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blacks to seek their livelihoods
and survival elsewhere.

But the process of tracing one's
family tree is very similar regard-
less of race or ethnicity: start with
a surname and wotk backwards
through legal documents, court
records, government census and
personal papers, such asfamily
Bibles.

The one profound and often
too-painiul demarcation of white
and black history is slavery. Black
history of the late-18th to mid-19th
Ceatury is often coccrded 14 bills
of sale and deeds of transfer
because slaves were personal
property.

Sulton said many African-
Americans, like her son, cannot
bear to continue research when
they come face-to-face with often
hard and cruel details of their his-
tory. “You can't change the past.
And I want to know my true histo-
ry,” Sulton said of her four years
of research. “You don't get angry.
You get busy.”

Sulton also sees her work as
adding to the scant written history
of African-Amercians. She urges
those who follow her example to
makes copies of their research for
the South Caroliniana Library so
“that in (the year) 2050 your
descendants can find their history.
You do this and | guarantee you
will look differently at South Car-
olina history. We live today
because our ancestors survived
yesterday. So we need a
record.”An outgoing woman with
a disarming sense of humor, it did-
n't take long for Sulton to be on an
affectionate, first-name basis with
staffers at the S.C. Archives.

She jokes that they hate to see
her coming. They mostly welcome
Suiton who entivens the otherwise
still, hushed atmosphere of their
reading rooms. Archivists such as
Paul Begley and historian Ben
Hornsby often pull material for
her unasked. Helsley works close-
ly with Sulton when the S.C.
Archives offers workshops on
researching African-American
genealogy. They invariably play to
sold out crowds who troop into a
book-lined, dark-paneled room at
the Archives to launch a quest that
can last a year or a lifetime.

Sulton sees her role as making
family research easier to do for
other African-Americans. Her
inspiration was the late Alex
Haley, the author of “Roots.” She
saw him speak at S.C. State TIni.
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By sharing her erperiences,
Sulton thought she could heip oth-
ers come to terms with the emo-
tional impact of slaver, “I am the
African-American here,” she jokes
while still making a peint.

So when one of the first things
she told African-American work-
shop participants was that they
would need to find ther slavemas-
ters, they did not cringe or protest.
Instead they dutifully wrote down
this pronouncement s if the task
meant no more than obtaining birth,
marriage and death cersiiicates.

Slaves were usualiy given the
same surname as thei+ slaveown-
er. And if thav were sold or given
as property to another slaveowner,
their names were chaned.

Sulton described :he impor-
tance of being prepared for the ini-
tial encounters with d~scendants
of her family’s slavemasters to
workshop participant:. First, she
said, tell them sometaing about
their own family history that
you've learned in your research.
Then, disarmed by the..e facts and
Sulton’s considerable varmth and
charm, they often enthusiastically
share what informatior: they have.
#The,Peays.of Fairfield County
were wealthy landowners and kept

>
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their descendants. Suiton's discov-
ered slave ancestors in the Peay
family bills of sales. bequeath-
ments and the graveyard of the
long-vanished piantation.

“The Peay family was excep-
tionally nice,” she said. In fact,
white members of the Peay family
were invited to a reunion of black
members of the Peay family about
six years ago. And they gratefully
accepted. Relationships remain
cordial.

Suiton and her sister. Ophelia
Owens. a retired schoolteacher.
made a few trips to Fairtield to lis-
ten to Peay family history unfold.
The sisters became anxious for an
elderly Peay woman to wrap up
the white history of the family.
“Hurry! Hurry!" Sulton thought.

But the white history was
inseparable from the black. When
a Peay daughter married a Belton,
750 slaves were part of her dowry.
When a Peay male died he left
provisions in his will for “his
wench and their children.” When
the plantation graveyard was
explored slaveowners and slaves
were buried together. The whites
had bigger tombstones at the
front of the cemetery but the
graves of their slaves also could
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