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WRITING TOWARD PLACE:  
INSPIRATION FROM THE WORLD AROUND US

South Carolina’s Nikky Finney writes toward place—incorporating environment, 
Black history, generational histories, social justice, and culture into her work. 

CHARLESTON’S POETS LAUREATE 
A centuries-old tradition at home in Charleston. 
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ON THE COVER:
Nikky Finney at her home in Columbia, South Carolina. 
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Writing Toward Place
Inspiration From The World Around Us

by Erica Hussey

From the roiling, tangled histories 
of the Atlantic Ocean to the 

crinkling of newspaper wrapped fish  
in a fishmonger shop in Sumter to the 
rice fields of the humid Lowcountry, 
Nikky Finney keeps an eye on the 
details around her—past and present. 
Animal, mineral, vegetable. 

“I’m so lucky that I’m so unabash-
edly curious and slightly stubborn 
about wanting to know everything  
I can know in this short life,” says 
Finney. “I’m a lifetime student of 
history, science, philosophy, botani-
cals, minerals, dinosaurs, pencils, 
orchids, amphibians, opals, blue beads, 
etcetera. You get the picture. I some-
how avoided being trained out of my 
belief in interconnectivity. This is not 
a theory. This is the way I live.”

Born in 1957 in Conway, South 

Carolina, and raised in Sumter, Finney 
is a poet, the John H. Bennett, Jr. 
endowed professor of creative writing 
and Southern letters and a Carolina 
distinguished professor at the Uni-
versity of South Carolina, and the 
executive director of the Ernest A. 
Finney, Jr. Cultural Arts Center. She is 
the daughter of a lawyer. The daughter 
of a teacher. An advocate for social 
justice and cultural preservation. And 
a vital voice in South Carolina’s thriv-
ing arts community. 

But above all, she is curious.
In tandem with innate curiosity, 

Finney looks toward memory to guide 
her writing. To begin writing, she often 
initiates composition with flashes of 
her own visual memory—a testament 
to her acute sense of observation and 
sensory processes (“smell, taste, sound, 

touch, and other”). When asked 
whether a specific memory informs  
her writing process, Finney mentions 
her birth, life by the sea, and reading 
Rachel Carson as moments she holds 
close. 

“I follow the first agitations as far 
as I can before turning that mental 
curiosity over to my imagination—
which always wants to weigh in— 
and never be treated like anything 
secondary. Being born so close to the 
Atlantic Ocean gave me this particu-
larly rich sensory board. Instead of 
going to the park as a family we went 
to the ocean to play, picnic, leave the 
world behind. I realized early in my  
life that the ocean—particularly the 
Atlantic—was the wellspring of every-
thing I would ever write. This has 
proven to be true. Each time I return 

IMAGINATION. Nikky Finney, poet and 
professor of creative writing at the University 
of South Carolina, takes inspiration from the 
world around her.          
PHOTO/CRUSH RUSH  
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the sea animals 
came ashore. This 
was my moment.  
I will always feel 
that my lungs 
simply needed a 
little extra time to 
transition.”

Rachel Carson 
(1907–1964)—the 
writer and environ-
mentalist best 
known for the 1962 
book, Silent Spring, 
and other works: 
The Sea Around 
Us, Under the Sea 
Wind, and The 
Edge of the Sea—
wrote along 
perceived lines 
that straddled 
science and art, 
calling attention  
to the peril and 
beauty within  
the environment. 
Those lines 
between science 
and art were drawn  
fairly recent; fueled 
by misinterpreta-
tions of 
neurobiologist 

Roger Sperry’s work from the ’50s and 
’60s.

Sperry’s laboratory illuminated 
important discoveries in brain hemi-
spheric specialization (he’d go on to 
share the 1981 Nobel Prize in physiol-
ogy and medicine for this work). For 
example: the right hemisphere is 
responsible for musical or spatial tasks 
while the left for more verbal or ana-
lytical functions. As a result, a false 
dichotomy arose between the sciences 
and arts—the public misinterpreting 
Sperry’s split-brain theory to mean that 
people were either good at science and 
math or language and art. Although 
the idea that right-brained creativity 
persists today, there is little empirical 
data to support this conclusion. 

Carson’s work sought to inform 
and connect readers to the world 

to the land (and water) of my birth 
there is a deep tingling, physically  
and emotionally. When I discovered 
Rachel Carson’s writings, in my 
Thirties, I remember walking the shore 
and staring side eye at the water and 
smiling and whispering to myself ‘Oh, 
this must be the spot where I finally 
‘made land.’’ I totally understood the 
transformation from sea creature to 
land, from fins to feet,” says Finney. 

She’s also keenly aware of the 
memory of her birth. As a newborn, 
she was diagnosed with jaundice and 
held in an incubator for eight days 
while her mother was discharged: “My 
imagination informs me that my birth 
was indeed the moment that I came 
ashore—through my mother. Rachel 
Carson taught me there was an incred-
ible shift in the earth’s history when 

OCEAN VIEWS. Ghost forests—formed as sea levels rise and 
saltwater moves inland—cast an eerie and enchanting silhouette 
on a beach at sunrise. 
PHOTO/GRACE BEAHM ALFORD

around us through literary leanings 
and scientific observations. Her body 
of work has proven to be a cultural 
lodestar for environmental writing 
through the intrinsic link between 
language and science, providing an 
example for those who would follow—
calling attention to environmental 
concerns and fascinations.

“Like the sea itself, the shore 
fascinates us who return to it, the  
place of our dim ancestral beginnings,” 
wrote Carson in 1955, published only  
a couple years before Finney’s birth. 

Lockstep with Carson’s literary 
endeavors and Finney’s Atlantic-based 
upbringing, Finney’s work also func-
tions across similar links by tying her 
work to place. She does this by con-
sidering not only environmental 
observations, but also drawing our eyes 
toward generational histories, Black 
history, culture, South Carolina, and 
memory. 

“I don’t stop to ask, can I do all  
of this mixing and re-classification?  
I know that if I am asking good ques-
tions about things that matter to more 
than just me, I know that if I’m asking 
those questions for all the right rea-
sons, then I will eventually arrive at 
some new stratosphere of understand-
ing. I would prefer to not land at the 

The Sea Around Us.
PUBLISHED IN 1951. 
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considers the history of rice, culture, 
and the continent of her ancestors. In 
Head Off & Split, Finney takes inspira-
tion from a fishmonger—Liberty Street 

Seafood in Sumter—she visited 
throughout her life. Throughout all 
her work, a pervasive sense of wonder 
and discerning eye for connection is 
readily apparent to readers.  

“BLACK PEARL”—ATLANTIC 
BEACH, SOUTH CAROLINA 

And Finney’s future projects? 
She’s taking on Atlantic Beach—

or the “Black Pearl.” Located in Horry 
County, Atlantic Beach is one of the 
few beach towns in the United States 
predominately owned by African 
Americans. The town is made up of 
about four blocks located within a 
stretch of North Myrtle Beach. Its 
origins began in 1934 when George 
Tyson bought forty-seven acres of 
beachfront property followed by the 
acquisition of more adjoining land in 
the years to follow. The Atlantic Beach 
Company was then formed by a group 
of business people, doctors, educators, 

airport where its safe and predictable.  
I would prefer to land in a rockier spot. 
A wilder untamed spot,” says Finney. 
“The circuitousness you speak of in  
my work might be there because of  
my relationship to the natural world. 
Humans are doing their best to might-
ily screw up that relationship right now 
but nature will march on no matter 
what humans refuse to do for human-
ity. I am guided by so many sounds 
that still exist in the forest. I am drawn 
to so many understandings that frogs 
and salamanders and abalone and 
spiny oysters have taught me about the 
color orange and lime green. So many 
humans associate colors with universi-
ties and athletic teams. I associate 
colors with mammals and rocks and 
reptiles. The first order.”

Her work includes the collections 
Love Child’s Hotbed of Occasional 
Poetry, Rice, Heartwood and Head Off 
& Split (a 2011 National Book award 
winner), among others. In Rice, Finney 

Head Off & Split. 
PUBLISHED IN 2011 BY NORTHWESTERN 
UNIVERSITY PRESS. 

SOUTH CAROLINA’S “BLACK PEARL.” Atlantic Beach is located in Horry County in an area within North Myrtle Beach. 
MAP/CRYSTAL NARAYANA/GOOGLE MAPS  
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understanding that is going to save us 
as a species and avoid a sixth massive 
extinction is the fact that we need 
each other. The poets and the artists 
are saying this at different levels but 
not too many other groups are leading 
this chant. We need each other in 
every way. But we are so myopic as 
different societies and so sadly attuned 
to only the face in the mirror. Selfies 
and screen shots that make us look like 
we are the first people to ever know 
anything. We are fooling ourselves into 
a horrific corner. We do not have the 
urgency or the understanding about 
our deep and historical and spiritual 
interconnectedness that we need to 
stop the extinction that is happening 
every minute of every day. We see the 
Rain Forest as Brazil’s problem. We see 
the oil rigs leaking in the Gulf of 
Mexico as Louisiana’s problem.”

Finney continues alongside the 
writing of others in thinking of com-
munity and the environment—the 
likes of Aldo Leopold, Ishimure 
Michiko, and J. Drew Lanham stand  
in concert, echoing ideas of 
interconnectedness. 

Aldo Leopold (1887–1948)—an 
American writer and conservationist 
known for his 1949 work, A Sand 
County Almanac and the philosophical 
framework of the land ethic—stated  
to “care for the land is care for the 
people.” 

While Ishimure Michiko (1927–
2018)—a Japanese writer and activist 
known for writing on the Minamata 
disease, a neurological disorder caused 
by methylmercury poisoning—shed 
light on how industrial pollution 
affected communities and aquaculture 
through the link between health and 
the environment. Minamata disease 
was also called “dancing cat fever” due 
to the noted neurological effects in 
coastal domestic cats that consumed 
seafood in the area. 

Carson’s work in Silent Spring 
brought similar attention to the effects 
of widespread use of pesticides like 
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane 
(DDT) in the United States. Her work 
would prove to be a fountainhead for 

and community leaders to further 
develop Atlantic Beach for Black 
Americans in the ’40s and ’50s. In a 
segregated South, Atlantic Beach was a 
vibrant vacation destination, providing 
Black beachgoers and visitors one of 
the few havens and avenues to the 
Atlantic Ocean. Today, the communi-
ties and residents of Atlantic Beach 
continue to seek ways to revitalize the 
area while preserving its identity and 
history. Entering its forty-third year, the 
annual Black Pearl Cultural Heritage 
and Bike Festival draws thousands of 
visitors to the beach town on Memorial 
Day weekend. 

“I’m working on a long story, in 
poetic form, about a place known as 
the Black Pearl. It was a small beach 
town where Black people could go and 
relax for a weekend or a few weeks in 
the summer and not be hounded by 
hatred and racism. The state of South 
Carolina actually put orange buoys and 
ropes out in the water in the 1940s to 
keep Black people on their side of the 
water and allow White people to swim 
in water that did not contain Black 

people. How ridiculous this is. Racism 
is ridiculous in so many manifesta-
tions,” Finney says. “The story I’m 
writing is fiction based in the arms of 
real history. One of the main charac-
ters is a young Black woman deep sea 
diver, an occupation I could not imag-
ine when I was a girl growing up in 
South Carolina and another character 
is an older Black woman who has been 
a witness to a great deal of the Black 
Pearl’s history. Ugly and beautiful. 
That’s all I can say about it right now.  
I don’t want it to run away from me 
before I get it all down.” 

LINKING INDIVIDUALS TO 
 COMMUNITY

Interconnectedness is an emblem 
of Finney’s work, pushing against the 
idea of insular experience as the center 
while speaking toward a larger shared 
experience of community and history. 

When asked to speak to how the 
“individual” appears to share the same 
center point as “community” in her 
work, Finney offered: “The only 

COMMUNITY. Sea oats—important plants for dune stabilization are protected by law—
flourish in dunes along Horry and Georgetown County. 
PHOTO/GRACE BEAHM ALFORD 
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further conversations in the U.S.—
eventually, the Environmental 
Protection Agency would form in 1970 
and DDT would be banned in 1972.

Another South Carolina writer,  
J. Drew Lanham—writer and orni-
thologist known for The Home Place: 
Memoirs of a Colored Man’s Love Affair 
with Nature—believes in the intercon-
nection in his conservation ethos of 
“the head and the heart connection.” 
Lanham marries scientific facts with 
an individual’s emotional connection 

with nature as a way to encourage 
conservation. In doing so, Lanham 
also stresses a foundation  
in understanding the historical and 
cultural ties people have with the 
environment. 

Writers and their histories of 
community examine the cultural 
lenses from which the environment  
is inextricably linked, shedding light 
on concerns as well as fascinations  
we share.

“We are human beings. When we 

AT HOME IN SOUTH CAROLINA. Finney was born near the Atlantic Ocean in 
Conway, but is now based in Columbia. 
PHOTO/CRUSH RUSH

are connected to each other and to  
the rest of the world—and not just the 
part that has our name on it—we can 
do anything we set our hearts to,” says 
Finney.

ERNEST A. FINNEY, JR. CULTURAL 
ARTS CENTER

In another avenue of community, 
Finney also bears the mantle of execu-
tive director of the Ernest A. Finney, 
Jr. Cultural Arts Center. The cultural 
arts center opened its doors to the 
public in the summer of 2022.

The center, located in Columbia 
in the Robert Mills district, aims to 
bring together the celebration of art, 
community, and Black history. It is  
a bustling space built from the foun-
dations of the shuttered Southern 
Electric building. It begets its name 
from Finney’s father, Ernest A. Finney, 
Jr., a prominent figure in South 
Carolina history. Ernest A. Finney, 
Jr.—also known as the “Black Fox”  
for his ability to bring people together 
despite discomfort of topic—was  
the first African American Supreme 
Court Justice appointed to the South 
Carolina Supreme Court since the 
Reconstruction Era and an influential 
figure in the civil rights movements in 
the ’60s and ’70s. 

On the new cultural arts center, 
Finney envisions the space and what it 
might mean: “We are building a new 
community institution. It is focused  
on the richness of the Black Cultural 
Arts. We believe when you keep the 
arts at the forefront of your decision 
making you are moving in the right 
human, geographical, and spiritual 
directions. We do not believe the arts 
are what you engage with only on the 
weekend. We hope to be an incubator 
of ideas focused on how the making  
of music, dance, poetry, film, painting, 
and more can make us more aware 
human beings and better side-by-side 
communities,” Finney says. 

The Ernest A. Finney, Jr. Cultural 
Arts Center has already hosted visual 
artists, musicians, workshops, artists’ 
markets, and community 
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conversations—with a growing roster 
of future events hallmarking a bedrock 
of cultural incubation. 

Jason L. Rapp communications 
director of the South Carolina Arts 
Commission says, “Cultural arts cen-
ters are important to their commun i- 
 ties because they understand the 
context of a place. Being rooted in a 
community gives them the ability to 
help it tell its story or stories through 
tailored programming. It is a ground-
up approach as opposed to a movie 
theater. Those too are artistic experi-
ences, but the content is from 
somewhere else featuring someone 
else. Cultural art centers so often 
feature their community’s talent.”

And Finney plans to do just that: 
“One of our structures at the new 
Cultural Center is called the Long-
house. It is one 6000 square foot room 
where we hope to bring our differences 
and hold, embrace, tell stories, teach, 

read together, inform, inspire, re-
direct, and embolden each other  
in every human way possible.”

WRITING TOWARD GENIUS LOCI

Consider genius loci—the spirit  
of place. 

Genius loci in Roman religion 
referred to an intangible protective 
spirit of a specific place. The term 
often held religious or mythical con-
notations. In Eastern cultures, a similar 
“spirit of place” occupied the environ-
ment. In Japan, kami were spirits that 
inhabited natural elements in the 
landscape (waterfalls, rocks, trees, and 
sea) and guided early inhabitants. 

Contemporary uses of genius loci 
now refer to the atmosphere or charac-
ter of place; the term embodies not 
only the environment, but the culture, 
society, and history of a specific place.  

Writers such as Nikky Finney and 

J. Drew Lanham in South Carolina, to 
writers like Rachel Carson and Aldo 
Leopold document genius loci, captur-
ing the interactions between culture 
and environment. 

To locate South Carolina’s genius 
loci, writers such as Finney find inter-
connections between science and art. 
Between past and present. Cir  cum-
navigating negative histories is 
avoided; instead, they’re tackled  
headfirst. There is less of a fixation on  
the purely pastoral, a feature of early 
nature writing in the eighteenth 
century. Writing seeks to connect the 
past and present, examining experi-
ence. History and poetics. Preserving a 
spirit of place, between the fishmonger 
and the Atlantic Ocean and the poet 
in Columbia. 

Or as Rachel Carson wrote: “The 
history of life on earth has been a 
history of interaction between living 
things and their surroundings.”

GENIUS LOCI. A gull’s striking profile among twisted branches greets visitors at dawn. 
PHOTO/GRACE BEAHM ALFORD
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The aromatic, glabrous leaves of 
the bay laurel are a deep glossy 

green. Native to the Mediterranean, 
this illustrious evergreen—the bay 
laurel, Laurus nobilis—is more than  
an element of cuisine or medicinal 
application. 

A humble plant, the laurel tree 
has a noble tie to classic mythology: 
Apollo, the god of sun, healing, poetic 
arts, and prophecy, among other 
things. Apollo’s laurel tree story is 
complicated—amounting to a dubious 
fixation or incited love of Daphne who 
would go on to turn into a bay tree to 
avoid him, according to some versions. 
The story culminates in Apollo claim-
ing the bay tree sacred, anointing it in 
lore and cementing the tree’s symbol-
ization of high esteem.

That esteem translated to laurel 
wreaths or crowns being bestowed on 
honorees as an emblem of victory and 
success. Arising in Ancient Greece, 
honoring poets (and heroes) is a long-
lived tradition. Aristotle even wrote in 
Poetics in the fourth century BC that 
“poetry is finer and more philosophical 
than history; for poetry expresses the 

universal, and history only the 
particular.”

“Laureate” then comes from the 
Latin root word lareatus, loosely mean-
ing “crowned with laurels.” 

So how did we come to confer 
laurels to our poets? 

The answer begins during the 
Renaissance when early honorific 
iterations of the poet laureate were 
recognized by monarchs or even cities. 
It wasn’t until 1616 in the United 
Kingdom when James I granted a 
pension to a writer that we would see  
a semblance of the version we have 
today. The first official poet laureate of 
the United Kingdom was appointed in 
1668 by Charles II. The official title of 
“poet laureate” is now an honorary 
position that is bestowed by a govern-
ment, city, state, or monarch. The 
purpose? A poet laureate’s aims are  
to broaden poetry’s accessibility, raise 
appreciation and awareness of reading, 
advocate for poetry, and embody the 
artistic integrity of the country (or 
place). 

Echoing the United Kingdom’s 
custom, the United States created a 

“consultant in poetry to the Library of 
Congress” position in 1937 (originating 
from a 1936 position) that would be 
renamed “poet laureate consultant  
in poetry” in 1986. Selected by the 
Librarian of Congress, Ada Limón is 
the current poet laureate consultant  
in poetry, the twenty-fourth in the 
nation’s history. The poet laureate of 
the United States may give lectures 
and readings while taking on a poetry 
project—the duties of the position are 
dictated by each poet laureate’s 
priorities. 

As a part of NASA’s “Message in  
a Bottle” campaign, Limón’s poem, “In 
Praise of Mystery: A Poem for Europe,” 
will be engraved on the Europa Clipper 
spacecraft. Individuals are encouraged 
to sign their name to the poem to be 
etched onto a microchip and carried 
along the 1.8-billion-mile journey. The 
spacecraft is set to launch to Jupiter 
and its moons in 2024. While Europa 
Clipper’s mission is to gather infor-
mation, the “Message in a Bottle” 
campaign hopes that its mission sym-
bolizes inspiration and the desire to 
ask questions—and spark innovation. 

Charleston’s Poets Laureate 

MARCUS AMAKER. At a public 
reading, Charleston’s first poet 
laureate engages the audience at the 
Charleston Library Society. 
PHOTO/GRACE BEAHM ALFORD
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Charleston; I am not afraid to look  
at its shadow side.”

A$iahMae was named the second 
poet laureate of Charleston after being 
selected from an open call for the 
position: “I’m not big on representation 
politics, but I do understand, now more 
than ever, how important it is for 
someone like me to have this role. I 
know that the way that I look, where  
I come from and how I decide to live 
my life representative of times chang-
ing, and I’m honored to be chosen to 
serve my community in this way.”

Charleston Mayor John 
Tecklenburg appointed both poets 
laureate and says, “Charleston is 
blessed with a thriving arts community 
that not only entertains, but challenges 
and inspires, and our poets laureate are 
no exception. We’re proud not just of 
Marcus and Asiah’s remarkable literary 
talents, but of their dedication to 
bringing people together through the 
power of their work and their commit-
ment to using their words to inspire 
positive change in our community.”

What do poets bring to cities like 
Charleston?

A$IAHMAE, CHARLESTON POET 
LAUREATE 2023–PRESENT

A$iahMae is a writer, producer, 
performing poet, and community 
organizer. Their hope is that 
Charleston will become known as an 
incubator for emerging artists, fostering 
diverse and inclusive talent: “I’d like  
to see Charleston embrace the weird 
and radical, and step into more of a 
leadership role in terms of artistic 
innovations.” There’s also the hope 
that poetry will be better understood 
and shake loose preconceived notions 
that poetry has a “right form” or  
an acceptable aesthetic. In August, 
A$iahMae will begin their incubator, 
an eight-week intensive on “the art of 
making a career as a poet.” The goal: 
equipping writers outside of academia 
with tools to build sustainable careers. 
The incubator will lead participants to 
a culminating performance at the city’s 
Free Verse Festival and inclusion in a 
printed anthology. 

“Being the next poet laureate 
affords me the unique opportunity  
to be a voice for poets and artists like 
me in this city in spaces where we may 
not usually have access. It allows me to 
direct resources to spaces where they 
are most deserving, and gives areas of 
Charleston art that are severely under-
served. I think for the city it aids in its 
growth, and I’m grateful for that,” says 
A$iahMae. 

MARCUS AMAKER, CHARLESTON 
POET LAUREATE 2016–2022

Marcus Amaker is a poet, musi-
cian, teaching artist, and father. He is 
also an Academy of American Poets 
fellow and was named an artist-in-
residence at the Charleston Gaillard 
Center. A prolific writer, Amaker has 
ten published books—the latest, Hold 
What Makes You Whole. And in April 
2024, his original opera, The Weight of 
Light, with composer Gillian Rae Perry 
will premiere at the Chicago Opera 
Theater. During his term, Amaker 
launched the Free Verse Festival in 
Charleston, an event that showcases 

A$IAHMAE. Continuing the line of Charleston’s Poets Laureate, A$iahMae was 
appointed the city’s second laureate.
PHOTO/JOSHUA PARKS/PROVIDED

For Limón, this is but one facet of  
the position. 

For South Carolina, the position 
was established earlier: since 1934, 
there has been a South Carolina poet 
laureate that is selected by the gover-
nor. Six since its inception. Marjory 
Heath Wentworth was the last South 
Carolina poet laureate, selected in 
2003 by Mark Sanford and served until 
her resignation in 2020. The position 
has been vacant since.  

The storied tradition would even-
tually find a home in Charleston in 
2016. Marcus Amaker was named the 
inaugural poet laureate, holding the 
position for six years before stepping 
down. 

“When I became a poet laureate,  
I made a point to hold up a mirror to 
the city and write about everything I 
saw in its reflection. Everything is in 
there: the architecture, the history, the 
mimosas, the bike riders, the poverty, 
the wealth. Everything,” says Amaker 
about his work being in conversation 
with Charleston. “To love someone  
is to love their light and dark sides.  
In sickness and in health. I love 
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Reading and Websites

A$iahMae. 
www.asiahmae.com 

Atlantic Beach (“Black Pearl”), South 
Carolina. 
www.townofatlanticbeachsc.com

Ernest A. Finney, Jr. Cultural Arts Center. 
www.finneyjrcac.com

Free Verse Festival.   
www.freeversefestival.com 

J. Drew Lanham.  
www.jdlanham.wixsite.com/blackbirder

Library of Congress: Poet Laureate. 
www.loc.gov/programs/poetry-and- 
literature/poet-laureate

Nikky Finney.  
www.nikkyfinney.net

Marcus Amaker. 
www.marcusamaker.com

National Park Service: Rachel Carson. 
www.nps.gov/people/rachel-carson.htm

Poets in Schools.  
www.poetsinschools.com

South Carolina Arts Commission.  
www.southcarolinaarts.com

The Aldo Leopold Foundation. 
www.aldoleopold.org/post/taking- 
wnothing-for-granted

The Asia-Pacific Journal: Ishimure Michiko 
and Global Ecocriticism.  
www.apjjf.org/2016/13/Thornber.html

The Charleston Gaillard Center: Education 
Program.  
www.gaillardcenter.org/education

ENGAGEMENT. Amaker reads from his book, Hold What Makes You Whole, to 
Charleston community members. 
PHOTO/GRACE BEAHM ALFORD

in that they give glimpses of the past 
and, through creative, forward-think-
ing artists, hint at where we can go as  
a culture. That is important to who  
we are as a collection of people groups 
populating one state together. They tell 
stories in multiple dimensions, often 
those of previously marginalized voices 
now being heard. Economically, arts 
and creativity touch many more things 
than just books or paintings. Those 
things are part of it, but think about 
artisans who operate shops and the 
people who work at the places where 
they source materials. Think about 
fashion and interior designers or archi-
tects. Think about orchestra musicians 

or ballet dancers, and also the people 
who staff the places they perform and 
the hard workers who help you enjoy 
pre-show meals or post-show bever-
ages,” says Rapp. “The arts support  
all of that and much more.”

From origins in Greek mythology 
to the heads of antiquity’s victors, to a 
journey to Jupiter and the halls of 
Charleston, the mythos of the laurel 
tree and a centuries-old tradition 
continue to evolve. But with one 
certainty for the future: the hope that 
we’ll refuse to rest on glistening lau-
rels—and instead, communities will 
continue to seek inspiration and incite 
innovation. 

art and poetry’s importance to the city.  
He also frequents local schools, advo-
cating for the arts. Through Poets in 
Schools, Amaker connects schools 
with poets to bring poetry workshops 
to new generations. 

“I have the encouragement to 
speak from a place of truth,” says 
Amaker on being a poet laureate.   
“It’s also very important for students  
to know that being an artist is a viable 
profession. I’m through with the idea 
that being an artist automatically 
means being a ‘starving artist.’ It 
doesn’t. All of the poets I know are 
living abundant lives.” 

ADDITIONAL BENEFITS

According to a study commis-
sioned by South Carolina Arts 
Commission, the arts help South 
Carolina grow—in tangible and 
 intangible ways.

Based on 2021 data, 123,550 
billion jobs were supported by the 
South Carolina arts-related cluster, 
which generates $5.7 billion in wages 
and salaries. Annually, an estimated 
$360.2 million in tax revenue is gener-
ated from the arts-related cluster while 
a total economic impact of $14.1 bil-
lion is also seen through direct and 
indirect demand (of spending of all 
arts-related businesses, suppliers, and 
employees). 

“The arts are uniquely positioned 
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These words read upon the investiture of Ernest A. Finney, Jr. as 
the first Black Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of the state of 
South Carolina. December 1, 1994, Columbia, S.C. 

Just a plain brown paper sack boy 
from a place and people 
who sweet fed him everything in double doses 
just in case his man size pockets should ever 
wear a hole 

An ordinary brown corduroy boy 
from folk who never had it made 
but still managed to make 
whatever they were to be from scratch 

A regular little fellow 
whose mother never got to bathe or watch him grow 
or even gaze him from the farmhouse window 
where he loved to sit on a summertime box 
of Virginia cured day dreams 
umbrallaed by the big oak tree 
and inbetween chores 
and stare away at the longest dirt road 
the only way in or out 
to grandpop’s farm 
the same country road that all country boys 
tried to stare down in their day 
wondering what or who could ever be 
at the end of all the dirt 
watching it for signs of life 
maybe somebody from the city might visit 
some somebody   from one of those shiny ready made 
places 
who could make magic 
of a brown boy’s country fried beginnings 

Maybe one of those far away places 
would take him just as homespun as he was 
and grow him up to be something legal 
maybe handsome 
even dap debonair 
and he might just become 
the somebody who could easy talk 
the most complicated of things 
for the regulars 

and for all others   be 
shiny as new money 

From the first he was looking to be 
one of those new Black men 

who came visiting from the North 
to talk pretty at the State College of South Carolina 
one of those kinds 
with the pocket chains and the shiny grey suits 
with a hundred pounds of law books 
under their arms 
just like some kind of natural growth 
stout with the law on their minds 
devotees of justice 
maybe he could be one of their kind 

He never had it made 
he only had a proud father and a circle of stubborn 
arms and wiggling fingers 
to keep his dying mama’s promise 
to raise the boy up at their sides 
and not just anywheres 
Don’t let no strangers have him 
knowing he would never have her there 
to see to any of the raising herself 

“He Never Had It Made” from Rice
by Nikky Finney 

Rice. 
ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN 1995 BY SISTER VISION, A 2013 EDITION 
WAS PUBLISHED BY TRIQUARTERLY BOOKS/NORTHWESTERN 
UNIVERSITY PRESS. 
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This one 
that one there 
had it sweetened and sifted 
chewed up and spit back on his plate 
he for sure had it prayed over 
then chicken scratched around 
in somebody’s kitchen who loved him 
through and through 
over somebody’s fire who pointed first to his 
pantslegs 
an then maybe a switch 
whenever he was off his daily chalk straight line 

And from beneath his granddaddy’s wagon wheels 
and form up under his people’s stern tutelage 
he was surely begun 
but it wasn’t nothing guaranteed 
you know the ways I mean 
all silver and engraved 

He might’a had it boiled up every morning 
explained and preached and on sunday gospelized 
by an early rising grandmother 
then a significant Claflin College 
And I’m quite sure he soda jerked it back and forth 
and baked his dreams in his own high hopes 
to try and make sure it could so  maybe happen 

The good Lord willing and the creek don’t rise 

But he never had it brought out on some royal platter 
never promised to him at his broken bones of a birth 
the making of this man’s silk deeds 
came straight from polyester dreams 
from tears and sea water sweat 
from love and dirt  work  and the graciousness of his 
God 
all following him like a North star 

He always loved the law 
even in the middle of all those many years 
when his own daughter argued history to him 
poeting always what wasn’t right  fair or true 
how he with the calm of a sailor 
who had seen the ocean at its worst and then its best 
with all the faith two eyes could keep safe for her 
how he would always no matter say 
“The law works, Girl.” 

And his own poetry has kept what was right  right 
and he has kept her  and the law breathing 

A steady drop of water 
will wear a hole in a rock, Daughter. 
Such are the vicissitudes of life, Son. 
If you see me and the bear fighting, 
you go and help the bear, my friend. 
It’s alright Babygirl, you win some and you lose some. 
Just do the best you can with what you got everybody. 

He is the justice man 
and from his waiting tables as a young lawyer 
for the white and the privileged 
to this day here    he has always believed 
back then as boy with only a road 
up here as man who never looks back 
the law works Girl 

Papa 
Daddy 
The Justice Man 
you never had it made 
but here you are making it 
and all of us cross over with you 
proud as peacocks in our brightest polyester 
maybe that’s what Pop 
maybe that’s what Mama Carlene 
would say

Scan the QR code below to listen to Nikky Finney read a version 
of “He Never Had It Made” or visit www.nikkyfinney.net/
had-it-made.html.

Copyright © 2013 Nikky Finney. First 
edition copyright © 1995 by Lynn Carol 
Nikky Finney. First published in 
Toronto (Ontario, Canada) in paper-
back in 1995 by Sister Vision: Black 
Women and Women of Colour Press. 
This edition published in 2013 by 

TriQuarterly Books/Northwestern University Pres by arrange-
ment with Nikky Finney. All rights reserved.

Ernest A. Finney, Jr. 
PHOTO/PUBLIC DOMAIN
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wildlife habitat, and economic 
opportunities.

While there have been several 
blue carbon meetings over the past 
decade, this event provided a new 
platform to connect across sectors.  
In her opening remarks, co-organizer 
Brita Jessen described the next two 
days as a “threshold event” focusing on 
the intersection of policy, community 
leadership, and conservation finance. 
Co-organizer Adam Orford noted the 
critical role that carbon plays for the 
planet and society, and how the sym-
posium will help multiple disciplines 
“co-create” blue carbon law and policy.

Guest speakers included Jocelyn 
D’Ambrosio, senior counsel at the 
White House Council on Environ-
mental Quality, and Sarah Kapnick, 
chief scientist at NOAA. The evening 
closed with a joint reception with the 
Georgia Climate Conference, featuring 
a special address by Queen Quet, 
chief tess of the Gullah/Geechee 
Nation, and an exhibit by Barbara 
Mann, an awardee of Georgia Sea 
Grant’s Artists, Writers and Scholars 
program whose artwork focuses on  
the marine carbon cycle. 

 Multiple hosts made the event a 
success, including the UGA Marine 

Extension and Georgia Sea 
Grant, the UGA School  
of Law and Carl Vinson 
Institute of Government, 
the National Sea Grant 
Law Center, and S.C. Sea 
Grant Consortium. The 
first day of the symposium 
was held in partnership 
with the 2023 Georgia 
Climate Conference.

The National Sea 
Grant Law Center pro-
vided primary funding with 
additional sponsor ships 

provided by Wicker and Brammell, 
LLC., First Horizon Bank, and The 
Nature Conservancy.

With hopes to continue and 
expand the Southeast’s involvement 
with blue carbon, the Consortium and 
partners will explore next steps and 
opportunities to reconvene for future 
symposiums in the coming years.

To learn more, visit www.scsea-
grant.org/blue-carbon-law-symposium 
or contact Brita Jessen, Interdisci-
plinary Research and Partnerships 
lead, at brita.jessen@scseagrant.org or 
(843) 953-6417.

Assessing Rosemont 
Community Flood Risk 
and Water Quality  

The Consortium is collaborating 
with researchers at the College of 
Charleston to conduct water quality 
analyses and hydrologic mapping of 
tidal- and precipitation-based flooding 
in the Rosemont community in 
Charleston, S.C. This historically 
underserved community bordering the 
Ashley River and Interstate 26 faces 
threats from legacy industrial pollut-
ants, poor air quality, and flood risk 
that is compounded by sea-level rise.

On June 8, 2023, a water-level 
sensor was installed in a tidal creek 
adjacent to the community. The 
sensor, which measures water level and 
water quality parameters, was gener-
ously donated and installed by In-Situ 
and coordinated by Dwayne Porter, 
professor and director of graduate 
studies at USC’s Arnold School of 
Public Health. Rosemont community 
members are being trained to collect 
and store water samples for analysis. 
College of Charleston researchers 
Norman Levine and Vijay Vulava will 

Law, Policy, and 
Science Come Together 
at First Blue Carbon 
Law Symposium

The first Sea Grant Blue Carbon 
Law Symposium convened around 140 
participants in a hybrid event at the 
University of Georgia May 17–18, 
2023, to collectively build a whole-field 
understanding of the needs and oppor-
tunities to protect and enhance coastal 
blue carbon ecosystems in the United 
States. The symposium engaged 
experts of law, policy, science, and 
community leadership to share knowl-
edge and propose strategies for coastal 
blue carbon through public-private 
partnerships.

Blue carbon ecosystems are 
coastal and marine natural areas that 
capture and store atmospheric carbon 
dioxide into biomass and sediment. 
Currently defined coastal blue carbon 
systems are mangroves, salt marshes, 
and seagrasses. Many speakers at the 
symposium noted that blue carbon 
ecosystems are a critical part of the 
portfolio of climate solutions that 
provide other critical services such  
as storm protection, water quality, 

Queen Quet, chieftess and head-of-state for the Gullah/Geechee 
Nation, and Glenda Simmons Jenkin, representative, Gullah/Geechee 
Nation Assembly of Representatives. 
PHOTO/SHANNAH MONTGOMERY/UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA
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projects. This new scholarship program 
provides opportunities for under-
graduate students from underserved 
communities to contribute innovative 
ideas and solutions for a more resilient 
society. The program provides a tribute 
to Margaret Davidson, the Consor-
tium’s second executive director,  
who went on to establish the NOAA 
Coastal Services Center which is  
now the NOAA Office for Coastal 
Management based in Charleston, 
S.C. Ultimately Margaret became 
NOAA’s senior leader for coastal 
inundation and resilience.

Angela Nganga, a rising senior  
at the College of Charleston, will 
graduate in May 2024 with a BA  
in meteorology and a minor in data 
science. Nganga worked with Norman 
Levine, professor of geology and envi-
ronmental geosciences and director of 
the Lowcountry Hazards Center at the 
College of Charleston, on the project 
“A SLAMM Analysis of Marsh Re - 
sponse to Sea Level Rise in Beaufort 
County, S.C.” Nganga assisted with 
the development of an interactive, 
data-driven flooding application and  
a tide prediction model to provide 
people with information about areas  
in Charleston and Beaufort that are 
currently flooding or predicted to flood. 
The application also enables coastal 
counties to make decisions about 

protecting valuable marsh ecosystems. 
During summer 2023, Nganga is 
extending this work to coastal com-
munities as one of the Consor tium’s 
Community Engaged interns. 

Cierra 
Shimp, a rising 
sophomore  
at Coastal 
Carolina 
University, will 
graduate in 2026 
with a BS in 
marine science 
and a minor in 
sustainability. 
Shimp worked 
with Tatiana 
Height, lecturer of sustainability and 
coastal resilience at Coastal Carolina 
University, on the project “Under-
standing the Impacts of Flooding  
and Storm Surge in Pawleys Island,  
St. Helena, and Other Coastal 
Communities of S.C.: An Action 
Research Approach.” Shimp assisted 
with first-hand interviews of people 
impacted by flooding and storm surge 
to understand their experiences with 
the costs of disaster recovery and the 
effectiveness of government response. 
Municipal officials were provided with 
community-informed suggestions for 
disaster resilience and strategies to 
mitigate impacts. The study also 
 provided data that can be used to 
compare flooding experiences of 
 people living in affluent communities 
to people living in lower-income 
communities. 

For more information about these 
projects and the Margaret A. Davidson 
Undergraduate Resilience Research 
Scholars program, contact Susannah 
Sheldon, Research and Fellowships 
manager, at susannah.sheldon@ 
scseagrant.org or (843) 953-2083.

map water levels and analyze water 
quality in order to assess this commu-
nity’s risk of flooding and exposure  
to pollutants.

Partners on the project include 
the Rosemont Community Asso-
ciation, Lowcountry Alliance for 
Model Communities, Charleston 
Community Research to Action 
Board, American Geophysical Union 
Thriving Earth Exchange, Anthro-
pocene Alliance, and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration.

To learn more, contact the  
project lead Landon Knapp, Coastal 
Resilience Program manager, at 
landon.knapp@scseagrant.org or (843) 
953-2091 for more information.

Undergraduate 
Students Work Toward 
a More Resilient Future

Two students recently completed 
their Margaret A. Davidson Under-
graduate Resilience Research Scholars 

Landon Knapp and Brad Kingsmore (a  member of 
In-Situ) install a sensor. 
PHOTO/S.C. SEA GRANT CONSORTIUM

ANGELA NGANGA AND NORM LEVINE.
PHOTO/PROVIDED

CIERRA SHIMP.
PHOTO/COASTAL CAROLINA 
UNIVERSITY/PROVIDED
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287 Meeting Street
Charleston, S.C. 
29401

National Extension 
 Tourism Network 
 Conference
Milwaukee, Wisconsin
September 24–27, 2023

 
This year’s conference is themed 

“Envisioning the Future of Extension  
in Tourism.” Extension professionals, 
academic faculty, and industry profes-
sionals will share tourism and outdoor 
recreation initiatives, research, and 
success stories, including recent lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 pandemic 
and social justice issues. For more 
 information, visit extensiontourism.
net/2023-net-conference. 

American Shore and 
Beach Preservation 
Association National 
Coastal Conference
Providence, Rhode Island
October 10–13, 2023

This year’s conference theme  
is “Anchors Aweigh: Revolutionary 
Times for Coastal Habitats,” and  
will highlight New England’s diverse 
habitats. Coastal stakeholders and 
managers will learn about the latest 
science, engineering, and policies for 
improving shoreline and ecosystem 
health. For more information, visit 
asbpa.org/conferences/%20%20.

Coastal and Estuarine 
Research Federation 
Conference
Portland, Oregon
November 12–16, 2023

This 27th biennial conference  
will focus on resilience and recovery in 
response to changes within the scien-
tific community. Join scientists and 
researchers to connect science and 
society in the collective goals of pre-
serving coastal and estuarine habitats, 
resources, and heritage. For more 
information, visit conference.cerf.
science.
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