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American A1mewn lf Nntumf Iii story 

More than 300 years ago, people from Africa brought an understanding of 

rice cultivation and skills as basket makers to plantations in America. Their 

knowledge and labor transformed the landscape and economy of Carolina 

and made rice the colony's first major export crop. Although working 

under the brutal conditions of slavery, African people did not forget their 

rich cultural traditions. 

The plantation system demanded huge quantities of a few kinds of work 

baskets-notably, winnowing trays and carrying baskets, both essential 

for processing rice. The coiled basket became the signature form made 

by Africans in America. The grasses and sedges that grew in the South 

Atlantic marshlands were ideal for making wide winnowing baskets, 

known as fanners-the earliest and most important of these baskets. 

From the introduction of rice in the late 1600s well into the 20th century, 

fanner baskets were used to separate the rice grain from its husk. Pounded 

grains of raw rice were placed in a fanner and thrown into the air, or 

dropped from one basket to another. The wind blew away the chaff, and 

the rice was ready for cooking. Fanners were also used to carry food and 

even to cradle babies while their mothers worked in the fields. 

The coiled basket has no single place of origin in Africa; its roots are in 

Senegal, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Angola, and the Congo. It represents a 

mingling of many different cultures. In Africa today coiled or woven 

baskets continue to be used to process grain and to cover bowls of 

food. Those made in Senegal and Angola look similar to African 
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American fanner baskets, whereas in other places, such as Sierra Leone, 

fanners are woven rather than coiled. The preference for one technique 

over another is due most likely to the kinds of plant materials available. 

Coiled baskets are crafted from one continuous strand or from bundles of 

fibers sewn together in a spiral. Woven baskets are made from discontinuous 

elements interlaced and typically held together by a binding at the edge. 

Throughout the world, basket makers have invented many variations on 

these basic methods, creating elaborate objects from simple strands of 

flexible fiber. Baskets have been made for countless purposes. They may 

serve as strainers and containers, traps and hats, beehives and bonnets, 

even houses and rafts. They can be porous or watertight, flexible or rigid. 

The uses of a basket, the materials available to make it, and the skill and 

inventiveness of the basket maker determine what a basket looks like. 

African basket makers often combine different techniques and materials 

in a single basket and add color or beading for decoration. On rice 

plantations in the Lowcountry-the coastal region from North Carolina 

to Florida-the predominant technique was coiling, and the preferred 

materials were bulrush Uuncus roemerianus) bound with splints of white 

oak (Quercus alba) or stalks of the saw palmetto (Serenoa repens). Modern 

basket makers prefer to use sweetgrass (Muhlenbergia sericea), in 

combination with bulrush and longleaf pine needles (Pinus palustris), 
sewn with strips of palmetto leaf (Sabal palmetto). 

Today, on both sides of the Atlantic, the art of basketry continues to 

be passed down from generation to generation. In the Lowcountry, 

as in many parts of Africa, virtuoso basket makers invent forms, 
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For More Information ... 

Web Sites and Online Resources 

Avery Research Center for African American History and 
Culture, College of Charleston: The center maintains an archive 
of primary and secondary source material. http://avery.cofc.edu 

Museum of African Art teacher resource guide site. 
www.africanart.org/education/resources.php 

Digital Traditions, McKissick Museum, University of South 
Carolina: The Folklife Resource Center contains an extensive 
collection of material on diverse aspects of South Carolina and 
Southern traditions, including sweetgrass baskets. www.cas. 
sc.edu/mcks 

Endangered Traditions-South Carolina and the Gullah: This 
interactive site provides a discussion group activity for older 
students and is based on case study material related to land 
development in the South Carolina Sea Islands region. 
www.undergroundrailroad.org/freedomquests/traditions/ 
intro/index.html 

Gullah Net, Teacher resources, Gullah in the Classroom: This 
Web site offers an extensive resource list. It was created by Anita 
Singleton-Prather, a nationally known performer. The site includes 
a bibliography, teachers' resource list, and information regarding 
Prather's programs. www.knowitall.org/gullahnet 

National Park Service, When Rice Was King: www.nps.gov/ 
history/nr/twhp/wwwlps/lessons/3rice/3rice.htm 

Sweetgrass Cultural Arts Festival: This Web site includes historical 
background on basket making. www.sweetgrassfestival.org 

The Gullah: Rice, Slavery, and the Sierra Leone-American 
Connection: This site, created by Joseph A. Opala, provides 
extensive information on the Gullah. www.yale.edu/glc/gullah/ 
index.htm 
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