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			For Alfred and Jenail, 
whose love for land birthed my own.

			For my son. 
May you always know and love the Land.

		

	
		
			
				“The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them.”

				—Ida Bell Wells-Barnett

				“Another world is not only possible, she is on her way.

				On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.”

				—Arundhati Roy

				“The South has something to say.”

				—ANDRÉ 3000
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			Witnessing

			I am reconstructing a world where Black people thrive and relish in the “fruit of our labor,” as Rev. Garrison Frazier told Union general William Tecumseh Sherman in 1865. My grandfather envisioned an America where Black people are surrounded by love and sustained by the land. On August 14, 2021 (nearly a decade after he bought his land), this dream was manifested when I married the love of my life on Bakers’ Acres, a family plot of land. Our guests lovingly probed the significance of the location, and in our ceremony we addressed it head-on. This land was hard-fought-for by generations of Black people like my grandfather who knew that Black land ownership was essential to true freedom. But before them, and long before colonization, this land was home to the Lumbee people for at least 14,000 years. According to tribal history, the Lumbee Tribe is the largest tribe in North Carolina and the largest tribe east of the Mississippi River. A Native American elder of the Ojibwe Tribe, Mary Lyons, once said, “When we talk about land, land is part of who we are. It’s a mixture of our blood, our past, our current, and our future.” What better symbol of love, legacy, and loyalty is there?

			My wife, Mariah, and I now live in Atlanta, on one acre of land. Each morning, Mariah and I wake up and go about our morning routine. Let the dog out, use the bathroom, check on the chickens. As I write this, we have two roosters and nine hens. There’s Hootie, who looks a lot like an owl, and Angelica, named after the bossy little girl from Rugrats. Then there’s Logan, after our cousin whose nickname is “Chicken.” We got Little Brother’s name from the movie Mulan, and Reptar’s name also comes from Rugrats. My sister Brooke named Henrietta, and my sister Blair named one Zen after our nephew and godson. My father said we needed a Disco and a Chicken George, so those two names quickly followed. April, like Tejano singer Selena Quintanilla-Pérez’s childhood hen. And, lastly, Ruby the Rhode Island Red.
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					Mariah and me on Bakers’ Acres.

				
			
			When we first got them, all eleven chickens lived in a cardboard home within our garage until they were big enough to move into the chicken coop we built for them. Soon, my morning routine will require a walk into our backyard to gather eggs and ensure no chickens were harmed in the night. Each morning as I feed them and replenish their water, I have to remind myself that we built this life and this coop ourselves.

			My wife and father-in-law studied other coops and raised-bed configurations before drawing up the blueprints for our own. During the week, they traded messages planning for the purchases and work ahead, and during the weekend, we executed. Between writing sessions, I was grateful to be their dutiful apprentice taking on whatever tasks they delegated to me. That position gave me the chance to watch them at work, one the miniature version of the other. Watching them cut planks of wood on the table saw before screwing them together in new formations, I was struck by how easily the work flowed.

			I wasn’t only their sous-builder; Mariah and Tony Harris also called me their historian, because I was always snapping photos of them in action. “For posterity,” I’d say. Really I wanted—needed—to remember the wonder I had. In my wildest dreams, I never imagined I’d take on projects like this. Building a chicken coop most certainly felt like a job for actual architects. Surely we could buy one that came in large parts and only needed light assembly. But Mariah and Tony had different plans. Plans of raised gardening beds full of vegetables and fruits like arugula, tomatoes, asparagus, rhubarb, peppers, spinach, broccoli, and cauliflower. A peach tree and berry bushes lining the beds, all pushed back deep into our acre plot of land. A wooden chicken coop to keep our hens warm, a walled-in chicken run for them to roam free of hawks flying overhead, and a large barrel to collect fresh rainwater.

			Their confidence was infectious. Working at their side, I never doubted that we could do hard things. My mother reminded me how far I’ve come. “I can’t believe you’ve got Brea touching chickens,” she said to Mariah. “Well, they’re cute right now, Mama,” I retorted. “Let’s see how much I’m around them when they’re big and ugly.” We all laughed at the truth.

			Prior to Mariah, I was not a very “outdoorsy” person. I enjoyed Bakers’ Acres in small doses, always returning to my urban or suburban life after the brief reprieve. I’d never let myself imagine what it could look and feel like to grow my own food, raise my own chickens, and generally be hands-on with the planet around me. Mariah, on the other hand, had a childhood full of fresh produce, fishing trips, and other reminders that the natural world has an abundance to offer.

			It is through my wife, Mariah, that I learned to stop over-intellectualizing my love of Black-owned land. “You can’t love the land through proximity,” she once told me. “You have to put your own hands in the dirt.” Initially I was low-key offended. Was she insinuating that my love wasn’t as real as hers? No, she was inviting me into a deeper relationship that wasn’t exclusively predicated on the past. Ancestors, former deeds, what was. How about what is? We have the chance now, she reminded me, to be land stewards and to share that love with our children, who will only know ownership.

			It’s been somewhat ironic to truly fall in love with land through my wife, considering I had access to land long before she and I ever met. I was born and raised up north, but both of my parents made it a point to ensure we had regular visits to North Carolina. My first visit to our land came when I was still forming in my mother’s womb.

			At the time, and for most of my life, our extended Baker-Spruill family held just over one hundred acres of land collectively. I can only remember some of the trips we took to our family land, so I asked my father how frequently he remembers bringing us down south. “All the time,” he responds quickly before adding “at least two or three times a year” for specificity. “What were we traveling for when Thanksgiving was still celebrated in New Jersey?” I asked him. My father thought for a moment before shrugging and replying, “Just because.” Like his father, Alfred, my dad took any chance he got to pack up his wife and car and take the drive down. My mother had just made it out of her first trimester with me when she and my father found out about a death in the Baker family. A funeral was surely cause to be in community with loved ones. To North Carolina they went.

			My parents had been married for a few years by this point, but my mom was still meeting cousins and aunts. (My father had sixteen aunts and uncles and literally hundreds of cousins.) When my Aunt Sue called out for someone to help her cook the chicken, my mother quickly volunteered! She may not have been a country girl but she knew how to fry some chicken. This was the perfect chance to get closer to her in-laws! Grateful for the help, Aunt Sue told my mother to wait right there in the front yard for Uncle Plummer. Before my mother could ask why she wasn’t being led inside to the kitchen, Uncle Plummer emerged in denim overalls. With little fanfare, he wrung the chicken’s neck and went about his business. My mother stood there mouth agape as the chicken ran around the yard without its head. First frantically, then slowly before coming to a stop that signaled its death. My mother didn’t help cook the chicken that night. She didn’t even eat it when someone else stepped in for her to skin and clean it. Instead, she had my father drive her to Golden Corral for a meal with a little less intimacy.

			Most of my visits down south have been for funerals. Distant family for whom attending the funeral is how we show up for the living. Close loved ones whose losses remain with us to this day. When not returning family members “home” to the ground, more often than not our visits revolved around family reunions and church conventions that doubled as family reunions. On lakefront shores, a horde of Black bodies wearing baggy shirts with large trees printed on the front. Printed zines recapping our genealogical history and documenting the many branches of the Baker and Spruill lines. An uncle on the grill. A parent juggling a sleeping child and a plate of food. Older kids leading younger ones on adventures. Elders sucking their teeth at the short shorts and crop tops. A few cousins put poles in the lake.

			Throughout my childhood, I was surrounded by vivid scenes of Black people enjoying themselves on land. But because those trips always ended eventually, I never accepted it as my way of life or norm. What did become ingrained in my psyche was a love of communion. The sound of roaring laughter and cards smacked onto tables during spades games. The smell of freshly butchered meat and salty sweat from working just hard enough. The feel of wrinkled hands caressing smooth babies incredulously; proof of a continuing lineage.

			I asked my father what stood out about our trips down south. Ten-hour drives with several kids is no easy feat. I wanted to know what made the trips so worth it for him. “I loved seeing you all with Grandpa,” he said to me. “He loved the trips just as much as you all did and he took you everywhere with him.” Though I can’t recall, my dad reminded me that my grandfather took all of his grandchildren fishing for the first time. Only one of us caught anything at the small pond where he lined us up that day, but catching fish wasn’t the objective at all. He wanted us to love the land as much as he did.

			There were so many times as I researched and wrote this manuscript that I wished my grandfather was still alive. That I could share my discoveries with him to change his perspective on a few points, and have him change mine as well. That he could watch Mariah and me swap seeds with Auntie Karen and take the five-hour drive to Georgia and meet Hootie, Logan, Little Brother, Reptar, Henrietta, Zen, Disco, Chicken George, April, and Ruby. Even though I still don’t want to bait my own hook or exert myself too much, his granddaughter loves the land.

			I wonder if my grandfather would even take any of the credit for himself, or if he’d thank God for sending me a wife who’d steer me back to myself. I’d like to think it would be a bit of both but the truth is that I don’t know who I’d be without Mariah and her family. Their active and ongoing love for land—hunting, fishing, growing—reignited my desire for a birthright I’d given up on. Having access to land, I’d grown complacent, not realizing how much it had taken to acquire let alone keep it. My wife’s paternal grandmother, whom we lovingly call Mama, once told me, “All my kids love the land ’cause we never owned any.” I wonder what my grandfather would say about that. If he’d agree that even when referring to land, absence makes the heart grow fonder and ache deeper. If displaced Black people are more attuned to what’s been taken from them, no wonder so many Black Americans are craving a sense of self through homeland. Why without one, we will always be like lost wanderers following a north star to freedom. Where and when do we get to lay down our baggage and make ourselves at home? To enjoy the fruits of our labor?

			On Juneteenth weekend in 2022, Tony and I set out for a road trip from Georgia to West Virginia, where a wedding and family reunion was to be held. When driving on the I-85N from Georgia through South and then North Carolina, the highway was littered with deer carcasses. The bodies were either maimed by vehicles or bloated and left for dead.

			I lost count of the carcasses by the time we crossed over the border into West Virginia. I couldn’t help but think two things: poor deer and wasted venison. Clearly I-85N and similar expressways ran through what used to be safe havens for these animals. My father-in-law coached me on what to do if a deer ever darted out in front of my car. Brace for impact. What are the chances of the deer making it? Depends on how fast you’re going and how big it is. Hopefully it’s not a doe or children, and it will be injured but alive. Otherwise…What of the body left behind? Could a hunter at least make use of the lost life? Of course not. Man-made vehicles mangle the animals unlucky enough to come into contact with them. No one except vultures benefits from the roadkill.

			Sometimes those vultures fly overhead before swooping in on a body to pick apart. They peck away—alongside the maggots—finding nourishment in another’s demise. Other vultures stand on two legs, but they feast on death just the same. These vultures call themselves “private developers,” and they wait for a Black family to become just vulnerable enough before they swoop in. When they do, those vultures take land and legacy, leaving pavement and cookie-cutter buildings in their wake. By the time the dust settles, those vultures are long gone and on the hunt for their next carcass. The rest of us are left with no choice but to drive down the six-lane interstate highways lined by pine trees and dead animals, wondering what was there before.

			I didn’t always wonder about before. Rural countrysides before turnpikes. Cities before skyscrapers. North Carolina before plantations. America before colonization. That world felt so far away and impossible to return to. Until I began seriously considering what reparations and sustainability would look like in practice. To reconstruct this nation the way we should have done after the Civil War. To dream without wildest imaginations about what reclamation would look like for Black and Indigenous people—and thus, the rest of the country.

			My paternal grandfather, Alfred Baker, was born in North Carolina and fled to the North as a young teen, as many in his generation did. Throughout his time in New Jersey, my grandfather maintained a connection to the South through the parcels of land he and his siblings owned there. It was this connection that eventually inspired him to return. Grandpa fantasized about loamy grounds, home to critters, creatures, and us. Land that would welcome us for holidays, family reunions, and everything in between. A place to call our own.

			After retiring from a decades-long career as a working-class engineer, he moved back to North Carolina just as I was making my way through high school. The small mobile home he and my grandmother lived in, which welcomed us for many holidays, was but a “temporary dwelling,” my grandfather was sure to remind us, a carryover until his true vision could be fully realized. He dreamt of a home rooted to the ground for our entire extended family. Oftentimes as we gathered around the living room table, he’d whip out blueprints and maps to marvel at his big, big plans.

			At the time, I didn’t fully appreciate those plans. I grew up in Long Island, the outskirts of the greatest city in the world, and like any New Yorker, I have always taken pride in being a city-ish girl. New York can make one feel as though the world revolves around those cement streets.

			Each summer that my dad drove us down south for the family reunion, I felt a disruption of sorts. I loved my family and the cultural aspects of having Southern roots—like fried chitterlings dipped in apple cider vinegar, and getting to use wide swaths of land as a jungle gym—but I had no desire to be away from my TV, cell service, and Gameboy. My father would come find me, tucked away in my grandparents’ home, and tell me to come outside, to enjoy our land, that it was rare and I had a right to connect to it. He would always remind me that we owned the land, emphasizing that all the soil and grass and trees were ours.

			The older I got, the more stifled I felt in big cities. As I began to travel more and marvel at the beauty of the world beyond America’s borders, the more I wondered what this land—America, and more specifically the U.S. South—had looked and felt like before colonization. I avoided the obvious answer: I visited a slice of natural haven every time I traveled down south. I knew intimately that there was more to this country than the skyscrapers, polluted air, and confinements that dominate the coasts. I knew I did not have to travel abroad or far for awe-inspiring nature.
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					My paternal grandparents, Alfred and Jenail, at my parents’ wedding.

				
			
			By 2012, Grandpa had succeeded in buying about eighty-six acres of land covered in thin, towering pine trees, roaming white-tailed deer, and two sprawling freshwater lakes fed by a winding brook—the perfect venue for a hunter with a fire in his belly and a dream to construct a haven for his family. Less than a decade later, between 2016 and 2018, my grandparents built their dream home. A beautiful blue house was built on the newly dubbed “Bakers’ Acres,” offering space for leisure and sustenance for any of his children or grandchildren who chose to make North Carolina home again. Over time, it became harder to deny how special it was to be from a family with access to land.

			Sometime during college, I stopped acting too good for the South and began immersing myself in my grandfather’s dreams. Soon, I was actively calling to check in on his progress with building a home and moving back to North Carolina for good. He had sold me on the vision of rural land ownership, and his optimism about the land was infectious. As the dream grew closer and closer to becoming a reality, my interest continued to swell and the questions grew to be not only about the future plans, but also the past that made his dream such a fervent one.

			In my senior year of college, around 2015, I began digging deeper into my family history. Through this research, I discovered that one branch of my ancestral line was likely enslaved on a plantation owned by George Evans Spruill, a prominent lawyer and state’s attorney in the early 1800s. The land on which my family was enslaved was located not too far from the land my grandfather had been fighting so hard to reclaim. It all began to click.

			This land, originally belonging to the Haliwa-Saponi and Lumbee tribes, had been tended by my ancestors. Growing up in the shadows of the broken promise of forty acres and a mule, my grandfather used his righteous rage to make his own freedom a reality, no matter the cost.

			Through Grandpa, I learned about the lumber, tobacco, and soybean industries that dominate North Carolinian agriculture. He began to share more with me about his love for hunting and self-subsistence. The idea that the land we live on could provide for all of our needs had never occurred to me. I was learning a lot about how humans have always provided for ourselves, and how much better it is for our bodies, as well as the planet, for us to reconnect with this mindset. Yet we rarely have the opportunity to cultivate a real relationship with the land we depend on so much for our survival.

			Many city—and even suburban—residents aren’t fully aware of just how much we depend on the planet around us. When I looked to my left and right, people were dying—loved ones, acquaintances, co-workers, and friends at school were dying from cancer, heart disease, and body-breaking work. Or they were funneled toward a slow death via chronic illness. Twenty-seven-year-old Erica Garner died after a heart attack following the murder of her father by NYPD officer Daniel Pantaleo. Children in cities like Newark and Flint are still exposed to poisonous water and toxic air. The rest of us urban dwellers are only relatively better off, having normalized a culture where we can’t pronounce the ingredients in the foods we eat.

			As I saw the impact of gentrification and food apartheid (as coined by activist and farmer Karen Washington) in my beloved city, I questioned aloud where all of us pushed-out people were expected to go. My grandfather suggested the South had more than enough space to welcome us back. All of us. Not just Black people, but also Indigenous people who first called the South—and all of the Americas—“home.” Capitalism leads us to believe that everything is scarce, but the first Americans operated off of an abundance mindset, understanding that the Land and Her renewable resources could more than sustain us if we didn’t let our greed dictate Her pace.

			This isn’t to minimize the very real and current presence of gentrification across Southern cities, but to allude to a birthright of all Black people. I am not suggesting we all need to trade in our MetroCards for tractors or our cocktails for sweet tea; rather I’m asking: What does it mean to reclaim that tainted history and desecrated land, land rightfully associated with trauma; what does it mean for such land to become not only a home but also a vehicle for equity?

			As I write this, less than 1 percent of rural land in the United States is owned by Black people, despite the centuries of grueling labor our ancestors put into said land. This, combined with historic redlining and employment discrimination, has boxed Black people out of sovereignty and autonomy for far too long.

			It is no small feat to go up against large institutions, both private and public, that make the process of land ownership near-impossible for Black people, but my grandfather could not be deterred. He would not wait for the federal government to do right by us and distribute land to the descendants of this land’s forced laborers. He understood what had taken me time to discover: This country has always been happy to have Black people working the land but never owning it. The relationship between labor and ownership, then, is an intentionally severed one. We cannot discuss homelessness, racial wealth gaps, or chronic poverty in Black communities without putting white America’s calculated raids of Black land under a magnifying glass. Many white institutions and the generational wealth our society marvels at today are the direct products of the investments in enslaving people and looting land.

			Following emancipation, everyone knew that the most regenerative way for Black people to build political power and wealth was through ownership, and thus the project of white supremacy unleashed vicious and successful attempts at land theft. It went against the racial hierarchy in this country for Black people to live autonomously and exist in positions of power over others as farm owners and employers. I now know it was no coincidence that I have this fire within me, and that I felt such a sense of urgency to dismantle systems of oppression.

			In a 1984 interview with Julius Lester, James Baldwin said: “…I have never seen myself as a spokesman. I am a witness. In the church in which I was raised you were supposed to bear witness to the truth…A spokesman assumes that he is speaking for others. I never assumed that.”

			I am my grandfather’s witness. I hope to be one of many witnesses, amplifying the voices of Black Southerners like my grandfather. My elder-turned-ancestor had a story within him, one he worked feverishly to unearth and document for our family. Therefore, with this book, I let him speak through me.

			After his passing, I became deeply invested in understanding his life’s work of land ownership. How is it that my father’s family was able to achieve ownership while my mother’s family did not? Both were working-class, both had known ties to the land. Was my paternal grandfather an anomaly or merely one of the last few standing—or both?

			How difficult is it for a Black person in the twenty-first century to achieve generational wealth through land ownership? What happened in past generations to make people like my grandfather so rare? Who is behind the past and present theft of Black land, and who are the activists—like my grandfather—keeping alive the fight for autonomy through ownership? Currently, Black people are being pushed off of their land as gentrification continues to envelop major cities. Is there anywhere for Black people to call home in this country? To control the fruit of our labor? To be more than our output? If we ask history, we may feel dismayed, considering how high the cards are stacked against us.

			This country has gone to hell (though perhaps not back) in order to keep Black people from building economic stability and achieving safety. How much further will we have to go before we make a U-turn and choose another way? This book will do what Mariame Kaba reminds us to do: It will leave you radicalized, rather than despaired. The road may be long and winding, but it is not impossible to traverse. People like my grandfather are proof of that, and this book will be a reflection of his legacy—one we must keep alive.

			My dad would tell me about childhood visits to county officers to look at records, as well as his visits to loved ones to gather family history. “People would give him photos and he’d get them blown up,” my dad told me, reminiscing on his father. “He didn’t just archive information, he offered information. He believed it all was valuable and I remember him asking sometimes ‘can you make three copies of that’ so that he could share it all.” That is my hope with this book: to distill what I’ve learned and plant those seeds in each of you.

			This book is an ode to those Black folks who never gave up on the South; we are meeting them where they are. The research and anecdotes compiled here sometimes rely on oral history and informal records. In turning these pages, you will know the names and stories of the Black farmers who chose to make a home in the belly of the beast rather than flee. In their honor, we build upon, rather than settle for, their legacy.

			Let’s start at the genesis.

		

	
		
			
				Part One
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				The Heist

				
					Our land is everything to us…We remember that our grandfathers paid for it—with their life.

					—John Woodenlegs, educator and former tribal president of the Northern Cheyenne

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter
 1

			In the Beginning
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				When I close my eyes, I imagine a world where Black people are joyful and the Earth is safer and thriving.

				—Leah Thomas

				Mother Earth is not a resource, she is an heirloom.

				—David Ipina, Yurok Tribe

			

			In the beginning, there was the Land and the Land was no one’s because the Land was everyone’s—an extension of us. The Land was living—taking as much as She gave. She spoke to us and we helped to cherish and cultivate Her. She listened, held, and fed us. And when other living things died, the Land took them in. She let the dead help us keep on living and learning, evolving and teaching.

			In the beginning, “generational wealth” was the planet and all that She bears. Surplus was an opportunity to lead a happier, healthier life. Everyone had access to the same air, water, and right to housing. That is not to say that certain tribes and communities didn’t succumb to greed but that capitalism was not the normative social order. Before outsiders tried to outsmart the Land, whose wisdom and memory reached further back than theirs, the people learned from and tended the Land, in a loving exchange.

			In the beginning, the Americas were just as populated as any other continent. However, the people were far less extractive in their relationship to the land. The first Europeans to cross the Atlantic did not find wilderness. Rather, the eastern coastline of what we now call the United States of America was lined with Indigenous-designed irrigation systems rivaling Venice and terraced fields à la Vietnam, though home to different seeds. Pastures fed herds of bison, which in turn fed the tribes who sustainably hunted them. The coasts of North Carolina made for great fishing, and the (then) forested barrier islands, now known as the Outer Banks, sustained a biodiversity we can only imagine now. Roanoke-Hatteras Algonquin, Chowanog, and Poteskeet peoples filled their bellies with oysters, flounder, and trout, and their communities retained a strong sense of interdependence. Everything and everyone existed in a finely tuned balance, taking as much as they gave.

			Scientists in the United Kingdom have studied the impact that European “arrival” to the Americas had on our planet, and it is painfully clear that Earth mourned and suffered the loss viscerally. An estimated 56 million Indigenous people were killed across the Americas—either by these new viruses or the violence committed by those who transported them. Ninety percent of the population that tilled and nourished the land died; and the land did more than rewild. Stone pyramids and temples lay hidden under layers of vegetation. Trees and brush took over. Approximately 55.8 million hectares of land—about one-third of Russia’s landmass—overtook itself and reforested.

			The last time Earth went through a period of cooling—in contrast to the global warming we’re currently experiencing—was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when the decimation of Indigenous populations led to a drastic drop in CO2 levels. It ultimately sent the planet deeper into the Little Ice Age, where northern harbors closed their ports and famines traveled from continent to continent.

			When those boats disappeared into the hazy horizon, the Land and Her stewards were already forever changed.

			

			——

			The modern concept of private property went against everything Black and Indigenous people knew about life. As Matthew Desmond wrote in his essay on capitalism for The 1619 Project: A New Origin Story, “[Private property] is what enables a private landowner to fence off natural resources and forests and rivers, assets that originally belonged to no one and were stewarded by the surrounding community, transforming common goods into commodities controlled by a single person or business entity.” Land in the Americas had become politicized since the arrival of the first European colonists in the fifteenth century, and that only snowballed into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

			Settler colonialism, the violent replacement of Indigenous peoples by (often European) outsiders, created deep inequity as land became a chess piece for the powerful. Access to land meant so much more than purely where you laid your head or where you kept your things. In I’ve Been Here All the While, Dr. Alaina E. Roberts writes, “Native peoples have long established their connection to the lands they occupied…through medicinal, food, and spiritual traditions that utilize plants and animals indigenous to the area…Removal meant that [Indigenous people] were not only physically uprooted but also spiritually uprooted.” And when it came to Black people, Desmond continues reminding us that “slavery, then, required ‘the magic of property.’ ”

			The more land Europeans could push Indigenous people off of, the more demand for forced labor to produce ecologically unsustainable, yet highly lucrative, amounts of cotton, tobacco, rice, and sugarcane.

			Men with alabaster skin and bleached worldviews wanted a monopoly on life itself. They literally and figuratively lassoed their surroundings into submission. They did not realize that their existence depended on the health of the entire ecosystem, nor did they understand what Black and Indigenous peoples, no matter which continent we’ve called home, inherently understood—that one’s relationship with the land should be familial, spiritual. Marilyn Berry Morrison, of the Roanoke-Hatteras Tribe, in an interview with the Island Free Press, offered, “Long before conservation efforts were ever dreamed of—or needed—stewardship was simply an innate part of everyday life…We lived with nature, and everything that we had came from nature…and we were appreciative of that.”

			Freedom for both enslaved African people and dispossessed Native Americans relied on alliances against the imperialism that had already transformed the African and American continents. Freedom was community in the face of violent individualism, which makes it no surprise that some of the first acts toward Black liberation were marronage—the art of stealing oneself and building community with other self-liberators—rather than more individualized approaches to getting free. To put it plainly, maroons are escaped Black people, and their descendants, who fled plantations and established new communities just under the noses of their former enslavers. Oftentimes, maroons found refuge with nearby Indigenous tribes and forged a new society together, one that resisted capitalism, white supremacy, anti-Blackness, and anti-Indigeneity. Which is to say that their societies didn’t let the lust for profit get in the way of prioritizing connection: to one another, to the living things all around us, and to the land.

			Dr. Neil Roberts, professor and author of Freedom as Marronage, explored the sociological, political, and economic structures underpinning marronage, which he defines in his introduction as “a group of persons isolating themselves from a surrounding society in order to create a fully autonomous community.” He goes on to remind readers that marronage existed across the Americas, in Haiti, Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, Suriname, Venezuela, Cuba, Colombia, and Mexico. In Brazil, where more than 50 percent of the nation’s population is Black, quilombo is the word used to describe rural communities of Black escapees, and over three thousand of them exist to this day. Clébio Ferreira, who founded Quilombaque, a quilombo in the Perus neighborhood of São Paulo, explained why he invests in modern-day marronage: “When we build a quilombo, we are coming together to build a new world.”

			Despite being continents away, these maroon, cimarrón, and quilombo societies were structured very similarly: always situated in rural areas, defended through guerilla warfare, spiritually grounded, and noticeably equitable. Before the existence of modern technologies, without ways of knowing and replicating what was transpiring thousands of miles away, maroon communities across the Americas tapped into a common ancestral feeling and let that be their North Star.

			Maroon communities were not formed haphazardly, and their intentionality can and should be a beacon for those committing to justice in the twenty-first century and beyond. According to Dr. Neil Roberts, “Marronage is a multidimensional, constant act of flight that involves what I ascertain to be four interrelated pillars: distance, movement, property, and purpose,” with movement being the central principle. Movement, defined as autonomy and control over one’s motion, is an obvious component of freedom for a group of people previously transported against their will to work for others. What made distance, property, and purpose critical is that autonomy and access to land were so interconnected. As Dr. Neil Roberts describes, “Land is a space of cultivation. It is where one can work and rest.”

			Land that was difficult to reach yet bountiful enough to subsist off of became prime “real estate” for these refugees. One of the more celebrated historic examples is the Florida maroons who built deep alliances with Seminole peoples. Louisiana’s cypress swamps were a refuge to maroons who wanted to remain hidden from the French waterfront estates. Thousands inhabited the Virginia and North Carolina marshlands, as documented by Harriet Beecher Stowe in her novel Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp.

			“The Africans who were left there became water people, people who lived by fishing and tides, but also people who understood water to be the most feasible path to escape.” Dr. Imani Perry was describing the Gullah Geechee, her people of Georgia, but her words also apply to the maroons of the Great Dismal Swamp of Virginia and North Carolina. In both of these cases, water, the initial vehicle for expanding and sustaining slavery, was appropriated for a higher calling. The water and harsh conditions made it difficult for armed men to root them out, and many maroons lived long and clandestine lives just out of the wealthy slavers’ reach. A century or so later, in the nineteenth century, these same waterways would become part of the Underground Railroad.

			“The ancestors did not simply reject colonial rule and enslavement. They opposed Western civilization in its entirety, which included capitalism.” These are the reflections of Chief Michael Grizzle of the Trelawny Town Flagstaff Maroon Council in regard to marronage in Jamaica, but they ring true for maroon communities in the United States as well. Maroons knew that alone, they could easily be picked off. But together, united and moving as one, maroons posed a real threat—the chance to chart a new path forward on this land. The Gullah people of the Lowcountry, to this day, have maintained a unique cultural identity within the larger African American community, mostly thanks to the marronage they engaged in.

			The most famous maroon community in the present day may be the Black Seminoles of Florida. Black Seminole communities feature rice fields, roofed homes, and a vibrant culture of music and storytelling. Matriarchal social structures replace the normative European patriarchal mindset, and egalitarianism undergirds all decision-making. Several generations were born in the swampy brush that allowed these free people to live covertly. The fierceness of Seminole guerilla warfare struck so much fear in the hearts of European colonizers that rather than re-enslaving Black Seminoles on plantations where they could organize other enslaved Black people, they were exiled to modern-day Oklahoma. This was a rare scenario, though, as most Black Seminoles thrived undetected along the Florida coastline, reclaiming the land for themselves.

			Dr. Neil Roberts tells us about the historic inevitability of marronage when we consider the role of “peasants” across history. “From the earliest phases of the revolution, peasants associated land with freedom. They deplored the forced tilling of land as slaves…Peasant revolutionaries argued that civil orders were strengthened where shared access to land was realized.” It’s no wonder then that the word for these first freedom fighters is derived from the French word marron, which translates roughly to “fugitive” or “runaway.” In the colonized Americas, freedom needed to be assembled out of sight, yet defended at any cost. As C. L. R. James reminds us in The Black Jacobins, “The slaves had revolted because they wanted to be free.”

			

			——

			The creation and expansion of the United States as a world power depended on the speed at which the federal government could secure more land and enslave more people. Dr. Alaina E. Roberts lays this out plainly in her book: “Native land served as the literal foundation of negotiations over slavery and states’ rights.” Rather than treasuring the renewable wonders of this planet, white men and capitalists began a centuries-long process of hoarding land and extracting as much as possible from it. Inextricably linked to that aim was the demand for people from whom to extract labor, birthing the racial capitalism that is so pervasive to this day.

			Land-grabbers needed slavery to tend to their empires, and the industry that developed to support those empires needed land to sustain it. Landless, poor white people were given ample opportunity to grow their landholdings so long as they continued to enforce the racial hierarchy. During the Revolutionary War, Indigenous people knew that between the British and the American colonists, they were choosing between two evils. Two factions with the same bloodthirsty look in their eyes. Yet, having seen the greed of the colonists up close, many tribes took their chances siding with the British, who had been relatively limiting expansion efforts. Defeat would surely mean further genocide, removal, and theft, so what did they have to lose?

			Some enslaved Black people made the same choice when they escaped plantations and fled to British lines. The British, desperate to crush their colonialist offspring, issued a call extending the promise of freedom to any enslaved people who joined their ranks. This was a recruitment strategy and nothing more, as Britain felt no sense of responsibility to the millions of enslaved people being transported across the global British empire. The strategy worked to an extent; more than eight hundred Black men accepted the call, taking their chances while knowing that the colonialists’ only allegiance was to their profits.

			Both Black and Indigenous people soon found out how right they were in 1776 when the Declaration of Independence was signed, and in 1781 when the new U.S. government was cemented following the British surrender at Yorktown. In those moments it was clear that the liberatory language of the American Revolution extended only to white men.

			Black and Indigenous people looked west for respite. They weren’t the only ones. Having beaten the British Empire at their own game, white Americans jumped at the chance to exert their brawn over Indigenous and Black people to further their mission. They called it Manifest Destiny and used God’s name to justify what they’d done. The agrarian society they’d built was turning this former colony into the richest country in the world. White supremacy was given free rein following independence, and the West certainly became a dangerous place to be, the colonial “savages” taking any and every living thing they could as prisoner.

			Territories to the north and Mexico to the south had historically been the unwritten path to freedom for those escaping enslavement. That soon changed, as border states like Missouri, Florida, and Texas entered the Union as slave states. As Dr. Anna-Lisa Cox reiterates in her book The Bone and Sinew of the Land, “Slavery’s advocates would go to amazing lengths.” They seemed to be now saying, Give me dominion or give me death. Time would soon test their commitment to this way of being. Anyone standing in the way of those endeavors would be moved by force, in accordance with whatever whim served whiteness in that moment.

			In Black Indians, William Loren Katz writes, “For white U.S. citizens in the eastern states, problems…were solved in a single dramatic stroke by the Indian Removal Act of 1830. It provided for the mass deportation of the Five Nations from their huge, fertile homelands in the southeast.” Each time gold or oil was found in land not yet claimed by white Americans, there was a new excuse to inch the frontier further back until it was decided there was no need to wait any further. In what we now refer to as the Trail of Tears, an estimated 60,000 Indigenous people and thousands of the Black people enslaved by them were violently forced west to make space for white ambition. By the early 1800s, the Native population had been decimated, dropping from almost 20 million people pre-colonization to approximately 600,000. While much attention is given to the Five Nations—the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muskogee (Creek), and Seminole tribes—there are over five hundred distinct tribes that called this land home and resisted white encroachment.

			The Seminoles of Florida saw the writing on the wall and fought removal tooth and nail, choosing to defend their sovereignty alongside their Black Seminole comrades, leading to all-out wars with the U.S. military. Many were captured and killed, yet a significant number of Seminoles eluded the military and continued to live in maroon settlements.

			The extent of the pain endured during and after deportation cannot be overstated. The Choctaws, originally known to themselves and others as the Chahta peoples, were the first to be displaced after negotiating for new property in the West, along with transportation and relocation support. The inept federal government agreed, then later reneged on that promise, leading to a brutal journey with little food, medicine, or water. The Muscogee (Creek) people followed several years later, finding a similar fate. The Chickasaw Nation was untrusting of white Americans’ promise to handle their landholdings and transport their community members—so the Chickasaw handled their relocation themselves. Their path, though still inherently violent, was a lot smoother than those of other tribes in part due to this arm’s-length approach to the federal government.

			Outside of the Seminoles, the Cherokee Nation held out the longest, sparking the fury of then-president Martin Van Buren. He ordered soldiers to remove them from their land by any means necessary. In service of this country, seven thousand white men marched into Indigenous communities and held people at gunpoint while raiding their homes and businesses. As Katz describes, “Homes were burned, livestock, tools, printing presses, and personal possessions seized and destroyed.” These armed, white militiamen held the Cherokee people in makeshift internment camps before marching tens of thousands—through long and dangerous, disease-filled terrain or on riverboats—to the newly dubbed “Indian Territory.”

			Four of the Five Tribes, including the Cherokee Nation led by Chief John Ross, brought with them their enslaved Black people. There was an explicit expectation that Black enslaved people would carry the strenuous loads. They carted wagons, carried supplies, and led the taxing work of starting anew on more stolen land. Somewhere between 8,000 and upward of 12,000 Indigenous and Black people never made it to the other side; they were effectively assassinated.

			Many are surprised to hear that Black people were also casualties of this forced removal, or that Black people were enslaved by Native tribes at all. The truth is messy. Disunity was incentivized by white settlers who feared what would be possible if those they’d subjugated rose up as one. Indigenous nations were coaxed into enslaving Black people and engaging in more capitalist practices. Many large tribes became dependent on the lifestyles made possible through chattel slavery, and Black people were again the collateral damage. In an interview with Smithsonian Magazine, Paul Chaat Smith, museum curator and member of the Comanche Nation, noted that “the Five Civilized Tribes were deeply committed to slavery…immediately reestablish[ing] slavery when they arrived in Indian Territory.” But America is expansive and the Five Tribes were not the only Indigenous nations on this soil. Hundreds of others had no connections to American slavery and were only just coming into contact with Europeans as westward expansion continued unabashedly.

			In 2002, the U.S. Department of Agriculture released a report that acknowledged: “Historically, of course, American Indians had access to practically all the land in the present-day United States. White settlers and the Federal Government subsequently dispossessed them of most of the land. Between the Allotment Act of 1887 and the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, American Indians lost an additional 90 million acres.”

			How was the Land treated after this series of heists? By whom is She now held? The Land remembers and becomes less willing to shoulder the pain of man’s actions. We have only just begun to collectively scratch the surface on the scale of environmental and economic destruction unleashed by colonialism.
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			Claims to Land
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				Everything that you fought for was not for yourself. It was for those that come after.

				—Chadwick Boseman

			

			When Black people were first kidnapped and brought to this land, the relationship was contentious. For some, the land was a shrieking baby not of their own womb, yet forced into their bosom to be suckled six days a week. The burden of tending this land at the expense of themselves felt like torture. Though the Land was not the abuser, like a crying baby, Her needs superseded those of the Black people forced upon Her.

			Leah Penniman detailed this ancestral conversation between Black people and land in her book Farming While Black:

			
				Our great great grandmothers in Dahomey, West Africa, witnessed the kidnapping and disappearance of members of their community and experienced a rising unease about their own safety. As insurance for an uncertain future, they began the practice of braiding rice, okra, and millet seeds into their hair. While there were no “report backs” from the other side of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade and rumors abounded that white people were capturing Africans to eat us, they still had the audacity of hope to imagine a future on soil.

			

			As Black people continued to be both brought to and born in the Americas, many saw past the cruelty of man and came to love the land here in the Americas as much as they had loved the land of the African continent. Many of the survivors of the Middle Passage had the foresight to braid seeds into their hair, to assure that sustenance could be created—planted—wherever they were being taken to. Without any awareness of what the future would hold, they had the foresight and willingness to tend to new land. In their own nations, they’d known what land could give: full bellies, community, safety. In the Americas, Black people started anew. Bishop Richard Allen, founder of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, the nation’s first independent Protestant denomination by and for Black people, wrote in 1827, “This land which we have watered with our tears and our blood, is now our mother country.” A motherland away from motherlands. A new place to spread roots.

			After decades of working this land, backs and spirits were broken from the forced labor. Black people realized that they knew the land better than the white men. For the folks who decided to escape, the land—and the sky’s stars that guided them south to Mexico and north to Canada—seemed to be choosing and colluding with enslaved Black people. Storms erased the tracks of fugitives; mushrooms, berries, and fish were foraged along a long and strenuous journey; and constellations served as bread crumbs, guiding Black folks to freedom across borders. For Black people who remained in the Deep South, the land that may have once felt like a captor was now beginning to feel like a fellow hostage yearning to be free. A kindred relationship was reborn.

			I come from a line of Black people who saw their liberation in the land. Many of my ancestors were born in a time when agriculture was the economy. But beyond that, they saw a path to self-determination in raising children and grandchildren in safe enclaves away from white people. “For a former[ly] enslaved person, land signified independence, namely the ability to provide food and resources for one’s family,” writes Dr. Alaina E. Roberts. She goes on to assert that Black Americans wanted to “[maintain] some sort of relationship with the nation that they had helped build.” Freedom was all of this, and I come from a legacy of people who wanted to be free by any means necessary.

			Louis Baker—my paternal great-great-great-grandfather—was born enslaved around 1820 in Warren County, North Carolina, and lived most of his life in the county of his birth. We don’t have many records that add color to Louis’s life or that tell us what his experience in captivity felt like—this is yet another act of violence, erasing Black people of the antebellum South from their own story—but much is said of Warren County, where he purchased his first parcel of land.

			According to the 1860 census, over 10,000 Black people were enslaved by approximately 162 slavers in Warren County alone. Many of those enslavers were vicious overseers. In the 1930s, thousands of formerly enslaved people were interviewed as part of a Federal Writers’ Project initiative to document first-person slave narratives. One interviewee from
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