




 Gullah people are descendants of enslaved 
Africans who were brought to the South Carolina 
and Georgia Low Country over 400 years ago.

 These enslaved Africans were from the 
western coast of Africa, where rice farming was 
widespread. The European farmers realized that 
the coastal region of GA and SC would be good 
for growing rice but they didn’t know how to 
grow or cultivate it.  The West Africans knew 
everything about growing rice from how to make 
the sweetgrass baskets used to winnow the crop 
to the construction of the dikes and canals that 
managed the flow of water so were very 
valuable to the farmers. In slaves, plantation 
owners gained not only free labor but also a 
wealth of knowledge and skill.  Along with rice, 
other cash crops that the SC plantations often 
produced were indigo and cotton.



The Gullah people sometimes are also called Geechee, especially in Georgia.

Gullah is also a language. It was developed among Africans as a way to communicate with 
people from other tribes and Europeans. For years, people thought Gullah was poor 
English. In the 1930s, African-American scholar Lorenzo Dow Turner studied Gullah on the 
Sea Islands. He determined that this language is made up of English and over 4,000 words 
from many different African languages. 

People who speak Gullah sound like people who speak Krio, one of the common languages 
spoken among the people from Sierra Leone, West Africa. The similarity in the languages 
is an example of the connection between West Africans and the people from the Sea 
Islands of South Carolina and Georgia.



GULLAH ENGLISH

Bactize Harvest

Bredder Brother

Fren Fish

Nabor Sister

Tenky Family

Sistah Children

Chillun Baptize

Fush Answer

Haabis Dangerous

Fambly Thanks

Ansuh Neighbor

Dainjus Friend



Did you get it right?
GULLAH ENGLISH

Bactize Baptize

Bredder Brother

Fren Friend

Nabor Neighbor

Tenky Thanks

Sistah Sister

Chillun Children

Fush Fish

Haabis Harvest

Fambly Family

Ansuh Answer

Dainjus Dangerous



The Gullah keep their language and 

traditions alive through storytelling.

Gullah stories are often folktales that 

range from instructional to humorous and 

much like the stories from West Africa 

where they were derived often include 

humans as well as animals that are given 

human characteristics (Anthropomorphism). 

These lively stories describe the adventures 

and mishaps of animal tricksters and 

characters such as “Buh Rabbit” and “De 

Ban-yad rooster”.



"De Fox en de Crow" is a popular Gullah tale that tells the story of a crafty fox who manages to trick a 

lady crow into dropping a piece of meat clenched firmly in her jaws. Here is part of the story:

Den, Fox staat fuh talk. E say to eself, a say, "Dish yuh Crow duh ooman, enty? Ef a kin suade um fuh talk, him 

haffuh op'n e mout, enty? En ef e op'n e mout, enty de meat fuh drop out?" 

Fox call to de Crow: "Mawnin tittuh, " e say. "Uh so glad you tief da meat fum de buckruh, cause him bin fuh trow-

um-way pan de dog... E mek me bex fuh see man do shishuh ting lukkuh dat." 

Crow nebbuh crack a teet! All-time Fox duh talk, Crow mout shet tight pan de meat, en a yez cock fuh lissin.

Then, Fox started to talk. He said to himself, he said, "This here Crow is a woman, not so? If I can persuade her to 

talk, she has to open her mouth, not so? And if she opens her mouth, isn't it true the meat will drop out?" 

Fox called to the Crow: "Morning girl," he said. "I am so glad you stole that meat from the white man, because he 

would have thrown it away to the dog... It makes me vexed to see a man do such a thing as that." 

Crow never cracked open her teeth! All the time Fox was talking, Crow's mouth was shut tight on the meat, and 

her ears were cocked to listen.



Now listen carefully to 

another Gullah folktale 

and see if you can tell 

what is happening. 

Gullah Turtle Tale

http://interactive.knowitall.org/interactive/gullah/tales/turtle/gullah.html


Gullah crafts, farming 

and fishing traditions, net 

making, folk beliefs, 

music, rice-based cuisine, 

and story-telling 

traditions all exhibit 

strong influences from 

Central and West African 

cultures.



The Africans introduced us 
to many new foods and new 
ways of preparing them. 
Some of the foods brought 
from Africa were peanuts, 
okra, rice, yams, peas, hot 
peppers, sesame seeds, 
sorghum, and watermelon. 
The southern way of frying 
our foods came from the 
Gullah.



Indigo, along with rice and cotton, 
was a major cash crop grown on 
southern plantations. The plant 

has roots traced back to West 
Africa and to this day, Indigo and 

the color blue are important 
markers of Gullah Geechee 

heritage -- and the deep African 
retentions in the culture. Still 
today the process of creating 

indigo to be used as a textile dye 
is an integral part of Gullah 

design.



Once of the most 

recognizable of Gullah 

folk arts is the 

Sweetgrass Basket.



The Gullah tradition of 
creating coiled grass baskets 
is a craft that has been 
handed down from generation 
to generation. Instead of 
weaving the baskets, a needle 
made from a spoon handle, 
bone or nail is used to sew
natural materials together. 
The most commonly used
materials are sweetgrass, 
palmetto leaves, longleaf pine 
needles and a marsh grass 
called black rush.



"Fannah" or fanner baskets made this way were used to process 
rice on the plantations. A person would fan rice by tossing it in 
the air to separate the chaff from the hull. West Africans still 
use these large, round, shallow baskets when farming rice the 
old way. 

Sweetgrass basketry is a recognized art form that continues 
today.



Today sweetgrass basket 
makers of Gullah heritage 
continue to try to preserve 
their craft. 

Roadside basket markets 
can be found along the 
coastal region of South 
Carolina in areas from Mt. 
Pleasant to Charleston. 



After the Civil War and through the early 1900s, many Native Islanders farmed the land for themselves 

and fished in surrounding waters to make a living. Gullah fishermen knitted their own fishing nets with a 

needle that was often made of palmetto wood. 

The art of making and casting these fishing nets came from West Africa and while it is almost a lost art 

form with the advent of machines that can do it faster, some Gullah descendants work to preserve the lost 

art form.  One net takes a whole week to make!



Many of slaves brought diseases with them from Africa and during the summer 
months the mosquitos would spread deadly diseases. 

While the enslaved Africans had built up some immunity to the diseases, white 
plantation owners were not accustomed to the diseases so they often returned to 
the mainland leaving others in charge on the plantation. Because of the limited 
amount of time with the white people, the Gullah were able to preserve a great 
many of the African cultural traditions.

After the Civil War ended in 1865, slaves were freed. Since most plantation 
owners were not able to produce crops without slave labor, some of the land was 
sold to plantation workers. Most of those who remained on the islands made a 
living by farming and fishing. They had little contact with the mainland because 
the only way to travel off the island was by boat. 

Given this geographic isolation, Native Islanders were able to maintain their 
folkways and language and allowed the people the opportunity to continue many 
of their customs virtually untouched.





 According to the National Historic Register documentation for St. 

Helena Island, “One of the most significant influences on slave life 

here was religion, which was illustrated by the development and use 

of praise houses on the plantation. Praise houses were generally small 

frame houses, often an elder slave’s cabin, in which the slaves held 

meetings, worship services, and praise services. The services were 

typified by singing, prayer, and the ‘shout,’ which was a song 

accompanied by vigorous hand-clapping and dancing.”

 Learn more about the Praise House and Ring Shout in this 

interactive site: https://www.knowitall.org/interactive/praise-

house-gullah-music

https://www.knowitall.org/interactive/praise-house-gullah-music



