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Praise for Dark Laboratory

‘Groundbreaking … In a narrative spanning hundreds of years, thousands of miles and successive waves of colonial driven migration, Goffe charts the development of the modern western ideology that has come to dominate the world’ Guardian

‘Noble and necessary … Goffe’s ear is tuned to songs of resistance, to what it looks like to make life amid (and after) colonial subjugation’ The New York Times

‘This book threads together ecological and human crises in an original, glittering web’ Afua Hirsch, author of Brit(ish)

‘Ambitious … This is an urgent and frequently grim work, but it is also hopeful … Goffe is relentlessly engaging, leaving the academy’s dusty archives, and traveling from Jamaica to Sardinia, Hong Kong to Hawai‘i, to discover better ways to live’ Atlantic

‘Dark Laboratory is utterly unique to read; it is punch the air, punch in the gut, heart palpitations thrilling. Goffe isn’t just a scholar of the current climate emergency but a poet and a feminist who joins the dots. She is an earth lover and an earth woman, a person who cares deeply for our earth’s current distress and ruthlessly names the origins of it all, our European colonizers’ Monique Roffey, author of The Mermaid of Black Conch

‘A powerful and tender and inspiring journey through time, landscapes and ideas that shape our understanding of the origins of climate breakdown and futures we can and must realize’ Joycelyn Longdon, author of Natural Connection

‘Spinning off in unexpected and creative directions … There is a crate-digging sensibility to Dark Laboratory, a sense of ideas being cut and pasted to see what happens when you put them alongside each other. New possibilities emerge in the collision of ideas, including the hopeful possibility of healing and restoration … The book is well written and the constant divergences and convergences of the text are entirely deliberate – an apt way of showing how racial inequality runs like mycelium through the story of climate. This is a book about interconnections, about allowing different lines of thought to crosspollinate each other’ Earthbound Report

‘An ambitious book both in scale and depth … [Goffe’s] skilled judgement with a well-placed turn of phrase and ability to effortlessly hopscotch between historical fact, her personal experiences and the present crisis we face combine to make a compelling read … It takes a strong and confident writer to take something most people never think about like the introduction of the mongoose to Jamaica and think to herself not only am I going to devote an entire chapter to it, but I’m going to make it fascinating’ Race Equality Centre

‘A comprehensive, evidence-led study of the impact of colonialism … Goffe powerfully argues that racism lies at the foundation of the climate crisis and that the Caribbean has been systematically asset stripped for Western “trophy hunters” … Goffe urges a new narrative that empowers communities long oppressed, and which can be used as a powerful guide to help adapt to and mitigate the climate and ecological crisis’ Yorkshire Bylines

‘In reframing the Anthropocene as a continuation of colonial practices, Goffe positions climate justice as a form of historical redress. Within this framing, domestic emissions targets and carbon budgets alone cannot account for centuries of ecological debt. Instead, Goffe invites us to see climate action as a decolonial project – one that requires transforming not only economies but also systems of knowledge, memory and belonging’ London School of Economics Review of Books

‘This is a work of searching curiosity and intelligence that traces the connections between colonial power, racial violence and the perilous state of our planet today, while also sketching a path to a more liveable, less unequal future’ Ekow Eshun, author of The Strangers: Five Extraordinary Black Men and the Worlds That Made Them

‘Hugely important. Dark Laboratory is a truly illuminating book that joins the dots on the ideologies and realities that underpin our world, written with clarity, passion, insight and a frequently beautiful poetic turn of phrase. Essential reading for anyone with a curiosity over the true shape of global structures, and the intersections of identity, colonialism, capitalism and the climate crisis. Vital’ Jeffrey Boakye, author of Black, Listed

‘This timely book illuminates the connections between colonization and climate change by providing poignant real-world examples which expose the historically illiterate thinking of powerful nations on this topic’ Corinne Fowler, author of Our Island Stories: Country Walks Through Colonial Britain

‘Nimble and prophesying, truthful and rigorous, Professor Tao Leigh Goffe roots the climate crisis to its true origins – the exploitation of people of colour – without hyperbole or lambast. This is the way it is. In having the knowledge, determination and simple intent to go where others have not, Dark Laboratory is a benchmark, both for experts within the climate struggle, and those wishing to know more. A vital, compelling and nuanced addition to the most pressing debate of modern times’ Courttia Newland, author of A River Called Time

‘A fantastic, galvanizing read. A clarion call on climate issues through a Caribbean lens’ Irenosen Okojie, author of Nudibranch

‘An illuminating and vital redress of the climate crisis … I’m desperately glad that scholars like Tao are doing this crucial work’ Paula Akpan, author of When We Ruled: The Rise and Fall of Twelve African Queens and Warriors

‘A compelling treatise for our time … This is a book that will expand the conventional wisdoms and vocabularies and reset our imaginary. It journeys across a vast territory of mobilities and ecologies, engaging with a range of indigenous knowledges in a stimulating and at times personal post-colonial account that communicates joy and optimism’ Charlotte Williams, author of Sugar and Slate

‘As well as being a very important addition to the dialogue on slavery and reparations, this is a very enlightening new look at climate change … Presenting the Dark Laboratory wherein the effects of the resulting changes of climate, race and technology are studied, Tao Leigh Goffe invites us to save the planet from the climate crisis by divesting from the economies that have caused it and were designed to kill us, advising that we must question our Western assumptions and chart new strategies for how to live after climate crisis’ Barbara Blake Hannah, author of Growing Out: Black Hair and Black Pride in the Swinging 60s

‘Pertinent, compelling … The lens on climate change I have been wanting to see through … Dark Laboratory expertly connects our present climate crisis with colonial capitalism in the Caribbean’ Zakiya McKenzie, author of Testimonies on the History of Jamaica Vol. 1

‘A trenchant investigation of the Caribbean as both an imagined idyll, and a “dark laboratory of colonial experimentation”, from the human remains buried in archives to the “performative” nature of Black Lives Matter’ Bookseller, One to Watch

‘A timely and refreshingly provocative study … [Goffe] proves to be an engaging scholar, and her work will go far in reshaping academic approaches to her most interesting subject matter … [Dark Laboratory] leaves the reader with something to ponder’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Goffe presents a powerful and multifaceted exploration of the Caribbean, challenging conventional narratives that often romanticize the region as a paradise untouched by the forces of exploitation’ Amsterdam News

‘In this roving, erudite debut study, Goffe traces the attitudes and beliefs that undergird today’s climate crisis back to the racist, extractive systems of thought developed by European colonizers in previous centuries … scintillating … bursts with keen insights and connections’ Publishers Weekly, starred review

‘[Goffe] calls readers to rethink their relationships to environments, to rethink the idea of ownership and belonging, and so also rethink the idea of climate justice for everyone … compelling’ Shelf Awareness

‘Timely and vital, entertaining and lyrical … Goffe unravels a sweeping and complex history that outlines the intersection between capitalism, colonialism and the climate crisis’ Harare Book Club




Lo Ting and Mami Wata

Garden Interlude

What other way is there than the sea? Lo Ting (盧亭) and Mami Wata are two of our guides through this book. From China and from West Africa, they met in the garden of the Caribbean, where religious practices came together. Eden is full of such gods who traveled to the Americas with the rituals and beliefs of stolen people and those forcibly brought to those shores. Their saltwater children were born, those between international port cities. He, Lo Ting, is a hybrid, a fish-man native to Hong Kong’s fishing villages. It is said in Chinese folklore, he arose from the water centuries ago. He was resurrected as a political figure by dissident artists, beyond ancient myth, to rally claims for Hong Kong sovereignty in the 1990s. Mami Wata is a West African mermaid deity of the waters, a guardian of those forced to cross the oceans. Or her name is maybe Watramama or River Mumma. Kin to Yemayá, she is amphibious and mermaid-like, a snake charmer. Perhaps a manatee? She became the mother whose children are fish. Born of Lo Ting and Mami Wata, they were called impure, because they were of the saltwater, in Chinese grammar not fully Chinese, born in foreign waters and of diluted bloodlines. My lineage is of salt water.

In 1838, Britain’s colonial labor experiments between harbors connected the Black Pacific and Chinese Atlantic port cities Kingston and Hong Kong. Both are vertical modern cities and today both are flooding. Lo Ting sobs briny tears because he knows that with over sixty surrounding islands, Hong Kong is drowning. Hungry ghosts form a loud chorus asking to be venerated in secret corners and underwater caves. The lore of Lo Ting, the “Thing with Scales,” shapes the underwater. The South China Sea islands are in geopolitical and climate crisis. Blank A4 sheets deny the piercing gaze of the surveillance state.

Victoria Harbor was submerged again in 2023, with Super Typhoon Saola’s floods sweeping away infrastructure. Hot and humid days brew as cyclones threaten the city, already channeling the dissent of over seven million residents. What other way is there than the sea? It is said that Lo Ting “fled to the islands and lives wildly there, eats mussels and uses shells to build walls.” For generations, Hong Kong’s Tanka people have built houses called pang uk (棚屋) that are engineered on stilts over the water. These traditional Chinese architectures are the blueprint for the future, for the rising tide of a vertical metropolis. With the rising tide of the climate crisis, will houses across the globe need stilts to walk across the waters?

In the Caribbean, ghosts called jumbies walk on stilts, having crossed the Middle Passage from West Africa. What other way is there than the sea? Caribbean fishermen will not learn how to swim because they believe it is bad luck. They revere the waves as a way of life and livelihood.

Kingston’s Tutty Gran Rosie is another one of our guides through the dark laboratory. She bears witness. Like the late New Orleans YouTuber and Bounce rapper Messy Mya, she is back by popular demand. In Jamaica and beyond she rose to fame because she was inconsolable. A Black woman, a mother of nine, Rosie went viral in 2013 with the exasperated refrain “Everyting flood out.” Cocking her head back, Bridgette Bailey became dubbed Tutty Gran Rosie because she demanded 30,000 Jamaican dollars ($192 USD) in reparations to replace her belongings washed away by flooding. Who will pay the reparations of climate crisis? Echoing the despair of Katrina in New Orleans, Tutty Gran Rosie’s home on Sunlight Street will flood again. She wants back her flat-screen TV, laptop, phone, desk lamp, an inventory of what was swept away. “Everyting flood out.” She demanded a name-brand car and name-brand furniture. She screamed with the ire of all people, Black and poor, swept aside by urban floodwaters by state-sanctioned neglect. The babies would get meningitis from the “shit water” of the overflowing gullies, Rosie warned in the viral video. The world laughed, ignoring her despair and demands for restitution, her ringing of the alarm of the failure of infrastructure of a bridge poorly built to handle climate crisis. Such is the case in many Black impoverished neighborhoods. It was a failure of the Jamaican government to meet the accelerating environmental crises. She is still waiting for her thirty grand. Her exclamation, “We need justice!” echoes.
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Island Laboratories

My bright yellow Wellington boots were not at all the right shoes. I stared down at the vertical drop of the forested hillside, my hand folded tightly into Colonel’s. We were hiking on his property in Jamaica’s Blue and John Crow Mountains. Chief Wallace Sterling of the Windward Maroons is known by the honorific “Colonel” and is the descendant of a long line of Black warriors who have maintained their people’s independence for over 350 years on the island nation. Sterling is the longest serving chief, having been elected the leader of Moore Town (Windward Maroons) in 1995.1

An important climate history about sovereignty is enfolded in Maroon history. Among the African people abducted from the Gold Coast were Akan and Fon generals and prisoners of war taken aboard cargo ships to the Americas. Colonel’s forebears plotted their rebellion at sea and were ready when they landed. They devised ways to fight from the moment they were shackled. They never stopped fighting; no enslaved person did. As much as the Caribbean is made of islands of European experimentation and exploitation, the region is also full of hidden laboratories for Afro-Indigenous sovereignty. In many ways the warfare between West Africa and Europe is ongoing today—despite the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807—because these Maroon and Amerindian communities still exist off the grid.2

Maroon warriors include peoples fragmented across the hemispheres, from Virginia to Suriname to Haiti to French Guiana. These communities have long protected the natural environment as part of their martial philosophy. Cimarrón, a Spanish word derived from the Arawak language, signifies the renegade descendants of the escaped people who had been enslaved from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Maroon autonomy has depended on a philosophy of unity with the wilderness. The Maroons’ identity as Black people who defied the British, the Dutch, the French, the Spanish, and the Danish has also been core to their survival and to the retention of African cultural and spiritual practices. The fate of the Maroons depends on land sovereignty. Where they live tend to be the most biodiverse spaces of wildlife refuge. The European colonial plot to conquer African and Indigenous nations was a twin campaign that also hinged on the depletion of tropical soil, subsoil, and bedrock.

As I looked downward along the mountainside, the sound of the stream rushing below us in the wilderness of Moore Town calmed me. I thought of the duality of how the Maroons are perceived: both as traitors to the Jamaican people and as valiant, silent warriors. It’s a troubling contradiction, and one of many in my lineage. Today the Jamaican government is betraying the island while Maroons fight to protect the natural environment from the land grab of European mining. They fight to save the mountain aquifers, from which the island derives 40 percent of its drinking water, from contamination.3

For those like me, descended from Africans who were enslaved, escaped, and manumitted, the contradictions of Black sovereignty are disturbing and liberating. Blackness is a lineage more complicated than the binary of free or enslaved. It is not a monolith. There are numerous shades of unfreedom. Maroon genealogies are heterogeneous pedigrees that include collusion and bloodlines with Native peoples. Capture and return of runaways to plantations in Jamaica were the terms of the British 1739 treaty. This clause outlines the requirements of betrayal:


Ninthly, That if any negroes shall hereafter run away from their masters or owners, and shall fall into Captain Cudjoe’s hands, they shall immediately be sent back to the chief magistrate of the next parish where they are taken; and these that bring them are to be satisfied for their trouble, as the legislature shall appoint. [The assembly granted a premium of thirty shillings for each fugitive slave returned to his owner by the Maroons, besides expenses.]4



The British army sued for peace, fearing they would lose the whole colony of Jamaica to the Maroons in a protracted war. But only the mountains know the truth of the rival allegiances and what was required for the Maroons to retain Black sovereignty.

We do not yet have the full vocabulary to describe the ethics of these alliances because we rely so much on European languages (which is to say colonial languages such as Spanish and English) to articulate radical coalitions. European lexicons are not only inadequate but are also antithetical to Black, Indigenous, or Asian liberation. At Dark Lab, one of our ongoing initiatives is the composition of a collective Decolonial Glossary. The concept is to demilitarize our language before we can decolonize our imaginations. Some of the terms we will ask contributors to define may be guttural sounds, kissing teeth, common gestures, or specific diasporic registers of humor.

So many other languages and literacies other than Eurocentric ones exist. The language they told us was broken carries the answer to a broken present. In 1739, the price of freedom was forged under and beyond colonial sanctions of the British Crown in the secret headquarters of the limestone mountains. How could this negotiation be adequately translated from the Koramantee language and English? To answer this question, I hear the messages of the abeng, a Maroon heraldic musical instrument made from a cow’s horn and used to communicate across far distances. Such sovereign reverberations of the battle for land rights and sovereignty echo along the spine of the Americas. Across the hemisphere, these communities remain unconquered.

It was rainy season, and I was glad to be wearing my yellow boots, but I teetered on the muddy mountainside. While I have spent the past decade as a researcher traveling across the Caribbean taking part in field research and archival trips, I have never found it easy to acclimate to being so far from New York City.

As a Black person who is also of Chinese descent, I feel the pressure that looms over every climate debate in the Caribbean: the distrust of the Chinese. I believe the contested island geographies—Jamaica and Hong Kong—reveal the key to unlocking strategies that might help to solve this crisis. So here I trace Maroon and Chinese histories in relation to the questions of climate and sovereignty after British Empire. Part of my family history traces back to the borderlands of China and Hong Kong. The Chinese presence in the Antilles spans more than two hundred years, back to at least 1804.

Today, in Jamaica, Chinese-backed loans provide funding for infrastructure to fight climate crisis, but these arrangements also fuel widespread suspicion. What motivates the favorable rates? There is outrage over the extractive practices and the ecological degradation that has occurred. Many Jamaicans fear being indebted to China. There is no shortage of headlines from Western outlets such as the Economist and the New York Times that stoke the anti-Asian rhetoric about China in Latin America, the Caribbean, and Africa. I hear the Yellow Peril sentiments of a century prior echoing throughout these articles. Few denounce the United States, Canada, Russia, and European nations as loudly for their continued role in the Caribbean’s climate degradation.5

Where the colonial West has abandoned and neglected the region, China has offered relief in the form of concrete financial investment over the past twenty-five years. The Jamaican prime minister welcomed an investment of $300 million JSD (almost $2 million USD) by Chinese telecommunications corporation Huawei into the capital city of the country in 2022.6 The presence of a 9,000-square-foot office in the heart of uptown Kingston on Hope Road worries the United States most of all. However, to critique the extractive capitalist policies of China without fully reckoning with the ongoing role of the United States, Europe, and Canada is to remain complicit in false climate innocence and amnesia. Canada is home to 75 percent of global mining companies, which are headquartered there.7 Toronto is the heart of many colonial extractive prospecting projects and lists 60 percent of these corporations on the Toronto Stock Exchange (TSX).

China’s presence in the Caribbean long predates the twenty-first century; the earliest mass labor migration to Jamaica took place in 1854. Before the voyages of indentured laborers, we must consider the seafaring of Chinese admiral Zheng He, who is said to have arrived in the Americas in 1421. Though often dismissed as counterfactual history by Western historians, how does Zheng He alter the possible definitions of colonial desire? China’s colonialisms are multiple, and their legacies are evident across Southeast Asia and do not manifest with the same extractivist design of European settler colonialism.

As a small minority community, the Chinese and people of Chinese descent have been a target of frustration across the Caribbean. Loyalties and allegiances are questioned because of their prominence in the merchant and entrepreneurial trades. Many non-Chinese people collapse the difference between centralized Chinese state power and decentralized diaspora formations. Separating these actors, the cycles of migration, the Cultural Revolution, and these spheres of influence is critical to grappling with the Chinese role in Caribbean climate crises. Migrants—chiefly subsistence farmers and small retail shopkeepers who migrated in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—often subscribe to an uneasy sense of Chinese identity outside of China.

Maroon and Chinese histories flow in my bloodlines, with rival philosophies, territories, and dialects. Many minority groups, including manumitted and free people of color, find themselves at these crossroads in Jamaican history. Have they betrayed the project of Black freedom? Such fractures are the design of the British. How do we envision autonomy after colonialism? The contemporary Jamaican government has been complicit in selling the future of the island to the highest foreign bidder. The exploitation of the islands by British, Canadian, and American absentee colonialism is so normalized that it no longer seems to merit interrogation, while the Chinese are figured as a visible and present target. Canadian banks, such as Scotiabank and Royal Bank of Canada (on which Caribbean nations depend) are guilty of a financial practice called de-risking since 2019. Shuttering banks across the region, they are destabilizing the banking infrastructure of average citizens because it is no longer lucrative. Canada sees more opportunity in Latin America, where there is strong population growth, as opposed to what they consider to be stagnant about the Caribbean. Abandonment is a form of imperial economic control. More financial dependencies are created by the sudden vacuum left in the economy.

Perversely, since racial slavery is the majority history of the region, we lack details about the interior lives of enslaved Africans. What I glean I source from plantation records that document rum and sugar production from those plots of land where generations of my family toiled. Even if they did not escape from plantations to form runaway communities like the Maroons, I know they participated in everyday forms of maroonage or rebellion. Self-determination is an everyday practice of survival through major and minor acts of refusing the colonial reality.

BRITISH EMPIRE’S TWIN EXPERIMENTS: HONG KONG AND JAMAICA

Before he knew Hong Kong, my mother’s father knew Jamaica, where he was born in the parish of St. Elizabeth. In 1934, at the age of seven, my grandfather boarded a ship in Kingston Harbour with his little brother. Scared and alone, these boys, born to different Black mothers and the same Chinese father, were part of a small category of exceptions. These children traveled to China to become Chinese with the intention of returning to Jamaica years later, fluent in Chinese ways and customs and the Cantonese language. They were able to circumvent British race-based exclusionary laws targeting the Chinese in Jamaica. Just as the United States became a gatekeeping nation during the Chinese Exclusion Era from 1882 to 1942, across the hemisphere nations formed their identity by excluding Chinese immigrants. Westerners depicted them as foreign invaders who would encourage a criminal element in society, and they were denounced as importing heathen religious practices.

In the 1920s and ’30s, these “saltwater children” were born of China’s port cities, from Shanghai to Hong Kong.8 The Chinese grammar of the saltwater denoted a racial dilution. As dual citizenship holders, these children had the mobility to travel back and forth. There is a history written of the sons and daughters of Chinese merchants who were also of white parentage.9 But the stories of the Black saltwater children are missing.

Born a colonial subject, my grandfather traveled between the two mountain islands of Hong Kong and Jamaica. He and his siblings, it was believed, would never be “pure” enough to be deemed as full-formed people, imbued with humanity, in China. Other derogatory Chinese names used to describe children of mixed heritage included Half Brain (bàn nǎo shi), Mud Duck (ní yā), and Eleven O’Clock children.10 Ducks made of mud cannot fly. Eleven o’clock children were not a full twelve o’clock, not complete, not pure. How did my grandfather receive these Chinese slurs and taunts? Did he find a sense of refuge diving in and out of the saltwater caves and grottos as a teenager? Did he hear Lo Ting’s Hong Kong mountain songs? Was Mami Wata there too as a protector across the waters of his Black Pacific childhood?

[image: A map of Hong Kong in the South China Sea marks the islands, territories and locations of airports and major cities. Hong Kong was originally the territory of British Colonial Hong Kong till before 30 June 1997 and is located to the south of Mainland China.]
Map of Hong Kong and the South China Sea

Gah-san is the Hakka ritual of tomb sweeping for the dead. When I learned that the characters mean “climbing mountains” (because traditionally our ancestors were buried in mountain crypts), the moniker made a lot of sense. Who will sweep the tombs of generations lost to the climate crisis? On the Chinese national festival for the dead, Qingming, observed every April, I wonder what my grandfather, who was schooled under a colonial British Hong Kong curriculum, knew of natural history and the geological origin stories of the occupied islands. As a youngster, he would have known that no matter how perfectly he spoke Cantonese, others perceived him as alien. Did he worship the memory of his African ancestors while he lived in Hong Kong’s New Territories?

As one who had also risen out of the seas of migration as a child transformed by transatlantic currents, I felt eyes peering at me when I arrived in China in a way I have never felt in London or New York City. Walking the streets in Shanghai, Hong Kong, and Beijing in 2016 with my family, I knew the glares were reserved for Black people in China. White people I met there described an altogether different gaze. While both may be met with awe and fascination, the hierarchy of racial difference between Black and white is stark.

A friend, who is Nigerian American and a professor, and I walked on a busy street in the rain for an hour trying to hail a cab in Shanghai. Finally, a cabdriver who called us Obama picked us up. It was in that city that I first heard the word “nigger” used toward me, and in that moment on the subway I knew what my grandfather’s Black boyhood in Hong Kong during the 1930s would have been. I stopped wondering.

[image: Tao Leigh Goffe’s grandfather and his cousin pose for the camera in a muddy area.]
The author’s grandfather and his cousin, Hong Kong, ca. 1940s

My mother found a pile of small black-and-white photographs among her father’s last effects, in the basement of her family house in Queens. These yellowing photographs from the 1940s are the only clues I have to my Black Pacific inheritance. In random snapshots of my grandfather in Hong Kong, the composition and the landscape make me wonder if he took these photographs with a timer. Did he own the camera? When I knew him in the ’90s, he was always the one silently and dutifully holding the camcorder to record family memories. In the photograph above, the mountain ranges form a backdrop shadowy with the contrast of the geologic texture of the New Territories. Two adolescents, my grandfather and his cousin (perhaps during World War II), etch themselves into the geology of the South China Sea Islands chain, occupied by the Japanese and the British in the 1940s. The two young cousins gaze off into the distance, posing with a wistful sense of purpose, perhaps looking across the Pacific toward the island of their birth, Jamaica.

I imagine my lineage as descended from the mythic Hong Konger fish-humanoid creature that arose from the sea: Lo Ting. I also see River Mumma or Riva Maid in the mountains of Clarendon in Jamaica, where my mother spent part of her early childhood. As a youngster she vaguely remembers hearing the streaming water near Crawle River rushing at Arthur’s Seat, a remote mountain village. When I ask, most Jamaicans have told me they have never heard of Arthur’s Seat. Scottish people, though, know it well, as a peak in Edinburgh. The Jamaican namesake is too small to exist on the colonial map or Google Maps.

The verticality of the two colonial capital cities, Kingston and Hong Kong, tells a story of British sweat and domination. The built and natural environment racially delineate and segregate. The peninsula of Kowloon, the woodlands of the jutting protrusion of the mainland, would welcome my grandfather as a young boy. In the forests of the New Territories, the borderlands of Hong Kong and China, he would find his father’s home. In Fanling Lau (粉嶺樓) we were lucky to find his house in 2016 because it is one of the few that the Hong Kong Antiquities Advisory Board protected from redevelopment as a historical landmark. A classic of 1890s architecture, my grandfather’s childhood home is a walled property designed for clans, and thus preserved from the grasp of hyper-industrialization.

According to colonial-era laws like the Small House Policy of 1972, any male in the New Territories of Hong Kong who can trace his male lineage back to Indigenous villagers has the right to a plot of land where he can build a three-story domicile.11 What rights are guest dwellers entitled to as the seas rise? What if their heirs do not conform to this binary notion of gender? While we debate these questions, Hong Kong’s government is spending $80 billion USD ($624 billion HKD) to build artificial islands off Lantau near Kau Yi Chau to, as they say, alleviate the housing crisis.12 The housing crisis is also a climate crisis.

My ancestral city on my maternal grandfather’s and grandmother’s side of the family goes back millennia and sits just across the Hong Kong–Shenzhen border in the foothills of Wutong Mountain, the tallest mountain in Shenzhen and the source of the Shenzhen River. These foothills are a rare scenic locale known as the lung of the city. The Chinese countryside is vast, and this part of it holds many ecological lessons about what it means to be a Special Economic Zone in communist China. The small city (a population of 310,000 in 1980) has ballooned to an estimated 14 million today. When former Chinese chairman Deng Xiaoping enacted these changes, there were a few potential economic models of growth possible for developing nations. Among them was that of the Caribbean-born economist Sir Arthur Lewis, a Nobel Prize winner in 1979. Under his model, a developing economy can propagate a capitalist sector, which can be incentivized to eventually eclipse the subsistence economy. What would they have said to each other, the chairman and the knight, had they met? Global knowledge and economic exchanges from the Caribbean to China have been taking place for centuries.

Near the border of Luohu and Yantian is my landmark for ancestral wayfinding, should I ever want to make my way back. Maybe I won’t. The town is too small to be found on Google Maps, like Arthur’s Seat in Jamaica. Thanks to Geoffrey, a kind friend who took me to the village in 2017, I found my way there. It just so happened that, by chance, a friend of his had just retired there. When we first met the year before in Hong Kong, the mystery of the ancestral village was one he set about helping me uncover. I was doing research in Shanghai and was glad to receive Geoffrey’s message on WeChat. When we reached the village, my distant cousins welcomed me without question, though I do not speak Putonghua. Together we all went to a restaurant for a feast to celebrate the ancestral homecoming around a banquet table and ate river fish and delicate, fragrant Hakka preparations. Bustling cities sprouted overnight in Shenzhen; in some cases, subsistence farmers were handsomely compensated. In hidden ways, these foothills are still governed by a zodiac of animals correlated with the stars. Capitalist time governs factories as pollutants are expelled into the air and leach into the soil. Every day, millions read the forecast for the Air Quality Index (AQI) in China, now a permanent meteorological fixture. You don’t want to leave the house without knowing how hard it will be to breathe. The direction of the winds shows how a geodynamic transnational climate policy beyond nation-states is needed for the flows of oceanic and air currents.

Today the Chinese government funds infrastructure projects that carve highways out of Caribbean mountains. A four-lane cross-island motorway nicknamed the Beijing Highway cost $730 million JMD ($4.7 million USD). Most Jamaicans will not use the North-South Highway because of the $32 JMD ($5 USD) toll for a one-way trip, which is not easy to afford for many Jamaicans.13 Roads long neglected by climate crisis impacts have been secured against the increasing severity of hurricane season. On the road from Norman Manley Airport into the capital city of Kingston, huge boulders help to break the storm surges and prevent the flooding of the highway to the Palisadoes to enter Kingston. This forms a daily reminder to Jamaicans of Chinese aid in climate infrastructure.

Victoria Harbour and Kingston Harbour, both named for British monarchy, echo each other. These are territories whose sovereignty is deeply contested after layers of British occupation. Both Maroons and Hong Kongers wrestle with the validity of the ninety-nine-year lease, as part of what undersigns their authority is already compromised by the corruption of the British Crown. Maroons know not to trust the obroni landlord. The obroni is a ghost to Maroons and to Ghanaians. The Chinese also name outsiders as ghosts: gwái. Yet the non-Maroon Afro-Jamaican is also referred to as obroni, the Government of Jamaica. Hong Kongers understand too that they cannot trust their future sovereignty to foreign devils.

Both Jamaicans and those from Hong Kong understand the betrayals of colonialism and the necessity to challenge colonial historiography. The First Opium War (1839–1842) overlaps with the time line of emancipation in the British West Indies (1834–1838), and both shape political currents and futures. When time was up in Hong Kong in 1997, rural Shenzhen was ready for an economic boom of hypercapitalist development. Declared a special autonomous zone because it abuts Hong Kong, Shenzhen also exists in a state of exception, but there are consequences. The entire region suffers air pollution from steel production. Shenzhen’s Industrial Revolution shapes the climate future of the planet. The price paid for the velocity of production of electronic goods is dear for the world. When the old model of a cell phone is disposed to trade in for the next, the ores extracted can never be replenished.

Racialization shifts across oceans; my grandfather probably did not become Black until he arrived in Hong Kong. Jamaican theorist Stuart Hall wrote in his memoir of the importance of the year 1938 for the Caribbean and blackness. Until that year, he did not identify as Black. Labor rebellions swept the region, ushering the first Black becoming. Not brown, not yellow, not red, not mixed. Black became a powerful and politicized category, and though my grandfather missed this moment in Jamaica, I like to imagine that he was inducted into this modern and transnational sense of blackness in Hong Kong. Partus sequitur ventrem: “That which is born follows the womb.” He was born to a Black mother, but that which follows the womb was not the order and, in this case, he was sent away. Yet my grandfather’s existence, as a person of both Hong Kong and Jamaica, translated as a certain type of mobility. He left his mother and father in Kingston to be raised by his Chinese stepmother in Hong Kong’s New Territories, leased by the British in 1898. Mirror territories, both aqueous and mountainous, the landscape of British extractive capitalism exhibits the same vertical design over the natural environment. The vertical axis of colonial landscape architecture shows how the British always scouted perches strategically to look down on the territory.

Hakka (客家) origin stories always begin with an emphasis on our Han Chinese identity, showing how precarious it is to be a minority in China. The mythos of migrating from Northern China to the South illustrates the contours of ethnonationalism and what it means to be a minority in China today. Hakka or Keija translates to “guest families,” and, unsurprisingly, nomadic peoples have always represented some threat to those anchored to specific land. It is their relationship to climate that we must interrogate. Whether Native Americans, the Bedouin of al-Naqab (Negev), or Roma people, those who travel are characterized by Europeans as uncivilized by nature of their nomadic lives. Those who opt to live beyond the colonial grid pose a threat to society because they prove it is possible to live beyond its structure, defying technologies of surveillance and traditional conventions of landownership.

Other nations determine the future of Jamaica, though it declared its independence in 1962. Not yet entirely sovereign, it remains a part of Britain’s Commonwealth. Debates swirl in Jamaica about whether to follow the defiant path of Barbados to achieve the status of a republic. The list of demands for reparations also mounts as local groups rally for what is owed by Charles III and his descendants, whether they are considered Black or not. Yet, without accounting for the climate future, there can be no hope for sovereignty or racial justice.

IN SEARCH OF CAMOUFLAGE VINES

Returning to the mountainside of Colonel’s property in Portland, he spotted the cacoon leaves and reached for the pods. Every plant is believed by Maroons to have its own distinct wavelength. The green garments, full of musical notes, had held them in military camouflage safety for generations. They also call them ambush. Green vines have long been a strategy of retreat into nature. Like many African traditions that have survived across the islands, camouflage represents the sacred guerrilla relationship with ecology as a hiding place.

While one of my grandfathers grew up in Hong Kong, the other had grown up in Portland, Jamaica, in the 1930s. I did not have the chance to visit the parish till 2022. Over the years I had traveled to twelve of the other municipalities on the island, but this one stood out because of the windward history of Moore Town and the gravesite of Queen (or Grandie) Nanny. I was on the island to debut an artwork I created on the history of Queen Nanny, to be exhibited at the Institute of Jamaica in Kingston, the nation’s natural history museum. It was powerful to see Queen Nanny’s final resting place, Bump Grave, a national monument. Colonel explained to my friends and me how Queen Nanny’s philosophy was an ecological one, such that it is easy to see why she has been taken up as a climate warrior today.

Colonial powers derisively called the Maroons “bush people” and “Bush Negroes” (an official Dutch term), to malign their communities as primitive, but Colonel’s people depended on and embraced these vines for safety and as a mark of tradition. Climate has long been part of their strategy of survival using guerrilla warfare. Camouflage has meant 350 years of Black sovereignty and sanctuary in Jamaica. Alas, the numbers of Maroons living on designated and protected lands in Jamaica has dwindled with each new generation as people are pressured to integrate and assimilate into the broader society.

According to Linnaean nomenclature, the cacoon vine is called Entada rheedii. The species is named for Hendrik van Rheede, a colonial administrator of the Dutch East India Company born in 1636 and the author of the naturalist book Hortus Malabaricus. Could Rheede have heard the wavelength of the ambush vine the way Maroons did? The famous Afro-Jamaican musicologist Olive Lewin, who spent extensive time learning from the Maroons, notes each plant’s distinct sonic wavelength in her writings.14 Rheede did not spend time with the Maroons and could not have known the secret power of the African dream herb, also known as the snuff box, or the sea bean, even as he attempted to classify it. Queen Nanny of the Maroons knew its power instinctively. As an herbalist, she remembered that when the pods arrived they could be used to induce vivid dreams in West African traditional medicine. She is said to be the first Obeah practitioner, and the British outlawed the practice after learning of its power. As a practice, dreaming is core to Maroon science and its African-derived cosmology. Visitations take place in dreams. Traveling by water, the seeds of the snuff box sea bean take a few years before the scarified plant embryos can germinate. The dreams and visions are a vital conduit to the Gold Coast and otherworldly planes of being, an intimate part of Maroon initiations, pedagogy, and midnight rituals.

Prophecies that were delivered to Grandie Nanny in visions from West Africa helped her nourish her troops by drawing on nature’s bounty, thus defeating the British army in the 1720s. She planted three pumpkin seeds given to her in a dream. A gateway for communing with the spirit world, this plant is one of many forms of African botanical life and horticultural knowledge that thrives in the Americas. It is a staple vegetable of “provision grounds,” which are plots of land farmed by African people when they were granted time away from plantation labor. Chapter 8 will detail more about the significance of this vegetation. Older women Maroons lured British troops into cleared plots of land like this and would then surround and overpower them in a coordinated ambush. Did Grandie Nanny prophesy the climate ruin that has befallen the Caribbean today?

Peering high up into the rainforest canopy, I knew that even though I was not a climber I could not get lost. Colonel’s profound, simple words have echoed with me long after. What does it mean to be lost, anyway? There is power in not being located on the bureaucratic map. Numerous distinct African-derived musical traditions can be heard across Jamaica, including Ettu, Goombeh, Kumina, Nago, Tambo, Revivalism, and Rastafari. Being absent from the colonial census might have ensured the survival of these songs across the Western Hemisphere. It is easy to lose sight of the heterogeneity of Maroons across different countries, but decentralized fragmentation has been at the core of their survival. The Aluku, Kwinti, Mātāwai, Ndyuka, Paamaka, and Saamaka have maintained their lands and traditions in Suriname and French Guiana. In many cases the government, or powers that represent the state, flattens the heterogeneity of Indigenous Amerindian nations like Kalina, Lokono, Trio, and Wayana, if it recognizes them at all.15 Often they are placed in the category “Other.” The discovery of new oil, in 2015, imperils Maroon and Indigenous governance in places like the Guyanas. Guyanese president Irfaan Ali, who is of Muslim Indo-Caribbean ancestry, has been an outspoken voice against Western colonialism, but falls short in answering how the environment is being protected and where Indigenous representation in climate policy can be found today.
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Botanical drawing of Entada rheedii Hortus, Indicus Malabaricus

I am reminded often about how Colonel Sterling taught me to realign my feet to the hinterland terrain of my forebears. Heel first: my expensive yellow English boots probably prepared me just as the British army was ill-prepared for the Jamaican mountainsides in the eighteenth century. The Maroons and the mountainous terrain defeated them. By the nineteenth century, Wellington boots had become a staple shoe of the British aristocracy, named for the duke. The Hessian boots were a modification of the eighteenth-century model.

The Jamaican Maroons maintained their sovereignty in hushed Koramantee whispers such that the Ghanaian language remained preserved in a time capsule. When he was growing up, my father knew that he would never be privy to this language, though it was a part of his heritage. Those who were not true-born Maroons were not to even hear these clandestine intonations. After Jamacia’s independence from Great Britain, many Maroons eventually took the path toward assimilation into greater Jamaican society and the diaspora because of the socioeconomic pressures for a livelihood. The promise of social mobility after 1962 was a major pull of Maroons away from the protected territories.

[image: ]
Colonel Alexander G. Fyfe and six Maroon soldiers in cacoon camouflage, 1865

Anxious and conflicted thoughts raced through my mind as Colonel and I continued to descend the woodland slope. His two-year-old puppy gleefully yipped between us, thinking this the perfect place to play as we hiked. The dog understood Colonel’s words, “You cannot get lost out here.” Before long, Colonel found what we were searching for, retrieving the plant called antidote. The seed pods are often found on or near water and can survive immersion in seawater. The plant’s medicinal and military uses included cleaning wounds in battle, treating burns, and healing jaundice in children. The bark of the tree is also medicinal and is used to treat diarrhea, dysentery, and parasitic infections.

Learning this, it occurred to me that the concept of being lost is a very Western preoccupation. One of the great thinkers of the Caribbean diaspora, Audre Lorde, wrote, “When we view living, in the european [sic] mode, only as a problem to be solved, we then rely solely upon our ideas to make us free, for these were what the white fathers told us were precious.” Lorde, who was born in New York to Carriacouan and Bajan parents, also writes of the alternative philosophical orientation of the Black mothers. I interpret Queen Nanny to be one of them, though she had no direct descendants. Lorde’s elocution gives us a strategy for the climate crisis. The white fathers say, “I think, therefore I am,” and the Black mothers say, “I feel, therefore I know I am free.”16 Black feminism has been tasked, time and again, with articulating the world’s grief. Still, we manage to create a poetics out of that which wishes to destroy us and the planet. How else will we able to live in “the after”? We must reassess what a problem is. Living is not a problem, as Lorde reminds us. I would add that dying is not a problem either. Decomposing is essential to the natural order and cycle of life. Living at the expense of others is a problem. The Eurocentric existentialism that Lorde warned of creates the problem, invents being lost as a concept to sell a map. The U.S. Department of Defense engineered the Global Positioning System in 1973. As I could only have learned in the mountain villages of my ancestors in Jamaica and China, satellites cannot penetrate everywhere, and that is a good thing.

*

Colonel’s words reverberated through me: “You cannot get lost out here.”

*

QUEEN NANNY OF THE MAROONS: COMMANDER, CLIMATE WARRIOR, HEALER

Queen Nanny’s name echoes across the mountain ranges of the archipelago because she refused to sign the eighteenth-century British Treaty. She refused to betray the future. Through her we can center Maroon climate science. Black and Native peoples have long been the climate scientists, philosophers, doctors, griots, shepherds, healers, and horticulturalists of the Western Hemisphere. Grandie Nanny’s descendants—human and nonhuman—are many, though she did not mother biological children. Before a famous battle, she planted three pumpkin seeds given to her in a dream and was able to provide food for her army. Herbalism and botanical cultivation were essential to the adaptive warfare she practiced. British history continues to discredit Maroon history and defame Grandie Nanny as if she never existed.

The triumvirate of leaders—Nanny and her brothers Quao in the east and Captain Cudjoe in the west—could not get lost in the Jamaican wilderness. They knew the British planters, militia, and army alike would see the mountainous terrain as a problem to solve. They would get lost. The Maroons adapted to the landscape quickly and learned from the Arawak, with whom they intermarried.

“You cannot get lost out here.”

When we arrived at the Institute of Jamaica for the exhibition opening, Hans Sloane’s Voyage to the Islands Madera, Barbados, Nieves, S. Christophers and Jamaica (1707) sat open in a display case. This book is the basis of the British Museum, which was founded in Sloane’s honor. The British physician was the personal doctor of one of the governors of Jamaica. By serendipitous coincidence, the 284-page folio happened to rest on the page depicting the antidote cacoon, a different type of cacoon from Colonel’s vine.17 We had encountered this mysterious pod on his property too. Sloane depicts the islands of the Caribbean as laboratories for medical science. In his volume, Sloane documents the scientific knowledge produced by Black and Indigenous peoples of Jamaica. He often dismisses these practitioners, writing that “the Negros and the Indians use to Bath themselves in fair water every day, as often as conveniently they can.” Sloane disregards their expertise, but, interestingly, he notes similarities in methods of medical treatment between the East Indies (Southeast Asia) and West Indies. There is a similarity in the perspective remarked on enslaved African people. With this landmark book, Sloane began a tradition of natural history writing about the Caribbean that we see continued by Irish physician Patrick Browne’s volume Civil and Natural History of Jamaica in 1756, which also notes the
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Tao Leigh Goffe, Queen Nannies, Institute of Jamaica, 2022
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“Fair-skinned babies from dark mothers.” Davenport and Steggerda, Race Crossing in Jamaica.
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