Background Information

Rice is the most important grain in the world, forming the basic diet of more than 3
billion people.

Archaeologists are unsure exactly when or where Asian rice, or Oryza sativa, was
domesticated. It is believed Oryza sativa was domesticated from the wild grass Oryza
rufipogon approximately 10,000 to 14,000 years ago in the Yangtze River basin in China.
However, evidence indicates Oryza sativa might have been domesticated in multiple
areas across Asia, ranging from northeastern India to central China to Southeast Asia.
The Yangtze and Huai rivers are the earliest known locations of rice cultivation.
Archaeologists have discovered evidence of rice farming in these regions dating back
8,000 years.

Oryza sativa quickly spread throughout eastern and southern Asia, and it was cultivated
by the Indus Valley Civilization as early as 5,000 to 4,500 years ago.

Rice is believed to have been introduced to Greece by members of Alexander the Great’s
army, returning from their expeditions in India between 344-324 BCE. From Greece, rice
spread across the Mediterranean to Southern Europe and Northern Africa.

There are two major subspecies of Oryza sativa: Oryza sativa indica and Oryza sativa
Japonica. Both subspecies are thought to have originated around the same time in China,
between §,200-13,500 years ago.

o 0. sativa indica, or long-grain rice, prefers hotter climates, takes longer to
mature, and is less sticky and starchy compared to O. sativa japonica. It is grown
in tropical and subtropical regions like India, Pakistan, Indonesia, and central and
southern China. Indica grains are long to short, slender, somewhat flat, and tend
to shatter more easily.

o O. sativa japonica, or short-grain rice, prefers cooler climates and is sticky and
starchy. It is grown in temperate regions, like eastern and northern China, Korea,
and Japan. Japonica grains are short, round, and do not easily shatter.



African rice, or Oryza glaberrima, is a red-hulled species of rice that was domesticated
independently from Oryza sativa in the Upper Niger River delta and the Senegambia
roughly 3,500 years ago. By the 16" century CE, African rice was widely grown along
the continent’s Atlantic coast. Eventually, Arab (and later Portuguese) travelers
introduced Oryza sativa to Sub-Saharan Africa where the grain was adopted and grown
alongside O. glaberrima. Over time, Oryza sativa displaced Oryza glaberrima because of
its higher yield.

Rice was brought to South Carolina by European settlers near the end of the 17" century.
The dominate economic theory at the time was mercantilism, so the British government
encouraged its settlers to grow crops for export to Great Britain. It is unknown when
Carolina Gold rice (named so because of the golden color of the grain when ripe — but
also because it made the owners of the rice plantations very wealthy) was introduced to
the colony, but a popular legend states that in 1685, Dr. Henry Woodward purchased rice
seeds from a merchant ship in Charleston, which had obtained the fabled seeds while in
Madagascar. This story is most likely not true.

Historians are certain rice was grown in South Carolina before 1685, and historical
evidence suggests that the strain of rice that became Carolina Gold rice was not
introduced until after the American Revolution. Regardless of when exactly this strain of
rice was brought to South Carolina, it is widely agreed that by 1700 rice was a major crop
in the colony, and by 1712, excess rice was being exported to England.

Settlers in the colony of Virginia experimented with growing rice in the middle of the
17" century but eventually abandoned the crop in favor of tobacco. The coastal
environment of South Carolina, however, was extremely well suited to wetland rice
farming, if you had knowledge of lowland environments and could manipulate the
landscape for irrigation, drainage, and tidal farming. To cultivate rice, European settlers
relied on the knowledge and skills of enslaved Africans. Unlike the French and English,
who had very limited experience and knowledge of rice cultivation, Africans from the
Gambia River to the Gold Coast were knowledgeable wetland rice farming.

At the time, West Africa and East Asia were the only regions in the world where coastal
wetland rice farming was practiced. Italians had knowledge of growing rice (Arborio rice
in northern Italy), but this rice was grown on upland alluvial soil and watered from
rainfall — a very different method of rice cultivation from the method that took root in
colonial South Carolina.

There is no evidence that European settlers around the turn of the 17" century held an
intimate understanding of Asian drainage systems. Likewise, the historical record does
not indicate the presence of Italian rice varieties or the influence of Italian cooking styles
in colonial South Carolina, suggesting that Italian rice cultivation did not have an
influence on South Carolina’s emerging rice culture. The system of rice cultivation (and
by extension the cuisine and culture around rice) that developed in South Carolina
principally came from enslaved West Africans.

Rice production is very labor intensive and requires a lot of skill to properly plant, grow,
harvest, and process. White plantation owners depended on enslaved labor for every step
of the cultivation process. Additionally, growing rice was disproportionally dominated by



African women. Men were often tasked with preparing the land for cultivation while
women were charged with sowing, weeding, and hoeing. Enslaved African women were
also crucial in preparing rice for export. Rice had to be milled (its hulls removed) before
it could be shipped to international markets. Milling, which was achieved using a mortar
and pestle, was a highly skilled job — the hulls had to be removed while keeping the grain
intact.

The staggering amount of enslaved labor involved in rice production steadily transformed
the landscape of South Carolina’s coastal plain and the culture of South Carolina society.
By 1710, enslaved Africans began to outnumber white inhabitants, and by the mid-1700s,
there were twice as many Africans as whites. A large percentage of these enslaved
Africans came from the rice growing regions of West Africa, estimated at 43% by the end
of the 18" century.

Despite the imbalance in wealth and power, white Europeans adopted some of the
cultural practices of the enslaved Africans and vice versa. The large-scale production of
rice in South Carolina and the mass importation of enslaved labor produced a creole
society where the labor was performed by a large class of enslaved Africans, the fruits of
which were enjoyed by a small class of white elites. The creolization of South Carolina’s
culture is still evident today in language, foodways, material culture, and architecture.
Rice cultivation flourished in South Carolina for nearly two hundred years until the end
of the Civil War when white plantation owners lost their enslaved labor source. Rice
production declined during the second half of the 19" century and into the 20" century.
The soft, boggy soil of the South Carolina Lowcountry made industrialization difficult
because the ground could not support labor-saving heavy machinery.

Rice cultivation continued to rely on the knowledge and labor of African Americans after
the Civil War, but over time these laborers (or their children or grandchildren) left the
rice plantations for better economic opportunities elsewhere. Hurricanes in 1893, 1898,
and 1911 inflicted severe damage on South Carolina’s rice plantations, damage that
without a large and skilled enslaved labor force was difficult and costly to recover from.
The last documented commercial crop of Carolina Gold rice was planted by Theodore D.
Ravenel in 1927.

There are some modern efforts to revitalize Carolina Gold rice, but today most rice
grown in the United States (82%) is grown in Arkansas, California, and Louisiana.

Vocabulary

African Rice (Oryza glaberrima): One of two domesticated species of rice, African rice
was domesticated in West Africa roughly 3,000 years ago. Today, it has largely been
replaced commercially by Asian rice.

Anthropology: The study of humans, past and present. In the United States, the study of
Anthropology is divided into four subfields (Sociocultural Anthropology, Biological or
Physical Anthropology, Archaeology, and Linguistic Anthropology).



Asian Rice (Oryza sativa): One of two domesticated species of rice, Asian rice was
domesticated in China roughly 10,000 to 14,000 years ago. There are two major
subspecies of Oryza sativa: Oryza sativa indica and Oryza sativa japonica.

Carolina Gold Rice: A strain of non-aromatic long-grain rice that was commercially
grown in South Carolina until the early twentieth century. Prized for its flavor and
texture, Carolina Gold Rice was the United States’ first commercial rice.

Carolina Rice Kitchen: A cuisine that developed in the 18™ and 19 centuries in coastal
South Carolina and Georgia, influenced by African, European, and Native American
cooking traditions, with rice serving as its staple grain.

Creolization: The process by which elements of different cultures are blended together
to create a new culture.

Cultural Heritage: A tradition of intangible attributes (i.e., language, origin stories, and
rites of passage), artifacts, structures, and places of importance associated with a group of
people that are preserved and passed from one generation to the next; defines a group’s
identity.

Culture: A set of learned beliefs, values, and behaviors or way of life shared by the
members of a society.

Foodways: The intersection of food with history and culture. Includes customs of food
production, preservation, preparation, presentation, gathering, marketing, and uses of
food products other than for eating and food folklore.

Long-grain Rice (Oryza sativa indica): A subspecies of Asian rice (Oryza sativa) with
grains that are long and slender, and dry and less sticky when cooked. It is grown in
tropical and subtropical regions like India, Pakistan, Indonesia, and central and southern
China

Material Culture: Items that people make and use.

Mercantilism: An economic system popular in Europe from the 16th to 18th centuries
that emphasized a “favorable” balance of trade, or an excess of exports over imports.
Mercantilism fueled colonization by encouraging European nations to establish colonies
as markets for exports and as suppliers of raw materials to the mother country.
Short-grain Rice (Oryza sativa japonica): A subspecies of Asian rice (Oryza sativa)
with grains that are short and round, and sticky and starchy when cooked. It is grown in
temperate regions, such as eastern and northern China, Korea, and Japan.





