
wenty-five years ago historian Peter Wood broke with prevailing accounts of

Carolina rice beginnings by attributing the crop’s successful adaptation to

slaves. Building upon earlier ideas of Converse Clowse, who showed rice slaves

as anything but unskilled laborers, Black majority argued that the candidates for

rice origins were the ‘unlikely innovators’ from West Africa’s extensive rice-grow-

ing region. 1 Archival evidence led Wood to challenge numerous accounts writ-

ten by apologists of slavery, planters and their descendants, celebrating the

‘ingenious’ achievements of their ancestors in finding a crop so eminently suit-

able to the low country of South Carolina.2

One enduring achievement of Wood’s scholarship was to direct research inter-

est beyond the Carolina shores and eastwards across the Atlantic Ocean to West

Africa. His thesis in effect would demand an intellectual journey, one that

reversed the direction followed by slaves across the Middle Passage. The early

history of Carolina rice cultivation asked new questions about African contri-

butions to the agricultural history of the Americas. But this journey demanded

a different type of research optic, one similar in spirit to that pioneered by

French historians of the Annales school with its attention to space and time, or

geography and history, for understanding long-term historical processes.

Fernand Braudel in particular illuminated the possibilities of such an approach
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in his focus on the Mediterranean as the appropriate geohistorical unit for

analysing the history of capitalism.3 Wood’s attribution of rice beginnings to West

African slaves similarly required an innovative framework, one that would

emphasize the Atlantic basin. It is within this holistic approach, focused on the

Atlantic world, that this article is written.

Three themes related to rice history and the role of slaves in its diffusion to

the Americas are considered in this article. One builds upon the research of his-

torian Daniel Littlefield and geographer Carville Earle.4 In examining the cul-

tural origins of rice cultivation in South Carolina, Littlefield illuminated its

African antecedents. Earle’s parallel interest in the intersection of geography

with history draws attention to agriculture as the connective tissue between

nature and culture, and thus to its potential for investigating questions of cul-

ture, technology and the environment. This article emphasizes the identifica-

tion of distinctive farming systems and their location in specific regions of the

world as the result of indigenous knowledge formed in situ over time. The sec-

ond theme, which reviews scholarship on rice origins in West Africa, addresses

the manner in which scholars learned that a separate rice species evolved there,

and the question why scientific knowledge of this fact remained unexplored until

this century. The significance of gendered practices in the cultivation and pro-

cessing of rice, especially the role of female knowledge systems in the crop’s dif-

fusion across the Atlantic from West Africa to South Carolina, forms the third

theme.

An African agricultural system in South Carolina

Until Wood’s 1974 pathbreaking book, Black majority, accounts of rice begin-

nings in South Carolina routinely attributed the crop’s introduction and adap-

tation to Europeans rather than Africans. Rice was promoted by English

pamphleteers as a potential commodity for their American colonies as early as

1609 and, as historian Daniel Littlefield observes, rice figured among the promis-

ing crops mentioned in 1648 by one Virginia pamphleteer in a letter sent to

England:

The Governor Sir William [Berkeley], caused half a bushel of Rice (which he had

procured) to be sowen, and it prospered gallantly and he had fifteen bushels of it,

excellent good Rice, so that all those fifteen bushels will be sowen again this year;

and we doubt not in a short time to have Rice so plentiful as to afford it at 2d a

pound if not cheaper, for we perceive the ground and Climate is very proper for it

as our Negroes affirme, which in their Country is most of their food, and very health-

ful for our bodies.5

While the development of the tobacco economy over the next decades would

overshadow further consideration of rice cultivation in Virginia, the quotation

reveals several key points. From an early period of settlement planters were aware

of rice cultivation in Africa even though the consolidation of slavery during the

ante-bellum period effaced the common knowledge of an earlier era. Secondly,

Virginia colonists actually grew rice, although no direct statement indicates how
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the crop was cultivated. However, if rice was to become a successful plantation

crop, it depended upon developing wetland cultivation, not the lower-yielding

upland or rain-fed system.

The type of rice cultivation that characterized the Virginia experience of the

1640s can be inferred by examining early historical references. The crop’s brief

appearance and disappearance in favour of tobacco reveals little, but in 1709

Lawson reported the planting of a red rice with rainfall in the adjoining colony

of North Carolina, which suggests that the earliest type of cultivation by Virginia

settlers was likely also a rain-fed system.6 Certainly this form of rice farming fig-

ured among the earliest crops established with settlement of South Carolina

from the 1670s.7 Already in 1690 rain-fed rice is described in a letter sent from

the colony by one Scottish settler, John Stewart, who mentions the crop being

grown ‘ “as barley”, . . . broadcast’ and in rows – that is, with rainfall, in the way

Europeans traditionally sow their cereals.8

Yet at the same time another system of rice-growing made its appearance in

South Carolina, one that developed in tandem with the establishment of African

slavery. This was the cultivation of rice under submergence in low-lying swamps.

Perhaps an early reference to its existence can be inferred from Stewart’s cor-

respondence from 1690, when he claimed to have experimented with planting

rice in more than 20 environments in an area characterized by abundant and

diverse types of lowland swamp.9 In any case, it was not Stewart who actually

grew the rice but slaves. By the first decades of the eighteenth century this more

productive wetland system had displaced upland or rain-fed rice in South

Carolina, which Alexander Hewatt in 1779 glibly attributed to Carolinians hav-

ing ‘exhausted their strength in raising it on higher lands’.10 The Carolinians

in this case would have been black and enslaved. Their labour in lowland rice

would result in far greater physical demands and such high rates of mortality

that Thomas Jefferson over the decade of the 1780s to 1790s would struggle

futilely to reintroduce rice cultivation on higher lands.11

The English settled Virginia as they did South Carolina, with the first colonists

initially arriving from Barbados in search of land to extend the plantation sys-

tem. Colonists from England, as well as Protestant Huguenots displaced from

France, soon joined them. Slaves figured prominently among the first settlers of

South Carolina, arriving on the mainland via Caribbean plantations or directly

from West Africa. An examination of the cropping systems known to Europeans

and Africans in the initial decades of settlement of South Carolina from the

1670s illuminates which ethnic tradition should be credited with the develop-

ment of Carolina rice cultivation. There exists a lingering doubt as to African

agency in colonial rice history, because English settlers in Virginia heeded the

advice of pamphleteers to experiment with rice during the seventeenth century.

But the key to rice history in colonial America lies in understanding the types

of farming system known to both black and white settlers of the southern

colonies. This evidence suggests that the rice briefly planted in Virginia was of

the upland type, reliant solely upon rainfall. It formed part of a rain-fed farm-

ing system known to both European and African. But only West African slaves

knew the wet rice farming system.
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At the time of their emigration, the English and French practised an agri-

cultural system based on the cultivation of crops by rainfall. With settlement of

the southern colonies, they adjusted this farming system to subtropical condi-

tions and began planting crops new to them, such as rice and tobacco. When

early experiments in Virginia during the mid-seventeenth century showed that

rice would produce a ‘gallant’ harvest with adequate rainfall, colonists thus

added another plant to their existing farming system, even though its potential

as an export crop would be later abandoned in favour of tobacco. However, just

a few decades later, at the end of the seventeenth century, an entirely new way

of growing rice had developed in South Carolina. This form of cultivation

involved planting the crop under submersion in low-lying swamps. Mark Catesby,

one of the first naturalists to visit South Carolina and to report on agricultural

systems, in 1731 mentions, rice being grown, not by rainfall, but ‘wholly in

water’.12 By the time of his visit the process of planting rice under submersion,

a process that dramatically increases yield, was firmly established in the colony,

as newspaper notices of land for sale along river floodplains demonstrate dur-

ing the 1730s.13 But cultivation of wetland rice depended upon knowing how to

grow the crop under anaerobic conditions. The European settlers of South

Carolina, as those of Virginia, did not practise a cultivation system that involved

planting crops in standing water. Instead, theirs was a rain-fed farming system,

with rice cultivated by rainfall in the same manner as oats, wheat and barley.

Wetland rice farming, on the other hand, demands a sophisticated under-

standing of lowland landscapes and their skilled manipulation for irrigation,

drainage and tidal farming. West Africa is the likely source of origin for the wet-

land rice system that emerged in South Carolina during the early colonial

period.

Could tidal rice cultivation have been learned elsewhere, through, for exam-

ple, the Dutch? Masters of reclaiming land from the sea and protecting it from

the flow of marine tides, the Dutch did not figure among the migrants to the

Carolinas. Could the English then have learned these techniques by the time of

the colony’s establishment in the Americas? Littlefield’s review of fenland swamp

cultivation in England during the seventeenth century in fact reveals the role

of Dutch engineers in teaching proper drainage techniques for reclaiming

inland marshes, following the procedures they had mastered to reclaim land

from the sea for agricultural expansion in Holland. But the principles used in

draining waterlogged soils did not result in cultivation by submersion. Instead,

in both Holland and England land reclamation served to expand the existing

farming system into new areas. The result was cultivation by rainfall, rather than

cropping in standing water. Such drainage and reclamation methods were not

widely known in England by the founding of the colony of South Carolina in

1670.14 Thus, with no evidence for English or Dutch expertise in wet rice farm-

ing in South Carolina in the second half of the seventeenth century, the origins

of rice culture must lie elsewhere.

In 1650, just a few years after the report discussing rice cultivation in Virginia,

a pamphleteer in England asked, since rice grew ‘in the Fenny places of Milan,

. . . why may it not grow in our Fens?’15 The quotation indicates English aware-
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ness of rice farming in the Piedmont area of northern Italy. Although not cul-

tivated in England, the crop had been grown in Italy since the fifteenth cen-

tury, where Arabs introduced it either via Spain or Sicily. But the system of rice

farming in Italy proved again quite different from the one that developed on

Carolina floodplains.16 In southern Europe the crop was grown on alluvial

deposits built up over centuries in the manner of the levees found along the

Mississippi River, where rice cultivation in the United States shifted from the

1880s.17 This form of cultivation is really a rain-fed system, similar to the one

that appeared in Italy where land use rotates between rice, other cereals and

pulses. While irrigation canals deliver water in crucial deficit periods, cultivation

does not involve growing the crop by submersion in the manner of the paddy

rice systems of Asia.

The historical record does not, moreover, indicate the presence of Italian rice

varieties or cooking styles in South Carolina, which would suggest a lineage of

tidal production with southern Europe. The small, round Italian rice, with its

hard endosperm and resistance to breakage with milling, did eventually arrive

in South Carolina but only after the American Revolution, in 1787, through the

intercession of Thomas Jefferson. By introducing the Piedmont rain-fed variety,

he hoped to reverse the Carolina emphasis on swamp rice, because ‘the kind

they now possess, which requiring the whole country to be laid under water dur-

ing a season of the year, sweeps off numbers of the inhabitants annually with

pestilential fevers’.18 Jefferson’s efforts to re-establish cultivation of rain-fed rice

in the period following the American Revolution came to naught because its

yields proved lower. Italian varieties consequently were not adopted in the US

South, nor was the distinctive risotto method of its preparation, which involves

sautéing the rice with butter or oil and the gradual adding of liquid with stir-

ring.19

Since European antecedents for the introduction of wet rice cultivation to

South Carolina cannot be established, only two possibilities remain for its cul-

tural origins, Native American or African. North American Indians did in fact

gather rice from lowland swamps. But this was a wild rice, the grass Zizania
aquatica, not a true rice of the Oryza genus, as historian Daniel Littlefield

reminds us. The preparation of wild rice for consumption by native Americans

also failed to influence the direction of rice preparation in South Carolina. To

render Zizania comestible, the grains were first scorched or parched so that the

burning assisted in removing the hulls, a method distinctly different than the

mortar and pestle technique employed on Carolina plantations during the

colonial period.20

At the time of settlement of the South Carolina colony, the tidal rice system

existed in only two areas of the world, Asia and West Africa. Contact with Asia

during the period of Carolina settlement, however, was indirect and brokered

by English mariners and merchants, whose interest was trade goods, not agri-

cultural systems. No evidence from the crucial period of rice development in

South Carolina, from the 1690s to 1750s, indicates that Europeans possessed a

comprehensive understanding of the Asian rice system, which relied on the

techniques of transplanting, irrigation and drainage. Even memoirs of
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planter descendants lend indirect support for this contention when celebrating

the ingenuity of their forebears in discovering the principles of wet rice culti-

vation. The intent of such accounts is to demonstrate planter aptitude and intel-

ligence in developing the most lucrative plantation system in North America.21

However, the type of rice cultivation that developed along Carolina floodplains

differed in one crucial respect from that of Asia. It did not involve transplant-

ing, and in this sense reveals the linkage of the Carolina rice system to West

Africa.

In fully evolved wetland farming systems such as those that developed in Asia

and West Africa, human beings act as geomorphological agents on a grand scale,

transforming swamp into rice paddy through a sophisticated understanding of

lowland gradient and water flow. The Asian rice system responded to land

scarcity with the development of techniques like transplanting to increase

yields.22 The rice systems of West Africa unfolded along a different trajectory, of

labour rather than land scarcity. Under such circumstances the labour-intensive

practice of transplanting developed only in response to specific environmental

constraints, as a way to improve seed survival along floodplains swept by high

tides, in areas menaced by seasonal saltwater intrusion or by the irregular onset

of rainfall. In these circumstances rice seeds are first established on higher

ground and then the hardier seedlings transplanted. Otherwise rice is direct-

seeded on floodplains in the same manner that characterized Carolina tidal cul-

tivation.23

While sativa varieties from Asia transferred to the emergent rice economy of

South Carolina during the seventeenth century, long in advance of any migra-

tion of Asians to North America, the seeds became established because human

beings already familiar with wet rice farming would grow them. These were

slaves, among whom were many already familiar with rice cultivation in West

Africa.

The origins of rice cultivation in West Africa

There has never been scholarly doubt as to Asia being a centre of rice domes-

tication, even though the exact area of the crop’s origins and its antiquity has

been disputed. Archaeological excavations throughout Asia now indicate the

domestication of rice, Oryza sativa, some 7 000 years ago. The species probably

evolved independently, albeit concurrently, in multiple sites over a broad belt

that extended from the Gangetic plain below the foothills of the Himalayas near

Assam, across upper Burma, northern Thailand, North Vietnam and into south-

west China near Yunnan.24 Asian rice was probably first domesticated on flood-

plains as a shallow or deep-water crop, with cultivation later extended to the

rain-fed uplands. By the second to third century BCE large-scale, centrally man-

aged irrigation systems were in place, and the practices of ploughing with water

buffalo, manuring and transplanting were already established in the early

Christian era.25

Information on the beginnings of African rice cultivation is far less extensive,

although recent research offers new insights. Until the twentieth century the
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cultivation of rice in Africa was viewed as the result of the diffusion of systems

from Asia. But this view proved problematic, since the earliest observations of

rice cultivation were from West and not the geographically more proximate East

Africa. The crop’s cultivation along the upper Guinea coast captured the inter-

est of Portuguese mariners from their earliest voyages. In 1453, decades before

ships would reach India and Asian rice systems, the Portuguese chronicler

Gomes Eanes de Azurara visited the mouth of the Gambia River and recorded

the first European mention of West African rice cultivation:

They arrived sixty leagues beyond Cape Verde [Senegal], where they met with a river

which was of good width, and into which they entered with their caravels . . . they

found much of the land sown, and many . . . fields sown with rice . . . And . . . all that

land seemed . . . like marshes.26

Over the following decades, Portuguese commentaries observe the importance

of rice as a dietary staple and its widespread cultivation along the West African

coast south from Senegal to Liberia. Portuguese ships came to depend upon the

availability of rice for provisions, as did mariners of other Europeans nations

who began competing with Portugal for the West African trade from the second

half of the sixteenth century.27

As a crucial dietary staple for millions in West Africa, rice sustained the dense

populations of numerous societies subsequently swept into the Atlantic slave

trade. While rice was cultivated principally as a subsistence crop, the deepening

of Atlantic slavery resulted in its being planted as a commodity near the Atlantic

Coast and slave markets. African captives were often forced to cultivate food sta-

ples for armies or for sale to slave ships. Europeans visiting Senegambia during

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries mention rumbdés, villages where slaves

cultivated the ‘plantations’ of their owners and provided cereals to dependent

military retinues.28 As the Atlantic slave trade augmented, so did the demand

for rice, with slave ships purchasing the cereal to provision its human cargo

across the Middle Passage.29

Remarkably, until the twentieth century scholars routinely attributed rice ori-

gins in West Africa to Portuguese introduction from Asia. When evidence this

century showed that Africans grew rice prior to the arrival of Europeans, the

attribution of origins shifted only slightly: Asia remained the centre of rice ori-

gins, but its diffusion to Africa probably resulted from Arabs who introduced

the crop over land routes between the eighth and fourteenth centuries.30 Even

more decades were to pass before the antiquity of rice cultivation in sub-Saharan

Africa was established. The view that Africans failed to domesticate crops, a

process so fundamental to the development of civilization, proved an enduring

legacy of the Atlantic slave trade well into the twentieth century.

This unquestioned view impeded the advance of scholarship on the agricul-

tural achievements of Africans even when evidence suggested the need for its

recasting. For instance, when sorghum and millet were established this century

as African domesticates by the Russian botanist Vavilov, historians dismissed them

as insignificant contributors to global seed exchanges. The Portuguese Orlando

Ribeiro assigned these cereals a minor role while conceding a far greater one

in Africa to introduced plants like rice from Asia and maize, cassava and peanuts
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from the Americas.31 Like many other scholars, Ribeiro could not imagine an

African contribution to world agricultural history other than as subsistence farm-

ers on the continent and unskilled labourers on New World plantations. The

failure to critically engage commentaries that affirmed rice cultivation along the

upper Guinea coast during the earliest period of European navigation perpet-

uated belief that the Portuguese first brought rice to West Africa.

The bias against Africa in European scholarship ran so deep as to make lit-

tle impact on perceptions, even when evidence suggested otherwise. For

instance, the botanical research and classification that resulted in the formation

of scientific societies charged with plant exchanges included requests by Thomas

Jefferson for rice seeds from West Africa.32 However, the idea that the crop might

also have originated in Africa was not even considered. Long aware of the asso-

ciation of rice with Asia, Linnaeus (1707-78) listed only one species in his botan-

ical classification, Asian rice or Oryza sativa. Nor did Alphonse de Candolle

consider an African provenance in his celebrated compendium on the origin of

cultivated plants, published in 1886.33 Specimens of rice formally collected in

West Africa during the nineteenth century also presumed the presence of Asian

sativa. The French botanist Leprieur, for instance, attributed the seeds he col-

lected in Senegal between 1824 and 1829 to the sativa species, as did Edelstan

Jardin in his collection of rice from islands off the coast of Guinea-Bissau in

1845-8.34

A careful examination of the Jardin collection by the botanist Steudel in 1855,

however, led him to conclude that the collected samples represented a rice

species quite distinct from Asian sativa, which he named Oryza glaberrima for its

smooth hulls.35 But Steudel’s research did not make the claim that this rice was

of independent African origin. The longstanding assumption that rice origins

were Asian pervaded even the work of noted Russian geneticist Vavilov, whose

pathbreaking research on indigenous centres of plant domestication received

widespread attention in the 1920s. Vavilov made no mention of glaberrima as he,

too, assigned rice solely an Asian origin.36 Although the first to credit Africans

with plant domestication in his identification of an Abyssinian centre of agri-

cultural origins in the Ethiopian highlands, Vavilov did not consider West Africa

as a centre of plant domestication.37

However, from the turn of the century such views were being steadily ques-

tioned. Botanists working in the French West African colonies began to suspect

an African origin for a widely cultivated red-hulled rice with distinctive charac-

teristics. Their suspicion led to the rediscovery of Steudel’s research conducted

half a century earlier, and a re-examination of the Leprieur herbarium collec-

tion, which also indicated glaberrima rice. On the basis of plant geography and

botanical distributions, by 1914 French botanists were advancing the hypothesis

for an indigenous and independent centre of rice domestication in West Africa.38

Their research on rice developed in response to growing metropolitan concern

over the food shortages and famines that were accompanying the colonial

emphasis on export crops. Planted on swampland unsuitable for the export

crops, peanuts and cotton, rice received increasing attention for its potential

to alleviate food crises associated with abandonment of the traditional rain-fed
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cereals, millet and sorghum.39 The French botanical research centred on the

inland delta of the Niger river located in Mali, a major location of rice cultiva-

tion in West Africa and where glaberrima species predominated over sativa
varieties.40

Strengthening the hypothesis for an independent West African centre of rice

domestication, numerous botanical collections revealed wild relatives of glaber-
rima without locating equivalent sativas.41 But the claim for a separate centre of

agricultural domestication in West Africa met considerable resistance, especially

during a period that privileged the Near East for the initial emergence of agri-

culture and its diffusion from there to other areas.42 While conceding the exis-

tence of rice cultivation in Africa before the arrival of Europeans, researchers

still looked to Asia for its diffusion. Efforts initially focused on the crop’s intro-

duction by Arab traders, perhaps with the expansion of Islam from the ninth

century.43 One account in Arabic from 1068 mentions the cultivation of rice in

the western Sahel, suggesting that the cereal may have reached West Africa via

overland trans-Saharan trade routes at an earlier date.44 Certainly by the year

1000 emperors of the Songhay state, located in the inland delta of the Niger

river, had become Muslim. When Islamic scholar Ibn Battuta travelled through

the kingdom of Mali in the middle of the fourteenth century, he noted the

extensive cultivation of rice and the role of women in selling the crop to trav-

ellers: ‘When [the traveller] arrives in a village, the women of the Sudan come

with millet, milk, chickens, the flour of lotus, rice . . . The voyager buys from

them what he desires.’45

Comments from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries by Muslim scholars

journeying overland to the western Sudan thus establish the presence of a fully

evolved rice culture. Rice was widely consumed, traded and grown over a broad

area, factors that suggested a production system of greater antiquity. But there

were no references to rice in ancient Egyptian tombs, which suggests that the

Asian species had not yet reached the Nile.46 The Greek geographer Strabo’s

mention of rice cultivation at an oasis in Cyrenaica (Libya) during the first cen-

tury CE provides the earliest documentation for the presence of rice on the

African continent. But the linkage of the oasis to West African as well as

Mediterranean trading networks may also actually imply the cultivation of glaber-
rima.47 While these findings did not dispute a Muslim role for the introduction

of sativa rice via East Africa, research steadily undermined the idea that the

origins of rice cultivation in West Africa were Asian.

Linguistic evidence provided additional support for West Africa as an inde-

pendent centre of rice domestication. In regions of Africa where rice cultivation

was unknown before the arrival of European traders, the local words borrow the

names of those who introduced it, and thus the Arabic and European names

erruz, eruz, arroz, riz, rijst and rice are used. However, in the areas already estab-

lished to rice cultivation or where the crop formed part of an active trade in

cereals, no borrowing of names occurs. Along the upper Guinea coast, where

the Portuguese first witnessed rice cultivation, and continuing inland to Lake

Chad for nearly 2 000 Km, the names for rice derive from African languages.48

For example, in Senegal and Gambia, reached by the Portuguese in the mid-
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fifteenth centur y, the terms mano (Mandinka), malo (Wolof) or some derivative

of maro are employed for the native African rice. These same names were later

extended to the Asian varieties introduced by the Portuguese and other

Europeans between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries.49

French botanist Roland Portères identified two foci along the West African

coast where Asian varieties took root in African rice farming systems during this

period. One was located between the Casamance and Cacheu rivers in Guinea-

Bissau and Senegal, the other in the region between Guinea-Conakry and

Buchanan, Liberia (Figure 1).50 Asian rice became established in the region dur-

ing the Atlantic slave trade because of the presence of ethnic groups skilled in

its cultivation and the crop’s availability for purchase. In fact, European slavers

often referred to this stretch of the upper Guinea coast as the Rice Coast. In

noting the establishment of sativa in an area of Africa with a history of glaber-
rima cultivation, Portères underscored a crucial point: that the adoption of Asian

varieties presupposed populations already skilled in the techniques and prac-

tices of growing transplanted rice under submersion.51
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In the same manner that West Africans adopted crops like maize, manioc and

peanuts of New World origin into their rain-fed farming systems, so too they

added sativa varieties to their system of wetland rice cultivation. But the com-

plicated preparation of maize into tortillas did not transfer eastward across the

Atlantic. That depended upon the diffusion of the alkali soaking process, a gen-

dered knowledge system, developed by Amerindian women to remove the

hulls.52 Similarly, with the introduction of manioc from South America in the

seventeenth century, the adoption of bitter varieties lagged behind the sweet

ones until African women learned to leach out the poisonous alkaloids (hydo-

cyanic acid) by steeping the roots in water.53 The introduction of sativa varieties

to West Africa from the sixteenth century similarly occurred within a pre-exist-

ing cropping and milling complex, with the Asian species becoming initially

established in the area specialized in transplanted rice. In 1594 the Portuguese

trader André Alvares de Almada recorded the transplanting of rice in this

region, along floodplains experiencing saltwater intrusion, as did the English

captain Richard Jobson in similar environments during his visit to the Gambia

river from 1620 to1621.54 Introduced sativa varieties were cultivated and milled

with a mortar and pestle in precisely the same manner as glaberrima.

The diffusion of Asian rice to West Africa thus unfolded in the context of

existing knowledge systems of cultivation and food processing. West Africans

incorporated sativa seeds into pre-existing farming, milling and food prepara-

tion methods. These knowledge systems were ethnic as well as gendered. The

global transfer of seeds with European voyages, often referred to as the

Columbian Exchange, has received a great deal of attention, but it privileges

European and male agency in their diffusion. At times, entire cultivation and

processing systems were transferred as well. And, as with rice in the Americas,

when this occurred it was because the bearers of the indigenous knowledge sys-

tem were also mobile.

The information on seed varieties and cultivation techniques that character-

ized botanical exchanges among members of scientific societies interested in

rice during the eighteenth century served precisely the same purpose as the

informal methods developed during the initial generations of slavery. The objec-

tive was to improve yields, reduce grain breakage with milling and satisfy con-

sumer preferences for white rice.55 While scholarship honours the contributions

of Europeans, Asians and Amerindians to the global larder, the role of Africans

in agricultural history has scarcely advanced beyond their portrayal as unskilled

labourers on American plantations. The history of rice cultivation surrounding

the Atlantic basin, however, suggests that the crop’s appearance in South

Carolina was not the outcome of European agency and ingenuity but the result

of a sophisticated knowledge system of wetland cultivation brought by involun-

tary black migrants.56

By the 1970s the pioneering French botanical research on glaberrima had

become widely known within the international scientific community, which

accepted the conclusion that the species was indeed of independent African ori-

gin. Of more than 20 species of rice found on the planet, only two were domes-

ticated, one in Asia (Oryza sativa), the other in West Africa (Oryza glaberrima).
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Botanical research indicates that the domestication of O. glaberrima occurred

over a broad region that extends along the West African coast from Senegal

southwards to Liberia and inland to the shores of Lake Chad (Figure 2). The

glaberrima species was originally domesticated in the wetlands circumscribing the

inland delta of the Niger River in Mali, an area where rice is planted nearly

within sight of desert sand dunes.57 Genetic evidence suggests that glaberrima
then diffused to two secondary centres of varietal development, one adjusted to

planting along the lower reaches of river floodplains experiencing seasonally

saline water conditions. Portères locates this area north and south of the lower

Gambia river between the rivers Sine and Casamance in Senegal, while placing

the other centre of varietal development in the well-watered Guinean highlands

between Sierra Leone, Guinea-Conakry and Liberia (Figure 2).58 The primary

centre of glaberrima domestication in Mali as well as the Gambian secondary cen-

tre involve wetland cultivation, with transplanting having developed in response

to the salinity problem only along coastal river floodplains. The Guinean sec-

ondary centre of glaberrima domestication that developed in a region where rain-

fall reaches 2000 mm/year is a rain-fed rice system.

Certain characteristics of African rice distinguish it from most sativa varieties.

One is the red colour of its husks, which shifts between purple and black tones

in different varieties. Even in the black-and-white photograph represented as

Figure 3, where Diola women of Casamance, Senegal display bundles of glaber-
rima (left) and sativa (right) rice they planted in their fields, the colour differ-

ence between the two is apparent. But the ‘great red rice of the hook of the

Niger River’ is not confined to glaberrima, as many wild sativas bear the red peri-

carp or skin characteristic of African rice, like some cultivated Asian types found
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Figure 2 ~ Centres of origin and diffusion of West African rice, Oryza glaberrima



in subtropical Himalayan valleys.59 Although generally lower-yielding than sativa,

African rice varieties reflect broader tolerance to environmental stress associated

with soil acidity, salinity, flooding, phosphorus deficiency and weed competition.

Nor does African rice readily cross with Asian varieties. Its suitability for com-

mercial purposes is additionally weakened by a tendency to break more easily

than sativa with mechanized milling.60

During the 1950s the French botanist Roland Portères made the first attempt

to speculate on the antiquity of African rice cultivation. Based on preliminary

radiocarbon dates of megalithic stone sites located along former river courses

in the rice region, he attributed glaberrima domestication to about 3500 years

ago.61 Recent archaeological evidence establishes a later date. In the primary

centre of rice domestication in West Africa, at the inland delta of the Niger River
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Figure 3 ~ Diola women in Casamance, Senegal with bundles of African and Asian rice



at Jenne-jeno and near Timbuctoo and other early urban centres in Mali, archae-

ologists have established a date for the presence of glaberrima by CE 300.62 The

earliest occupation of Jenne-jeno dates from the second century BCE, not long

after the appearance of iron-smelting in the area which enabled the making of

metal tools and, critically, the exploitation of the inland delta’s heavy soils for

wet rice cultivation.63 Archaeological research in the West African centre of

domestication is meagre in comparison with the Asian one, and primary archae-

ological evidence for rice cultivation extremely rare.64 However, available evi-

dence establishes the cultivation of rice in the area for at least 2000 years.

Domestication of rice in West Africa, therefore, occurred long before any nav-

igator from Java or Arabia could have introduced the crop to Madagascar or the

East African coast.65 Millennia later, rice crossed the Middle Passage of slavery

to the Americas as food in ship cargoes, as an indigenous knowledge system

known to many of the Atlantic slave trade’s victims, and in the processing and

culinary traditions of African women. The gendered aspects of African rice sys-

tems and their import for South Carolina are discussed below.

Gendered practices in African rice culture and linkages to
South Carolina

In recent years a great deal of attention has focused on whether a gender divi-

sion of labour characterized work patterns on Carolina rice plantations.

Evidence from archival and historical sources as well as illustrations yield clues

on the labour system, which indicates that female slaves constituted the major-

ity of ‘prime hands’ on Carolina and Georgia rice plantations.66 Women were

especially involved in the tasks of sowing the seeds, weeding and hoeing, their

group labour with long-handled hoes described by one observer of an ante-bel-

lum rice plantation as a ‘human hoeing machine’.67 The association of females

with field labour in rice cultivation, which planter descendant Duncan Heyward

termed ‘woman’s wuck’, is represented in an engraving from the era (Figure 4).

A field labour force that was disproportionately female characterized rice culti-

vation, with the less arduous ‘skilled’ work assigned to male bondsmen.68 An

examination of the division of labour on Carolina rice plantations consequently

reveals the importance of gender for the allocation of work, but the resulting

feminization of rice culture probably resulted from men’s greater involvement

in non-agricultural tasks, which left fieldwork disproportionately to women.

However, as the principal rice growers in West Africa and in the preparation of

rice for consumption, African women would have played an important role in

the transfer of rice culture to South Carolina.

Most of the techniques constituting West African rice cultivation developed

in three principal environments, identified in Figure 2. Two of these are wet-

land systems that developed first along floodplains of the inland delta of the

Niger river before spreading later to coastal tidal flats and estuaries that faced

seasonal salinity. The other secondary centre of rice domestication, located in

the high-precipitation regime of the highlands straddling Sierra Leone, Guinea-
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Conakry and Liberia, was a rain-fed farming system. Wherever rice cultivation

occurs in West Africa, women are involved. Rice is either a female crop or one

cultivated with a sharply demarcated gender division of labour, men preparing

the land for cultivation and women in charge of sowing, weeding and hoeing.69

From the earliest European observations of rice culture in West Africa, the

crop is associated with female labour. While discussing food purchases by Dutch

traders at Cape Mount near the Liberian border in Sierra Leone in 1624, Samuel

Brun claimed that rice was ‘the ware of women’, while Francis Moore noted

along the Gambia River in 1738 that the ‘Men work the Corn Ground and

Women and Girls the Rice Ground’.70 In addition to the production systems

where rice was a woman’s crop, the role of female labour in the coastal systems,

which involved both men and women, is also described. Samuel Gamble’s dis-
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Figure 4 ~ A group of female slaves hoeing rice on a rice plantation in South Carolina.

Reproduced from an original engraving in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, November

1859, volume 19, pp. 721-738 in an article by T. Addison Richards, ‘The Rice Lands of the
South’.



cussion of the gender division in rice cultivation among the Baga of Guinea-

Conakry in 1793, notes that they were ‘very expert in Cultivating rice and in

quite a Different manner to any of the Nations of the Windward Coast [Sierra

Leone] . . .’ and that ‘Women & Girls transplant the rice’.71 Golberry com-

mented on a similar gendered rice system in Sierra Leone, with women involved

in transplanting and hoeing the crop.72 Females accomplished this task with a

specialized tool, a long-handled hoe known as the baro (Mandinka), nearly the

height of a woman. The use of this iron-bladed instrument, worked in an upright

position to break up soil for weeding and transplanting, continues as an exclu-

sive female tool into the present (Figure 5).73

During the time of the Atlantic slave trade, therefore, wherever rice was grown

it was a crop that involved women. Their knowledge would have proved critical

in developing the cultivation of rice in the Americas, even if the gendered prac-

tices informing the cropping system became transformed under slavery. The sig-

nificance of female knowledge for cultural practices becomes especially evident

when examining rice processing and cooking.

While the successful transfer of rice culture to South Carolina depended on

learning how to raise the crop in wetland environments, of equal importance

to its development as an export crop was knowledge of how to process or mill

rice for international markets, a point implied in a report by Edward Randolph

to the Council of Trade and Plantations in 1700: ‘They have now found out the

true way of raising and husking rice.’74 Throughout the colonial period, rice
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Figure 5 ~ A group of Mandinka women preparing a rice field in The Gambia (photo

courtesy of David P. Gamble)



processing took place with a mortar and pestle, a method that involves placing

rice in a cavity formed in a hollowed-out log so that the indigestible hulls

can be removed by striking with a heavy wooden pestle (Figure 6). This is the
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Figure 6 ~ Two Georgia women pounding rice on Sapelo Island, Georgia c. 1915

(courtesy of the Georgia Department of Archives and History) Atlanta, GA.



manner in which all cereals and root crops are processed in Africa. Where rice

is cultivated, women alone are involved in its milling, a fact that English trader

Richard Jobson noted as early as 1620-1 along the Gambia river:

I am sure no woman can be under more servitude, with such great staves wee call

Coole-Staves (pestles), beate and cleanse both the Rice, all manner of other graine

they eate, which is onely women’s work, and very painefull.75

Research on agriculture too often focuses solely on cultivation, ignoring the

significance for seed or crop adoption of the related processes of milling and

cooking. Across the world this is traditionally women’s work. As with all

food preparation in Africa, rice was hand-milled by women, in the manner of

cereals throughout most rural areas of the continent. Even during the period

of Atlantic slavery, the crews on slave ships recognized that the processing of

rice was female work, with references to ship captains requiring female captives

to mill the unhulled rice for consumption.76

Knowing how to mill rice without breakage proved crucial for the adoption

of rice culture in South Carolina, thus illustrating a transfer from Africa of a

gendered knowledge system. Perhaps indirect recognition of the importance of

women’s skills in growing and processing rice is behind Thomas Nairne’s obser-

vation in 1710 that female slaves in the colony fetched the same market price

as males.77 And perhaps the value of female knowledge of rice culture may

explain the unusual feature of the Carolina slave trade in its tendency to import

more females than other plantation systems.78

Unlike the cereals planted by Europeans, where grain is pulverized to pro-

duce flour, the processing of rice aims to minimize grain breakage as the heavy

wooden pestle bears down upon the hulls. This represents a skilled operation

and one that is not easily mastered.79 Until the 1780s, when machines finally

managed to perform the operation without breaking the grain, the entire export

crop, some hundreds of millions of pounds of rice, required milling by hand in

the African manner, with a mortar and pestle.

Two other aspects of Carolina rice culture represent the transfer of a female

knowledge system across the Atlantic: the device used for winnowing, and the

manner of cooking rice. On Carolina plantations, rice hulls were winnowed in

a straw basket, known as a fanner basket. Dale Rosengarten’s careful study of

the origins of these baskets establishes their affinity with West Africa. She shows

that the weaving style is not Native American, since those of the south-east

Indians employed a twilled or plaited design. Fanner baskets are coiled, as can

be seen in the ones marketed by African American female vendors in the

Charleston area today. Woven in the identical manner as those used for win-

nowing during the period of rice plantations, these baskets derive from a pro-

totype used by African women in the secondary centre of rice domestication

located in the Senegambia area (see Figure 2).80

An examination of rice cooking provides additional evidence for the trans-

mission of a female knowledge system from Africa to South Carolina. Despite

the familiar logo of Uncle Ben on the converted rice marketed by that name in

the United States, it was African women who perfected rice cooking in a dis-
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tinctive manner that characterizes both African and Carolinian culinary tradi-

tions. The objective was to prepare dishes to prevent rice from clumping

together, as in the Asian style, a plate where every grain remained separate. The

method involved steaming and absorption, boiling rice first for 10-15 minutes,

draining off excess water, removing the pan from direct heat for the grains to

absorb the moisture, and leaving the pot covered for at least an hour before

eating.81 This is the same manner in which rice is traditionally prepared through-

out the West African rice region, where wood is scarce for cooking and the task

for its procurement often the additional responsibility of women. A similar

method of cooking rice is found in other areas of the African diaspora, for exam-

ple among descendants of Saramaka maroons in Surinam who fled coastal sugar

plantations for freedom during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.82

Conclusion
For at least 2000 years rice culture in Africa has been practised over a broad

area of the upper Guinea coast and its hinterland. Rice is either planted solely

by women or organized in a system where males and females assume gender-

specific tasks. The transfer of rice cultivation by slaves from this region of Africa,

whence derived more than half those brought to South Carolina in bondage

during the eighteenth century, involved the diffusion of cultural practices from

one part of the Atlantic basin to another.83 A crucial component of the suc-

cessful establishment of rice cultivation in South Carolina was the transfer of a

farming and crop processing system deeply associated with female knowledge.

In reversing the direction of the Atlantic slave trade back to West Africa, this

research reveals the role of Africans and African women in introducing an

important agricultural system that forever changed the food culture of the

Americas. Rice formed the crucial component of the gumbo, bouillabaisse and

Hoppin’ John that distinguish southern regional cooking. Through the cultiva-

tion and preparation of rice in slavery and freedom black men and women reaf-

firmed their cultural identity in the Americas. The fact that their role is only

becoming fully understood at the close of the twentieth century speaks volumes

concerning the pernicious legacy of human bondage.
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