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The Corridor is a federal National Heritage
Area and it was established by Congress to
recognize the unique culture of the Gullah
Geechee people who have traditionally
resided in the coastal areas and the sea
islands of North Carolina, South Carolina,
Georgia and Florida — from Pender County,
North Carolina, to St. Johns County, Florida.



Legislative Timeline 
• Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2000 (first mention)

• National Heritage Areas Act of 2006 (commissioned 
Special Resource Study)

• Gullah/Geechee Cultural Heritage Act 2012

• A bill to amend the Gullah/Geechee Cultural Heritage Act to 
extend the authorization for The Gullah/Geechee Cultural 
Heritage Corridor Commission 2016

• To amend the Gullah-Geechee Cultural Heritage Act to 
extend the authorization of the Gullah Geechee Cultural 
Heritage Corridor Commission, and for other purposes, 
2021 (seeking reauthorization this year to 2037)

Legislation created a 
Corridor NHA and a federal 
commission to support it.



“Gullah” or 
“Geechee”?
• “Although Gullah and Geechee — terms whose 
origins have been much debated and may trace to 
specific African tribes or words — are often used 
interchangeably these days, Mrs. [Cornelia Walker]  
Bailey always stressed that she was Geechee. And, 
specifically, Saltwater Geechee (as opposed to the 
Freshwater Geechee, who lived 30 miles inland). 
• “We thought our speech was a bit more musical 
than theirs,” she wrote in her book, “because we 
talked a little faster, with fewer rest stops between 
our words, so that everything ran together. We’d 
listen to them and say, ‘Can’t they talk any faster 
than that? People don’t have all day. ”



“Gullah” or “Geechee”?

• Scholars are not in agreement as to the origins of the 
terms “Gullah” and “Geechee.”  

• “Gullah people” are historically those located in Florida 
and South Carolina.  “Geechee” is used in North 
Carolina and Georgia.

• Geechee people in Georgia refer to themselves as 
“Freshwater Geechee” if they live on the mainland and 
“Saltwater Geechee” if they live on the Sea Islands. 

• In some circumstances, the term “Geechee” has been 
used as a blanket term to describe people who live in 
the Low Country, regardless of ethnicity. 



Those who were enslaved were all from Africa but 
did not say share common languages religions or 
cultural traditions. As these individuals encountered 
one another on plantations and began to mix, Gullah 
Geechee culture was created and could not be 
attributed to any one African culture (NPS 2005).



1929- Taught summer courses at SCSC
1932- Moved to GA for 14mo; visited Harris Neck, 
Brewer’s Neck, Sapelo Island, St. Simon Island and 
South Carolina (Edisto, Johns, St. Helena, Wadmalaw 
Islands)
1933-35, 1949- returned
1939, 1942, 1949- studying the African languages 
(Kimbundu, KiKongo, Yoruba, Ewe, Twi, Fante, Hausa, 
Mende, Gã, and Wolof) of the Niger-Kordofanian family 
at the University of London from 1936-1937
1949- “Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect”

Gullah as its own language

Dr. Lorenzo Dow Turner (1890-1972)
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“one cannot account for the origins ... 
ignoring the languages that the slaves 
had brought from Africa.”



A Gullah Geechee 
legacy that 
embraced nature for 
self-care
Toward nature-based solutions, acknowledge… 



“The old people knew the 
secrets of roots and herbs. 
We had roots and herbs 
growing all over Sapelo, 
and we used them for 
everything.” 

Cornelia Walker Bailey
“God, Dr. Buzzard, and the 
Bolito Man, 2000 

Woolly Mullein  Verbascum thapsus L.
Poultrice to remove swelling



Home 
Remedies
• Plantain leaves- boils

• Persimmon bark-diarrhea

• fat back-heal sores

• nightshade plant leaves-heal sores

• turpentine, camphor, kerosene and sugar- cold

• spirits of ammonia-upset stomach

• mustard poultice- boils and risings

• Clay and chewing tobacco-stings, insect bites

• ear wax- cold sores



• Blackberry root- diarrhea

• Sassafrass tea- measles

• Pennyroyal tea- women’s 
issues

• Moss tea- asthma

• Life everlasting- cold

• Toothache tree- mouth 
pain

• Believed in the ability of 
the earth to heal



Environmental literacy 
is a core value in the 
home and among the 
collective
Gullah Geechee communities are nature-based because…



Ecological knowledge dates pre-emancipation and particularly to rice cultivation.



https://www.penncenter.com/history-timeline

Nature-based agricultural education





“Um, everything in terms of various types of fish, 
crustaceans such as shrimp and other things.  Uh, and…but 
part of that survival is your ability to preserve it.  You have 
to remember,  we did not have refrigeration so you dried 
stuff. “

Mr. Charles Hall, recalling growing up on 
Sapelo Island (GA) in 2009

Charles Hall
1934-2014



If you listen to Gullah Geechee people talk about raising their own food, hunting, or fishing you won't hear any 
romantic infatuation with the natural environment. There may be a tremendous amount of respect esteem and 
gratitude because but it's not because of some fairy tale romantic idea of the natural environment it's an 
extraordinary understanding of how central nature is to providing every nutritional shelter and spiritual need. 



Have a  Sustainable, 
Green, Value System
Gullah Geechee communities are nature-based because they…



https://voices.nmfs.noaa.gov/



Gullah Geechee communities developed 
a form of mutual support with an 
economic and social core of subsistence 
fishing and farming (Brabec and 
Soto 2013. The cultural philosophy of 
community sharing persists today 
(Hoskins-Brown 2021)



Culture and Resilience in Harris Neck
Traditional Ecological Knowledge 

• “So they had a season and worked within that environment and 
they preserved the…they helped preserve the environment. Now 
everything had to work in connection with 
each other for you to get the maximum benefits from the 
environment. I don’t really think that they know 
that they were environmentalists, but they 
were good at it.”

Political, Social, and Cultural Practices
• Secondary impacts on environmental 

management

 Independence
“No. I just like, I just like the job. 
That’s all I ever done. Why I don’t 
like your job because, I’ma tell you the truth,
I don’t like boss man.”

 Spirituality
”…money have its place, but 
there is something much more 
important than that and that 
is God’s creation; the things that God 
made. You know if we’re going to live here 
these things are essential…”

22



Nature-based 
expressions and 
occupations
for economic resilience
Gullah Geechee communities have persistently used…



Jonathan Green

Many, many natural 
scenes and themes









Others in her 
footsteps

Sally Ann Robinson, 
Daufuskie Island, SC



Chantey men in McIntosh County, GA



https://www.hiltonheadisland.org/gullah/culture/

https://www.hiltonheadisland.org/gullah/culture/


L-R: Earnest McIntosh Jr., Najay White, and 
Earnest McIntosh Sr. of E.L McIntosh

Earnest McIntosh of Harris Neck, Georgia, wins the 2021 Ruth Fertel Keeper 
of the Flame Award from the Southern Foodways Alliance





Traveler interest is worth $34B to our region. 



Let’s frame the 
geography of the 
nature we want to 
preserve
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History of the NSF LTER Network (1977-present)
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Fishery Management Councils



What if we took everything we know and prioritize and 
ADDED the layer of working in the Gullah Geechee 
Corridor NHA?

Coastal ecology, resilience and cultural preservation 
with Gullah Geechee People and allies at the table?



Gullah Geechee Corridor (A DoI NPS National Heritage Area)

• Gullah Geechee; Black Americans 
descended from West and Central 
Africans enslaved on southeast 
U.S. sea islands (place-based)

• Geechee- GA; Gullah-SC
• Pender County, NC to St. 

Augustine, FL
• 30 miles inland (Sherman’s Field 

Order No. 15)

In 2007 SC Senator Jim Clyburn sponsored the legislation that was 
passed by Congress to established the Gullah Geechee Corridor

(Reauthorized in 2016,  reintroduced this year)

www.gullahgeecheecorridor.org
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The Harris Neck 
Fishing Community

German U-boats sank two U.S. tankers near Brunswick, 
GA. In July 1942, 2,687 acres of meadows, woodlands 
and marsh was condemned and  taken from 75 African 
American families by the federal government via eminent 
domain for the creation of a later abandoned airfield. 
No land was returned.

“We were a little taken aback that the 
stork was lifted up and folks who lived 
here were ignored,” Williams said. “That’s 
amazing how we’ve celebrated this stork 
when human beings were left out of the 
equation.”

Georgia state Rep. Al Williams, D-Midway, whose 
grandfather once preached in the Harris Neck community



Working toward solutions:

• Work in and with communities at multiple levels 
(grass roots, business, academic)

• Use existing infrastructure
• Foster inclusion and innovation



“Support living shorelines to protect the 
Gullah/Geechee Nation’s coasts from local 
instances of coastal acidification, nutrient 
pollution, coastal erosion, storm surge impacts, and 
hurricanes e.g. 

Promote and continue seagrass conservation and 
restoration.

Promote and continue oyster reef conservation and 
restoration; continue participating in shell 
recycling programs.”

Gullah/Geechee Nation 
Ocean Action Plan, 2019



Pursue HBCU Partners:  Savannah State University

Oyster Reef Monitoring and Restoration Goals:
• Evaluate the physical and biological parameters 

of natural and NOAA OHC-restored intertidal 
oyster reefs in coastal Georgia using quick and 
inexpensive methods (TT, MO) and sUAS (SM)

• Compare the use of biodegradable Oystercatcher 
™ hardscape for oyster reef habitat (CA, MK)

Tiffany Taubenheim

Shaneese Mackey Cameron Atkinson Matthew Kenworthy

Matthew Ogburn



Work with and within Gullah Geechee communties



https://www.penncenter.com/programs-and-resources

Leverage Programs





Established by the
County Commission in April 2008, the 
Chatham County Resource Protection 
Commission (CCRPC) was created to 
preserve the natural, historic, cultural, 
and aesthetic heritage of Chatham 
County, Georgia. Whitemarsh Island Preserve 

* the most populous
and highly developed 
coastal county

Funding (~$5million) Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (SPLOST)

THE CHATHAM COUNTY RESOURCE PROTECTION COMMISSION: 
A MODEL OF INNOVATION IN LAND CONSERVATION



Community-Based Resource Protection Committee

public involvement in 
decisions 

Innovation

Began vetting and 
acquiring 100 
properties from the 
watch list.

Chatham County Natural Resources Protection Committee used the county open space inventory 
to create a list of over 100 environmentally sensitive sites recommended for protection in 2006



To ensure that all areas are equally represented, each 
County Commissioner appointed someone from within 
their district to serve on the CCRPC.

Not shown:
Dane Spencer
Felton Jenkins



Essential Components

 Stakeholder involvement (early, 
diverse, long term)

 Committed source of funds
 Based in MPC, a joint city-

county agency that serves as 
the principal planning agency 
for Chatham County and the 
City of Savannah

 Supportive leadership
 Partnerships (landowners,  

army base, GA Land trust)

Asst. County Manager, Pat 
Monahan, flanked by County 
Manager Russ Abolt (left) and 
Chatham County Commission 
Chairman Pete Liakakis (right).



Technical Advisory Board
 Is a 35 member recommending body 
 Each representative has equal voting rights
 Develops policies, evaluates identified sites, manages sites, and 

engage the public 
 Provides the expertise to commission 
 Includes many previous committee members (historical 

memory) Membership:
Local Government Agencies
State Agencies (e.g. Georgia Dept of Natural Resources)
Federal Agencies (e.g. US Fish and Wildlife Service)
Home Builders Association
Environmental and Historic Non-profits
Neighborhood Associations
General public

Approach: Stakeholder-Based
Innovation



Approach: Science-Driven

1) Site evaluation team of environmental 
professionals (ecologist, naturalist and 
archaeologist)

2) Use the best available ecological 
information and on-the ground 
assessments to evaluate  property (ex., 
DNR native and rare species lists & rare 
habitat criteria).



Establishing Procedure
 Created a Site Ranking Manual with ranking criteria:
◦ environmental value
◦ historical/cultural value
◦ public use
◦ opportunity for protection

 Created a science-based site evaluation procedure with 14 sub-
criteria for point scoring based on
◦ land conservation programs throughout the U.S. 
◦ GIS assessment of county needs

 Acquisition 
◦ Purchase 
◦ Conservation easement 
◦ Purchase development rights
◦ any other option we can think of

Innovation

Flexibility



In two years,  3.925 km2 of natural coastal areas were protected.



CCRPC Partnerships

Local landowners

Chatham County and the 
City of Savannah’s FEMA 
Community Rating 
System 
(CRS)

contributed to Fort Stewart’s 
Army Compatible Use Buffer 
(ACUB) program because LORCC 
properties are in the ACUB zone.

helped  earn Chatham County 
and Savannah more points and 
lower the flood insurance 
premiums 

Helped us strategize 
conservation options



Success #1 Whitemarsh Island Preserve

Contains 3 priority habitats:
•maritime forest
•forested depressional wetlands
•brackish tidal marsh

purchased in 2000 $5,556,560, with $2.2 million leveraged from the State’s 
Greenspace Program



Provides
•habitat for rare species 
like the Painted Bunting

•the ideal breeding 
ground for amphibians

•the filtering capacity to 
protect downstream 
rivers from residential 
run-off

•Public access for 
passive recreation

Innovation



Success #2:  Blue Sky Property

 Located on the 
freshwater Ogeechee 
River

 650 acres of 
bottomland hardwood 
forest

purchased in 2008 for $1.5 million



Success # 3 Pennyworth Island
purchased in 2009 for $199,000
178 acre former rice plantation (1800’s)
169 acres of brackish tidal marsh



Larger Outcomes
Lower Ogeechee River Corridor (LORCC) conservation area.

Over 1,675 acres protected; offer pending on 530 additional acres

Partners:
Fort Stewart AB
CCRPC
Georgia Land Trust

Blue Sky



Recognition
The 2010 Conserve Georgia Award for Land Conservation, a statewide 
conservation outreach campaign initiated by Governor Sonny Perdue

received Georgia Planning Association’s (GPA) Outstanding Initiative for a 
Large Community Award during the GPA Fall 2009 Conference. 



What We Learned
1. Involve diverse public participation early and as 

much as possible
benefits: support, information, stewardship

2. Have a committed source of funds

3. Establish a science-based process to follow to 
ensure that you are giving each property a fair 
and unbiased review

4. Be flexible and creative

5. Look for partnerships everywhere



GGCHC Management Plan (2012)

“Potential impacts from sea-level 
rise include coastal erosion, storm-
surge flooding, coastal inundation, 
saltwater infiltration, loss of coastal 
properties and habitats, declines in 
soil and freshwater quality, loss of 
transportation routes, and the 
potential loss of life.”

Commissioners

South Carolina
Herb Frazier

Dawn Dawson-House
Veronica Hemmingway

Georgia
Dionne Hoskins-Brown, Ph.D.

Griffin Lotson 
Josiah Watts

North Carolina
Sean Palmer

Michelle Lanier
James R. Fullwood

Florida
Meredith Hardy, Ph.D.

Floyd Phillips
Eugene Emory, Ph.D.

Natural Resources: water 
quality, wetlands, 
vegetation, wildlife, climate 
change

Leverage Infrastructure



GGCHCC Ad Hoc Committee on Natural Resources and Climate Change

Roger Shew Mayor Eulis Willis

Ennis Davis Hermina Glass-HillTia Clark

Commissioner Meredith 
Hardy, Ph. D.

Patrick Holladay, Ph. D.

Sue Ebanks, Ph. D.

Marilyn Hemmingway

Albert George

Bria Graham

Phil Odom

A committee of descendants and allies tasked with identifying Corridor priorities





Heritage Tourism is Big Business
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