
www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02409-0 - African-Atlantic Cultures and the South Carolina Lowcountry
Ras Michael Brown
Frontmatter
More information

African-Atlantic Cultures and the South Carolina Lowcountry

African-Atlantic Cultures and the South Carolina Lowcountry exam-
ines perceptions of the natural world revealed by the religious ideas and 
practices of African-descended communities in South Carolina from the 
colonial period into the twentieth century. Focusing on Kongo nature 
spirits known as the simbi, Ras Michael Brown describes the essen-
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Prologue

Apparently, in places that became part of the United States, “the gods of 
Africa died.”1 Scholars and other interested observers have often com-
mented on the striking contrast between the religious cultures of African 
America and those of the larger African Diaspora, especially Cuba, Haiti, 
and Brazil. Explanations for the differences have focused on the relative 
influences of European-derived religious institutions or on the popula-
tion characteristics of the trans-Atlantic trade in captives and plantation 
communities. An extraordinary range of factors external to the actual 
relationships people had with potent spirits has been entertained and 
examined to account for the death of African gods in North America, in 
part because it appeared that little or no evidence existed of these rela-
tionships. Yet, one variety of an African god arrived on these shores and 
made an enduring abode of the freshwater springs of the South Carolina 
Lowcountry. This kind of god was seen as a category of nature spir-
its known in Kongo as the simbi (basimbi or bisimbi in Kongo speech). 
People in the Kongo communities of West-Central Africa knew and relied 
on these powerful spirits to address all of the most critical aspects of daily 
life. They were so important to Kongo people that they also made the jour-
ney across Kalunga (the Atlantic Ocean) to Cuba, Haiti, Brazil, and as it 
turns out, the South Carolina Lowcountry. The simbi in the Lowcountry 
did indeed die, but they did so only after many generations of African-
descended people passed into the land of the dead after becoming part of 
Lowcountry Protestant Christianity and twentieth-century political and 

1 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South, 
updated edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 86.
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economic agendas destroyed their natural abodes. The story of the simbi 
in the Lowcountry reminds us that African-American religious cultures 
are very much a part of the spiritual world of the African Diaspora, and 
that the appearances of the cultural present do not always reveal the 
complexities of the cultural past.

Exploring the story of the simbi requires first being able to see them. 
This book begins that endeavor by placing the simbi in the Lowcountry 
and engaging ideas about how to interpret their presence and trans-
formations over time. As expressions of the spiritual cultures of African-
descended people, the simbi reflected the ways that Africans and their 
diaspora-born progeny managed cultural dialogues between the diverse 
peoples dispersed throughout the Atlantic world. Further, the simbi 
become most visible when we view them in those contexts where percep-
tions about the natural environment intersected with ideas and practices 
conventionally associated with religion. Doing so opens vantage points 
on African-inspired spiritual cultures often obscured by limited visions 
of religious experience that overlook the enduring significance of nature 
spirits.

Following the first chapter, the next three chapters examine the histor-
ical and cultural ties of the people and spirits shared by the Lowcountry 
and West-Central Africa during the era of enslavement. Chapter 2 assesses 
the transport and settlement of captive Africans in the Lowcountry from 
the 1670s through the 1740s, and the meanings of this process to Africans 
new to these lands. At the same time that they built the plantation land-
scape and created communities in the original settlement zone along the 
Ashley, Cooper, and Stono Rivers, captive Africans introduced the foun-
dational elements of their notions about the physical and spiritual land-
scapes that linked the Lowcountry to Africa. One of the concepts that 
informed the perceptions of Africans concerning their place on South 
Carolina’s physical landscape was an ancient “frontier ideology,” through 
which West-Central Africans and West Africans understood the spiritual 
and social meanings of inhabiting new lands. Nature spirits such as the 
simbi that were central to this ideology comprise the focus of Chapter 
3. This chapter outlines the contours of the Kongo spiritual landscape 
in which people conceived of the “land of the living” (the visible, physi-
cal world) and the “land of dead” (the invisible, spirit world) as embed-
ded in the features of the natural environment. We proceed to a detailed 
appraisal of characteristics and functions of Kongo nature spirits, particu-
larly the simbi, with special attention given to changes in the relationships 
between communities of the living and nature spirits stimulated by the 
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detrimental effects of Atlantic trade on West-Central Africa. This wealth 
of knowledge about the enduring meanings and evolving characteristics 
of the simbi accompanied captive Kongo people into the diaspora, where 
these spirits became part of the physical and spiritual landscapes of the 
Lowcountry. Chapter 4 examines the ways that African-descended peo-
ple engaged the physical and spiritual dimensions of the Lowcountry’s 
natural environment. They not only toiled in the fields of the planta-
tions but also cultivated their own gardens, which they filled with African 
plants known by African names. They also ventured beyond the con-
fines of the plantation to hunt and fish, using terms and techniques that 
Africans brought to South Carolina. The ideas and methods employed 
in these endeavors included objects and observances that acknowledged 
the spiritual aspects of farming, hunting, and fishing. The fourth chapter 
concludes by explaining the historical processes through which African 
newcomers placed the simbi in the freshwater springs of the Lowcountry 
and contemplating the meanings these nature spirits held for Africans 
and indigenous people enslaved in early Carolina.

The remainder of the book extends the connections revealed in the 
first four chapters to analyze the remarkable transformations of the simbi 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chapter 5 identifies the 
simbi in the process known as “seeking,” through which young people 
experienced spiritual transformation and earned acceptance into local 
Christian communities. During the period when African-descended com-
munities in the Lowcountry began elaborating their own understanding 
of Protestant Christianity, the simbi made the transition, too, by becom-
ing white beings, white bundles, and white babies encountered in the 
visions of seekers. The move into the imagined spiritual landscape of 
Christian novices, however, signaled a slow death for the simbi in this 
realm of religious experience. By the time that Protestant Christianity 
gained ascendancy, the white beings, bundles, and babies had lost rele-
vance to Christian forms of spiritual change, and the simbi disappeared 
altogether from the process of seeking. Looking outside of the context of 
Christianity, we find another transformation of the simbi, in which these 
nature spirits took on the identity of mermaids in stories told by African-
descended people about episodes of turmoil in the nineteenth century. 
Chapter 6 analyzes Lowcountry narratives that presented mermaids as 
agents of destruction who unleashed the power of nature through the rain 
and sea to punish people who held the mermaids captive. This innovation 
in the way people talked about the simbi appeared in similar expres-
sions in other parts of the African-Atlantic world, including West-Central 
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Africa, Brazil, Cuba, and Haiti, where people also associated African 
water spirits with mermaids. In all of these cases, African-Atlantic mer-
maids possessed great authority and embodied qualities associated with 
motherhood and feminine power directed toward helping their spiri-
tual children. By emphasizing the same characteristics, narratives about 
Lowcountry mermaids served as critiques of enslavement and oppression 
that allowed African Americans to express such subversive notions under 
the cover of “folklore” and fanciful tales. The book concludes by describ-
ing the destruction of the place where the simbi and African-descended 
people had coexisted for more than two and a half centuries following 
the completion of a hydroelectric project during the late 1930s and early 
1940s. The inundation of the simbi abodes, displacement of the commu-
nities near them, and devastation of the natural environment that had 
been home to the simbi and their people marked the end of the story of 
the simbi in the Lowcountry.

Constructing a history that connects people, places, and spirits over 
vast distances and extended periods of time requires an equally broad 
range of sources. Discussions of society and culture in the Lowcountry 
from the late seventeenth century into the mid-nineteenth century rely on 
land warrants, probate inventories of estates, plantation records, news-
paper advertisements, data on trans-Atlantic voyages, missionary reports, 
memoirs, and personal diaries. For the same period in West-Central 
Africa, writings by European missionaries, merchants, colonial agents, 
and other travelers provide information in Portuguese, French, Italian, 
and English. We must keep in mind, however, that the voices of African-
descended people were often muffled, if not silenced, by the European 
and Euro-American authors of these documents. This changed, however, 
when Africans and African Americans had greater opportunities to con-
tribute their own explanations of their cultures. They did so in the early 
decades of the twentieth century through ethnographic essays in Kongo 
and through recorded and transcribed interviews about folklore and spir-
itual culture in the Lowcountry. Balancing the strengths and limitations of 
all of these sources – whether written or oral, endogenous or exogenous – 
remains the challenge for any scholar of the past and especially for those 
attempting to research the elusive cultural histories of African-descended 
people in the diaspora. I have chosen to be as inclusive as possible with 
sources and to combine the array of materials in ways that amplify their 
explanatory power. In the end, my guiding principle has been to find and 
use evidence that allows this story of the simbi and their people to be seen 
and heard once more.
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Database 
 Voyages Database, 2009. Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic 
Slave Trade Database. http://www.slavevoyages.org

WPA-SCL Works Progress Administration, Federal Writers’ 
Project, Manuscript Collection, South Caroliniana 
Library, University of South Carolina (Columbia)
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Bight of Biafra

Map 1. The Simbi in the African-Atlantic World. Prepared by Kay J. Carr.
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Map 2. South Carolina Lowcountry and Simbi Locations. Prepared by Kay 
J. Carr.
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Map 3. West-Central Africa. Prepared by Kay J. Carr.
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