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FINDING HISTORY

Committee to consider county courthouse space needs

Memorial planned for African American grave site at Ft. Frederica

Police still 

searching 

for woman
By TERRY DICKSON

terryldickson50@gmail.com

Three months after a Broward 
County, Fla., woman’s body was 
found floating in the Darien Riv-
er, police are still looking for her 
traveling companion on a charge of 
concealing a death, the Georgia Bu-
reau of Investigation said.

A fisherman found 29-year-old 
Sammeka Barriner’s body floating 
near the Boone Seafood dock late 
on April 3, the Darien Police De-
partment has said.

A GBI investigation showed that 
Barriner and Shon-May Stone had 
been traveling north on Interstate 

By GORDON JACKSON
gjackson@thebrunswicknews.com

David Whitmer, new director of 
the Carl Vinson VA Medical Center 
in Dublin, will attend an upcoming 
VA town hall meeting in Brunswick 
to introduce himself and to explain 
plans to improve health care for 
veterans.

The meeting, scheduled at 6 p.m. 
on July 19 at the American Legion 
Post 9, will be the first town hall for 
area veterans in about three years, 
said Bennie Williams, post com-
mander and senior vice commander 
of the 8th American Legion district.

By TAYLOR COOPER
tcooper@thebrunswicknews.com

Hoping to make some headway 
on a potential special-purpose, 
local-option sales tax project, a 
Glynn County committee will 
come together Thursday to begin 

to determine exactly how much 
additional space the Glynn Coun-
ty Courthouse needs, if any.

The newly-appointed Court-
house Space Needs Assessment 
Committee will “see what is 
working and not working, see the 
space requirements and make an 

assessment of where we are with 
the courthouse, if we have ade-
quate space,” said county commis-
sion chairman Mike Browning.

“Do we need another build-
ing, can we add to the side of the 
courthouse, that sort of thing,” 
Browning said.

Five people from business, secu-
rity, law enforcement, architecture 
and construction backgrounds 
will round out of the committee, 
said Browning, who appointed the 
committee members.

“I think these gentlemen are 
so well experienced with what 

they’ve done all their lives that 
they can look at what the judg-
es need and the space require-
ments and give us good recom-
mendations for going forward,” 

By LARRY HOBBS
lhobbs@thebrunswicknews.com

A 
stately monument dedicated to 
the father of a trailblazing 19th 
century black newspaper pub-
lisher rises on the grounds of 

Fort Frederica National Monument, barely 
a stone’s throw from the former enslaved 
man’s more humble resting place, archaeol-
ogists are now convinced.

After several years of searching, Fort 
Frederica’s Michael Seibert said this week 
he is confi dent that a recent archaeological 
excavation on the grounds have located the 
burial site of Thomas Abbott. He was the 
father or Robert S. Abbott, who went on to 
publish the Chicago Defender daily news-
paper and become one of America’s fi rst 

black millionaires.
The wealthy newspaperman returned to 

St. Simons Island only once, in the 1930s, 
when he honored his father with the obelisk 
on or near where he was presumably buried. 
The granite monument also honors Robert 
S. Abbott’s aunt, Celia Abbott.

But Seibert’s research and fi eld work 
places Thomas and Celia more precisely in 
a “colored burial lot,” rudimentary records 
of which were uncovered in the archives of 
nearby Christ Church Frederica. Thomas 
and Celia were among 10 African Amer-
icans listed as being buried at the site, as 
identifi ed by a hand-drawn map with identi-
fying particulars written in cursive.

Proof of the grave sites came during a dig 
last month on the location, conducted by a 
team led by Seibert and Eric Bezemek of 

the National Park Service’s Southeastern 
Archaeological Center in Tallahassee, Fla. 
In at least two locations the team uncovered 
evenly-spread layers of shell and rock frag-
ments, pieces of colored glass from wine 
bottles, clear glass shards, ceramic frag-
ments and broken marble.

Such simple adornments were commonly 
used in burials by members of the Gullah 
Geechee culture in the 19th century, when 
the resources for more permanent memo-
rials for loved ones were not available to 
these freedmen and freedwomen.

“I think we’re pretty certain this is it, 
based on everything we’ve put together,” 
Seibert said this week. “The location of the 
different shell piles we encountered pretty 
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A monument in memory of Thomas Abbott and Celia Abbott, father and aunt of Robert Abbott, was erected on the Fort Frederica grounds in 1929. A 
recent non-invasive shallow excavation on the grounds has led to the discovery of a freed slave cemetery, which includes the graves of the two Abbotts.
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Browning said.
Exactly how they’ll go 

about their appointed task 
is up to them, however.

“That’s going to be up 
to them,” Browning said. 
“We’re going to explain to 
them that we’re into plan-
ning ahead for SPLOST 
2020, and one of the re-
quests that have come up 
is from the Superior Court 
judges to look at space 
needs in the courthouse.”

The committee serves 
as a follow-up to a request 
made last month by Glynn 

County Superior Court 
judges Stephen Scarlett and 
Stephen Kelley.

At a county commission 
work session in June, the 
two judges told the commis-
sion the current courthouse, 
an old SPLOST project 
built in 1991, was at capac-
ity when it was completed. 
Since then it has only be-
come more cramped, lead-
ing other courts and their 
supporting staff to find 
space to house them else-
where.

“Being at full capacity, 
over time certain offices 
have left the courthouse be-
cause of space needs,” Scar-
lett said at the June meet-
ing. “On the third floor, the 

probate court left and now 
occupies almost the entire 
first floor of the (Old Glynn 
County) Courthouse. The 
public defender’s office 
left, and the offices are now 
housed in the Office Park 
Building.”

They won’t be working 
from scratch, he added. A 
past county commission 
paid for a study into the 
subject once before, which 
found the courthouse was 
about half the size it needed 
to be at the time.

The committee’s first 
meeting is scheduled for 
3 p.m. Thursday on the sec-
ond floor of the Harold Pate 
Building, 1725 Reynolds St. 
in Brunswick.

Space
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95 when they stopped in 
an unknown area off the 
Darien exit. 

While the women were 
in Darien, May-Stone be-
lieved that Barriner had 
died and left without seek-
ing medical attention for 
her or informing authori-
ties of her death, the GBI 

said.
May-Stone left in Barri-

ner’s vehicle with her pos-
sessions, the investigation 
showed. Barriner’s vehicle 
was subsequently recov-
ered in Broward County.

In early May, a war-
rant was secured charging 
May-Stone with concealing 
the death of another. The 
charge is a felony punish-
able by one to 10 years in 
prison, a fine of $1,000 to 
$5,000 or both.

An autopsy was conduct-
ed on her body at the GBI’s 
crime lab, but some re-
sults are pending, the GBI 
said. Other charges could 
be filed once the autopsy 
findings are complete, the 
GBI said.

Anyone who knows of 
May-Stone’s whereabouts 
is asked to call the GBI’s 
Kingsland office at (912) 
729-6198 or the Darien 
Police Department at (912) 
437-6644.

Police
Continued from page  1A

Health care will be 
among the subjects dis-
cussed at the town hall, 
including a new federal 
law called the Mission Act 
that enables veterans to go 
to an outside network for 
some of their health care 
needs if they can’t get a 
timely appointment to a 
VA hospital.

“We will be addressing 
the Mission Act that was 

recently signed into law 
by President Trump,” Wil-
liams said. “This act is 
an improvement over the 
Choice program for access 
to private health care.”

Other VA officials will 
be on hand to answer ques-
tions and to help veterans 
prepare claims.

Whitmer will explain his 
past success at other VA 
centers and his plans to im-
prove services at the Dub-
lin facility, where many lo-
cal veterans travel for their 
medical needs.

The medical center is 

opening a new outpatient 
mental health clinic, about 
25,000 square feet large, to 
enable the hospital to serve 
more veterans and serve 
them more quickly.

Whitmer plans to meet 
with veterans groups across 
the state to get their input 
to determine the best ways 
to improve services.

Williams said he expects 
a good turnout to the meet-
ing, which is open to the 
public.

American Legion Post 9 
is located at 4470 U.S. 17 
North in Brunswick.

Vets
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much correlates exactly with 
the map we have. We’ve put 
a lot of effort into trying to 
locate these grave sites, and 
we feel pretty good about it.”

The archaeological dig 
went down only about half 
a foot to reach the shells and 
other fragments. Some of the 
more definitive pieces from 
the dig were documented 
and taken to the Southeast-
ern Archaeological Society. 
The shallow pits have since 
been filled in, so as not to in-
trude on the burials.

“We were able to identify 
this site without disturbing 
anything,” he said.

Seibert is now in the pro-
cess of establishing a more 
lasting memorial at the buri-
al site. It is not just for the 
father of an influential news-
paperman, but also for the 
others buried there, he said. 
Thomas Abbott is listed on 
the map as buried in a grave 
site designated “2” and Celia 
is listed in the plot marked 
“4.” Others in the map’s list 
include “child of Polly” and 
a man named Myles, with a 
barely legible surname that 
is possibly McMillan.

“We don’t have any defin-
itive plans yet, but there will 
definitely be something,” 
Seibert said of the memo-
rial. “Perhaps a wayside 
marker that would show the 
map, kind of explain how 
we found it and talk about 
the culture of the people and 
how they lived.”

Seibert first came across 
the map in 2015, when he 
was working at the South-
eastern Archaeological Cen-
ter in Tallahassee. A member 
of Christ Church had uncov-
ered the map in the church 
archives and shared it with 

him when he was on an ar-
chaeological assignment at 
the fort.

He had already began try-
ing to find the grave sites by 
the time he was assigned as 
Fort Frederica’s staff archae-
ologist a year later. Since 
then, Seibert has led efforts 
to pinpoint the burial site in 
myriad ways, including such 
technical gizmos as ground 
penetrating radar, magne-
tometers, resistivity meters 
and conductivity meters. He 
even arranged for a search 
of the area by dogs specially 
trained in detecting buried 

human remains which, ulti-
mately, turned up nothing, 
he said.

In the end, the burial site 
was located using good old 
fashioned archaeological 
detective work. A big clue 
was a bend indicated on the 
map along one side of the 
burial lot’s property line. 
On the other side of this 
line, “Wall of Frederica” 
is written in cursive. They 
then matched that bend in 
the line to the location of a 
triangular bastion that once 
jutted out from the walls of 
Fort Frederica, which was 

built beginning in 1736 to 
protect the new Colony of 
Georgia from invasion by 
the Spanish to the south in 
St. Augustine.

The walls of the fort have 
long since crumbled, but 
enough traces of it would 
have still been above ground 
to affect the cemetery’s prop-
erty line back in the mid- to 
late 19th century, archaeolo-
gists say.

“The bastion comes out 
of the fort wall at an angle, 
shaped like an arrowhead,” 
Bezemek told The News 
last month, for the June 15 

edition of the newspaper’s 
weekly History column. “So 
the wall turns at an angle, 
and then the fence line is on 
the same weird angle.”

Fort Frederica ceased op-
erations around the mid 18th 
century, and many landown-
ers overlapped the property 
in the decades and centu-
ries that followed, including 
parts of Christ Church as 
well as Capt. Stevens’ Oat-
land Plantation. The grounds 
and some remnants of the 
fort were established as an 
official National Park Ser-
vice site in 1947.

By then, the true resting 
places of Thomas Abbott 
and the others interred in 
the “colored burial lot” had 
long since been lost to time 
and attrition. The monument 
his grateful son established 
to Thomas Abbott remained 
standing when the land be-
came part of the national 
monument site.

Robert S. Abbott was 
born in 1868 on St. Simons 
Island and his father died 
a year later, having known 
freedom for just a few short 
years after the Civil War. 
His mother, Flora, returned 
to her hometown of Savan-
nah, where she married John 
Sengstacke, the biracial son 
of a German sea captain who 
taught school and published 
the Woodville Times near 
Savannah.

Robert S. (Sengstacke) Ab-
bott went on to obtain a law 
degree in Chicago. Unable 
to successfully practice law 
there because of his race, 
Abbott founded the Chica-
go Defender in 1904. The 
Defender became the voice 
of black America, making 
its way into the deep South 
through a network of railroad 
Pullman porters. The Chica-
go Defender had grown to a 
circulation of some 200,000 
by the 1920s, with Abbott 
championing equality and 
speaking out against racial 
injustice.

Seibert said preserving and 
resurrecting pieces of histo-
ry such as this is what makes 
his calling worthwhile.

“What ended up work-
ing best for us in the end 
was removing the grass on 
top and digging a little,” he 
said. “That and the archi-
val research and some basic 
common sense. That’s how 
we got the confirmation. I 
feel pretty good about it, that 
we were successful in doing 
that.”

Abbott
Continued from page  1A
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Fort Frederica National Monument Integrated Resource Manager Michael Seibert points out the location of the recently-discovered freed 
slave cemetery on the grounds of Fort Frederica.

By JIM MUSTIAN
Associated Press

NEW YORK — The par-
ents of Otto Warmbier have 
filed a claim for a seized North 
Korean cargo ship, seeking to 
collect on a multimillion-dol-
lar judgment awarded in the 
American college student’s 
death.

The Warmbiers filed court 
papers Wednesday in New 
York federal court saying they 
have a right to the assets after 
North Korea failed to respond 
to a wrongful death claim 
that accused it of abducting 
Warmbier, who had traveled 
there for a guided tour ahead 
of a study abroad program in 
Hong Kong.

The Warmbiers say their 
son was tortured after being 
convicted of trying to steal 
a propaganda poster and im-
prisoned for months.

He suffered severe brain 
damage, but doctors were 
unable to determine was 
led to it. The 22-year-old 
died days after being re-
turned to the U.S. in a  
vegetative state in 2017.

“The Warmbiers are com-
mitted to holding North Ko-
rea accountable for the death 

of their son Otto, and will 
work tirelessly to seize North 
Korean assets wherever they 
may be found,” Ben Hatch, an 
attorney for the family, said in 
an emailed statement.

North Korea has rejected 
accusations by relatives that 
it tortured Warmbier and said 
he was provided “medical 
treatments and care with all 
sincerity.”

President Donald Trump 
has condemned Warmbier’s 
treatment but said earlier this 
year he did not believe North 
Korea’s leader, Kim Jong Un, 
knew about it or would have 
allowed it to happen.

North Korea did not re-
spond to the wrongful death 
lawsuit that accused it of 
detaining Warmbier at the 
Pyongyang airport “in an 

attempt to extract various 
concessions from the United 
States government.”

U.S. District Judge Beryl 
Howell ruled last year that 
North Korea “more likely 
than not barbarically tortured 
Otto to extract a false con-
fession” and used his lengthy 
prison sentence as leverage to 
further its foreign policy ob-
jectives.

She ordered North Korea 
to pay $501 million for its 
“barbaric mistreatment” of 
Warmbier, saying the stu-
dent’s family “experienced 
North Korea’s brutality first-
hand.”

In the latest court filings, 
Warmbier’s parents claim a 
right to the North Korean car-
go ship, which the U.S. seized 
in May because it was carry-
ing coal in violation of U.N. 
sanctions.

The vessel, North Korea’s 
second-largest cargo ship, was 
first detained in April 2018 by 
Indonesia while transporting 
a large amount of coal. The 
U.S. later announced it had 
seized the 17,061-ton carrier 
in a first-of-its kind enforce-
ment that came amid a tense 
moment in relations with 
North Korea.

Korean ship sought for student’s death

Jon Chol Jin/AP

American student Otto Warmbier, center, is escorted at the Su-
preme Court in Pyongyang, North Korea. Warmbier’s parents have 
filed a claim for the North Korean cargo ship seized in May 2019 
by the United States in a bid to collect a $500 million judgment 
awarded in the American college student’s death.
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