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secret community’s
rave struggle in SC

Authors tell story of Turkish people who endured racism, segregation

PROVIDED/GREG THOMPSON COLLECTION

“South Carolina’s Turkish Pecple,” a book published this year, uncovers the history of the Turkish people who lived a reclusive
lifestyle in Sumter County since the Revolutionary War. The Benenhaley family members were descendants of Ottoman Turkish

patriarch Joseph Benenhaley.

BY HANNAH ALANI
halani@postandcourier.com

Terri Ann Ognibene grew up in Georgia in
the 1970s and ’80s, and she never thought of
herself as anything other than an American
kid growing up in the rural South.

Her mother, however, had a completely dif-
ferent childhood. She and her siblings were
born and raised in segregated Sumter County
during the 1940s and ’50s. It wasn't until Og-
nibene went away to college that she began to
think about how structural racism had shaped
the lives of the hundreds of descendants of her
Turkish patriarch, Joseph Benenhaley.

When challenged in class one day to reflect
on her family’s past, she remembered the sto-
ries that her family members had told her about
the discrimination they endured in school, in
hospitals, on buses, in churches, in theaters,
in department stores, on athletic teams and
at social events.

“Even though we identified as white, we
weren't ‘white enough’ for society,” Ognibene
said.

Ognibene isnowahigh school Spanish teacher
in Georgia with a doctorate from Georgia State
University. She teamed up with professor Glen
Browder of Jacksonville State University in Al-
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An artist sketched a picture of what
Joseph Benenhaley may have lcoked like.

Eleazer
Benenhaley
(left)wasa
descendant
of Joseph
Benenhaley.
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abama to document the Turkish community’s
deep roots in Sumter County. They found a
small, tight-knit society that, for more than
two centuries, hid themselves from the larger
world as they battled systemic oppression and
forced segregation.

Using court records, land grants and inter-
views with living descendants, the researchers
tracked the story of these Turkish people back
to the Ottoman Empire and the Revolution-
ary War. In their new book “South Carolina’s
Turkish People,” Ognibene and Browder un-
ravel more than 200 years of history that has,
until know, remained largely untold.

Meanwhile, several living descendants of
Benenhaley are telling their own stories of rac-
ism and perseverance for the first time.

“They have assimilated into broader society
and now enjoy the blessings of liberty,” Og-
nibene said. “While they once struggled as an
enclosed, outcast community, their bravery to
fight oppression has led them to flourish in
modern society.”

White, but ‘of Arab descent’
For many generations, the origin story of
the Turkish people was muddled by myth and
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Berkeley

tourism
funds get
scrutiny

Leaders question if
groups outside county
should share in $416K

BY BRENDA RINDGE
brindge@postandcourier.com

Berkeley County is considering
which nonprofits will get grants next
year to help bring tourists to the area.
The money is under increased scrutiny
as the county shifts away from giv-
ing the majority of it to the Berkeley
Chamber of Commerce.

Some County Council members
question whether the county should
support organizations that aren’t
based in the county or those that don’t
fill up Berkeley’s hotels.

The Accommodations Tax Advisory
Committee recommends giving away
$416,200 of the tax collections to about
a dozen organizations.

The tax is a2 percent levy on hotel
and motel rooms that brings in about
$500,000 a year in the county. By state
law, the money is to be spent promot-
ingtourism.

Included in this year’s recommenda-
tions are the Alvin Recreation League,
the Berkeley Museum, high school
bass clubs, Southeastern Wildlife Ex-

| position and Flowertown Festival.

County Council isexpected to discuss
the committee’s recommendations at
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Defeated
Abrams

stands by

claims
Accepts tally, still sees
Ga. race as tainted

BY CLEVER.
WOOTSON JR.
Washington Post

Stacey Abrams
refused to utter the
L-word.

As the Associated [§§
Press called the &
Georgia governor’s
race for Georgia Sec-
retary of State Brian
Kemp on Sunday,
CNN’s Jake Tap-
per was asking his
opponent whether
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A secret community’s

‘OMMUNITY, from A1

antasy surrounding Benen-
ialey.

Benenhaley likely came to
jouth Carolina in the late
700s. The exact details of his
irrival are unclear, but the
raditional narrative holds the
lark-skinned man was a Turk-
sh pirate or slave. Most likely,
1e came from North Africa,
vhichwas under Ottoman rule
luring this time; it also seems
‘easonable that Benenhaleyan-
Hdicized 2 Muslim birth name
Jong the lines of “Yusef ben
Al

A paper trail of local his-
ory, newly discovered legal
locuments and long-hoarded
etters offer tangible clues to
3enenhaley’s legacy in Sumter
County.

Gen. Thomas Sumter trust-
:d Benenhaley and asked
1im to be a scout during the
Revolutionary War. Sumter
ater gifted some land in the
sresent-day Dalzell area to
3enenhaley. Reportedly, Sum-
er once shook hands with his
iark-complexioned friend in a
sourt procedure — bestowing
1pon him “white” status in the
-acially structured South. Sum-
er’s great-grandson described
3enenhaley as a “Caucasian of
Arab descent.”

Using the census, Bibles,
oroperty records, graveyard
surveys and other documents,
Browder was able to trace
Benenhaley’slineage in Sumter
County throughout the 1800s
and 1900s.

These documents showed
‘hat white Europeans and Na-
:ive Americans married in,and
Sy the mid 20th century, about
500 people lived in the Dalzell
settlement.

They havealways beena tight-
knit and isolated community of

LOCAL/STATE

brave struggle
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Author Prof. Terri Ann Ognibene (right) interviews a Turkish descendant for the book
“South Carolina’s Turkish People.”

people who identified as being
of Turkish descent, Browder
said.

“The outsiders married in, but
adopted the ways of the Turkish
people,” he said. “It shows that
this wasa distinctly different —
inclusive but reclusive — com-
munity.”

‘A raceless people’

Because Native Americans
and white Europeans had
married into the Turkish com-
munity, it was not uncommon
to see light-skinned Turkish
children. But Sumter County’s
white society did not accept
them as their own.

The children were forced,
by law, to attend the “Dalzell
School for Turkish children,”
an inferior institution that used
tattered textbooks discarded
from the neighboring white
schools. Turkish descendants
were sometimes asked to sit at
the back of the bus when going
into town, and were refused
service at lunch counters. The

American Legion denied some
of them membership, even
when they returned home from
war. The local hospital had cer-
tain rooms for whites, certain
rooms for blacks and certain
rooms for Turkish people.

One night, the Ku Klux Klan
burneda cross in the front yard
of a Turkish family.

Journalists, even black writ-
ers, perpetuated stereotypes
about the Turkish people. In
1957, a writer from Ebony
magazine described them as “a
raceless people,” a group that
“distrusted whites and disliked
blacks.”

In interviews with Ognibene,
Turkish people who lived
through the Jim Crow era in
Sumter describe a nuanced
racism. Some felt they were
treated worse than blacks, but
others thought they had better
treatment.

One woman interviewed in
the book said, “The whites felt
that we were just kind of trash
under their feet.”

Atthebeginning of the period
of integration, Turkish students
could not attend their desig-
nated school, Hillcrest High
School, because students and
teachers entertained a year-long
“white boycott.”

Eleazer Benenhaley was born
in the Dalzell community in
1934 and attended the inferior
elementary school. But unlike
the other Turkish children, he
lived close enough to down-
town Sumter to attend Ed-
munds High School — a white
school that was more welcom-
ing of integration.

The school welcomed him,
but after five weeks he dropped
outbecause his previous educa-
tion had left him so far behind.
He then moved to Kentucky,
where he studied in seminary
and eventually became a Bap-
tist pastor. He continued his
education at different colleges
and eventually published sev-
eral books.

Benenhaley now lives in
North Augusta, where he has

-
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For more than 200 years, the descendants of Ottoman
Turkish patriarch Joseph Benenhaley lived through
segregation and oppression. The Dalzell School of Turks
was where Turkish children were forced to attend school

until integration took force.

held leadership positions in the
South Carolina Baptist Con-
vention. He has written lessons
for other convention members,

On a chilly night in early
November, students, profes-
sors and Turkish-Americans
packed a room at the College
of Charleston’s Addlestone
Library to listen to the profes-
sors discuss their findings. The
event was aptly named “The

Strange Story of South Caro-
lina’s Turkish People.”

After the presentation, Thom-
as Tisdale, a great-great-great-

a very prestigious role, he said. grandson of Thomas Sumter,
“Thatis saying something for offered to help Ognibene and
aboywho, whenhe wasat Dal- other female descendants
zell, didn’tknowanounfroma join the Sumter chapter of the
pronoun,” he said. Daughters of the American
Revolution.
‘Along and lonely Though she grew up with
course’ the privilege of an equal edu-
cation, Ognibene recognized
On a recent trip to Sumter, that her mother and hundreds
a stranger approached Benen-  of Benenhaley’s other descen-
haley. dants never had that chance.
“Hewanted toknowwhatna- = “If I had been born 25 years
tionality I was,” he said. “Isaid, earlier, I wouldn't be standing
‘P’m an American, and proba- here,” Ognibene said.
bly, my people came to America - Though Joseph Benenhaley
before yours did.”” immigrated to America more
For Ognibene, a 10-yearjour-  than 200 years ago, descen-
neyofdiscovering herrootsand - dants like Ognibene are only -
giving a voice to those who. now-beginning to re e
came before her finally culmi- benefits of American citizen-
nated in the pages of her and ~ ship, Browder said.
Browder’s book. “This Ottoman Turk and his

descendants traveled a long
and lonely course,” he said. T
think it is a remarkable story in
American history.”

Reach Hannah Alani at
843-937-5428. Follow her on
Twitter @HannahAlani.

Some landowners donate lots to Folly Beach

BEACH, from Al

phone calls.

Folly Beach landowners with
underwater parcels still may
own them legally, but they’re
classified as undevelopable
and hardly taxed at all, only a
little more than $2 a year.

Like most beach communi-
ties in South Carolina, Folly
struggles with beach erosion.
The problem is exacerbated,

0 Northwoods Blvd.

however, by the jetties that
keep the Charleston Harbor’s
shipping channel open, dis-
rupting a southward flow of
sand that otherwise might
reach Folly’s shore.
Hurricanes and serious
storms can also pack a punch.
LaJuan Kennedy, alocal real
estate agent and the chair of
Folly’s Planning Commission,
said the storm of 1939 wiped
about five houses off the front
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of the beach, the whole of At-
lantic Avenue, at that time.
The island was less developed
then, and the only paved road
was Center Street.

While the land at 501 West
Atlantic isn’t buildable, there
are some lots on Folly that are
firmly in the dunes, some-
times washed over between
renourishment projects, but
still available for develop-
mertt.

Because of its unique ero-
sion situation, Folly is exempt
from the state regulations that
might normally restrict that
kind of beachfront building.
In all, there are 35 of these
“super beachfront” lots — lots
that do not have street access
but are landward of the line
where Folly stops renourish-
ment projects.

Already, seven lots have been
donated to the town, and 14
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ODAY FOR YOUR FREE ESTIMATE 843-747-7971 =

10% OFF FAEL SPECIAL -~ 10% OFF FALL SPECIAL

elers

e know best”

(843) 569-3400

6117404881

" You control the sounds

have existing homes, Wet-
more said.

The lots can be controver-
sial.

Most recently, the septic
tanks there have popped up as
afeature the city may regulate
when it eventually lifts its wa-
terfront building moratorium.

Building there may be re-
stricted by the town itself as
Folly crafts a dune-manage-
ment area along the beach
while the moratorium is in

place.

But that plan is sure to be a
hot topic when it’s finally pre-
sented to the public.

“We’ve got property rights
and the rights of the public,”
Kennedy said. “Where does
one begin and the other end?
It’s not going to be an easy
thing.”

Reach Chloe Johnson at
843-735-9985. Follow her on
Twitter @_ChloeAJ.

ATTENTION
MOUNT PLEASANT RESIDENTS

ALL MOUNT PLEASANT ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICES WILL BE CLOSED
THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 22ND AND FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 23RD,
DUE TO THE OBSERVANCE OF
THANKSGIVING DAY.

THE WASTE MANAGEMENT COLLECTION SCHEDULE FOR THE WEEK
OF NOVEMBER 19, 2018 WILL BE AS FOLLOWS:
GARBAGE AND TRASH:
MONDAY'S ROUTE ON MONDAY
TUESDAY’S ROUTE ON TUESDAY
WEDNESDAY'S ROUTE ON WEDNESDAY
THURSDAY'S ROUTE ON FRIDAY

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK AND TWITTER @MtPleasantPS

C22-1744692-1
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BIG INVENTORY! FAST SERVICE
. AND INSTALLATION!
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