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Creating Spaces, Not Monuments
Resilience was born as the United States struggled with twin pandemics of COVID-19 
and systemic racism: one a novel public health crisis and the other a national tradition. 
Amid the backdrop of protests and violence, the conversation around the removal of 
confederate monuments intensified nationally and locally. In contrast to the historical 
revisionism of monuments that perpetuated white supremacist power structures and the 
“Lost Cause” myth, Resilience created inclusive spaces of discussion and learning.

Since much of the programming occurred online, the chat and comment boxes of videos 
and social media posts became the digital commons where participants interacted with 
subject experts and each other. In highlighting the contributions of St. Augustine’s Black 
community, our participants and visitors were challenged to look more critically at the 
city’s dominant historical narrative and engage deeper with local history.

Resilience partners facilitated these exchanges through exhibition spaces and guided 
tours. The project culminated in Resilience Family Fest, a free event celebrating the 
conclusion of the project and Black History Month. Held in a community center in one 
of St. Augustine’s Black neighborhoods, Resilience Family Fest gave institutional 
partners a vehicle to share their findings, exhibits, and programming directly with the 
community. Over 400 people attended, and many drove in from outlying areas like 
Jacksonville. Guests evaluated the event very highly in surveys; one guest called it a 
“powerful community-building experience.” Another noted, “[w]e all loved the videos 
and my kids have a list of local places they want to go now.

.

Thinking Outside “The Museum”
Even before the pandemic, gallery, library, archive, and museum (GLAM) professionals 
understood that many people do not feel comfortable in traditional museums and cultural 
institutions. In light of this, a consideration in planning Resilience was ways to connect visitors 
from diverse origins and backgrounds to Resilience in a meaningful way. COVID-19 created 
many new problems and uncertainties for each institution, it also presented an opportunity to try 
something new. We wondered: could we introduce a more nuanced understanding of local 
history and the larger Resilience project by taking authentic museum experiences outside the 
walls of our buildings?

One successful method to reach a broader audience was virtual museum visits and interviews 
hosted by the St. Johns County Public Library System. These Resilience project highlights 
proved popular with library patrons and continue to be accessible on-demand. The library also 
created original content, such as an interview with local photographer Lenny Foster on Where 
We Stand, a photograph series of shoes placed at integral sites of the Civil Rights Movement. 
This program has garnered nearly 800 combined views on Facebook and YouTube. The video’s 
digital premiere coincided with a month-long display of Mr. Foster’s work at the Main Library, 
exhibited in the computer area. This section of the library is popular with our community, many 
of whom might be unlikely to visit a traditional museum.

St. Augustine: “The Oldest City”
Social unrest, isolation, and uncertainty marked 2020. We all bore witness to our 
nation’s reckoning with issues of racial inequalities in the wake of George 
Floyd’s murder. The historic summer touched all corners of the country –
including St. Augustine, Florida. As practitioners and educators of history, local 
cultural and educational institutions came together to ask questions: How can we 
be better allies to Black St. Augustinians? How can we move beyond a 
European-centered narrative? Whose stories remain left out, and how can we 
uplift their voices? Through a series of virtual conversations, Resilience: Black 
Heritage in St. Augustine – a year-long celebration throughout 2021 – emerged 
as a community collaboration.

Collaborations and Connections
In addition to creating institutional specific programming, many Resilience members worked 
together to develop engaging and accessible content. Each institution, through their collections 
and histories, had their own unique perspectives to add to the story of Black history in St. 
Augustine and to engage the community in a larger conversation about the city’s relationship to 
diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice. One of the most successful collaborations borne of 
Resilience was the Washing Away History virtual lecture series, hosted by Governor’s House 
Library and Lincolnville Museum and Cultural Center, with support from George A. Smathers 
Libraries at the University of Florida and the Florida Museum of Natural History. 

More than 250 years ago, Fort Mose, just north of the city of St. Augustine, became the first 
legally sanctioned free Black town in the present-day United States. Now a Historic State Park, 
it is a critically significant site for Black American history. Washing Away History, a two-part 
panel series hosted on the Zoom platform, explored the past, present, and future of Fort Mose 
with renowned specialists from the fields of archaeology and history across the Southeast. Both 
events, “Changing Tides at Fort Mose”, and “Digging for the Future” were held in July 2021. 
Over 300 virtual attendees tuned in to Zoom to watch the panels live, and the recordings on UF 
George A. Smathers Libraries’ YouTube channel have garnered more than 560 combined views.

Conclusion
The primary purpose of the Resilience project was collaboration and connection, both 
internally between its partners and externally with the St. Augustine community. 
Resilience provided an opportunity to serve the local community in a way in which it 
is rarely served. The project was eye-opening for many of its participants in 
recognizing that not all stories and perspectives have been considered in their 
institution’s interpretive decisions, and furthermore, that it was worth the time and 
effort needed to ensure that all residents of St. Augustine had a voice and 
representation in the history telling space.

Though the Resilience project has come to an end, this work will never truly be done. 
It is our hope that through more diversity and inclusion in our collections, all 
underrepresented groups in St. Augustine will feel that their stories and contributions 
are recorded and celebrated in the cultural heritage of today and the future.

Digital Disruption in History-Telling
St. Augustine’s recorded histories focus on the city’s deep Hispanic roots. Although 
this is a significant part of St. Augustine and Florida’s story, this European and white-
centric focus leaves out the stories of the many diverse members of this historic 
community, especially those of Black St. Augustinians. These stories of hope, 
resilience, and liberty begin long before 1619 – with the arrival of free and enslaved 
people of African descent to Florida in 1513 and St. Augustine in 1565. Resilience
intended to disrupt the existing dominant narrative by making space for Black history 
to shine. However, the COVID-19 pandemic loomed ever-present, forcing many 
planned in-person events and exhibits to pivot online. Despite this unexpected 
challenge, project partners found ways to create meaningful and lasting impacts by 
fostering conversation and connection through digital tools.

To bring together the many threads of Black history interwoven into the city and 
scattered across the internet, Resilience collaborators created a website utilizing the 
free, open-source software WordPress. The website began as a way to centralize the 
project, but soon became a comprehensive starting point for anyone interested in 
learning more about local Black experiences. It features institutions and places to visit, 
archives and collections, educational resources, and a calendar of virtual and in-person 
events. Additionally, Resilience collaborators looked inward, examining their 
collections and institutional stories for previously excluded or ignored BIPOC voices. 
This work resulted in a complementary digital collection by Flagler College Proctor 
Library. Using the free and open-source software Omeka, 11 collaborating institutions 
uploaded artifacts from their collections. While the project concluded at the end of 
2021, Resilience’s WordPress and Omeka sites will live on, continually edited, and 
added to for the foreseeable future.
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