Black History in Cape Fear:

Randall Library showcases a local heritage

ebruary is Black History Month,
which always gives America & lot

to think about—particulady in the
outh. Our own Cape Fear region has an
especially poignant pan in the past, with
a rich heritage of struggle and strife for
African-Americans. Of course, the history
has remained largely unacknowledged in
history books until recently

“ African-Americans, free and enslaved,
were crucal to the development of south-
eastern Neorth Caroling,” John Battle, &
rector of the Afrcan-Americen Heritage
Foundation of Wilmington, Inc m\-:‘-‘.'
says. “Besides providing the bulk of plan-
tation labor, they dug the canals, labored
on the railroads, worked in commerce and
shipping, and help construct much of the
built ervironment, some of which is still in
existence today.”

Battle end his colleagues at the AAHFW
have been busy studying the connection
between the history of Wilmington and Si-
erra Leone. In fact, a former slave named
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“Thomas Peters” joined the British Army
in the Revolutionary War and later became
a founder of Freetown, Sierra Leone. He
was known s a “Black Pioneer.”

Bunce |sland was an 18th-century Brit
ish fort in Sierra Leone,” Battle explains
“It shipped thousands of African captives
mainly from the Rice Coast of West Af-
rica to the rice-growing regions of North
America during the mid- and late-1700s.”
As the history points out, that xnowledge
of rice farming became an assett to the
South and its economy.

As slave owners profited from the labor
and knowledge of the African imports,
a new culture had started to develop in
the fields. n 2006 Congress established
a Gullah/Geeche Cultural Heritage Corri
dor, making it the only one in existence to
commemorate African-American history
The 12,000 square miles spread along
the Southem coast and include pieces of
North and South Carolina, Georgia and
Florida. Parts of New Hanover County are
included in the stretch

Over time, enslaved Africans who lived
and labored in relative isolation on rice
plantations develoged the distinct Gullgh
language, traditions, music, material cul

ture and foodways,” Battle says. “Much
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of this culture is maintained to this day.”

Yet, many pecgle are unaware or know

very litthe of this rich cultural heritage in
the Wilmington area, largely due to the
lack of information avaiable 1o the public.
“The historic presence of the Gullah peo-
ple has largely escaped or been excluded
from records, books and unti recently,
historian Bettle says. “But this
might be because of an inability to distin-
guigh among Africen-American origins. It is
often viewed by others as & homogenous
group of people.”
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The AAHFW hopes thet & new pub
lic exhibit will help to educate the local
population on the Gullah/Geeche culture
Working with the UNCW Office of Institu
tional Diversity end Inclusion, the organi
2ation has been able to sponsor a display
in the Randall Library. Called the “Bunce
sland Exhibit,” the show features papers
and pictures degicting the history of the

understated people. The story of Sierra
Leone, the Atlentic Slave Trade and the
origing of the culture in North America
is told vividy in illustrations along the
library's main corridor.

It is cur hope that the exhibit wil stim
ulate new representations and historical
narratives besed on Westem forms of
evidence,” Battle informs. “We want to
validate the Gulleh pecple’s family and
oral histeries, memories, folklore and e
experiences.”

The Bunce Island Exhibit is on display
from February 18t to the 27th in the Ran

I Library Exhibit Center. On February
21st & grand opening reception will be
held, featuring & lecture and video with
Professor Joseph A Opala, the show's
curator. The lecture will begin at 3pm
with time for questions and discussions
at 4pm. The video and reception will fol
low. Visit www.bunce-island.org for more
information or cell (910) 262-8208




