Hilton Head native shares
her story to help preserve
the Gullah hefitage.

By TOM BARTON -
tbarton@islandpacket.com
843-706-8169

Ninety-eight-year-old Hilton

Head native Helen Frazier Pitt- |

manSumpterloved to fly down
the island’s tree-lined dirt roads
on her father’s horse. Disap-
proving men be damned.

“] was:the tomboy, handling
my father’s horses and cows,”
Sumpter said.

“A fella used to wait for me
to come by. He'd see me com-
ing, and’he'd‘hold my horse and
said I couldn't go. He says a girl
shouldn't be riding a horse.

“I'd'cry and cry, and some of
the elders would come by and
see me crying. They said, 'If
you don't leave that girl alone
(herfather) s going to put you
in jail? Then everybody leave
mealone... .

“After thab anybody get in
my way they get run over. They
weren't going tostopame from

- riding my horse.” -

Sumpter, who turns 99 on
Qct. 28, is the oldest among a

- vanishing breed of Guilah el-
. dersontheisland who remem-

ber simpler times — before
ferry service began bringing
cars andpeople to Hilton Head
in1953. Before abridge was built
in1956 connecting the island to
the mainland. Before Charles
E. Fraser began charting anew
destiny for the island.

For nearly a century, she
has watched as her birthplace
evolved from a rural, isolated
coastal community of farm-

ers, fishermeniand artisans to.
_ abudding resort-town.

She comes from an era- when
islanders relied on the creek to
provide for their family, catch-
ing fish and crabs, picking
oysters and digging for clams!
Sumpter worries that-spirit-of
self:reliance, perseverance and
hard - work that. defines Gullali
culture is beingilost in today’s
fast-paced society of overin-
duigence and selfishness.

She worrles the old ways
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“Fhe ones who ‘were here
years ago should beable tohelp
the. ones here now;, but they’re
gone,” Sumpter said' Eriday.
“Wereally don't have afounda-
tion-to say iow we grew up.”

SAVING-'I?HE_-PAS’I’ ;
The Gullah' culture arose

from slaves brought to South.

Garolina and Georgia from
West and Gentral Africa to
work the rice, cotton and indigo
plantations.

Until the 1950s or so, the
Gullah way oflife was virtually
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Hilton Head native Islander. Helen Sumpter, right, is shown with, from left, sister. Eiz
Frazier, niece Shirley Williams and Williams’ husband, Sandr, on Friday at NHC Hea|
Care in Bluffton.

“It was a pioneer life where you made
do with what you had. But what I've
learned from the Gullah elders was the

had happy lives.”

Carrie Hirsch, Hilton Head Gullah Mnsaum boardme:nhur

liospltals. Tt-was a farming and’
bartering community;” Hirschi

said. “It was a pioneer life

‘where youtnade do with what

you had, But whiat I've learned
from the Gullah elders was they
had happy lives. ... We want to
dispel this myth of: rampant

hidden among the Sealslandsof poverty, because of the amount

South Carclina. Slowly, Gulldh
natives became less isolated as
developers moved in and the
Gullah moved out, said Carrie

Hirsch, a board member.ofithe

Hilton Head'Gullah Museum,
The culture’s mix of African,

Caribbean and European influ-

enges slowly began to fade and

;Wwas threatened, according to_

‘national experts.

Hirsch plans to interview
Sumpter today for a museum
documentary Hirsch intends
to share with local schools
and civic groups to keep the

ofmatural resources that were
available to them."

. Sumpter

“We had boats. We had hors-
es. We had cows. We had our
farms. We had the:creek. We
were happy,” she said. “And ev-
erybody got along like one big
family. Everything was there, If
you wanted it, you go getit. And
whatever one person family
got; they divided it. Everyone
lived together.”

Sumpter’s father worked as a
stableman, farrn hand and hunt-
ing-guide at Otterburn Planta-

mother was “a farmer's aud
Sumpter graduated fj
the Mather School, where
boarded, in 1935. The schod
what is now a part of the Tt
mical College of the Lowcon
campus in Beaufort, was es
lished in 1868 to educate
daughters of freed slaves.
She attended the school £

 fifth through 2 thi grades. Al

ward, she enjoyed alongca
working for telephone con
nies in Brooklyn, NY., Sai
nah and onl Hilten Head v
she retired in1975;

Her advice for today’s §
eration: Don't underestin
the value of education anc
member your roots.

“Enow the people who ci
before. See the advantag
doing things ourway;” she 1
“Get together and work tog
er to make improvements.'



