock are the
custodians of a culture
that has survived
slavery, segregation,
and modern economic
pressures. Their
language, their food,
their crafts, and their
deep sense of
community offer a
powerful example of
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resilience and cultural
continuity. As visitors
step off the ferry onto
Sapelo’s sandy shores,
they enter a place
where the stories of
ancestors whisper
through the marsh
grass. To honor that
legacy means
supporting the
community’s fight to
stay on their land—to
ensure that the rich
tapestry of Sapelo
Island Black history
endures for
generations to come.



