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Chapter 10

The Things They Carried:
From West Africa to Low
Country Georgia, 17501800

Karen Cook Bell

Lucia, a young girl transported to the Georgia low country during the 1760s,
brought with her a deft understanding of her provenance. Prior to her forced
migration, her father established her identity by placing “a black stroke over each
of her cheeks” as a mark of her ethnicity.! Her family’s conception of their his-
torical reality no doubt included reverence for naming ceremonies, secret so-
cieties, and the rituals associated with such societies, gendered roles, warrior
traditions, and untrammeled freedom. For Lucia, running away was the final
act of resistance to enslavement. It was a Pyrrhic victory against a system that
sought to subsume her traditions and knowledge of herself. Within this system
of inhuman bondage, however, enslaved Africans such as Lucia remained free.
They retained a sense of themselves and relied upon an informal network of
both enslaved and free Africans for support, including the quasi maroon com-
munities developed by Africans who escaped enslavement.

The ideology of freedom can be discerned through eighteenth century fugi-
tive slave advertisements which reveal that enslaved Africans carried hidden
and explicit ideologies of knowledge and resistance. These overt and covert
ideologies of knowledge and resistance created a public and private culture
within the community of the enslaved, which made their discursive reality dis-
cernible. As a central epistemological category of the human experience, nar-
ratives, reflected in slave advertisements, represent a body of ideas that help to
explain relations, structures, and the conjuncture of discourse and power.2

This chapter is written against the “master narratives” of slavery to reveal
the individual oral narratives of enslaved men and women. It tells of their en-
gagement with slavery and freedom in a region where slavery received legal

185
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sanction two decades before the Revolutionary War began in 1775. In this con-
text, this chapter argues that the fissures within slavery provided opportuni-
ties for symbolic moves in an essentially polemic and strategic confrontation
that persisted throughout the era of North American slavery. First, the slave trade
to Georgia will be examined and reconstructed, and then the various mani-
festations of resistance (with a focus on running away) will be analyzed.

The Subaltern’s Landscape

Within transatlantic communities, resistance to enslavement became an in-
tegral part of the landscape. As discrete communities based on shared transat-
lantic pasts, these groups were linked by regional origins, American destinations,
and New World cultural developments. By examining colonial records, a com-
posite picture of the enslavement, forced migration, and resistance of Africans
emerges. The examination of colonial records also illuminates the extent of
the transference of African cultures and knowledge systems in the low coun-
try. Slave ship manifests, published documents of the slave trade, advertisements
of the arrival of slave ships from the Rice and Grain Coast in the Georgia Gazette
reveal a great deal about slave life in the Georgia low country. The accounts of
planters and merchants such as Joseph Clay demonstrate that the forced mi-
gration of specific populations from West Africa transferred the technology
and culture of rice production to the low country. Moreover, through an ex-
amination of the origins of rice production in Africa, the forced migration of
enslaved Africans (from rice growing regions in West Africa to South Carolina
and Georgia) and similarities between the technology and culture of rice pro-
duction in West Africa and North America may be compared. This has been
demonstrated in the work of scholars such as Daniel Littlefield, Judith Car-
ney, and Edda Fields-Black. These scholars have illuminated the process by
which African origin and ethnicity informed rice cultivation in the Americas.3

In this chapter, political activity is understood as an organized collective ac-
tion that affects power relations. Sterling Stuckey, Lawrence Levine, and Eu-
gene Genovese Have each looked beyond subversive acts for evidence of the
deeper cultural and social resistance found in folkways, religious practices, and
family life.4 Enslaved Africans in the Georgia low country retained much of
their African cultural identities as a result of three inwardly related factors.
First, the ratio of the African and African American population to the white
population remained disproportionately high in several low country counties
in 1790. This pattern continued throughout the slavery era (see Table 1). Sec-
ond, the continued importation of new Africans in the years following the
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Table 1. Population of Low Country Georgia, 1790
County Slave/Free Black* White %Black Population
Chatham 8,313 2,426 77%
Liberty 4,052 1,303 75%
Glynn 220 193 53%
Camden 84 221 27%

* There were 112 free blacks in Chatham County; 27 in Liberty County; five in Glynn
County; and 14 in Camden County. By 1820, 65 percent of Camden County population was

black. The fifth low country county, McIntosh County, was separated from Liberty County
in 1793.

Source: United States Population Census, 1790.

1808 ban on the slave trade persisted, which reinforced African cultural tradi-
tions and reduced assimilation. Third, the low country environment with its
string of barrier islands separated the island communities from the mainland
white population and this reinforced the collective identity and consciousness
of enslaved Africans in the Georgia low country.5

By 1790, three principal transatlantic communities had emerged: the Savannah-
Ogeechee District (located between the Savannah and Ogeechee Rivers contain-
ing Chatham County), The Midway District (located between the Savannah and
Altamaha Rivers and containing Liberty and McIntosh Counties), and the Al-
tamaha District (from the Atlantic between the Altamaha and St. Mary’s Rivers)
that contained Glynn and Camden Counties. These communities served as wa-
tersheds, which by definition is the land area which contributes surface water to
a river or other body of water. Consequently, settlement in watershed areas is
characterized by a complex system involving social, ecological, and physical fac-
tors.¢ The regions five large rivers, Savannah, Ogeechee, Altamaha, Satilla, and St.
Mary’s, were vital to the growth of rice and served as the focal point for settlement.”

The arrival of over 13,000 Africans in low country Georgia led to the cre-
ation of a new language structure, the Gullah/Geechee language, which had a
common semantic and stylistic form. This shared language made possible the
reclamation of a territory to establish a sense of place. The cultural identity of
these forced transatlantic communities emanated from shared traditions, per-
spectives; and intersecting relations and languages.8 Building on both their
African background and American experience, Africans in low country Geor-
gia retained their African culture and established cultural resistance to their
enslavement. Cultural resistance represented a salient form of opposition to
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federally sanctioned enslavement. The establishment of rice plantations along
the coastal and inland areas of Georgia in the eighteenth century created a
unique environment for enslaved Africans to re-create social and cultural in-
stitutions. Functioning within the constraints of an inhumane system, Africans
and African Americans established familial bonds, preserved agricultural tech-
niques, re-created artistic expressions, maintained Islamic practices, and syn-
cretized African religious beliefs with Christianity.

The legalization of slavery in Georgia in 1750 and the concomitant expan-
sion of the Transatlantic Slave Trade shaped the evolution of African slave com-
munities in the low country. In low country Georgia, as well as in other parts
of the New World, enslaved Africans perceived themselves as part of a community
that had distinct ethnic and national roots. Randomization was not a func-
tion of the Middle Passage. Although slave ships traversed the coast of Africa
to secure Africans, in some instances, slave ships also drew their cargo from only
one principal port. These ports included the Island of Gorée, Bonny, Calabar,
Elmina, and the Biafra.® Slave ships bound for Georgia included captive Africans
who shared a similar linguistic heritage; for example, Mande speakers such as
the Malinke and Serer. To a large extent, the Transatlantic Middle Passage in
the North Atlantic defined and shaped African perceptions of kinship, eth-
nicity, and community, although the voices of captive Africans have been dif-
ficult to “hear”1® With few exceptions, their words and thoughts are absent
from extant archival records. Constructing a cultural map of the Transatlantic
Slave Trade to Georgia to establish the geographical dimensions of the trade,
the cultivation of rice as the primary plantation crop, and African cultural re-

sistance provides an important historical frame of reference for “hearing” the
voices of enslaved Africans.!!

The demand for African slave labor increased with the establishment of rice
and Sea Island cotton plantations during the late eighteenth century. As rice be-
came a profitable export crop in coastal Georgia, merchants in Savannah im-
ported Africans from the Rice and Grain Coast of West Africa, which extended
from the Senegambian region to Sierra Leone.12 From 17551767, 53 percent
of slaves imported into Savannah originated from the Caribbean, while 35 per-
cent came directly from the Rice and Grain Coast.!* Comparatively, during
the intermediate period from 1768~1780, 68 percent of slaves imported into
Savannah originated from the Rice and Grain Coast.!¢ From 17841798, West
African captives from rice growing regions accounted for 45 percent of slaves
imported to Savannah (see Tables 2—5).15

Most voyages across the Atlantic Ocean from West Africa to Savannah oc-
curred during the period from April to September. Merchants believed that
seasonal changes affected the health of captive Africans considerably, and thus
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Table 2. me.Enwr Planter Merchants Who Received and Sold West
Africans from Rice Growing Regions, 17651771
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Source: Georgia Gazette, 1765-1771; Inward Slave,

preferred to arrange for vessels to arrive during the relatively mild spring and
summer n.go:\&m. In 1766, all five of the slave vessels from Africa arrived be-
tween April and October. This pattern continued, with few exceptions through
the decade of the 1790s. The duration of the voyage combined Sm.&‘ the pro-
_wsmma confinement of enslaved Africans increased the spread of infectious
a,amm.mmm. To prevent the spread of infectious diseases in Savannah city offi-
W&m 1n 1767 authorized the construction of a nine-story acmumumnm facility, a

Hmumam:ou. (pest house, in Italian) on the west end of Tybee Island. Prior vﬁo
mﬂm:sm. the Savannah port, slaves brought directly from West Africa remained
mjﬁmbwﬁ:& at Lazaretto where they were inspected by a physician who deter-
mined if they harbored infectious diseases, Diseased slaves remained at the fa-

cility. Slaves who died of infectious di i
s § diseases were buried on the west end of

Transatlantic Transformations and
African Resistance

. u.&m Middle wmmmwmm can be characterized as a space of “in betweeness” with
its links to the origins of captive Africans.” As a voyage through death, the
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Table 3. Slaves Imported into Savannah by Origin and
Time Period, Early Period, 17551767

Island Number Percent of Africans
0
Montseratt 137 4%
St. Kitts 156 13%
St. Croix 76 2%
3%
Curacao 92 o
2%
Grenada 75 o
0,
Other Islands 166 5%
O
Arrivals from U.S. 120 4%
Total 3,318 (822) 33%

Table 4. Slaves Imported into Savannah by Origin and
Time Period, Middle Period, 1768-1780

Origin Number Percent of Africans
Gambia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, 2,932 68%
Windward Coast
Gold Coast 287 6%
0,
Angola and West Central Africa 500 12%
(v
Origin Unknown 280 6%
Caribbean 337 8%
Total 4,336 100%

Table 5. Slaves Imported into Savannah by Origin and
Time Period, Final Period, 17841798

Origin Number Percent of Africans
Gorée Island (Senegal), Gambia, 2,829 45.4%
Sierra Leone, Windward Coast
Gold Coast 1,518 24.3%
Origin Unknown 1,146 18.3%
Total 5,493 88%

Source: Inward Slave Manifests, Savannah, RG 36, NARA, Washington, U..O.w Umwubw\_.r
Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade, Vol. 4, 612—663; Eltis et ., The
Transatlantic Slave Trade Database, http:/[www.slavevoyages.org.
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Middle Passage paradoxically asserted life through its destructive process.18
Through the marginal spaces of slave ships, captive Africans forged bonds of
kinship and created forced transatlantic communities under desperate condi-
tions. Captive Africans such as Lempster, James, Peter, Fanny, and Silvia, who
may have arrived on the same slave vessel, survived the Middle Passage and
labored on the Ogeechee rice plantation of James Read. Identified as Gola
slaves, they maintained ethnic and kinship ties through their forced migra-
tion, settlement, and collective escape from slavery. The ethnic and cultural
make-up of the African supply zones for the Georgia low country in the late
eighteenth century included the Fula, Igbo, Gola, and Mande speakers—the
Malinke, Bambara, and Serer, all in West Africa.t®

The late eighteenth century represented a critical watershed period for West
Africa. The thirty-year period from 1760—1790 represented the most violent
phase of conflict in the hinterland region of Futa Jallon, the interior of present
day Guinea. Internecine wars, caused by an alliance of Fulbe and Jallonke Mus-
lims against non-Muslims, resulted in a greater than 100 percent per annum in-
Crease in slave exports from the region. From 1760-1780, the Transatlantic Slave
Trade peaked with 65,500 captive Africans reaching the Americas annually. Wal-
ter Rodney estimated that 75 percent of the eighteenth century trade came from
the interior.20 From 17781 783, the hostilities between the American colonists
and the British extended to Africa, as a result of a French alliance with the North
American colonies in 1778. This alliance exacerbated hostilities between Great
Britain and France, in Africa to maintain zones of influence over important
slave forts along the West African coast, such as Saint James (in the Gambia), Saint
Louis in Senegal, and Gorée Island off the coast of Senegal.

The Senegambian supply zone provided the greatest number of African cap-
tives during the middle period of direct importation to Savannah. Extending
from the Senegal River to the Casamance River and from the Atlantic coast to
the upper and middle Niger valleys, this area produced three conduits for the
capture and sale of Africans, During the 1760s and 1770s, Africans shipped
from the Gambia and Senegal came from sources closer to the coast. Beginning
in the second half of the 1780s, and continuing through the next decade,
Senegambia became a major center for the Transatlantic Slave Trade to North
America.2! The two most important staging zones for this trade were the coastal
areas from the lower Senegal to the lower Casamance valleys, and the mid-
range area encompassing the middle and upper Senegal and Gambia valley.
The Wolof dominated these regions and maintained strong political centers in
the coastal states of Waalo, Kajor, and Baol.22

Islamic reform movements, which originated in Morocco and spread into
Senegambia during the first half of the eighteenth century, had a significant im-
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pact on the coastal states of the Senegambian region and the &wmn\m c.man.ﬁo
Savannah and other parts of the Americas. Islamic expeditions 859@& with
periods of the worst climatic crisis. Low rainfall caused a mmu.mmm OM. @.Bﬁnm that
spread throughout Senegambia between 1700s and 1760. This period witnessed
depopulation in Senegambia as famine and the export slave trade tock a Wa.wé
toll on the region. The second half of the eighteenth century saw a mnbmnw_ im-
provement in both climate and disease, with the exception of low S,Sm& in m.ﬁ
south bank region of the Gambia and the hinterland of the southern rivers in
1786.22 .

In Waalo, continuous conflict with North African Muslims from neighbor-
ing Trarza culminated in a series of devastating raids between 1775 and :.wm.
The North African Muslims, who were subsidized by the French and English,
captured between 9,000 and 10,000 West Africans during E.Wm period.2 Hrmmm
raids invariably extended southward into Kajor. Wars and raids awmc:& in the
enslavement of large numbers of people from within Waalo and Kajor, and WoE
border-states during the late eighteenth century.25 Rulers m<m=.wammmﬂma to inte-
grate captives into their societies. Some kings in Futa, who objected 8.@5 ENM
sive export of males in the slave trade, retained men who were captured in a.m,&m.

The second staging area for the trade, the upper Senegal and ONBG.E val-
ley, produced a significant number of slave exports m.aoB the mmﬁmmma_u_.mb re-
gion. The slave trade from Gajaaga and the Gambia reached its mamw in the
1780s, when one-third of the slaves exported came from the interior beyond
Gajaaga, and two-thirds came from the Gambia. During this wmdo.a of esca-
lation in the slave trade, the demand for slaves from the Senegambian region
increased. Savannah merchant Joseph Clay asserted in 1775 that Gambian
slaves were preferable to the “Ibos, Conga’s, Cape Mounts, and Angola Ne-
groes,” because of their knowledge of rice cultivation.?’ Although Igbos were
not preferred, slave traders captured Igbos like Carolina Underwood of Sapelo
Island as a young man in Guinea. During the eighteenth nmsE.Q, Igbos be-

came significant actors in the Transatlantic Slave Trade, regulating trade and
generating captives for the slave trade.28 . .

The Transatlantic Slave Trade imposed serious restraints on agricultural
production, and paradoxically, served to reinforce domestic m_mﬁ%% in West
Africa. In the Fouta Djalon territories controlled by the Fulas, Mandingos, mdm
Susus, enslaved Africans not purchased by European traders cultivated rice
and other commodities when their average prices fell.2? These local captives
engaged in intense agricultural activities. An indication of the .@Hoacnmo:. of
rice in Sierra Leone, the secondary slave supply zone, is provided by Zwmo_,
A.G. Laing who traveled in the region. Major Laing observed that m.ym capital
of the Sulima Susus, Falaba, had its own slave town, Konkodoogoree. Laing found
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the fields of the area the best tilled and best laid out than any other region ob-
served throughout his travels.30 Similarly, Chief William Cleveland, a power-
ful mulatto slave trader near the Banana Islands of Sierra Leone, maintained
extensive rice fields cultivated by enslaved Africans.3! Early accounts of West African
rice culture demonstrate the range of cultivation techniques employed. These
techniques included the construction of earthen embankments, canals, and
sluices; the use of tides, flood recession, and rainfall for planting; specialized
implements for preparing heavy soils; as well as the seasonal rotation in land
use between rice field and cattle pasture.3?

Recent scholarship by David Eltis, Philip Morgan, and David Richardson has
challenged the contributions of diasporic Africans to rice production in North
America. Based upon an examination of slave ships from The Transatlantic
Slave Trade: A Database on CD-ROM, they argue that enslaved Africans from
rice growing regions had very little impact on the rice industry in South Car-
olina and Georgia.?? According to Eltis, Morgan, and Richardson, the Rice and
Grain Coast was a secondary slave supply zone that supplied enslaved Africans
to the tobacco-producing Chesapeake region, as well as the South Carolina
and Georgia coast. However, an examination of extant ship manifests from
the Transatlantic Slave Trade Database of Slave Voyages reveal that 60 percent
of slave vessels which arrived in Georgia brought slaves from rice producing re-
gions in West Africa from 1755-1858.3 The Senegambia, Sierra Leone, and
the Windward Coast provided the largest percentage of slaves over a 108-year
period. Although it may be difficult to determine the exact number of vessels
that disembarked from West Africa, and embarked in Georgia, records of ex-
tant slave voyages underscore a pattern of securing slaves from rice producing
regions.35

In assessing the validity of the arguments presented by Eltis, Morgan, and
Richardson, Gwendolyn Midlo Hall and Walter Hawthorne contend that a
major problem with the Transatlantic Slave Trade Database of Slave Voyages is
the exclusion of data on specific ethnicities that arrived in rice producing re-
gions of the Americas.’ Without such data, the overarching conclusions reached
by Eltis, Morgan, and Richardson are flawed. The Mandinka, Bambara, and
Wolof were rice producing ethnicities from the Upper Guinea Coast who con-
stituted a significant presence in rice producing districts in Louisiana, Maran-
héo, Brazil, and low country Georgia.?” Moreover, the reliance on quantification
without considering other qualitative forms of evidence, such as Carney’s “ge-
ographic perspective” and Fields-Black sociolinguistic evidence creates an asym-
metrical view of human transformations.38

Indeed, African technology created and sustained rice cultivation in West Africa
and North America. African rice cultivation systems received recognition from
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French botanist August Chevalier who hypothesized in 1914 that Oryza glab-
berima represented a separate and African specie of rice. Receiving its appel-
lation from German Botanist Ernst Gottleib Studel in 1855, the Oryza
Glabberima specie formed the nucleus of a sophisticated knowledge system
that enabled the adaptation of the crop to lowland and upland environments.
Cultivation cycles ranged from three to six months and included such tech-
niques as direct seeding, broadcasting (which refers to the process of planting
rice seedlings to intensify their growth), and transplanting.

Women were central to the planting, milling, and processing of rice. In
Senegambia and other areas settled by the Mandinka, rice was a women’s crop,
and women’s labor informed the diverse microenvironments (e.g. water avail-
ability, the influence of salinity, flooding levels, and soil conditions). Milling
rice with a mortar and pestle and winnowing rice in fanner baskets represented
a transfer of specialized technology to the low country and constituted a sig-
nificant component of female farming systems in West African societies. Sim-
ilarly, in low country Georgia, the labor force for cultivating rice was
disproportionately female as women were valued for their productive and re-
productive abilities.? In this context, women such as Katie Brown, who con-
tinued to cultivate rice as a “money crop” during the early twentieth century,
retained specialized knowledge of rice cultivation as did previous generations
of Sapelo Island women. %

Enslaved Africans labored on barrier islands that were on the periphery of
time and space. For nearly a century, they produced rice and Sea Island cot-
ton within the confines of an isolated environment on Georgia’s six largest off-
shore islands, Cumberland, Jekyll, St. Simons, Sapelo, St. Catherines, and
Ossabaw Islands. These Africans were living in a state of distance from the
larger society.4! Two of the larger barrier islands are St. Simon’s Island and
Jekyll Island. St. Simon’s Island lies eighteen miles east of Brunswick, Georgia.
It is approximately thirteen miles long and two miles wide. Jekyll Island lies south
of St. Simon’s Island and is ten miles long and consists of 11,000 acres.4? This
region is divided into six natural ecosystems, which include barrier islands,
coastal marine, estuaries and sounds, mainland upland, rivers, and swamps.
A culture of strategic resistance permeated the marshlands and tidal rivers of
low country Georgia. This landscape also included a host of smaller barrier
islands and inland rice districts such as Skidaway, Butler, Argyle, and Whitemarsh
Islands.#

Within transatlantic communities, the oral narratives of escaped Africans,
which reveal acts of strategic resistance, were central to the expression of human
agency.* Illustrative of this is Ben and Nancy who escaped their enslavement
on James Read’s rice plantation in early Decermnber 1789 by crossing the Ogeechee
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River with several other captives. Prior to their escape, Ben and Nancy had
married. Their marriage and plans to escape slavery by making their way to Span-
ish settlements in Florida underscored the determination of enslaved Africans
to subvert slavery and the structures and powers, which perpetuated the sys-
tem.# Like Ben and Nancy, Patty and Daniel (of William Stephens Bewlie’s
nmm plantation) planned to escape slavery by running away to Spanish Florida.
Nine months earlier, Patty had given birth to a son, Abram. Wearing a green
wrapper and coat, and carrying additional clothing with which to change,
Patty carried her son through the swamps of the Ogeechee Neck in route to Florida
and freedom.4
Invariably, women fugitives sought out a town as the place to pursue di-
verse objectives for running away.#’ Savannah and the outlying areas of the city
proved an opportune environment for runaways. In Sunbury, a “negro girl,
16 years old and Guiney born,” escaped from the Ogeechee River ferry en route
to Savannah still wearing handcuffs.48 Similarly, Sally and her two mulatto
children found refuge in the woods near Savannah as their owner, Alexander
Wylly, promised severe prosecution to any person harboring or concealing
them.*® From the 1730s to 1805, one out of five runaways, or 18 percent, were
women.50
In several instances, newly arrived Africans saw enslavement as a problem
to be solved collectively. In August 1764, two “new negroe men, both branded
on the right breast” with the initials IB, escaped from the plantation of Alexan-
der Wylly on the Savannah River.s! Proximity to rivers and other bodies of
water facilitated get-away as runaways usurped canoes to make their escape.
Both Colerain and Derry, branded with the initials IB, absconded from Wylly’s
plantation with a canoe in February 1765. By all accounts, Colerain was a re-
peat offender and perhaps the organizer of planned escapes as his name and a
description of him, along with other Africans, reappear in advertisements sub-
mitted by Alexander Wylly over a period of several months.52 For newly en-
slaved Africans, planning an escape involved utilizing networks on the plantation,
These networks centered upon shared occupations as well as shared origins.
On Mark Carr’s plantation near Sunbury, Bridgee, a “prime sawyer,” who spoke
fluent Portuguese and Spanish, organized other sawyers on the Carr plantation.
Amm also included his wife Celia in his plans to escape slavery.s After inflicting
‘several outrages” near the ferry, the group cut away a chained canoe at the
Sunbury wharf and made their escape northward.>
Resistance in the low country represented a formative process which in-
volved a tension between what the enslaved thought and what they lived. Run-
away slave advertisements and oral narratives provide a window for examining
the thought and aspirations of enslaved Africans. In this context, the act of
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running away marked the establishment of a dialectical relationship with the
environment in which captive Africans lived. Between the 1730s and 1805, 816
men and 182 women were runaway slaves in Georgia low country.’5 An ex-
amination of 270 advertisements for runaway slaves, reveal that 126 advertis-
ers designated fugitive Africans by nationality and included detailed descriptions
of country markings.’ Sydney, a young woman whose country marks were
evident on her breast and arms, and who spoke “no English,” took flight from
the home of Elizabeth Anderson, well dressed with a cloth gown and coat.s” Like
many other new Africans, Sydney was unfamiliar with the environment in
which she lived. She perceived a successful flight from the oppression of bondage
in the city and deftly concealed her country marks and her identity as a fugi-
tive as she moved through the city of Savannah. Similarly, “a stout young ne-
groe [sic] fellow named Africa,” who was well known in and about the city of
Savannah, retained a consciousness of his African origins as he fled his en-
slavement and never relinquished re-gaining his freedom.5
The belief that the enslaved could transcend their physical oppression by
returning to Africa symbolized a reversed transatlantic migration to escape an
abhorrent reality.?? Oral narratives of flight back to Africa preserved as inter-
generational narratives within transatlantic communities, underscoring the
persistence of Africa in the consciousness of the enslaved. Illustrative of this was
Ryna Johnson; a persistent memory of her as an enslaved woman on Hopeton
plantation in the Altamaha district (as well as several others in the St. Simons
Island and Sapelo Island communities), was the legend of Butler’s Island
Africans who, resentful of the overseer’s lash, flew back to Africa.6 The nar-
ratives of Prince Sneed, Serina Hall, and Solomon Gibson, whose ancestors
labored on St. Catherines Island, also revealed a parallel flight migration to
Africa. The metaphor of returning to Africa expressed a determination to
dream of and hope for a better life literally and symbolically beyond their pres-
ent situation in slavery. The historical re-envisioning of returning to Africa re-
mained a persistent theme in the consciousness of African Americans who
lived within the Georgia-South Carolina low country continuum. Phyllis Green,
a former slave in Charleston, South Carolina, described a similar event that
took place on James Island in which Africans who refused to submit to the
“seasoning” process feigned accommodation, and began their flight back to
Africa. These oft-repeated oral narratives were represented as actual lived ex-
periences, underscoring several forms of resistance such as refusing to assim-
ilate, plotting return back to Africa, pretending to accommodate, and flying
home to freedom.6!
In a similar vein, oral narratives of freedom through death provided the
theoretical underpinnings for an alternate conception of historical reality. On
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St. Simons Island, newly purchased captive Africans (sold to John Couper and
Thomas Spalding by the Savannah firm of Mein and Mackey), endured a sec-
ond “voyage through death” down the coast from Savannah in 1803. Their
confinement below deck created the conditions which led to a revolt against the
crew and Couper’s overseer. Landing near the marshlands, the Igbos began
singing and wading through the waters of the Altamaha River, where twelve
drowned in an attempt to reverse their forced migration.s?
. The historical memory of the descendants of enslaved African Americans pro-
vides an important window in which to examine their traditions in the dis-
course and cultural logics of the slavery era. The emergence of a dissident
subculture within transatlantic communities embodied by a complex system
of traditions represented the second form of resistance along the South Carolina-
.mmoﬁmm continuum. The traditions developed by low country African Amer-
icans emerged as a central component in their ontological praxis. The
communitarian character of the slaves’ traditions provides salient insights into
how enslaved men and women understood and communicated their experiences
and struggles through their use of language. Their symbolic and metaphori-
cal traditions provide crystalline insights into the ways in which they trans-
formed their experiences into images that tell their stories of both oppression
and liberation.s? In this context, spirituals from the low country, interpreted
as oral texts, reveal the intertextuality of the lived experiences of enslaved men
and women through artistic expression. Dublin Scribben, an African born
slave in Liberty County, fused English with his native language to express both
the oppression of the Middle Passage and the symbolic rebirth of the individ-
ual in the slave song “Freewillum” [Freewill]. The ocean served as a metaphor
for rebirth and freedom (reproduced without phonetic exaggeration):

Going home to see the ocean religion told New Jerusalem I bring good
news, a-tatta-ho! My soul seen the ocean. 64

mwamﬁ_x expressions of freedom through death represented the ultimate con-
ception of freedom from physical bondage. In Liberty County, Abraham Scriven
expressed profound grief upon being sold and separated from his wife, chil-
dren, and parents. He vowed to meet in heaven if he could not rejoin them in
this world.ss

H.woﬁw the First and Second Great Awakenings shaped the extent to which
%_n.mum embraced Christianity. Although the process of conversion varied ac-
cording to the local environment and African ethnicities, Christianity appealed
to low country enslaved Africans for two principal reasons. First, Christian cus-
toms, rituals, and beliefs paralleled West African religious beliefs. This was true
of the sacrament of baptism, which conformed to their beliefs about bodies of
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water which they regarded as sacred, and the African circle dance they performed
known as the “ring shout” at funerals.s6 Christianity’s “life after death” concept
also meant that the enslaved would eventually join their ancestors in Africa.5”
West African religious thoughts and practices shaped their lives even after their
conversion to Christianity. As in other U.S. and New World enslaved commu-
nities, they syncretized elements of Christianity with their sacred beliefs and tra-
ditions and in doing so, informed the contours of American religious culture.s®
In this context, African traditional religions adhered to a form of monotheism.
According to John Mbiti, within the African ontology, there was always a
Supreme Creator. In Akan, the creator was Onyame; in Bantu-—— Nzambi,
Mende—Ngewo, and in Gola—Daya. Second in the hierarchy were spirits ca-
pable of appearing within the world as living guardians. Men, animals, and
objects constituted the penultimate forces in the African cosmology.s? Creation
stories, Supreme Being, spirits, and priest-healers were central to African re-
ligions and enslaved Africans found similar features in Christianity that in-
tensified conversion.”® The demographic figures for Darien Baptist Church in
MclIntosh County near Sapelo Island reveal that a significant number of enslaved
Africans (943), attended services by 1860.7! Similarly, in Liberty County, en-
slaved African Americans such as Lucy, who converted to Christianity while a
slave of Reverend Charles C. Jones, embraced Christianity because it nurtured
and kept alive the promise of equality and freedom and thus had both a liber-
atory and political meaning.72
Within low country communities, slave preachers risked their lives to preach
a message of liberation and resistance. Preacher George received a threat of 500
lashes from his master if he continued to preach subversive messages to slaves.
George disregarded his master’s threat and continued to preach. After the discovery
of George’s activities, he was forced to flee across the Savannah River. He was
captured after hiding in a nearby barn and burned alive with an assembly of
slaves forced to travel twenty miles to the Greenville town square to watch what
Moses Roper, a former slave and abolitionist, described as a “horrid spectacle.””
Attending unsupervised religious slave meetings led to the imposition of severe
forms of punishment. Enslaved men and women risked punishment and death
if they undermined the power of the planter and the system of slavery. Tom
Bucknie, a slave in Chatham County, received 150 lashes, “washed with brine,”
for attending religious meetings.”* Bucknie continued to “attend the meetings
and pray for his master,” despite repeated threats and severe whippings.’> As the
nineteenth century progressed, planters became increasingly concerned with
controlling the religious expression of their captive population.
The number of Christian converts among the slave population increased
rapidly. It was a result of their desire to embrace an Africanized version of Chris-
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a.mag and of a post 1830 campaign within the “militant South” to use reli-
gion m._m a means of social control, By 1860, 4,727 free and enslaved African
Americans belonged to the African and Colored Baptist churches in low coun-
try Georgia.”s As Africanized Christianity (which interlocked African traditional
and Christian religious beliefs) emerged, Islam in the low country underwent
a ﬂ.ambmmoﬁammoz. This transformation interlocked Christian and Islamic iden-
tities as evidenced by the practices of a peripatetic preacher belonging to Sapelo
Island’s First African Baptist Church in 1866, “Preacher Little” The counte-
nances of Preacher Little and other low country African Americans who were
described as “tall, lean and resembling Arab sheiks,” epitomized this fusion.””

Conclusion

. .SD.EE transatlantic communities, enslaved Africans expressed a unique po-
litical will to resist enslavement and maintain dignity. Their dislocation rein-
forced the tragedy of the slave trade and simultaneously fostered cultural resistance
to wzﬁwﬁggr which began during the Middle Passage and continued upon
m.ﬁ:x& in Georgia. The cross-current of events that promoted the acquisition of
rice and grain coast slaves transformed the landscape of low country Georgia.
As mﬂ&mﬁ& Africans altered the physical environment, African socio-cultural
practices such as kinship, religion, and cultural processes transformed New World
&ﬁég They kept a collective memory of West Africa, which survived across the
W\Mﬂ&m Passage and created a distinct African identity shaped by the North At-

tic.

The varied discourses of slave resistance illustrate that enslaved men and
women created alternate geographies for themselves in low country Georgia. En-
.m_m<ma Africans brought their bodies, their minds, and their cultures to the Amer-
icas, and employed all three to address conflicting ideas of slavery and freedom.
They 82.& out marginal spaces within slavery to engage in strategic resistance
and nmﬂm.gmrma alliances based upon ethnicity, occupation, kinship, and ECEL
oppression to contest their bondage. In several cases, women, who lingered fur-
thest from the center of organizing and planning strategic resistance, emerged as
leaders of planned escapes. Slave insubordination crystallized into open defiance
as they sought to gain individual and collective freedom by challenging the fis-
sures within slavery. During this critical period, enslaved men and women re-
imagined, reformulated, and transformed the legal contexts in which they lived.”
They carried their blackness and many aspects of their culture from their oam.m-

nal home in West Africa to Low Count i
ry Georgia where they b
core of the African Diaspora. 8 y became the first
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