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Although many were enslaved well into the nine-
teenth century, people of African descent infused
their African cultural traditions in domestic spaces,

public and secret routes, the education of their young, bur-
ial practices, and other aspects of their physical and
social environments. Related historic places include, but
are not limited to, schools, churches, gardens, cemeteries,
settlement patterns, places of spirituality and worship,
houses, transportation routes, and places of assembly and
social interaction.
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In 1980 my husband and I went to live
with his mother's people in rural
north central Florida. We left

Interstate 75 at Ocala and headed west
on SR 40 for about eight to ten miles.
There, just off the road as it turned from
asphalt to dirt, we found New Zion
Baptist Church. We were in the heart of
Zion, where African Americans have
lived for at least 178 years, first as
maroons, then as slaves, and then as
free pioneers. Where they once home-
steaded, now a few members of those
families continue as a community, in a
place of cultural memory, an African
American ethnographic cultural land-
scape called Zion (pseudonym).(1)

The landscape concept derives from the art world
where beginning in the sixteenth century painters
depicted rural scenery as an idealized or imagined
place where people lived divorced from the realities
of the everyday real world.(2)  Anthropologists use
the concept of an ethnographic landscape as a
framing convention, as they try to distinguish
between the "objective" outsider's view of place
and the insider's or "native's point of view."  We
describe the objective and interrogate how, as
Setha Low put it, "place becomes space made 
culturally meaningful."(3) In this paper I aim to
uncover how, in Zion, African Americans created
and sustained such a place for generations. I argue
that some of the "Africanisms" I found in Zion
helped sustain this community for more than a cen-
tury. The paper is based on primary source ethno-
graphic and archival data I collected between 1980
and 1994 in Florida and other parts of the south

and the Caribbean, along with comparative data
derived from the literature on African American
archeology. 

Precinct 4

The place that people who live here call Zion, U.S.
Census Population schedules call Precinct 4. Oral
history, historical documents, tombstones, maps
and references to the population from 1828 through
1875 suggests that most Zionites are descendants
of maroons, freed slaves, and Seminole Indians.(4) 

In 1828 J. C. Ley, a Methodist circuit rider was
traveling through Florida preaching to settlers, their
slaves, maroons and Seminoles. In his diary Ley
says he heard about a group of blacks living with
the Indians a few miles west of Camp King, the
general location of present day Zion.(5) He set out
to find them hoping they would translate his mes-
sage to the Indians. Ley tells of finding the Indians
and about 50 blacks who came out of the woods
led by Pompey, the "father and grandfather and
leader of them all."(6)

Early maps of Florida mark "Negro Town" at the
mouth of the Withlachochee River, and Negro
towns along the Suwanee River. Modern day Zion
is geographically located between the
Withlachochee and Oklawaha Rivers. Comparison
of the 1860 and 1870 census schedules for
Precinct 4 show a dramatic increase in the black
population. This finding supports historical accounts
that after the Afro-Seminole Wars some maroons
went into hiding only to reemerge after the Civil
War. It also supports oral history and written histori-
cal accounts of slaves leaving South Carolina and
Georgia plantations during the final days of the Civil
War, traveling by boat along the Georgia coastal
waters down the St. John and Oklawaha Rivers to
freedom in the isolated thickets of Central
Florida.(7) Zion is an ethnographic cultural land-
scape full of structures, sites and places of memory
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to descendants of seven African
American families enumerated there in
the U.S. Census of 1870 and the Florida
State Census of 1875.(8)

Around 1863, my husband's great-
grandparents, Abraham Lincoln and
Melinda Johnson, run-a-way slaves from
South Carolina, first camped in the
woods of present day Zion. By 1870 one
finds the Staggers, Mobleys, Austins,
Robinsons, Carters, and Jacobs lived
nearby. In the 1880s these seven fami-
lies and their descendants, formally
homesteaded the lands on which they
settled. [Figure 1] The Lewis brothers
joined them and married their daughters.
The Wilson brothers and Joe
Maeweathers did the same thing ten
years later. One hundred years later, I
recorded accounts of life in Zion as the
children and grandchildren of these
African American pioneers remembered
it or as their elders recalled it to them.(9)

Between 1870 and 1880, "Uncle"
Oliver Lewis, an ex-slave Baptist deacon
from Virginia and "Aunt" Suzie Staggers,
the community midwife, began to hold
Baptist church meetings in Zion "peoples
homes," then in "bush harbors." "Aunt"
Suzie was the first Mother of the Church.
The people built a log cabin church on
land donated by Huldy Austin, who later



became the second Mother of the
Church. Huldy Austin was also a com-
munity midwife. Around 1885-1890
"Aunt" Suzie's son Reverend Henry
Staggers was called to pastor the
church. He continued to pastor there
until his death in the 1940s. His daugh-
ter, "Cousin" Rea, the Mother of the
Church when I lived in Zion, remem-
bered her father holding services in a
one-room frame church, before he built
"Old Zion" around 1900. [Figure 2]
"New" Zion church followed a half centu-
ry later.[Figure 3] Zion settlement was
named after the church. Zion church like
other rural churches was originally a
family church, with no outside member-
ship. To keep it that way, one person
told me the community men built anoth-
er little church for "them boys who come
down here to work in the turpentine stills
and quarries."(10) [Figure 4]

Old Zion church like the other Baptist
churches that mushroomed across the
rural south after the Civil War, was the
center of community life. From Old Zion
and the other churches sprang schools,
benevolent and mutual aid societies,
social institutions that sustained commu-
nity life. Between 1869 and 1889 Zion
churchwomen were among the Afro-
Baptist women who formed 28 women's
societies in Florida to help ex-slaves.(11) 

Over the first 40 years of the twenti-
eth century the hamlet was at its zenith.
During this time about 300 Zion people
farmed over 1,700 acres of homestead
land. They were mostly subsistence and
small cash crop farmers of cowpeas,
corn, and rice. The community grew as
women birthed families of five to ten
children. Taking their small babies with
them, women worked the fields along
side of the men.[Figure 5] Some tasks
were the sole province of women such
as delivering babies, caring for the eld-
erly and children, and treating common
illnesses with herbal remedies.(12)

Even in the 1980s there were some
women who still farmed and all women,
regardless of education and occupation,
were responsible for providing and cook-
ing vegetables and other staple foods
for the family, and caring for the elderly
and the young.(13)

My husband and I first lived in one of
three houses still found on his great-
grandfather's homestead. It was a tin-
roofed, cement-block house that had
been built in 1959. The rooms ranged in
size from eight feet by eight feet to 12
feet squared. The cabin behind it in the
northeast was about a 12-feet squared
room with another smaller room behind,
and a little eight feet by eight feet room
built out in front on one side of the
porch. [Figure 6] It had wooden windows
and an open hearth for cooking and
warmth.(14)  There was frame shotgun
house behind our house on the south-
west, back about 50 yards. [Figure 7]
The rooms in the frame house were
small, no larger than ten feet by ten feet.
Like most houses in Zion, all three of
these houses had porches.

The Staggers home about a half-mile
east of where we lived was a modified
shotgun house. There were two rooms
built parallel to the basic two room, shed
kitchen model seen in Figure 12. In
1980 it was still heated by an open
hearth. Two of Suzie Stagger's grand-
daughters lived there along with their
extended families. None of the rooms in
this house exceed ten feet by ten feet.
Nearby there were ruins of a building of
the same design that had been home to
another one of their sisters. About 50
feet away, a third building, that had
housed their youngest brother had been
torn down and replaced by a trailer. 

The Mobley land began just beyond
the Staggers�. When we first came to
Zion there were seven Mobley home
sites, four houses, one ruin, and two
trailers. Malachi, whose mother was a
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Figure 1. Homestead Deed of Abraham
Lincoln Johnson. Courtesy of the per-
sonal papers of James Brown, Jr. 

Figure 2. Old Zion Church built circa
1900. Photo courtesy of James
Brown, Jr. Figure 3. New Zion Baptist
Church, Zion, FL, built circa 1950.
Courtesy of Audrey L. Brown. 

Figure 3. New Zion Baptist Church, Zion,
Florida built circa 1950. 

Figure 4.  Friendship Church in Martel,
Florida built circa 1900-1915 by peo-
ple of Zion for migrant African
American workers in lime quarries,
on roads and railroads.  Photo cour-
tesy of Audrey L. Brown, �Tis the Old
Ship of Zion; Rituals and Oral
Traditions of Afro-Baptist Churches in
Florida, 1983-1986. Ocala, FL: n.p.,
1986. 

Figure 5.  Women worked in the Fields.
Photo courtesy of Dorothea Lange,
America from the Great Depression
to World War II: Black-and-White
Photographs from the FSA-OWI,
Division of Prints and Photographs,
Library of Congress. 
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Figure 6.  Side view of cabin on
homestead of Abraham Lincoln
Johnson, a founder of Zion, FL.
Photo courtesy of Audrey L.
Brown, 1984, Gimme that ol' time
religion: Oral history Tapes.
Audiotapes and slides.  Ocala FL:
n.p., 1983-1984.

Figure 7. Home of Turpentine worker
near Cordele, AL. FSA- OWI,
Division of Prints and
Photographs, Library of
Congress. 

Figure 8. Malachi Green's Mothers
House, circa 1930s, Zion, FL.
Photo courtesy of Audrey L.
Brown, 1984, Gimme that ol' time
religion: Oral history Tapes.
Audiotapes and slides.  Ocala FL:
n.p., 1983-1984.

Figure 9. Mud and log construction in
old house originally built in the
late 18th or early 19th century by
free people of color, descendants
of Marie Therese Coincoin, a
freed slave who established
Yucca Plantation, Natchitoches,
LA.  Courtesy of Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of
Congress. 

Figure 10. Frame house on posts,
former slave dwelling, Wray
Plantation, Greene County, GA.
Photo courtesy of Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of
Congress. 
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Figure 11. Shotgun quarters at Laurel Valley Sugar Plantation,  Thibodaux,
Lafourche Parish, LA. Drawings courtesy of Historic American Buildings
Survey/Historic American Engineering Collection, Prints & Photographs
Division, Library of Congress.

Figure 12. Shotgun quarters at Laurel Valley Sugar Plantation,  Thibodaux,
Lafourche Parish, LA.  Photo courtesy of Jet Lowe, Historic American
Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Collection, Prints &
Photographs Division, Library of Congress. 



Mobley, preserved his mother's home
after her death. He lived next to it in a
trailer about 25 feet away. Three other
buildings on Mobley land were home to
an elder Mobley man and his cousins,
two elderly sisters. These homes, built
about 25-30 feet apart, were the same
design as Malachi's mother's house and
about the same size. [Figure 8] They
had small rooms about ten to 11 feet
squared. After the elder Mobley's died
the houses were torn down and four
trailers erected. Although the trailers had
larger rooms and they were located on
several acres of land, the close settle-
ment patterns persisted.

Younger people, like Pauline a
school teacher and her husband, a
retired military person, built their home
with seven rooms and a porch, none of
which exceed the 12 feet by 12 feet
dimensions that we shall see was char-
acteristic of colonial African American
domiciles. In 1986, J.B.'s cousin
Georgie, a retired postal worker, built
her mother a "new" house. The rooms in
the new home, built by a local African
American contractor, are about 12 feet
by 12 feet or less. I asked myself what
does it mean that Zion people with the
means to build spacious houses recre-
ate rooms the same size as the houses
built by their foreparents?  What are the
origins of the architectural styles and
settlement patterns found in Zion? To
answer that question I turned to the
archeological record of colonial African
American sites in Low Country South
Carolina, the place of origins of almost
all the people who settled Zion.(15) 

Archeological
Evidence 

Yaughan and Curriboo plantations oper-
ated in an isolated area of South
Carolina low country from 1740 through
the 1820s. During the 1700s the ratio of

Africans to Europeans was 15:1 and
population increases resulted from fresh
infusions of Africans. Natural increase
resulted in the 27:1 ratio found after the
Revolutionary War. During this period
slave families were kept together even
when estates were settled, a factor pro-
moting stable family life. Left largely on
their own under these conditions,
Africans and their descendants had cul-
tural autonomy that was reflected in their
material culture.(16)  They established
and maintained a society that Berlin
argues was based on an African model.
The fact that Mintz and Price argued for
a Caribbean model, Wheaton and
Garrow comment, "does not change the
fact, however, that the slaves who
inhabited Yaughan and Curriboo main-
tained a material culture that was dis-
tinct from that extracted from Euro-
American sites."(17)

House Architecture

Three distinct slave quarters were exca-
vated, early Yaughan (1750-1780), later
Yaughan (1780s-1820s), and one slave
quarter at Curriboo occupied from the
1740s until shortly after 1800. The archi-
tectural features of these structures
present a clear picture of change from
mud-walled huts, evidenced by wall
trenches with cob-wall construction in
the earliest structures to frame houses
constructed on posts after the
Revolutionary War.[Figures 9,10] The
Early Yaughan structures had no chim-
neys. Evidence of an open hearth direct-
ly on the earthen floor was found in one
house along with the bottom of another
hearth outside the houses.(18)

The dimensions of the Yaughan and
Curriboo houses varied in size between
periods: the earlier structures had
ranged from 12.5 feet by 11 feet to 13.5
feet by 20 feet, three of the later struc-

tures were 14.5 feet by 9.8 feet to 15.5
by 10 feet in dimension. Most were rec-
tangular and housed one family. (19)

Settlement Patterns 

In the early slave quarter, one set of
Yaughan houses are located approxi-
mately 25 -50 feet apart in a circle. The
houses in a second set are adjacent to
each other and approximately 25 feet
apart. A third set of structures show a
similar pattern. At Curriboo, houses are
50 feet or less apart. Wheaton and
Garrow concluded that settlement pat-
terns and architectural form of the build-
ings on Yaughan and Curriboo planta-
tions appeared to have antecedents in
West Africa, and "probably represents a
West African architectural form."(20) 

Other scholars commenting on archi-
tectural form and settlement patterns of
eighteenth and early nineteenth century
African Americans, both slave and free,
agree that the patterns seen reflect
West African origins. Vlach commenting
on architectural form and settlement pat-
terns on enslaved African American con-
structions noted the twelve-foot squared
unit, the presence of porches and close
settlement patterns resonates with hous-
es constructed in Haiti and West
Africa.(21)  Deetz made similar com-
ments about the closeness of settlement
patterns in an excavation of houses built
by free African Americans in
Massachusetts. He concludes that the
close settlement patterns at the site dif-
fered significantly from their Yankee con-
temporaries and that they "reflect a
more corporate spirit than four Anglo-
Americans might show under similar cir-
cumstances."(22) 

By the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century African American
architecture featured the shotgun house,
one room wide, two or three room deep
house with a forward-facing gable and
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porch. [Figures 11, 12]  A modified shot-
gun house was built with two room addi-
tions along the side of the basic floor
plan. The second Florida house we lived
in followed this pattern with room sizes
ranging from 10 to the 12 foot-squared
dimension. It was located in a family
clearing along with two trailers. One
author comments that the close settle-
ment patterns are African ways of
expressing kinship and corporate close-
ness through physical nearness.(23)
The persistence of small room size in
African American architecture might also
express the same kinds of African 
values.

Zion people still live in "micro-" settle-
ments of extended families, their homes
built close together. The older houses
and some new ones replicate the archi-
tectural characteristics of their forepar-
ents. History shows there were close
connections between post-emancipation
land use and familial and kin beliefs of
freed men and women. Of particular
concern to freed slaves were their "old
and infirm Mothers and Fathers and our
children."(24)

During the Great Migration people
left Zion and over the years much of the
land was sold to "outsiders," both
African Americans and Whites. Today,
relatively few Zionites actually live in the
circumscribed area around the church
building. Those that do are mostly mid-
dle age and elderly people. Yet Zion
community and New Zion Baptist
Church persist as a culturally meaningful
place to Zionites across the state and
the nation, connected by modern trans-
portation and communication networks.
Wherever they live people return periodi-
cally for church services. Some come
annually for Homecoming Sunday in
July. Others come only for Home-Going
Celebrations when people die. The
turnout for the Mother of the Church,

Cousin Rea, in 1993 was one of the
largest in recent years. Mothers Day
services draw the largest congregations. 

Kinship, community, and funeral cele-
brations are all significant aspects of
West African culture. Along with the
housing and settlement patterns, it
seems to me there are also reflections
of West African influences in the matrifo-
cality I observed in Zion family and
church life. 

Matrifocality in the
Social Organization of
Zion

Zion family and church social organiza-
tion are matrilocal, matrilfocal, and matri-
lineal. [Table 1] When asked, people say
they live near their mother's people even
though their father's people also live in
the community. They attend their moth-
er's church. Men who marry into the
community attend their wife's mother's
church. People venerate their mothers
and motherhood. If women do not bear
children they adopt them. Elderly moth-
ers have the greatest prestige in Zion.
Adult children will visit their mothers fre-
quently and elderly mothers are visited
daily. Women and men will provide
physical care for their mothers as need-
ed. When a daughter or granddaughter
are unavailable to give care, other
women, cousins, nieces, and daughter-
in-laws help. If no one else is available a
son will live with his or mother and take
care of her. People reckon descent
through their mothers, again even when
their father's people live in the 
community.

The New Zion Baptist Church social
organization is also characteristically
matrilocal, matrifocal, and matrilineal.
People attend their mother's church.
Men who marry into the community
attend their wife's mother's church. If a
man from the community marries a

woman from another church, at least
one of his children, usually a daughter,
will attend his mother's church, but the
rest of the children attend their mother's
church. A man or woman who marries
into the community may be "funeralized"
at New Zion but they are buried in the
cemetery of their mother's church.
Prestige in the church is determined by
gender, age, descent, and religious com-
mitment. Elderly women, who never left
the church, called church mothers, have
greater prestige than even the deacons.
The church social organization is illus-
trated by the way Zion elders arranged
themselves for photographs. [Figure 13]
The oldest women are in front with those
descended from the original families in
the middle. Their younger sisters and
cousins are on the second row. Cousin
Rea, 93 years old, Mother of the Church
and granddaughter of the first Mother,
sits in the center in a white hat. "Aunt"
Sister, the granddaughter of Huldy
Austin, sits next to her dressed in white.
The women on the ends of the front row
are an "incomer" on the right and an
"outsider," on the left. The men arranged
themselves behind the women by age,
then by family descent of their wives or
mothers.

The most prestigious woman's role is
Mother of the Church. Theoretically she
is elected from among all the church
mothers. However, a pattern of what
seems to be matrilineal succession is
evident among all the women who have
been elected. [Figure 14](25)

"Africanisms" in
American Culture:
Women's Church
Roles along the
Continuum 

Locating the presence of this African
American cultural landscape was rela-
tively straightforward. Linking house
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Family

People live near their 
mother�s people

Veneration of motherhood
and mothers.  

Expressed in biological of 
fictive motherhood.

Expressed in physical care
for elderly mothers.

People reckon descent
through their mother�s 
family

Church

People attend their 
mother�s church

Elderly women are called
�church mothers.�

Highest prestige accorded
elected �Mother of the
Church�

Mother of the Church
Office only held by female
descendents of first and
second Mothers of the
Church (circa 1880-2001)

Social Organization

Matrilocal

Matrifocal

Matrilineal

Family and Church Social Organization

Table 1. Comparison of Family and Church Social Organization

13

Figure 13. New Zion Elders, 1985. Front
Row: Left to Right, Sister Tot Bellamy;
Sister Josephine Maeweathers
Tindall; Deaconess Annie Staggers
Jacobs ("Cousin" Rea, Mother of the
Church); Deaconess Harriet Jacobs
Lewis ("Aunt" Sister, Acting Mother of
the Church); Mrs. Rosabelle Lewis
Simms ("Cousin' Rosabelle); Mrs.
Cecelia Carter; Mrs. Mary Mobley
("Miss" Mary).  Second Row: Mrs.
Hattie Staggers Butler (Present
Mother of the Church); Mrs. Cora
Maeweathers Beasley; Mrs. Crozella
Mobley Jacobs (Presently on Mothers
Board and Mother of the current pas-
tor); Mrs. Victoria Bell (Former
Pastor's Widow).  Back Row:
Chairman of Deacon Board, Deacon
Edgar Simms; Reverend Henry Lewis;
Deacon Prince "Doc" Brooks; Deacon
Sebron Bellamy ; Deacon Irving
Lewis; Mr. Isom Mobley.  Photo cour-
tesy of Audrey L. Brown, 1986, �Tis
the Old Ship of Zion; Rituals and Oral
Traditions of Afro-Baptist Churches in
Florida, 1983-1986. Audio and video-
tapes.   Ocala, FL: n.p. 

Figure 14. Mother of Church, Zion
Baptist Church, 1880-2001. Chart
courtesy of Audrey L. Brown. 



architecture and settlement patterns to
West African customs and material cul-
ture can be supported or refuted by
observation. However, making the argu-
ment that matrifocality in Zion family and
church social organization are
"Africanisms" is more problematic.
Social scientists question, if there are
"Africanisms" in African American 
culture, how does one identify them and
explain the persistence of some African
cultural traditions and not others?
Herskovits held that what he called
"Survivalisms" are likely to be found in
religious cultural forms and that one
could best identify African patterns by
comparing the intensity with which they
present themselves along a continuum
beginning in the Caribbean and ending
in urban areas of North America. If the
form was of African origin, he theorized,
it would be most recognizable and
intense in the Caribbean and least evi-
dent in the northern urban milieu.(26)
Following his model I searched for the
presence or absence of a woman with
the title, role and functions like the
"Mother of the Church." I looked at
Jamaica Revivalists and Spiritual
Baptists of Barbados,(27) two religious
communities with ethnohistorical link-
ages to North American Afro Baptists
dating back to the late 18th century.(28)
I also searched for evidence of an
emphasis on "Mother" in New Ferryfield
Baptist Church on John�s Island, South
Carolina; Salem Baptist Church in
Washington, DC and Kaighn Avenue
Baptist Church in Camden, New Jersey. 

I found the title of "Mother" used in
different variations for elderly women of
prestige was more or less emphasized
in all of the religious communities except
in New Jersey. Just as Herskovits pre-
dicted, the northern most, urban church
demonstrated least evidence of the cul-

tural form. Kaighn Avenue Baptist
church, established in 1854, is

one of the oldest Afro-Baptist congrega-
tions in New Jersey. In a 1986 interview
the present pastor who told me there
was no one with the title of Mother of the
Church. At Salem Baptist Church, estab-
lished in 1874 in Washington, DC, the
Mother of the Church was the oldest liv-
ing church member. She held the title
but with no role-functions. At Ferryfield
Baptist church, established in 1885, the
Pastor's wife's mother was the Mother of
the Church. 

There were multiple "Mother" roles
among the churchwomen in both
Jamaica and Barbados. The Mother with
the most Status in the Jamaica group
had similar role-functions as those of the
Florida Mother of the Church. [Figure
15] Much as Herskovits theorized, I
found this social form had greatest
intensity among the Spiritual Baptists in
Barbados. There were greater numbers
of Mother roles among them and proba-
bly most telling, the highest women's
role was the Arch Mother. [Figure 16]
The Arch Mother blesses the sea and
sanctifies the beach where baptism
takes place. The Arch Mother is also the
sister of the group's leader evidence of
matrilineal social organization.(29) 

Matrifocality is clearly a West African
cultural form. It was evident in the pre-
contact social organization of ALL of the
Sub-Saharan West African societies that
were the provenance of the majority of
the slaves coming to Barbados,
Jamaica, the northern colonies and
South Carolina between 1650 and 1806.
The Mande, Akan, and the Kongo cul-
tures were matrilineal. Even though Oyo,
Benin and Dahomean social structure
was patrilineal, females were central fig-
ures in their religious pantheons.
Women held prestigious roles of reli-
gious ritual authority with the title of
Mother, for example the Ilyorishas, or
Mother of the Orishas [gods] among the
Yoruba. Women were equal partners in

the Ogboni and other secret societies
that served as super-ordinate institutions
for social control and whose members
had great prestige.(30) In fact, matrifocal
social forms within the context of reli-
gion, are among what Turner called "the
same ideas, analogies and modes of
association [which] underlie symbol for-
mation and manipulation from the
Senegal River to the Cape of Good
Hope. They are symbols which remain
extraordinarily viable," he noted, "and
the themes they represent and embody
are tenaciously rooted."(31) Herskovits
suggested the tenacity of cultural pat-
terns was related to the compelling
nature of their cultural significance.

The Africanisms found in Zion are
also expressed in a myriad of ways by
African Americans in general. The cultur-
al landscape I describe here is one
where closeness and cooperation within
and between families are as necessary
now as they were 150 years ago. It
seems to me that the social forms and
material cultural Africanisms that contin-
ue to have salience in Zion are precisely
those needed to sustain the community
over time. Matrifocality in the family and
the church expressed in roles and
responsibilities of the Mother of the
Church are, as Clifford Geertz put it, at
once models for and of social reality, in
this case what women had to do to
maintain family and community integrity
both physically and spiritually.(32) The
West African architectural and settle-
ment patterns promote living accommo-
dations that seem to buttress the cen-
trality of family. The primacy of family
relationships and the closeness of family
ties are forged in the intimacy of small
size rooms, while the settlement 
patterns emphasize the necessity of
closeness and cooperation between
family groups. 

The Africanisms in Zion are a micro-
cosm of Africanisms in African America.
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One has only to observe the various
award shows to be struck by the fre-
quency with which Blacks receiving vari-
ous awards, first give thanks to God and
then to their family particularly their
mothers. African American literature and
ethnographies repeat themes and
descriptions of settlement patterns in
urban and rural settings that reinforce
closeness and cooperation.(33) It seems
to me that these discernable Africanisms
in the cultural landscape of Zion repre-
sent values and belief systems that were
and are necessary to sustain this partic-
ular community and African American
communities in general. New Zion
Baptist Church is still the central social
institution in Zion as the church is still
the central African American social insti-
tution. In Zion, Atlanta, and Harlem the
family is in the church and families are
the church. 

When our politic representatives
speak they use the idiom of the matrifo-
cal family; a notable example is the
referral to Rosa Parks as the "Mother "
of the Civil Rights Movement. In the
family and church, the emphasis on
women as "mothers" in the church's
social organization and their church
roles of prestige, are African-derived cul-
tural values and social forms which are
materially significant to day-to-day family
life that have sustained Zion over time,
as a cultural landscape. A place of cul-
tural memory, an imagined place where
people can find respite from the realities
of the everyday real world as well as not
yet forgotten, if not always adhered to,
principles to live by. 
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Figure 15. Episcopate Mother of a Revivalist Band Church, Kingston, Jamaica.  Photo
courtesy of Audrey L. Brown. 1988, REVIVAL! Kapo's Last Pentecost: Rituals and
Oral Traditions of St. Michael's Tabernacle, a Jamaica Revivalist Band
[Audiotapes, Slides and Videotapes] n.s., n.d. 

Figure 16. Reverend Mother of Spiritual Baptist church, Ealings Grove, Barbados.
Photo courtesy of Audrey L. Brown, 1989, Another Ark: Rituals and Oral Traditions
of the Spiritual Baptists of Barbados 1988-1989, n.s., n.d. 
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