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Oru:c the first artillery shell exploded over Fort Surmnter and
the opening shots of the Civil War had been exchanged, the
fires of passion, long smoldering in the hearts of many
Marthern abolitionists, burst into fAames as well. A [ew deer-
mined young women—many of them Unitarians or Quakers—
were more than eager to do whatever they could to gase the
plight of the Southern slaves, Some were driven by idealism
and a wue sense of duty; others sought opportunity for mean-
nglul work, largely denied to women in the 1B60s. But, lke
soldiers for enlightenment, they bravely headed south with
lofty ambitions of rightipg the wrongs of slavery. Among the
sarliest of these wromean was Laura M. Tomme, She was sent to
South Carolina in April of 1862 by an abolitionist group in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, calling itself the Freedmen's
AsEoCIano

Alone and camrying only a few possessions and meager
supplies, Laura stepped off the steamer onto the island of St
Helena in Beaufort County, dose o where Union ooops had
established their first victorious stronghold in Port Royal the pre-

vious vear. On this isolated, rural island were approximately

10,000 abandoned slawes, left behind when their masters fled

a5 12,000 Union forces landed on nearby Hilton Head Izland
Althaugh the Emancipation Proclamanon would not be

__IT HAPPENED IN SOUTH CAROLINA

read by President Lincoin until January 1, 1863, the black
population of 5t. Helena was essentially (if unofficially) liber-
ated. They lacked two main ingredients for achieving self-
suffici=ncy on their island home: education and utde to their
own lands. Laura Towne had come to address the first of
these issuas—education

It was ironic that S5t. Helena Island would be her assign-
ment for administering the first of the "remedies"” for slavery, as
5t Helena was where slavery had been introduced to America
in 1524. The Spanish named it Punia de Santa Elena when they
landed there in 1521, English planters amived on Hilton Head
Island in 1663, After their war with the Yemassee Indians ended
in 1718, l‘]‘i_E!j? were able to use n:a.rl:',-."ii[. Elema for growing
crops, primarily indigo, By the time of the American
Revolutioh, “5t. Helena® (as the island was now called) had
been sertled for 200 years. All the while, its use had been mosty
agriculrural. Its population was largely dominated by “West
Africans imported to-worlt there as slaves,

The 5t. Helena that awaited Laura Towne miust have
looked intimidating, if not Rousseau-like in its natural beaury.
In addition to the vast coton felds that gave mute testmony o
the slavery long practiced there, she witnessed a vanety of 2ni-
mals and lush vegetation. Wild varieties of yellow jessamine,
Cherokee roses, cassina berries, iris, and wisteria were growing
in abundance. Palmetos and ancient live oaks were thriving
along the marshes and ddal creeks, as they had for eons

In this rich, natural, apd isolated environment, St Helena's
black culture was able to remain apart from the distracting influ
ences of other setings. Many of the islanders' West-African tra-
ditions were passed on through consecutive generations
unaltered, For mstance, . Helena residents retained thew dis-
tinct "Gullah" language—a uniquely altered blend of African,
Mative-American, Spanish, French, and English words. 50 did
the famous Guilah baslet weaving—so associated with the
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South Caroling Lowcountry—which originated with African




tribes from the Gulf of Guinea down to the Cape of Good ol Hope
F

Laura found her way 0 the abandoned house on the Oaks
Plantation, which provided her Ffirst shelter Eventually, one
raorm af the ald house s "'.""I:. a5 her school. The first job, hows-
EVES, WS j8rving the black: g immediate need for medical care
As it happened, she was in a limited position to help in this
capacity as well as start a school. She had been educated at the

women's Medical College in Philadelphia, and her training
helped her quickly become the island's “doctor.” She dispensed
madscal care as best she could and zepved as 3 midwesife whils

s=tting up classes for her ::_‘-i.‘.l“:

nust have been overwhelming
she wnote ':l.]‘:.{ o the :'::-:-:"rr.r'r_'s Association in Pennsylvania
asking for help, and the following June another teacher a
Canadian-bom Quaker named Ellen Murray, arri

teacher, Charlote Fosten, was an African Amedcsan from Salem

Massachusetts, who arrived in October that same y=ar. Only the

A rhkird

iares of Charlome Forten and Laura Towne survive as records
r“ the first years of what i& known as “the Por Roryal
Experiment” Miss Foren =R after the Ffsst vear due to il
5:-."..:!I| Bt Miss Tomme and Mg Murray staved on for the next

forty years of their lives, .
Ihe women called their school *Penn Mormal® in honor of
Penn and their home state. Their students were 2 mib
aves and their descendants, reh Ff'-':-'-' of war, and a few
aptives who had been brought to America just before

of the success of the Penn Mormal School o 3y have
stermmed from the fact that much of the Civil War's calamity and
dismption ook _:"4'1- '3.‘.‘:-'.[_1_:;!. from 5t Helena Island, Even
while hostliues with Northern troops contimied on the maink nd,
the Dlack commumity on 5. Helena was :._'j;'_'._:ll :;Q|_‘.l;.i_-_|'.':._':::|;: B
After frdedom was Fnally ""L"". life changed very litls on 5t
lelera. The exception was the issue of land ownership

One of the first ordees iagued -'_'-:.' Fen. '.'l'.',l_;.“;_ Terums=h

Sherman in preparation for Reconstruction was Special Fleld
COrder f‘|EJ. 15, which appropriated the Souwth Caroling zeq
islands for use by freed slaves. He assigned Gen. Rufus Saxon
the formidable task of identifying the head of each black
household and assigning each of these men “footy acres of land

and the emporary use of a military hémse or mule.”

St. Helena's blacks contineed living on the land as they
had. betore—working the same [i=lds some of their ::'_c_'=.|.,|.
had worked as slaves—only now they were the landowne
Even through the end of teenth century, most of the
andholders on 5t Helena were the grown children or the
granachiléren -of former slaves who criginally had been grane
&d land by the newly victorious Federal Government

Laura found the blacks on 5t. Helena to be cage:

Schoo! enrollment quickly ocuigrew the one-room space allo
caled in the r'-I | plantation house. They moved ino the island's

brick Bapoisg Cl ||.|'I:_ which had been built |'1.r slave labnr hack

1B But 8000 that Space was (oo small as well. Miss Towne

purchased land, and an early version of 2 prefabricated school
building was sent o South Carolina by the Philadelphia-based
spondors. The unassambled building was shipped all the way
to Beautort by boat

A -|".:lL-!;.‘. the school was a great success, the money from

the Freedmen's Assoclation soon ran out Miss Towrne was

vlizs
forced to pay the other teachers from her own meager salary,
but the school strugeled on despite the hardship. When bMiss
Towne's health began to fail in 1500, help arrived in the Pl
sonzge of Mr. P. W, Dawkings, a follower of Boaker

Washington and a man genecally considerad to be a leadis ,_-

authorty in Afrcan-American educatbon. After Miss Towne's

death in 1901, he became Superin -u*l. -:I"."u_n.-::i-".'- at Pend

Mormal and o :;.-':-.".:.-'- d the islanders into farmer’s “conferences ”
een At Tuskeges Institute. Self-reliance was the
key, ne emphasized. He also instituted 2 school farm and

opened the door for industrial education at Pe

like those he'd =
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Carpenéry, blacksmithing, wheel wrighting, bashst weay-
ing, harmess making, cobbling, and mechanics followed suit
By 1909 a full-tiene agricultural instructor was on the Faculty,
and the school adopted the name Ponn Mormal Industrial and
Apricultural Schaoal. Graduates had the option of continuing
their schooling ba become teachers, and many went on o work
N ehe county achaols scattered throughout the sea slands

For the most part these small-seale b successhal Borosers
were spared the closed economic cpde clled “sharecropping,”
which bound geremtons of Southern blacka o poverty. The
were also spared che politheal and sodetal insult of segregation,
84 the blacks had always besn in the wast majority on the
ifland. "What the)y lacdeed economically they made wp foc with
th= confidence that came from owning thelr cwn land
Whites—and their Southemn sagregation—stayed away fram 5.
Helerss, a3 it wid beleved 1o be oo swampy and makasial for
s pgeeation. The southesn calpure pdayed <=0 i ory into
he teenbteth cenhury without much peaicisation oo 5
Heler, even though @ was the largest of Beaufost Coumnby's
sixry-five separate isknds.

En 1648 Begufort County fimally ook owver the financizl
mr-omethdlity of educaton oa S5t Helena Island. Clisees
e continued until 3 pubdic school wss buill The s gral-
s from Fenn Cender recelved thesr diplomas in 19560

LurEng the 19508 and ewrdy 19608, Penn's campus became
1 majer retreat for civil-righes groups hesded by Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. During the sarhy 15860s D, King ancd hiz saff mee
hiere aften o phn Sraregies for socdal change. Mot the leas of
Bhese planning seasions resulted In the March on Washington,
A, m 165 A povase rereal ior D Kirng was budi on bt
Helena, but the leader was assassinaced in Memphis,
lenneseee, in 1968 before be had the opportunity o sty there

Ower the ypears the schools mole a8 a catalyst for s=if
“lance has betome a beacon of hope for penerations of black
iguth Carolindans, Penn Cemer, &8 it is oo known, Is 2
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conference center far educational refigious, and cubyrg] devp|
- B ] ket =rTe]-

;-_."-:'I':Eﬂl: used by studende and scholare From all gyer Armeriey
Enn Center was desigrated as one of South Carolina'y thees
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