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            Foreword

            By Dr. Ross Gay

         
         
         I first visited Soul Fire Farm, the farm Leah Penniman cofounded with her partner, Jonah Vitale-Wolff, in the summer of 2015.
            I was participating in one of their BIPOC farmer-in-training programs, which I found out about from an article in Yes magazine sent to me by two different friends who knew I had been researching Black farming, and was doing so because in my
            ten years of serious gardening and classes and workshops and certifications and such, Black folks seemed to be, well, few
            and far between. Scarce. Put it like that. Most of the gardening and farming and eco-books I was reading were by white people
            (Wendell Berry, Rachel Carson, Aldo Leopold, Michael Pollan, etc.; Masanobu Fukuoka’s wonderful The One-Straw Revolution was among the exceptions), as were most of the movies in that vein. The articles in magazines and such, the same. At some
            point it became very clear to me that something was off, and so I started searching. And, quickly, finding. The Black Farmers and Urban Gardeners Conference in New York. Will Allen up in Milwaukee. Black Oaks permaculture farm in
            Pembroke, Illinois. Gilliard Farms down in Brunswick, Georgia.
         

         
         I rooted around and found the email for Soul Fire, then sent them a note expressing my interest. About a day later I got a note back from Leah, followed by a phone call during which, after we got to know each other a little bit, I convinced her I was serious about this stuff—I was by then on the board of the Bloomington Community Orchard and had worked with some other growing projects. She invited me to join them for the next session. A couple months later, I was with about twenty or twenty-five other farmers-in-training, in Muck Boots on the wet days, barefoot on the dry, harvesting raspberries and garlic, learning about companion planting and greenhouse growing and herbal medicine and George Washington Carver and Fannie Lou Hamer, sharing food and stories and dreams, and dancing hard to Kendrick Lamar, Whitney Houston, and D’Angelo. 

         
         Toward the end of the week, I remember leaning on my rake, taking a drink, sweating hard, looking down onto the fields as
            we were in the middle of a workday. The sky was clear, the sun was high, it was hot, and people were working hard—harvesting,
            weeding, transplanting—but no one seemed to be toiling. There was lots of laughter, and some singing, too. And no one seemed to be suffering. In fact, it seemed precisely the opposite—we
            seemed to be glad. We seemed to be joyful. We seemed, maybe, to be healing. As I looked down over those fields, it struck
            me like a bell—I’ve never seen a truer thing. In case you believed slavery and sharecropping and land theft and general misery was the entirety of Black peoples’ relationship
            with the earth, here was a different story: all us Black people smiling with our hands (and feet) in the soil. Believe me,
            I wasn’t the only one who said this as that week concluded, and maybe crying a little bit as we said, “It feels like I’m finally
            home.” And, speaking for myself anyway, home didn’t mean only that beautiful gathering with those beautiful people at this beautiful farm on this beautiful land in Upstate
            New York (though it for sure meant that, too): home meant being in the ongoing stream of Black and Brown people through time—that enormous, rhizomatic, mycelial, polyvocal,
            choral community—caring for and being cared for by the land. It meant returning, together, to the beloved earth.
         

         
         That transformative gathering at Soul Fire, that togethering, is precisely the energy and spirit and power of Leah Penniman’s beautiful book Black Earth Wisdom, which brings together a diversity of voices, all of whom are guides to us, deep in the long practice of listening to the
            earth (one of the beautiful verbs Leah uses to imply closeness, attention, and devotion is listening: those who practice are earth-listeners). She talks with other farmers, marine biologists, lawyers, filmmakers, writers, musicians, ornithologists, teachers, activists,
            healers, and more; all wondering together how we might better listen to, or care for, or love the earth. Which, it turns out, we sometimes have to be shown how to do. Maybe especially if there’s pain or sorrow to move
            through: which, for me, maybe for you, too, there is. Though pain and sorrow do not foreclose joy. In fact, and maybe this
            is some Black earth wisdom: it’s from the sorrow tended together that the joy grows.
         

         
         Another wisdom of this book is the way Leah has crafted the interviews into conversations, because conversations, if they
            are good, are also collaborations. They require that we listen to one another, and they understand that the answers are yet
            to be discovered. They offer us the opportunity to move toward one another. They offer us the opportunity to be moved. Leah, of course, is one of our guides—and an astonishing one at that. Her reverence for the earth, her storytelling, her
            intimacy with the land, well, it’s almost like if you shook the pages of this book, seeds would drop out. She is among the
            earth-listeners I rely on, one of the earth-lovers who has changed my life. But it’s crucial to note that this book, Leah’s
            book, comes of her reaching toward other earth-listeners. What do you think? she asks again and again. What might we do? She asks that of those who walk the earth now, and she asks it of earth-listeners who walked the earth hundreds or thousands
            of years ago. What might we do? That’s to say, she adamantly does not do it alone. In fact, you might say this book is a model for how not to do it alone.
            For how to do it together. Which, if we’re going to survive, we’re going to have to practice doing.
         

         
         Oh, I could go on! But let me just tell this last little story from that time at Soul Fire. After lunch and before getting back to work one day, someone rounded us all up to play a little game. I think they called it the mangrove game. It goes like this: Everyone gathers in a circle within arm’s reach of their neighbors, twists into some swampy arboreal shape, something awkward and teetery that you’d never in a million years be able to hold on one foot. Then you grab hold of who’s next to you, their forearm or shin or hand, and on the count of three, everyone picks up one foot, at which point, I was afraid, we would topple (I was the biggest person in that group and really didn’t want to smoosh anyone). I don’t quite know how to describe to you the pulse, the cinching or gripping up, the sudden rooting of fifteen or twenty people becoming one sturdy organism. But I can tell you we shouted and laughed and looked, some of us, baffled with delight. Baffled by how easy it was, how strong we were, in a grove, all our roots grown together like that. We could’ve done it forever, it seemed to me. Holding each other up. Like the Black earth’s been saying all this time. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Watatic Childhood

            An Introduction by Leah Penniman

         
         
         As children, my siblings and I spent long hours in the forested wetland, hopping from one sun-dappled mossy mound to the next,
            never slipping into the soggy muck, and never stepping on any rare lady’s slipper flowers or vibrant red-spotted newts. When
            we grew tired of this game, we wrapped our arms around the nearest sticky white pine or fragrant yellow birch and breathed
            deeply. Having recently read about photosynthesis and respiration in the heavy encyclopedias our father kept, we imagined
            that the tree was gratefully taking in our carbon dioxide and gifting us with oxygen to inhale. We siblings passed hours this
            way, in the delightful safety and supportive embrace of Watatic lands.
         

         
         The swamp has long been a place of refuge for Black people in the Americas, a destination of escape, marronage, or the promise of passage to a better land. As three Black Kreyol children growing up in a conservative rural white town in the eighties, we also relied on this refuge. To say that the Ashburnham public schools were racially brutal would be an understatement. From elementary school, when we were informed by a classmate that “brownies are not allowed in this school”; to the interminable bullying of middle and high school, which included taunting, assaults, and one student attempting to blind me with her fingernails so that I would be “too ugly for white boys to look at”; to the school officials’ complicity with and excuses for the assaults, public school was a place of terror. 

         
         Mount Watatic, Lake Watatic, and the forests in between became surrogate parents and protectors for us. These sacred lands
            of the Wabanaki, Pennacook, and Abenaki were rich in biodiversity, and each being offered an opportunity for relationship.
            We learned to make salads of wood sorrel, blueberries, and wintergreen, and to fish for rainbow trout. We became strong paddlers
            and navigated a dented aluminum canoe around the small islands in the lake. Our sense of home and wonder in the forest informed
            our invented religion called “mother nature.” We decorated an old, abandoned woodshed with blue jay feathers and cedar, transforming
            it into our temple.
         

         
         Senegalese poet Baba Dioum wrote, “In the end, we will conserve only what we love.”1 It must have been around third grade when we learned that nature was in trouble. A panicked alarm rose in our small hearts
            to hear for the first time about global warming, air pollution, and toxic waste. My sister, Naima, and I sprang into action
            and formed the Junior Ecologists Kids Club, which had exactly two members. When we could not convince our elementary school
            to start a recycling program, we put out our own bins and dragged home aluminum cans on the school bus to rinse in our backyard
            and redeem. We went on “pollution patrol” with our blue Huffy bicycles, picking up garbage, placing our bodies between loggers
            and trees, and guerilla planting the denuded medians in the road. We wrote original anthems and spoken word poems, and sang
            these praise lyrics to the forest. Perhaps most ambitiously, we researched long lists of actions people could take to protect
            the environment, and handwrote this advice on hundreds of postcards that we sent to people listed in the phone book. Naima
            and I made a solemn covenant with the wild animals and plants, pledging allegiance to the earth with these words, “We will
            never forget how to listen to you; we will always stand with you.”
         

         
         This intimate and fierce love affair with Earth remained intact as I matured. In the black soils of greater Boston, I found a passion for vegetable farming that eventually led me to study agriculture with Indigenous peasant farmers in Haiti and West Africa. While studying traditional farming and eco-spirituality in Ghana with the Queen Mothers of Kroboland, I was offered a teaching that has been seared into my soul ever since. Manye Nartike (in blessed memory) asked, “Is it true that in the United States, a farmer will put the seed into the ground and not pour any libations, offer any prayers, sing, or dance, and expect that seed to grow?” Met with my ashamed silence, she continued, “That is why you are all sick! Because you see the earth as a thing and not a being.” 

         
         I majored in environmental science in university and launched a seventeen-year career as a high school science teacher, simultaneously
            lauded and infamous for my students’ infrequent presence in the classroom; they were instead inventorying stream macroinvertebrates,
            conducting energy audits for local businesses, or testing community garden soils for lead. Concurrent with teaching, my family
            started Soul Fire Farm in 2010, an Afro-Indigenous–centered community farm dedicated to uprooting racism and seeding sovereignty
            in the food system through our emphasis on farmer training, feeding folks who lack access to life-giving food, and rabble-rousing
            for systems change. This learning journey revealed that the “mother nature” religion of our childhood was ancestrally remembered,
            rather than invented, and I subsequently spent many years training as a member of clergy in the earth-based traditional religions
            of Yoruba and Vodun.
         

         
         As an introvert who is more at home “speaking flowers”2 than any of the oral human languages, the written word has become a place for safe and joyous expression. Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical Guide to Liberation on the Land (2018) was my first full-length book, and it helped to shift the dominant narrative about the role of Black genius in creating organic and regenerative farming technologies. From the time when our West African ancestors braided rice seeds into their hair before being forced into the bowels of Suriname-bound slave ships, Black folks have been contributing crop varieties, soil-building techniques, cooperative labor strategies, polyculture design, and more to the agricultural canon. 

         
         In a similar vein, my hope is for Black Earth Wisdom to unequivocally define the past, present, and future of environmental stewardship as inexorably connected to Black brilliance.
            The inspiration for the book came from a dream vision that visited me during my Ifa initiation ceremony in 2020. In this vision,
            all of the forest animals crowded into my home. The deer, hawk, snapping turtle, coyote, barred owl, black bear, and hummingbird
            moth surrounded me and asked me why I had forgotten the covenant of my childhood—why I was not listening to them anymore.
            They spoke the truth. In my focus on educating the rising generation of Black and Brown farmers, I was paying less and less
            attention to the voices and needs of wild creatures. They told me to write a book that centers the narratives of those who
            remember how to listen to the earth.
         

         
         Contrary to mainstream mythology, the movement to listen to and defend the earth did not begin with Rachel Carson, Henry David
            Thoreau, John Muir, or any other European-heritage thinker. From the Sahel farmers who turned the desert green, to the enslaved
            herbalists who cured white and Black folks alike, to the Negro 4-H Wildlife Conservation Camps and Planetwalker’s righteous
            quest, ecological thought and practice have run deep and wide in Black communities. The people whose skin is the color of
            earth have long advocated for the well-being of our beloved Mother.
         

         
         Some historians argue that the system of white supremacy is a major catalyst for the destruction of Earth’s life support systems. Embedded in the theory of the supremacy of white people over other races is the theory of human supremacy over nature. This is exemplified in the white supremacist philosophies of the Doctrine of Discovery, private property, and Manifest Destiny, which led directly to the exploitation of land and natural resources, and the displacement of Indigenous people globally. In 1846, Senator Thomas Hart Benton asserted, “It would seem that the White race alone received the divine command, to subdue and replenish the earth: for it is the only race that has obeyed it—the only race that hunts out new and distant lands, and even a New World, to subdue and replenish . . .”3 By way of example, as European settlers displaced Indigenous peoples across North America in the 1800s, they exposed vast
            expanses of land to the plow for the first time. It took only a few decades of intense tillage to drive over 50 percent of
            the original organic matter from the rich prairie loam soils. The productivity of the US Great Plains decreased by 71 percent
            during the twenty-eight years following that first European tillage. The initial anthropogenic rise in atmospheric carbon
            dioxide levels was due to that breakdown of soil organic matter. Land clearing and cultivation emitted more greenhouse gasses
            than the burning of fossil fuels until the late 1950s.4 As expressed by Mary Annaïse Heglar, “The fossil fuel industry was born of the industrial revolution, which was born of slavery,
            which was born of colonialism.”5 The philosophies and practices of colonial conquest, subjugation, extraction, and commodification mutually reinforce each
            other, and simultaneously exploit racialized people and the earth. In his chilling and unapologetic indictment, Wendell Berry
            pronounced:
         

         
         
            The white man, preoccupied with the abstractions of the economic exploitation and ownership of the land, necessarily has lived
               on the country as a destructive force, an ecological catastrophe, because he assigned the hand labor, and in that the possibility
               of intimate knowledge of the land, to a people he considered racially inferior; in thus debasing labor, he destroyed the possibility
               of meaningful contact with the earth. He was literally blinded by his presuppositions and prejudices. Because he did not know
               the land, it was inevitable that he would squander its natural bounty, deplete its richness, corrupt and pollute it, or destroy
               it altogether. The history of the white man’s use of the earth in America is a scandal.6

         

         It stands to reason that any hope of solving the environmental crisis will require an examination and uprooting of the white supremacist ideologies that underpin the crisis. The voices and expertise of Black, Brown, and Indigenous environmentalists, amplified by all those who have eschewed white supremacy, must be heeded if we are to halt and reverse planetary calamity. Ecological humility is part of the cultural heritage of Black people. While our four-hundred-plus year immersion in racial capitalism has attempted to diminish that connection to the sacred earth, there are those who persist in believing that the land and waters are family members, and who understand the intrinsic value of nature. In this moment, we are acutely aware of the fractures in our system of runaway consumption and corporate insatiability. We feel the hot winds of wildfire, the disruptions of pandemic, and the choked breath of the victims of state violence. We know there is no going back to “normal.” The path forward demands that we take our rightful places as the younger siblings in creation, deferring to the oceans, forests, and mountains as our teachers. 

         
         To begin the book’s gestation, I called up a few of the earth-listening Black elders in my life, Mama Claudia J. Ford, Mama
            Savi Horne, and Mama Ira Wallace, and asked them what the earth is telling us right now. Then I asked who else was listening,
            and I called up those folks for interviews. In no time, there were thirty-eight interviews to delight in, hundreds of ancestors
            to research, and thousands more people, organizations, books, and connections to explore. The salient challenge in the process,
            aside from the fact that we need a whole library to do justice to Black ecological sagacity, was that my computer screen was
            often obscured by the copious, spontaneous tears that flowed as I read and bore witness to the beauty that is Black people’s
            reverence for the earth. Immersing myself in the stories of these notable Black environmentalists was among the great honors
            of my life.
         

         
         Black Earth Wisdom weaves together the voices of some of today’s most respected Black American environmentalists, those who have cultivated the skill of listening to the lessons that Earth has whispered to them. The core of the text consists of sixteen conversations with notable environmentalists, whose exclusive interviews have been adapted, edited, and interwoven by theme. While the interviews took place one-on-one, each chapter brings together the ideas of two to three earth-listeners who speak on similar subject matter as if they were together synchronously in a panel discussion. My questions were reverse engineered based on the salient points made by the interviewees during the one-on-one dialogues. In all cases, the combined conversations conclude with the speakers responding to a version of the question, “What do you hear the earth saying to humans at this time?” 

         
         The book opens with an historical timeline of Black people’s contributions to ecological thought and practice from 4000 bp to 1980, rendered in the form of a mojuba, a Yoruba prayer of homage. Then, in section one, “Spirit,” we deepen our understanding of the ecological crisis as a spiritual
            plight. We explore the need for a new covenant between humans and the earth through conversations with Ifa priests Awise Agbaye
            Wande Abimbola, Yeye Luisah Teish, and Awo Enroue Onigbonna Sangofemi Halfkenny. Ibrahim Abdul-Matin and Chris Bolden-Newsome
            share Muslim and Christian perspectives on environmental stewardship. We close with an eco-spiritual perspective on the queer
            earth from Toi Scott and adrienne maree brown.
         

         
         In section two, “Wilds,” we explore the relationship between Black people and open space. We come to understand sky as a primary source for human wisdom with Dr. Lauret Edith Savoy, Rue Mapp, and Audrey Peterman. T. Morgan Dixon, Teresa Baker, and James Edward Mills discuss the use of purposeful walking as a tool for resistance. Angelou Ezeilo, Dr. J. Drew Lanham, and Dillon Bernard discuss the importance of making space for the rising generation of Black youth to access the wilds. 

         
         In section three, “Soil,” we investigate the importance of land tenure and agrarianism through conversations with Dr. Carolyn Finney, Latria Graham, and Savi Horne. Farmers Greg Watson and Pandora Thomas share their knowledge of agroecology, and Dr. Claudia J. Ford and Dr. Leni Sorensen describe how they keep the oldways of cookery and herbalism alive. We close with a conversation with seed keepers Aleya Fraser and Ira Wallace, who explain their work saving seeds and their stories. 

         
         In section four, “Defense,” we lean into the pain of environmental racism and capitalism’s assault on our lands and waters.
            Sharon Lavigne and Dr. Dorceta Taylor speak about the role of industry in toxifying Black communities. Dr. Ayana Elizabeth
            Johnson and Chris Hill make clear the threats to the oceans and aquatic ecosystems. Queen Quet and Colette Pichon Battle discuss
            the impact of rising coastal waters and ocean-born storms on their homelands. All speak to the work happening to defend who
            and what we love.
         

         
         We conclude with section five, “Witness,” where we explore the role of artists, writers, and storytellers in bringing ecological
            truth to light. B. Anderson, Toshi Reagon, and Yonnette Fleming speak about their role as musicians singing the earth’s songs.
            Kendra Pierre-Louis and Steve Curwood share about their media work educating the public on anthropogenic climate change. Alice
            Walker and Dr. Joshua Bennett speak about the Black eco-literary tradition and the role of Black people as witnesses to the
            living earth.
         

         
         Black Earth Wisdom is bookended by the work of two powerful Black poets who have been entrusted with the earth’s whispered secrets. Dr. Ross
            Gay’s foreword invites us into the delight of ecological awakening, and Naima Penniman’s closing poem translates Mama Nature’s
            instructions in skillful verse. A directory of Black environmental organizations, books, media, and other resources for the
            reader’s further learning is also provided online at blackearthwisdom.org.
         

         
         Throughout the text the imperfect English words—nature, environment, and earth—are used to describe the intricate web of life
            of which we humans are part. Rendered in a colonizer language, these words imply that we are set apart from the rest of earthbound
            life, when in fact, we are tethered to it in an inexorable tangle of belonging.
         

         
         Black Earth Wisdom is a conversation between African diasporic people who are carrying on our ancient ancestral practice of listening to the earth to know which way to go. As Dr. George Washington Carver offered, “I love to think of nature as unlimited broadcasting stations, through which God speaks to us every day, every hour . . . How do I talk to a little flower? Through it I talk to the Infinite. And what is the Infinite? It is that silent, small force . . . that still small voice.”7

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            These Roots Run Deep
A Prayer of Homage to Our Earth-Listening Black Elders

         
         The iba or mojuba is a prayer of homage that is recited to open morning devotion in traditional Yoruba households, a practice that has spread
            across the African diaspora. We pour water or alcohol on the ground as an offering, and turn our hearts toward our ancestors,
            to our respected elders and teachers, and to the benevolent forces of nature. In that spirit, this chapter is an extended
            prayer of homage to our Black ancestors and elders who have made their love for the earth known in a way that has echoed through
            time, informing contemporary ecological stewardship and justice work.
         

         
         The roots of modern environmental thought run deep and wide in the history of Black people, many of whom did not see nature
            as something separate and pristine, but rather viewed humans as an integral part of nature. Harm to the earth would harm the
            people; harm to the people would harm the earth. Our ancestors and elders helped develop regenerative farming, practiced herbal
            medicine, advanced the field of ornithology and entomology, demanded access to land and ecological services, administered
            national parks, catalyzed the environmental justice movement, and more.
         

         
         As we pray together, we acknowledge that we can honor and learn from these ancestors, even when aspects of their work are not in alignment with moral decisions we would make today. Reverence asks us to be in conversation with history, not to omit narratives in search of comfort, nor to replicate the past without critical analysis. We also acknowledge that paying tribute to Black earth-listening elders does not negate or erase the immense ecological wisdom of Indigenous peoples worldwide. Paying homage to Black eco-lineage is a “yes-and” act of veneration. 

         
         Some of these revered ancestors, elders, and communities are honored herein with oriki (praise stanzas), which are presented along the timeline of their births. In the folk spirit of call and response, you are
            invited to respond to each oriki with Iba se (“I give reverence”). With each Iba se, pour a bit of water onto the earth to quench the thirst of those who came before us and upon whose shoulders we stand.
         

         
         
            Iba se

         

         
            Bantu Water Spirit Worshippers (ca. 4000 BCE–Present)

            Speakers of Zulu, Xhosa, and Karanga/Shona, and other Bantu groups, believe that water is the essence of both spiritual and
               physical life, and that rivers and pools are home to water spirits who protect water sources and keep them alive. Religious
               taboos ensure that only healers and those pure of heart approach sacred water pools, and that they do so singing, praying,
               and making offerings of white beads. It is strictly taboo for anyone to harvest aquatic plants or to kill crabs, snakes, frogs,
               or waterbirds, who are messengers of these designated waters. Custom provides a minimum buffer of distance between residential
               dwellings and the water’s edge. The people of Mvoti valley, South Africa, honor a weekly day of rest for the spirit iNkosazana, during which the river cannot be touched or disturbed. Bantu traditionalists continue to fight to protect their sacred pools
               from emerging threats from mining, plantation forestry, and hydrological manipulation. For example, the Zimbabwean prophetess
               Ambuya Juliana spoke for the njuzu water spirits when she led a 1990s movement opposing the large-scale damming of rivers.1
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            West African Sacred Grove Protectors (ca. 3000 BCE–Present)

            Among the Akan of Ghana, the sacred forest groves are the dwelling places of spiritual beings known as abosom or asamanfo, children of the supreme being Onyame. One such sacred grove outside Kumasi, called Asantemanso, is the place believed by
               the Ashanti to be the location where the first human beings came forth from the ground. Community members elevate a forested
               area to a sacred grove through a process of consecration. A specific area is identified as a point of contact between the
               invisible and human worlds, and the spiritual entities are invited into a ritualized alliance. Dracaena arborea (African dragon tree) is planted as a boundary tree to mark the edge of sacred groves and reinforce its separation from the
               ordinary.2 Sacred forests, called Nkodurom and Pinkwae by the Ashanti, are oases of conserved biodiversity, as they constitute the only
               relatively intact forests in severely degraded landscapes. They are home to the West African mud creeper, the black heron,
               and three species of turtle (green, olive ridley, leatherback), with over 80 percent of the region’s turtle nests occurring
               in sacred groves.3 Not limited to Ghana, 2,940 sacred groves have been enumerated in Benin, where species richness is higher in these groves
               than in government-protected forest reserves.4 Sacred groves across the continent of Africa are foundational to eco-systemic and cultural preservation.5
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            Sub-Saharan African Originators of Crop Rotation (ca. 3000 BCE–Present)

            Farmers in western and southern Africa originated swidden agriculture, also called the bush-fallow system or shifting cultivation.6 In the swidden system, short periods of agricultural production (one to two years) are followed by long fallow periods (six to twenty-five years). During the fallow period the forest regrows, sending its deep roots into the soil to recycle nutrients, build up organic matter, and store carbon. The roots prevent erosion, increase the infiltration of water, and reduce runoff.7 Swidden practices sequester nearly 750,000 tons of carbon per 7,500 acres, while the burning only releases 400 to 500 tons,8 a ratio that puts industrial agriculture to shame. Swidden agriculture uses the forest as a “cover crop,” a technology that
               was adapted in the modern organic movement to use annual crops as cover. Traditional pastoralists, such as the Fulbe of Labé
               in Futa Jallon, also developed rotational grazing. This practice involved pasturing livestock on land before converting it
               to rice and crop cultivation, which made the soil exceptionally fertile. In areas of low human population density, these rotational
               systems are unparalleled in their sustainability.
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            Sub-Saharan African Originators of Polyculture (ca. 3000BCE–Present)

            Polycultures are mixtures of several mutually supportive species planted together, which help to conserve soil fertility,
               reduce pest pressure, and increase agrobiodiversity. The Hausa farmers of Nigeria developed at least 156 systematic crop combinations,
               including no-till polycultures of grains, legumes, and root crops planted on ridges. The Abakaliki farmers of Nigeria used
               their hoes to construct mounds and then planted crops on distinct parts of the mound based on the water and space requirements
               of each; they planted yams on top of the mound, rice in the furrow, and maize, okra, melon, and cassava on the lower parts
               of the mound.9 They also intercropped egusi melon with sorghum, cassava, coffee, cotton, maize, and bananas, because a biodiverse cultivated
               community disoriented harmful pests and created a ground cover that suppressed weeds.10 In Ghana, farmers have developed several polycultures of vegetables and fruit trees. A few among the vegetable combinations are okra, tomatoes, and peppers; carrots, pawpaw, moringa, and lettuce; cabbage, pepper, and onion; watermelon, garden eggs, and pepper; cucumber, okra, onion, and pepper. A few among the fruit tree combinations are citrus, pigeon pea, sweet potato, platina, coco yam, and native timber species; mango, sweet potato, pigeon pea, banana, cassava, and native timber species; cashew, ground nuts, maize, and native timber species; cocoa, pigeon pea, coc yam, cassava, plantain, citrus, avocado pear, and native timber species.11 Polyculture is a foundational technology in the modern “permaculture” movement, which often fails to credit the Black agrarians
               among those who developed these technologies.
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            Bantu Terrace and Mound Builders (ca. 3000 BCE–Present)

            The Ovambo people of northern Namibia and southern Angola understand that fertility is not always an inherent quality of soil,
               but rather something that can be nurtured through mounding, ridging, and the application of organic matter. When the colonial
               government attempted to force the Ovambo farmers off their land, offering them equivalent plots with “better quality” soil,
               the farmers countered that they had invested substantially into building their soils and doubted that the new areas would
               ever amount to their existing farms in fertility. The practice of the Ovambo is to demarcate the field, clear brush, then
               build raised rectangular mounds about ten feet long, five feet wide, and one foot tall. The pathways double as irrigation
               ditches. The Ovambo farmers add ample amounts of manure, ashes, termite earth, cattle urine, muck from wetlands, and other
               organic matter to increase the fertility of their mounds. This system concentrates fertile topsoil, aerates soil, and prevents
               waterlogging. The Ovambo farmers also integrate a rotating fallow after a few seasons’ harvest of millet. During the fallow,
               cattle and goats graze the brush of the resting cropland, recycling nutrients in their deposits of manure and urine that replenish
               the soil.12 In Kenya and Tanzania, farmers use a practice called fanya-juu, meaning “throw it upward” in Kiswahili. These farmers revive degraded land by recovering soil from the bottom of the slope
               and throwing it uphill to form terraces, or steps of roughly level land. The practice of fanya-juu results in soil organic matter levels 35 percent higher than conventional farms, and 25 percent higher crop yields than conventional farms.13 These systems of mounding and terracing revive soils and reduce water erosion, and are widely practiced by modern regenerative
               farmers.
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            Those Who Green the Sahel Deserts (ca. 1000 BCE–Present)

            Farmers in the western Sahel created the zaï or tassa method of agriculture, which involves digging pits in the earth to catch water and concentrate organic matter, making it
               possible to farm in the desert. In the 1980s, Yacouba Sawadogo of Burkina Faso innovated on the genius of his ancestors by
               filling the pits with manure and compost to attract termites, whose tunnels further decompose the organic matter. At the time
               there was a mass exodus from his community after severe droughts slashed food production and turned the savannah into a desert.
               Millions of people starved. Sawadogo dug zaï pits to capture rainfall and nutrients for his millet and sorghum crops. He found that his grain yield increased; additionally,
               native trees started to grow out of the zaï. These trees anchored the soil, buffered the wind, and helped retain soil moisture. They also provided mulch for the crops
               and fodder for the livestock. As others adopted Sawadogo’s technique, water tables across the Sahel began to rise for the
               first time in decades. Sawadogo explained, “My conviction, based on personal experience, is that trees are like lungs. If
               we do not protect them, and increase their numbers, it will be the end of the world.”14 His leadership is transforming the Sahel desert into a landscape of green.15
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            African Women Composters (1320 CE–Present)

            African dark earth is a fertile anthropogenic compost invented by women in Ghana and Liberia at least seven hundred years ago. The creation of dark earth involves the combination of several types of waste: ash and char residues from cooking, bones from food preparation, byproducts from processing palm oil and handmade soap, harvest residues, and organic domestic refuse. African dark earth has a high concentration of available calcium and phosphorus and has a liming effect on soil chemistry, making the soil less acidic and nutrients more available. African dark earths store between 200 percent and 300 percent more organic carbon than other soils; this increase supports better carbon sequestration and climate healing. These soils contain two to twenty-six times the amount of pyrogenic carbon of regular soil, a carbon compound whose long persistence in soil contributes to greater fertility and climatic stability. West African farmers continue to produce and use dark earth today. The elders in the community measure the age of their town by the depth of the black soil, since every farmer in every generation has participated in its creation.16 The work of farmers of African dark earth paralleled that of farmers in Egypt during Cleopatra’s (b. 69 BCE) reign. She is
               believed to have decreed that earthworms were sacred due to their role in soil fertility, outlawed touching or harming them,
               and instructed certain priests to study their habits. According to a study by the US Department of Agriculture in 1949, the
               great fertility of the Nile River valley was the result of the activity of earthworms. The researchers found the worm castings
               from a six-month period to weigh almost 120 tons per acre, approximately ten times the amount of castings on soils in Europe
               and the United States.17
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            Grandmothers Who Braided Seeds (c. 1550)

            Women of the Upper Guinea Coast braided African black rice (Oryza glaberrima) into their hair as insurance, while trapped within the bowels of slave ships bound for Suriname, Brazil, and the Carolinas. Linguistic and botanical analysis places the domestication of African rice in the Malian wetlands between 3,500 and 4,500 years ago. From there, African rice diffused across the region from Senegal to Côte d’Ivoire, and inland to Lake Chad. Along with rice, which was held as sacred, these mothers carried with them thousands of years of plant domestication and ecological knowledge. They kept alive our seed heritage of sorghum, millet, okra, molokhia, cotton, sesame, black-eyed pea, eggplant, melon, sorrel, and other African crops.18
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            Caesar and Enslaved African Herbalists (c. 1650–1865)

            Enslaved African women were the chief herbalists in the antebellum American South. Plant medicine formed the basis of rural
               health care for both Black and white households, and Black herbalists treated community members across racial lines. Enslaved
               people had intimate knowledge of the pharmacological and spiritual powers of the local plants and animals, much of which was
               taught to them by Native Americans or learned through experimentation. Enslaved doctors gathered and prepared flag root, jimsonweed,
               garlic, calamus root, arrowroot, dogwood, snakeroot, pokeweed, peach leaves, sassafras, privet root, mayflower root, and cotton
               root, among others.19 For example, Caesar (b. 1682) was an accomplished Black herbalist who developed a cure for enslavers who believed they were
               poisoned, using plantain and horehound as the active ingredients. In a rare act, the South Carolina General Assembly of 1750
               awarded Caesar his freedom and an annual stipend in exchange for his recipe and a commitment to continue developing medicine.
               They published his cure-all poison remedy in the May 1750 issue of the South Carolina Gazette.20 For Black herbalists, the forest was experienced as a liberatory space, one where they could gather medicines and edible
               wild plants, meet up with lovers, and engage in spiritual practices. It was said that these herbalists could read the forest
               like a book by old age. The forest was a place where, in the words of the historian Sharla Fett, “spiritual power intensified
               and the social power of slavery waned.”21,22
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            Gullah Jack and Other Enslaved Conjurers (c. 1650–1865)

            Enslaved Black folks carried on their earth-based religious traditions, even as they syncretized with white Christianity. Rites such as baptism by immersion, libation to the earth, spirit possession, worship in forest groves, and ring shouts have distinctive African roots.23 People enslaved at the Woodboo and Pooshee Plantation in South Carolina kept alive a Kikongo tradition of revering water
               spirits called simbi. They believed that every spring had a guardian spirit, and if the water were disturbed or destroyed, the simbi would depart and the waters would permanently dry up.24 Enslaved construction workers at the Wye Plantation in Maryland buried their protective amulets at the entrance to the greenhouse
               they built, hid their sacred thunderstones in the roof, and cultivated sacred medicinal plants at the edges.25 Gullah people kept alive “seekin rituals,” a religious conversation process whereby the seeker goes into the wilderness to
               experience visions, pray, and encounter nature spirits. In 1822, Gullah Jack, a traditional African priest of great repute,
               helped direct one of the country’s most notable freedom plots, the Denmark Vesey uprising. Significantly, the religion of
               enslaved Africans did not differentiate material and spiritual reality as sharply as white Christianity did. Spirits inhabit
               the world alongside people, plants, and animals, rather than transcending it, making humans therefore part of nature.
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            Aunt Clara Davis (b. 1845)

            Aunt Clara Davis was enslaved on an Alabama plantation of about five hundred acres with one hundred other captive workers.
               Among the earliest nature writers in America, Davis offered,
            

            
            
               White folks, you can have your automobiles and paved streets and electric lights. I don’t want them. You can have the buses and streetcars, and hot pavements, and high buildings, cause I ain’t got no use for them no way. But I’ll tell you what I do want. I want my ole cotton bed and the moonlight nights shining through the willow trees and the cool grass under my feet as I run around catching lightning bugs. I want to hear the sound of the hounds in the woods after the possum, and the smell of fresh mowed hay. I want to see the dawn break over the black ridge, and the twilight settle, spreading a sort of orange hue all over the place. I want to walk the paths through the woods and see the rabbits, and watch the birds, and listen to the frogs at night.26

            

            Slavery did not succeed in severing all Black people’s connection to and reverence for the earth.
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            Great Dismal Swamp Maroons (1680–1865)

            Cooperative groups of Native Americans, Africans, and African Americans fleeing the colonial frontier and enslavement practiced
               petit marronage, the establishment of free communities in harsh and inhospitable terrain. They navigated panthers, water moccasins, rattlesnakes,
               floods, and mosquitos to make homeplaces in the swamps of Virginia and North Carolina. For ten generations, they operated
               an anticapitalist system of communal labor. They built at least two hundred habitable islands in the swamp, which was home
               to thousands of maroons, and kept almost completely isolated from the mainstream US population. Additional maroon communities
               existed in the swamps of Louisiana, Alabama, and Florida.27,28
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            Brister Freeman and Zilpah White (1744–1822)

            Well before Henry David Thoreau made a home at Walden Pond, Zilpah White, her brother Brister Freeman, and another former slave, Charlestown Edes, built homes in Walden woods. About fifteen Black people eventually moved to Walden woods, clustering their dwellings into a small neighborhood. Among them, the only landowners were Freeman and Edes, who jointly purchased an acre of land in 1785. In order to provide for their families, they worked as subsistence farmers and in the wool and textile industry. Conditions were harsh, and they lived on the edge of starvation. In an act of resistance that Thoreau duplicated while at Walden, Brister Freeman did not pay his poll tax. Town officials used his tax debt as an excuse to take away Brister’s property, thus denying him the right to participate in town meetings. Thoreau recalled Freeman in “Former Inhabitants” in Walden, where he was held up as a heroic figure. Brister’s Hill is a few hundred feet from Walden Pond, and it was one of Thoreau’s
               study sites later in his life. Thoreau’s studies of forest succession on Brister’s Hill resulted in his posthumous essays
               “The Succession of Forest Trees” and “The Dispersion of Seeds.” “Walden was a Black space before it was a green space,” according
               to professor Elise Lemire.29,30
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            Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784)

            Phillis Wheatley Peters was seized from Senegal/Gambia, West Africa, when she was about seven years old, enslaved as a domestic
               in Boston, and permitted to learn to read and write. She became one of the best-known poets in pre–nineteenth century America.
               Her volume Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) was published in London, making her the first published African American poet. Wheatley wrote about the divine in nature,
               and influenced the thinking of the transcendentalists, namely Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. An excerpt from
               one of her nature poems intones, “All-wise Almighty Providence we trace / In trees, and plants, and all the flow’ry race;
               / As clear as in the nobler frame of man, / All lovely copies of the Maker’s plan. / Infinite Love where’er we turn our eyes / Appears: this ev’ry creature’s wants supplies; / This most is heard in Nature’s constant voice, / This makes the morn, and this the eve rejoice; / This bids the fost’ring rains and dews descend / To nourish
               all, to serve one gen’ral end . . .”31,32
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            York (b. between 1770 and 1775)

            York, son of Old York and Rose, was an enslaved explorer on the Lewis and Clark expedition (1804–6) and is understood to be the first African American to have seen the Pacific Ocean. He supported the expedition by hunting, navigating, paddling, portaging, shelter-building, and spotting novel species. At the end of the journey, York was denied the freedom he had been previously promised. He subsequently defected from the colonial project and went to live among the Apsáalooke (Crow) people of what is now Wyoming, where he built a family and became a leader in the community.33
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            John Edmonstone (early 1800s)

            Born into slavery in British Guiana (present-day Guyana), John Edmonstone was trained in taxidermy and ornithology by Charles
               Waterton, a naturalist, in 1812. He assisted in Waterton’s tropical expeditions, hunting and cataloging bird species. When
               the plantation owner moved to Scotland, where slavery was outlawed, John Edmonstone was freed. He built a career as a “bird
               stuffer” and began teaching taxidermy to students from Edinburgh University, including Charles Darwin in 1826. Darwin used
               these skills in his famous voyage of HMS Beagle to the Galapagos, where he cataloged finches and began to theorize evolution by natural selection. Edmonstone also did ornithology
               work for the Royal Museum of the University in Scotland.34

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            Harriet Jacobs (1813–1897)

            Born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, Harriet Jacobs escaped to freedom in 1842 and went on to write an autobiography,
               Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, which is arguably the nation’s first work of environmental justice literature. Environmental justice is when environmental benefits, like clean water and green space, are equitably enjoyed by all, regardless of race or identity, and, similarly, when the burdens of environmental harm, such as pollution and climate disaster, are equitably borne. Jacobs wrote that her political status as a slave disproportionately exposed her to environmental harms, like biting insects, poisonous reptiles, stale air, extreme heat, and unrelenting cold, some of which left her with ecophobia and permanent physical disabilities. She contrasted this with Romantic conceptions of nature, which held that nature should exist as a safe haven for all.35
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            Harriet Tubman (1820/22–1913)

            Abolitionist, suffragist, and freedom fighter, Harriet Tubman used her intricate knowledge of the natural world and ecological
               confidence to make thirteen rescue missions to the South to free approximately seventy humans from bondage. She navigated
               by the stars and used birdcalls, like that of the barred owl, to communicate to refugees whether it was safe to come out of
               hiding.36 Tubman was a master herbalist and wildcrafter who used her knowledge of plants to keep her passengers safe on the Underground
               Railroad. Tubman employed paregoric to quiet babies on the journey north, among other herbs that were taught to her by her
               grandmother. During her service in the Union Army, she famously cured a soldier who was near death from dysentery by digging
               up some water lilies and cranesbill to make him a medicinal infusion.37,38,39 For Tubman, true freedom was marked by the opportunity to plant her own trees for the benefit of her own community. She recalled
               that when she was enslaved as a child, she had been forbidden to eat the fruit of the trees she had been made to plant. She
               said, “I liked apples when I was young, and I said, someday I’ll plant apples myself for other young folks to eat. I guess
               I done it.” Indeed, Tubman planted an apple orchard at her house of freedom in Auburn, New York, which bears fruit to this
               day.40
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            Solomon Brown (1829–1906)

            Solomon G. Brown was a natural historian and the first African American employee at the Smithsonian Institution, where he worked continuously from 1852 until 1906. During his tenure, he educated himself in the field of natural history and prepared the maps and scientific diagrams that were used in important museum lectures. He launched his career as a scientific lecturer in 1855 at the Young People’s Literacy Society and Lyceum, where he spoke on entomology to a large, educated, and multiracial audience. He became immensely popular for his self-illustrated lectures on subjects ranging from insects, to geology, to the scientific advances of the day. For decades, he enthralled audiences on the greater DC lecture circuit. Several trees are planted at the Smithsonian to honor his legacy.41
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            Free Soil Movement (1848–1854)

            Among the Free Soilers, whose framework included opposition to the westward expansion of slavery, was Frederick Douglass (b. 1817/18).
               Douglass critiqued capitalism’s alienation of workers from the land and expropriation of the commons, arguing that “liberty
               achieved its truest expression when free people mixed their labor with nature in the pursuit of self-reliance.” Paying tribute
               to the agrarian ideal, Douglass advised Black people to own land, forgo urban wage employment, and turn toward agriculture
               as a means of true independence.42 In an 1873 speech, he remarked, “The grand old earth has no prejudice against race, color, or previous condition of servitude,
               but flings open her ample breast to all who come to her for succor or relief.” Further, Free Soilers argued that the land
               itself could be tainted and cursed by injustice. James Pennington (b. 1807) attributed the exhaustion of the soil in Maryland to the “bad cultivation peculiar to slave states.”43 Henry Bibb (b. 1815) argued that “honest farmers tilling their soil and living by their own toil” contributed to the beauty
               of the landscape in the free North, writing, “I am permitted to gaze on the beautiful of nature, on free soil . . . the green
               trees and wildflowers of the forest; the ripening harvest fields waving with the gentle breezes of Heaven.”44 Lewis Clarke (b. 1812) concluded that slavery “curses the soil, the houses, the churches . . . it curses man and beast.”45 Martin Delany (b. 1812) took this cause further by seeking free soil on the continent of Africa. He led an emigration expedition to the Niger River area in 1859, reverently inventorying cultural and ecological features, and signing treaties with Yoruba chiefs to acquire property for a new Black nation.46 Consistent with the African conception of humans as part of nature, Free Soilers believed that the oppression of people on
               the land had cursed the American soils themselves. Redemption of the land could be achieved through emancipation, and absent
               that, free soil would be sought across the ocean.
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            Albery Whitman (1851–1901)

            Born into slavery in Hart County, Kentucky, Albery Whitman became a poet and pastor and was widely lauded as the “Poet Laureate
               of the Negro Race” during his lifetime. He was among the first to publicly advocate for Black-Indigenous solidarity, and he
               supported the Seminole attempt to maintain control over the Twasinta region of Florida. Further, Whitman viewed nature as
               a book written by a divine hand, and believed that humanity relied on nature as a teacher. In his poem Twasinta’s Seminoles; or, Rape of Florida, he intoned, “Oh Does not Nature teach us primal bliss? / Who has not felt her lessons in his youth / And having felt, who
               can forget forsooth? / The voice of birds, the toil and hum of bees, / And air all filled with sounds, sweet or uncouth /
               Dark heights, majestic woods and rolling seas / Have been my teachers, and my teachers still be these.”47
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            Booker T. Washington (1856–1915)

            Booker T. Washington was among the founders of Tuskegee Institute, an enduring Black institution of higher education that
               initially focused on rural skills and scientific agriculture. Tuskegee’s publication, the Negro Farmer, encouraged organic farming methods, rather than the use of pesticides, advising, “Turn chickens and turkeys into the orchards to help destroy insects . . . guinea, ducks, and geese are also splendid insect hunters.”48 Washington himself believed in the psychospiritual benefits of proximity to nature, writing, “There is something about the
               smell of the soil . . . a contact with a reality that gives one a strength and development that can be gained in no other
               way.” He claimed to feel “a nearness and kinship” to the plants in the vegetable garden. He promoted independent Black agrarianism,
               saying, “No country can be very prosperous unless the people who cultivate the soil own it and live on it.”49
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            George Washington Carver (1864–1943)

            Dr. George Washington Carver was a pioneer in regenerative agriculture as one of the first agricultural scientists in the United States to advocate for the use of leguminous cover crops, nutrient-rich mulching, and diversified horticulture. Carver was dedicated to the regeneration of depleted southern soils and turned to legumes, such as cowpeas and peanuts, as a means to fix nitrogen and replenish the soil. He believed that the cowpea, a crop indigenous to Africa, was indispensable in a crop rotation, noting that a soil’s “deficiency in nitrogen can be made up almost wholly by keeping the legumes, or pod bearing plants, growing on the soil as much as possible.” In addition to promoting cover cropping, Carver experimented with and advocated for compost manuring to address the deficiencies of the Cotton Belt soils. In 1902 he spoke at the annual convention of the Association of American Agricultural Colleges and Experiment Stations about his use of swamp muck, forest leaves, and pine straw to fortify soils. He believed that the forest was a “natural fertilizer factory” containing trees, grasses, and debris that produced “countless tons of the finest kind of manure, rich in potash, phosphates, nitrogen, and humus.” Carver worked to persuade farmers to dedicate the autumn and winter seasons to the collection of organic matter. He advised farmers to devote every spare moment to raking leaves, gathering rich earth from the woods, piling up muck from swamps, and hauling it to the land to be plowed under. Carver was a practitioner of “scientific spiritualism,” and received his conservation instructions from his time in communion with natural objects under investigation. He believed that humans were junior copartners of God, that scientific study was guided by God, and that our right to exert control over the natural world was contained by the moral and spiritual framework in which nature had independent value as God’s creation. He said, “Unkindness to anything means an injustice done to that thing . . . the above principles apply with equal force to soil.”50

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            Charles Young (1864–1922) and the Buffalo Soldiers (1866–1951)

            Charles Young was the first Black US national park superintendent and a colonel with the Tenth Cavalry Regiment, an all-Black
               regiment also known as the Buffalo Soldiers. The Buffalo Soldiers administered Yosemite National Park in 1891 and 1913, managing
               hunting and timber harvesting, preventing forest fires, and planting the park’s first arboretum. The Buffalo Soldiers created
               the first infrastructure in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks’ rocky terrain, constructing a wagon road to the Giant
               Forest and the first trail to Mount Whitney. Under Colonel Young’s leadership, the park convinced private landowners to sign
               contracts agreeing to sell adjacent tracts of land to the public commons.51 The Buffalo Soldiers were also engaged in combat. The US military’s use of Black soldiers to fight unjust wars of expansion
               against native people on the plains, and those soldiers’ complicity in the campaigns, was horrific and abhorrent. It’s of
               note that military service was one of the few ways that Black people could escape the oppressive life of sharecropping in
               the Jim Crow South.
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            Charles Henry Turner (1867–1923)

            Dr. Charles Henry Turner was a zoologist, scholar, and the first African American to receive a PhD from the University of Chicago. Without the benefit of a professorial appointment, research assistants, or a formal laboratory setting, Dr. Turner made crucial discoveries in the field of animal behavior and became the first African American to be published in the prestigious journal Science. He worked with a variety of species including ants, bees, cockroaches, crustaceans, moths, pigeons, spiders, and wasps.
               Dr. Turner developed enduring techniques to measure learning in invertebrate species, and he initiated the first controlled
               studies of color vision and pattern vision in honeybees. He extensively studied the anatomy of the avian and crustacean brain,
               discovered a new species of aquatic invertebrate, and demonstrated that social insects are intelligent and can modify their
               behavior based on past experience. He wrote, “Ants are guided in their home-going neither by tropisms nor other forms of reflexes
               nor by a homing instinct, the probability is that they learn the way home . . . Ants are much more than mere reflex machines;
               they are self-acting creatures guided by memories of past individual (ontogenetic) experience.”52
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            William Edward Burghardt (W. E. B.) Du Bois (1868–1963)

            While Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois is well known for his cofounding of the NAACP and leadership in the Niagara Movement, his contributions
               to the ecojustice literary tradition are less well known. In his essay Of Beauty and Death, Du Bois describes Acadia in vivid reverence, writing,
            

            
            
               The mountains hurl themselves against the stars and at their feet lie black and leaden seas. Above float clouds—white, gray,
                  and inken, while the clear impalpable air springs and sparkles like new wine. The land sinks to meadows, black pine forests,
                  with here and there a blue and wistful mountain. Then there are islands—bold rocks above the sea, curled meadows; all the
                  colors of the sea lie about us—gray and yellowing greens and doubtful blues, blacks not quite black, tinted silvers and golds
                  and dreaming whites.53

            

            He went on to explain that while Black people are “endowed with a keen, delicate appreciation of nature,” the conditions of segregation often barred them from accessing the nation’s most beautiful landscapes.54 He admonished white people for appreciating an illusion of pristine nature, an imaginary picturesque postcard, while ignoring
               human suffering and oppression. White people could not bring themselves to see that the suffering of racialized people marred
               the landscape, so they distorted their vision, avoided reality, and clung to an environmental mirage.55

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960)

            Zora Neale Hurston was an anthropologist and author who advanced ecofeminist theory and offered people a deeper understanding
               of traditional, earth-based, African religion. Her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, like much of her written work, is steeped in environmental concerns. Through the lens of ecofeminism, Hurston used natural
               disaster as a metaphor for the oppressive toll that patriarchy takes on women and the environment alike. Her characters value
               the earth as sacred, see their bodies as interconnected with the body of the earth, and work toward a livable future for humans
               and nonhuman beings.56 During her field studies in New Orleans, Hurston trained to be a Hoodoo doctor, through which she experienced visions and
               underwent a ritual to become the blood sibling of a rattlesnake. Her complete cultural and environmental immersion led to
               her emerging critique of environmental inequities and her vision for egalitarian ecological communities.57,58

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            National Association of Colored Women (1896–present) and Home Gardens (1865–present)

            Home gardening was nearly ubiquitous among Black women, both during and after slavery. Gardens were a source of food, medicine, income, beauty, and recreation. Into the red clay soils of the South, they planted okra, milo, eggplant, collard greens, peppers, gourds, and other vegetables. Flower gardens beckoned neighbors to draw close for sensory pleasure and conversation. Organic practices such as composting and installing bird feeders were common.59 As part of the nineteenth-century Black Progressive movement, the National Association of Colored Women promoted urban environmental
               reform. They provided information and resources for home and city beautification, encouraging the planting of trees, shrubs,
               and flowers. They advocated for their members, who composed 165 clubs in 1903, to have access to public green space.60 This work laid the foundation for the urban gardening movement that would begin to flourish in the 1960s.
            

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            Lancelot Jones (1898–1997)

            Born on a sailboat in Biscayne Bay, Lancelot Jones lived out his ninety-nine-year life on the tiny island of Porgy Key in
               Miami-Dade County, Florida. His father, Israel Lafayette Jones (b. 1858), and mother, Mozelle Albury (b. 1861), purchased
               Porgy Key for $5 an acre in 1897, cleared the land by hand, and established a pineapple, tomato, and lime farm. Lancelot and
               his brother Arthur inherited the farm from their parents and maintained the lime business despite two devastating hurricanes.
               They shifted to fishing, lobstering, crabbing, and offering guided boat tours, holding out against pressures from investors
               to purchase and develop the islands for tourism. Arthur passed away in 1966, but Lancelot continued to live on the family
               land, bathing with rainwater, generating electricity with solar panels, and telling visitors about the fascinating ecology
               of sponges. In 1970 Lancelot sold the family’s 277 acres to the US National Park Service, who declared it a national park
               in 1980. Valuing legacy over profit, his decision to transfer the land to the parks ensured it would be protected for generations
               to come.61
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            Hattie Carthan (1900–1984) and the Urban Community Garden Movement

            In the 1960s and 1970s, as many urban neighborhoods were experiencing divestment, arson, crime, and neglect, Black and Latinx
               farmers revived their agricultural traditions and brought vitality to urban spaces by establishing community gardens. Neighbors
               transformed trash-strewn lots into urban oases with the support of their churches and neighborhood associations. Urban farmers
               of color removed rubble, planted trees, installed vegetable beds, and built structures for community gatherings. One of the
               instrumental figures in the urban gardening movement was Hattie Carthan, a Black environmental activist who coordinated the
               planting of over 1,500 trees in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, in the late ’60s and ’70s. We also
               pay homage to Black growers John and Elizabeth Crews, who catalyzed subsistence farming in Detroit, to Rufus and Demalda Newsome,
               elder leaders in the urban farming movement in Tulsa, and to all the other Black visionaries who helped us find our way home
               to land. There are now over eighteen thousand urban community gardens in the United States, predominantly in neighborhoods
               once redlined.62 Among them is Hattie Carthan Herban Farm, which was established in 1985 to honor Carthan’s legacy.63

            
            
               Iba se

            

         
         
            Eugene Williams (1902–1919)

            Eugene Williams was among the first martyrs in the African American struggle for environmental justice. Characteristic of the ecojustice yearning of the times was equal access to environmental goods, including green space and beachfronts. During the brutal heat wave of July 1919, thousands of Chicagoans flocked to the shores of Lake Michigan for relief. Williams was floating on a raft with some friends and inadvertently drifted across the invisible line separating the segregated waters. A white man started hurling rocks at the boys, striking Williams and causing him to drown. This marked the

            
            
               
            

         
         
            Negro 4-H Wildlife Conservation Conferences and Nature Study (1904–1960s)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Booker T. Whatley (1915–2005)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Fannie Lou Hamer (1917–1977)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Betty Reid Soskin (1921–)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Toni Morrison (1931–2019) and Henry Dumas (1934–1968)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            African Americans in the Civilian Conservation Corps (1933–1942)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Hazel Johnson (1935–2011)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            MaVynne “Beach Lady” Betsch (1935–2005) and Abraham Lincoln Lewis (1865–1947)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Lucille Clifton (1936–2010) and Jayne Cortez (1936–2012)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Wangari Maathai (1940–2011)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Ken Saro-Wiwa (1941–1995)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Waders at Haulover Beach Park, Dade County, Florida (1945)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Bob Marley (1945–1981)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            John Francis, Planetwalker (1946–)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Robert Bullard (1946–)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Octavia Butler (1947–2006)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Shirley Sherrod (1947–) and New Communities Land Trust (1969–1985; 2011–present)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Benjamin Chavis (1948–) and Dollie Burwell (1948–)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Brother Yusuf Burgess (1950–2014)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            Dana Alston (1951–1999)

            
            
            
               
            

         
         
            All Our Earth-Listening Elders
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