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PRAISE FOR AFRICULTURE

“In Africulture, fifth-generation Black farmer Michael Carter Jr. presents an uplifting and enlightening celebration of Black people and African crop varieties and agricultural practices that were, and are, critically important to the success of American agriculture. He educates using personal memories, cultural history, and stories of his success with African varieties like jute and Nigerian spinach.

“Throughout the book, Carter draws on the metaphors of a plant and a seed to discuss not only plant health and bounty, but also the larger issues for African Americans working to succeed in farming. Africulture points the way to using organic and sustainable practices, cooperative marketing, and community education to grow a new generation of increasingly more successful Black farmers and agriculturalists.”

—IRA WALLACE, Southern Exposure Seed Exchange; author of The Timber Press Guide to Vegetable Gardening in the Southeast

“The ancestors are undoubtedly shaking their tambourines in celebration of Africulture, Brother Carter’s reverent recounting of the noble, dignified, and expert contribution of Black people to American agriculture in the face of extinction-level threats. Carter elucidates the poetic kinship between the Black agrarian narrative and the botanical life cycle of the very plants we tend, interweaving his vulnerable personal memoir as a fifth-generation farmer. Africulture provides a blueprint for the blossoming of an agriculture rooted in cultural memory, ecological care, and mutual thriving.”

—LEAH PENNIMAN, cofounder, Soul Fire Farm; author of Farming While Black

“Africulture speaks to Michael Carter Jr.’s unique perspective on food and farming, which is informed by: being a fifth-generation Virginia farmer; having lived and farmed in the United States and Africa; and being a student of history, culture, and spirituality. Brother Carter challenges us to think about agriculture as a fundamental part of our work to rebuild the self-determination that was lost through colonialism and enslavement. Written to be accessible to those interested in and engaged in the work of building Black food sovereignty, this book incorporates humor, stories, and interviews that give insight into the world of Black food and farming. Africulture makes an important contribution to the growing body of literature about Black land and agriculture.”

—MALIK YAKINI, cofounder, National Black Food and Justice Alliance

“As a fellow Virginian, I am honored to offer praise for Michael Carter Jr.’s Africulture. Mr. Carter reminds those of us who need reminding that without African farming experience, white immigrants like me would not have survived long in the American colonies. He does this in a lively, engaging style, including metaphors of Black history as stages of plant growth. I appreciate his descriptions of tasty African crops that we could grow in Virginia for climate change resilience. With inspiring bios of prominent Black farmers and educators, Africulture provides an uplifting message and encouragement to other farmers, especially Black farmers.”

—PAM DAWLING, author of Sustainable Market Farming, Second Edition and The Year-Round Hoophouse
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Dedicated to the spirit, energy, and memory

of my ancestors who are pleased with me, and to

Mekhael, Yahir, and Shmael as my greatest fruit and legacy.
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FOREWORD


If you didn’t know it already, Africulture will convince you: American agriculture is impossible without Africa and without Black people. This conversation, well overdue, has searched for texts to represent not only facts but intention. The story of the relationship between humans and plants and the transfer of ethnobotanical knowledge from West and Central Africa in particular to the Atlantic world transformed the history of humanity and the fate of the world economy and world culture. And yet, it is not the story solely of a people enslaved and it does not end with abolition as Michael Carter Jr. makes clear. It is a narrative of family journeys, individual discoveries, and lives dedicated to translating experience, feeling, knowing, and spirit across generations.

In my own quest, I wrote The Cooking Gene almost ten years ago. Similar to Michael, it was important for me to know the plantations of the American South where my own family had forged this history with their own hands. I wanted to understand the story of land ownership and inheritance in my lineage; to go to West Africa to see for myself where we came from and to understand how the relationship with food and working with the land shaped the nexus of our culture. This is very personal work. The Ancestors are part of the earth and the water, and it pleases me to see this book include not only acknowledgment but libation. Africulture is a special book because it comes from a special culture.

Sub-Saharan Africa has over 2,000 wild food plants to its credit, thanks to millennia of experience. Millet, sorghum, African rice, okra, black-eyed peas, watermelons, muskmelons, coffee, kola, tamarind, sesame, and so many more foods have come to the global table even as foods from other parts of the world—Asia and the Americas—have morphed and moved across the African continent, emerging in greater diversity and flavor than they came in. Neither the clouds of colonialism nor enslavement can hold all of this narrative, because today the Black world is breaking free of those chains. In Africa and her diaspora, an entirely new generation has embraced this work to invigorate, taking on responsibility for safeguarding and celebrating their multi-faceted and rich agricultural heritage.

How bold for this book to come to life in the year celebrating 250 years of American independence, a break that would have been impossible without African and Indigenous agricultural experience. Maize/corn and other crops made local food ever present and accessible, while tobacco, rice, cotton, sugar, and indigo created sources for cash that would be the backbone of the American economy moving forward. Tobacco paid much of the debt to France for the American Revolution, cotton made the Industrial Age forge ahead in the North and South, and corn and wheat grown by enslaved hands made sure Europe did not starve during its revolutionary era. African Americans became inventors and innovators, and the earliest Black colleges emphasized a knowledge base that encouraged students to be a part of agronomy and the agricultural shift that was core to the philosophy of the New South.

Despite so many tragic and undermining elements offsetting our progress as a people, the future is as bright as our imagination can envision and behold. Africulture is a gift and inspiration. I hope that it will provide thought for food as we face new challenges and ask new questions. We stand on the shoulders of great Ancestors and have a great legacy to gift the generations to come. Our vision and the work of our hands matter; the soil and its fruits are our family.

MICHAEL W. TWITTY, author of the James Beard Foundation Award–winning The Cooking Gene

January 2026






LIBATIONS


Libations are a tradition of pouring out a liquid to honor a deity, spirit, or ancestors. The liquid is rhythmically and slowly poured from a vessel as names are uttered with respect, reverence, and humility. I’ve witnessed this ritual performed at the beginning of many kinds of events, ceremonies, and meetings as a form of prayer and honor, humbly seeking permission from greater powers to proceed while formally recognizing their existence and importance. In the African American church culture in which I was raised, it was customary that before speaking in front of the congregation, you would give all honor and praise to the Creator, from whom all your blessings flowed. Cultures throughout Africa, Asia, North America, South America, and Europe use water, some form of alcohol, or other beverage to pay honor and respect to deities and ancestors. Libations called a drink offering were practiced among the priests in the Old Testament.

Below is my offering to many deities of cultures throughout the world as well as honoring and uplifting individuals in my life who I’ve known personally or THROUGH their works and deeds. I will never forget their impact on me and my life, and their names will be said, honored, and remembered in this book. Please take a moment to read these names and add the names of those people who have transitioned into the next realm, but whose lives, presence, works, or deeds have made an impact on your life.

Oya, Yah Yahwah, Ra, Nut, Nyame, Ogun, Anzar, Takhar, Tano, Apedemak, Olokun, Mukasa, Mawu, Oko, Shango, Aje, Obatala, Amadioha, Nana Buluku, Anyanwu, Modjadji, Denka, Asase Yaa, Yemaya, Mebege, Arebati, Roog, Qamata, Nhialic, Orunmila, Obaluaye, Ngai, Adroa, Anubis, Njoku Ji, Ikenga, Kibuka, Bumba, Aje Shaluga, Njambe, Kaang, Gu, Maher(u), Modimo, Age, Avrikiti, Amun-Ra, Bemba, Mbombo, Mukuru, Mulungu, Mwari, Nzambi, Olorun, Olodumare, Osanobua, Ruhanga, Yah Shavuot, Allah, Elohim, Umvelinqangi, Unkulunkulu, Tabaldak, Gluskab, Tahquitz, Apsaalooke, Kokyangwuti, Muyingwa, Taiowa, Ha Wen Neyu, Whope, Kewkwaxa’we, Cautantowwit, Nana Tabor, Yotaanit, Asdzaa Nadleehe, To Neinilii, Nana Atrada, Tara, Drdha, Geb, Me, You.

We acknowledge the spirit of the legacy of those ancestors who worked with the Earth to sustain it, honor it, and explore and share her genius. We acknowledge those energies known and unknown that represent life, living in harmony with creation on this planet and beyond; those who masterminded and executed our liberation; and back to nature movements around the world.

A very personal appreciation to those spirits, elders, and ancestors who directly affected, influenced, and assisted in creating my life and the direction/trajectory thereof. I want to acknowledge everyone I can remember. If I have forgotten any, charge it to my head, not to my heart. These individuals drive, motivate, inspire, and influence me on a daily basis, and I pray you and spirits likened unto you continue to assist me in my goals and objectives and keep me aligned with my purpose.

Gran, Grandma Lizzie, Grandma Lucille, Grandma Rose, Uncle Keith Carter, Mr. Lewis Carter, Mr. Jefferson Davis Shirley, Mrs. Catherine Walker Shirley, Mrs. Sally Walker White, Mr. Robert Lee White, Grandpa Warren Carter Sr., Mr. James G. White, Grandpa Gil (Gilford White), Grandpa Eddie West, Grandpa Clifford, Grandma Mabel Fleming, Aunt Bernice Byrd, Aunt Marjorie Lightfoot, Aunt Virginia Carter, Uncle Gilford Bayboy White, Uncle Robert White, Uncle Isaiah White, Uncle Joe Carter, Uncle Roy Carter, Uncle John Scott, Uncle Lee Scott, Aunt Anna Scott, Nana Louise French, Uncle Al Burrows, Cousin Sean Jones, Cousin Darryle Pretty, Aunt Faye Pretty, Aunt Bettye Jones, Uncle J. R., Cousin David Carter, Aunt Ruth Carter, Aunt Evelyn Carter, Cousin Robert “Jeff” Barbour, Cousin Jonah West Ramirez, Cousin Josh Ramsey, Ms. Jada White, Cousin Michael Fleming, Uncle Eddie “Junie” West, Aunt Gloria Lovelace, Dr. Edna Lewis, Deacon Floyd Bates, Deacon Woodrow Bates, Deacon A. B. Howard, Deaconess Howard, Uncle Carlton Lewis, Mr. Rex Harris, Aunt Carrabel Garnett, Uncle Eddie Garnett, Aunt Sallie Johnson, Uncle Robert Keeves, Mr. John Wright, Mr. Ray Wright, Mr. Lomax, Mr. Spencer Gwaltney, Uncle Little John Johnson, Dr. Gibson, Mrs. Gibson, Mrs. Coleman, Mr. and Mrs. Roane, Aunt Mary Ann Lewis, Mr. Harold Byrd, H. E. Ben Ammi Hamasheak, Sgan Ahtur Dahveed, Nasik Shaleahk, Nasik Eleazer, Ahk Tsavaliel Malik, Ahk Ahr, Dode Beniel, Dodah Ahcote Shemriyah, Ahcote Zimriyah, Dode Ahk Azriel, Ahcote Toomah, Ahk Tsavaliel, Ahk Yehudah, Dode Ahk Yehoyadah, Ahk Ahvdiel, Nasik Daniyel, Ahk Ben Hosheah, Ahk Yoahk, Mr. Judge Graham, Mr. Michael Collins, Ahcote Yaheerah, Mr. Ian Davis, Mr. Brandon Tolliver, Mr. Brian Scott, Mr. Tyrone Johnson Jr., Ms. Patricia Smith Wade, Ms. Florence Smith, Hon. Marcus Mosiah Garvey, Hon. Nat Turner, Bishop McNeal Turner, Hon. Booker T. Washington, Dr. George Washington Carver, Dr. W. E. B. Dubois, Hon. Patrice Lumumba, Hon. Tetteh Quarshie, Pres. Kwame Nkrumah, El Hajj Malik El Shabazz, Hon. Medgar Evans, Baba Dick Gregory, Dr. James Farmer, Baba Tarik Oduno, Dr. Huey P. Newton, Hon. Fred Hampton, Hon. Kwame Ture, Hon. Sekou Toure, Hon. Dr. Namdi Nzekwi, Hon. Khalid Muhammed, Dr. Amos Wilson, Dr. Ben Yochanan, Dr. John Henry Clarke, Hon. Paul Robeson, Hon. Bob Marley, Hon. Dr. Major Martin Delaney, Hon. Dr. George Padmore, Dr. John Hope Franklin, Hon. Walter Rodney, Dr. Jawana Kunjufu, Hon. Nannie Helen Boroughs, Mr. Miles Davis III, Mr. John Coltrane, Mr. Cannonball Adderly, Mr. Michael Jackson, Hon. Harriet Tubman, Hon. Mayor Marion Barry, Mr. Prince Rogers Nelson, Mr. William Withers Jr., Mr. Isaac Hayes, Mr. Slyvester Stone, Mr. John “Redd Foxx” Sanford, Mr. Richard Pryor, Mr. Fela Kuti, Mr. Marvin Gaye, Mr. Donnie Hathaway, Mr. Joe Sample, Mr. Michael D’Angelo Archer, Sar Shlomo, and countless others who shaped and molded my thoughts, experiences, family, and life.

It’s noted in various cultures that a person doesn’t truly die until you stop speaking, writing, or remembering their names. Let these individuals, and so many more righteous and courageous others live on in legacy to support our efforts on this side of creation. Asé Asé Asé ooo. Melah.







INTRODUCTION



If you find a book you really want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.

Toni Morrison




Sometime in the 1930s, my great-grandmother Mrs. Mattie V. Carter stood in a county office building in Orange County, Virginia, and made a commitment to save and prepare a legacy for her family.

That legacy was land already in the family. It was a 150-acre farm that Mrs. Carter’s parents, Mr. Jefferson Davis Shirley and Mrs. Catherine Walker Shirley, had purchased back in 1910.

The family, like most in rural Black Virginia, had farmed vegetables, cows, chickens, and pigs, and the property had provided security for their large family in the American apartheid era. It was a place of rolling fields and shady woods, deep in a rural county where small hamlets and African American–styled villages are scattered among farms. The fourth US president, James Madison, had lived nearby, on a plantation worked by the dozens of people he enslaved, who possibly included some of my ancestors.

The land where the young Mattie had grown up became the subject of a court case during the Depression; the family owed money on the property and most of my great-great-aunts and uncles didn’t want to pay off the debt. But Mrs. Mattie Virginia Carter committed to securing the land. It wasn’t an easy promise to fulfill, taking on the financial responsibility of a 150-acre farm and molding a future for the next four generations—but building or adding to legacies never is.

My great-grandmother (who we lovingly called Gran), a mother of twelve, had a grace and fluidness about her that I admired as a young person. She never seemed to stress, smiled caringly with her large round eyes (that most of us Carters still possess) and always opened her home for family business, counsel, and visiting. The latest issues of Jet magazine were there on her coffee table, and I always made it my responsibility to be read up on the centerfold. I spent a decent amount of time with Gran, watching her fry chicken and gizzards, stew cabbage, bake cornbread, and make sweet tea, and listening to her and my great-aunts chat about the grown folks’ business. I remember spending hours in the front yard, playing what seemed to be a never-ending game of fetch with my first canine friend, Lady, her spaniel mix.

[image: ]
At the family farm, 1959.


Gran’s two-story white house was the Carter family headquarters. A majority of the family members made a yearly pilgrimage to Gran’s, trekking slowly down the half-mile road on Carters Lane to her home. I’m quite sure my first introduction to the family came on that porch, being greeted by someone rocking on the metal rocker. By securing the land, Gran also secured the future of the family and a sliver of legacy that I share in this writing.

______________

Portions of my ancestry can be traced back to the first generation of exiled Europeans arriving on the shores of what they described as the New World. The documentation of most of the generations I’ve been able to trace identifies them as farmers or laborers. Some of my ancestors may have been from Angola, specifically the Mbundu nation and possibly a subsect of the Akans from the region with the imaginary boundaries derived during the Berlin Conference in 1885, which created the nations we know today as Ghana and Ivory Coast. They were brought to Virginia in the 1600s or 1700s and enslaved on plantations in the newly established Virginia colony. Some potentially were enslaved at the Shirley Plantation, the oldest plantation in America. And although I have no documentation for it, I have been told I have Indigenous American heritage that would precede my African and European ancestry in this nation. I’ve been told since I was a toddler that my tall, straight-haired, copper-skinned maternal great-grandfather, Clifford Fleming, was “Indian” (the language that was used in the 1980s). My great-grandmother Grandma Lizzie, having copper skin tone as well, also has Indigenous roots—and her mother, seen in the only picture I have of her—exemplifies her Indigenous features.

I don’t know in what year many of my ancestors arrived here because enslavers didn’t keep detailed personal records of the individuals they enslaved. They were prisoners of war, whose crimes were a tolerant resistance to the heat of the sun, a genius for working with nature to grow crops, and a cursed resilience that forced them into enduring horrific discrimination, indifference, and vitriol, generation after generation. Their true names, ages, lineages—none of it was recorded with accuracy. They were treated as cattle. Actually, they were treated worse—cattle breeds such as Angus, Belted Galloway, and Jersey are identifiable by their physical characteristics; their homes and origins are known. Are we nearly as familiar with the Mende, Mbundu, Igbo, Temne, Mandinka, Fulani, Bakongo, Fon, Wolof, Chamba, and countless other African nations and states (not tribes)? Their citizenry and legacies experienced generations of terror (much like the Indigenous nations of the Americas), never before and hopefully never again seen and experienced in world and universal history.

The history of Black farmers in America is a story of oppression and resistance, violence and solidarity, sustenance and stewardship, glued and mortared together with historical self-worth, family pride and cohesion, African principles of right and sensibility, and a belief in the greatness of our ancestors and the Creators. Using over 4,000 years of agricultural knowledge and innovation, we’ve made untold contributions to the development of American agriculture, not just through labor but through innovation and traditional knowledge.


[image: ]
My great-grandfather Clifford Fleming.


But after all those generations, Black farmers are on a steep decline. As I write and edit these passages, new threats to Black farmers have been legislated, policy-adjusted, or executive-ordered into place. At the turn of the twentieth century, when Gran was just a toddler, Virginia had more Black farmers than any state in America, at over 25,000. When Gran was a young mother, starting her family in 1925, there were a little more than 50,000 Black farmers in Virginia, again leading the country. By 2017, when I officially founded Carter Farms here on the land she saved, there were only about 1,300. That’s a 98 percent decline—an extinction-level event. And in any situation where you have extinction, the cause is likely the loss of favorable conditions in an environment. To save the affected species, you must change the environment.

Carter Farms and Africulture, a nonprofit organization I began in 2020, seek to grow farmers of African descent as part of a larger effort to fight off an extinction-level event of civilization’s foundational profession, indeed the world’s oldest profession. We’re incubating new farmers, helping older farmers grow their markets, and spreading the message that US agriculture could not have existed without African principles, practices, plants, and people. This book shares various changes and realities and conditions that have affected the existence and growth of Black farmers in America. That list includes a few other p’s that are just as prominent, if not more so: policy, psychology, and perception: policies that have challenged the growth and success of many Black farmers, and psychologies, or states of mind and perception cloaked in prejudice and stereotypes. These challenges have shaped views around agriculture. Many residues of those policies and psychological perceptions still exist today.

At the time I was growing up in the 1980s and ’90s, older farmers would tell me: “I don’t make no money farming.” If you want to discourage a teenager from entering your vocation, tell them you don’t make any money doing it. I was in 4-H and FFA (founded at Virginia Tech in 1925 and formerly called Future Farmers of America), but I never found them attractive because I never saw Black people participate in those activities. I’m not saying there aren’t Black members in the organization, because there are, I just never encountered them at any of the events I participated in. And even though I majored in agricultural economics in college, I didn’t plant one seed for the entire four years. Like many agriculture students I know who attended HBCUs, I was taught and encouraged to work at John Deere, the USDA, or another agribusiness, not how to be a farmer.


Table 0.1. 1900 Negroes in the United States Census



	State

	Number of Negro Farm Owners






	Virginia

	26,566




	Mississippi

	21,973




	Texas

	20,139




	South Carolina

	18,970




	North Carolina

	17,520




	Alabama

	14,110




	Arkansas

	11,941




	Georgia

	11,375




	Tennessee

	9,426




	Louisiana

	9,378




	Florida

	6,552




	Kentucky

	5,402




	Maryland

	2,262




	West Virginia

	534




	Delaware

	332




	District of Columbia

	5




	Prepared by W. E. B. Du Bois. Appears in a bulletin from the United States Bureau of the Census, Negroes in the United States, published in 1904.







Table 0.2. Virginia Farm Census



	Category

	Census of 1945

	Census of 1940

	Census of 1935

	Census of 1930

	Census of 1925

	Census of 1920






	Full owners

	124,363

	113,510

	121,490

	104,956

	130,117

	121,454




	Part owners

	12,219

	13,164

	16,649

	16,148

	13,470

	14,909




	All white operators

	138,096

	139, 795

	154,421

	130,937

	143,576

	138,456




	Full owners

	104,523

	94,580

	98,173

	85,756

	101,602

	95,934




	Part owners

	8,970

	9,844

	12,304

	10,900

	8,842

	9,480




	All nonwhite operators

	34,955

	35,090

	43,211

	39,673

	50, 147

	47, 786




	Adapted from the United States Bureau of the Census, Census of Agriculture: 1945.






These are just some of the reasons why there’s been a loss of 98 percent of Black farmers in my state and throughout the country since my great-grandmother’s time. But there’s another reason, too. The contributions of Black people have been ignored and forgotten. We haven’t received proper recognition as the true seeds of American agriculture, a recognition that could challenge negative perceptions. Very few people, including young Black people, are aware of the long history of African contributions and innovations in agriculture. The general perception of Black people on farms centers on slavery, sharecropping, and poverty—rather than self-sufficiency, resistance, individual and communal wealth, political power, or self-pride or self-worth. Agriculture and farming should be thought of as an opportunity to build the future—the future of what crops we grow, who grows those crops, how we take care of and maintain our bodies and nature, and how we’ll find resilience in the face of climatic and environmental changes both geographically and socially.

______________

Africulture is a term that pulls together many subjects that may seem unrelated. It refers to the history of growing crops in Africa—which goes back to the ancient Egyptians and beyond—and to the history of agrarian masters in Africa being kidnapped and trafficked. With a 100 percent tax on their labor, their progeny, and their history, they were shipped like cargo to create a commercial farming industry in a country later to be called the United States of America. It refers to the crops that are familiar in Africa today as well as the crops that helped make the United States a powerful nation rooted in agriculture with the critical and essential assistance of African and Indigenous innovators. It refers to principles and practices for agriculture, which can be used on a farm in Virginia today just as they’ve been used in Africa for centuries. If you wear jeans, drink coffee or tea, eat chocolate or vanilla, or enjoy an ice-cold soda, Africulture is your history. This is Hen Asem, which translates to “Our Story” in the Fante, a dialect of the Twi language of Ghana.

From sweet potato vines to tall amaranth and Nigerian spinach stalks, all of which are grown at Carter Farms, observing the life cycles of our crops lets us ponder what forces govern human health and allow human communities to thrive. One of the core Africulture principles is the Hermetic Law of Correspondence, which states “as above, so below”: just as plants need healthy soil to grow, people need to be surrounded by health and support in their families, communities, villages, and society. During all the stages from seed to flower to fruit, the condition of the surroundings determines the quality and abundance of the crop.

This techno-crazed civilization, which a majority of humanity presently lives in, started with an AI revolution. But before there was artificial intelligence, or Allen Iverson and his killer crossover, there was agricultural intelligence and African ingenuity. All of us are products of this agricultural intelligence and African ingenuity that shapes our genes, our foodways, our relationships, our culture, our health, and even our spirituality.

Throughout various spiritual treks in Israel and America, and especially while living in Ghana, I learned that everything is connected. Anansesem are the stories of Ananse, the original Spider-Man, a major part of Ghanaian mythology and folklore. Spiders weave webs, ntintan in the Twi language of Ghana. Just like the World Wide Web and the fungal strands that connect a forest ecosystem, these connections both above and below influence all other beings between the firmament and the core of the Earth.

After growing up in Virginia, I made a critical decision to move to Ghana, where I lived for five years in the 2010s. After those five years, in 2017, the land that Gran saved spoke to me and convinced me to return to Virginia and reconnect with my family legacy. Some of what the land whispered ever so loudly in my ear and soul is shared in this book. I trust you will see, and most importantly feel, the ntintan I weave through this tapestry of metaphors, analogies, history, culture, produce, vegetables, agronomy, movies, music, mythology, policy, spirituality, and philosophy.
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CHAPTER 1
SEEDS
PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE IN A CAPSULE




This is my story, this is my song …

Fanny Crosby, “Blessed Assurance,” a hymn sung every other Sunday by a majority of Black Baptist church choirs.

And what did you not do to bury me, yet you forgot that I was a seed?

Dinos Christianopoulos, from The Body and the Wormwood (1960–1993)



Seeds are divinely designed to be the perfect metaphor. I frequently heard the religious saying “faith like a mustard seed” Sunday mornings growing up. A little bit of faith is all that is needed to begin your journey. Like a seed, as faith is watered, it will start to grow.

As the reproductive units of flowering plants, seeds are tiny time capsules, containing genetic, cultural, and social remnants of the past and propelling them into the future as they grow to their potential. In the African-based “conscious” community, specifically the Five Percent Nation (also called the Nation of Gods and Earths, an offshoot of the Nation of Islam founded by Clarence 13X) and the Rastafarians, adherents refer to their children as seeds. A man’s sperm or ejaculatory fluid is often referred to as seed, and this term and context is also used in the Bible. My point is that the seed of plants and the seed of man have been synonymous since the time of the ancients.

The story of the seed parallels the story of African and Indigenous peoples in America. The seed goes through a great transformation, but no one ever asks the seed how it feels. Does it know that it’s on a one-way trip to having its fruits and future seeds potentially consumed by others? Some of whom may not know, understand, or align with its particular purpose, its existence, or the right of its future seeds to exist, and will label its full-grown self as a weed, an undesirable plant.

Seeds are beginnings. Seeds have the responsibility and unusual reality of having to fulfill their purpose of growing into their mature form. No plant (or person) looks like the seed from which they grew. Their metamorphic growth is distinguished by features that are not indicated in the miniscule seed of their inception.

A dandelion seed, if it lands in any area where there’s some semblance of water, soil, minerals, and sun, will most likely germinate and begin its growing pattern. I’m sure we have all seen plants growing in places where they’re not wanted: in the seams or cracks of sidewalks, in gutters, on the bed of old pickup trucks that haven’t moved for a season, or in a heavily herbicide-sprayed lawn.

The growing process, I assume, is painful, unexpected, and quite debilitating to the seed. The seed’s lovely intact shell casing cracks open once it’s surrounded by the combination of moisture and warmth. In a ravenous and violent way, it starts to grow a tail, what is called a taproot. This taproot is its initial means of eating and feeding itself. Its very life is dependent on the taproot and the other roots that subsequently grow out of it. Fungal hyphae present in the soil attach to the root and the root releases exudates—a combination of sugars, proteins, and carbohydrates that act as a food source for microorganisms in the soil. This food source starts the seed’s first bartering system, trading its exudates with the local bacteria, fungi, protozoa, and billions of other microorganisms in its rhizosphere (a fancy word for the immediate surroundings of roots).

______________

My father’s family held their first large reunion in 1991, and they brought in a storyteller, an African griot wearing clothes from the Yoruba or Igbo peoples of Nigeria. He carried a jolly, inviting smile, like a train conductor about to take us on a never-ending journey through the history of ourselves. I was twelve or thirteen at the time and literally sat on the edge of my seat, watching and listening. The griot, which I later learned about in-depth while residing in West Africa, is more of a linguist and historian than a storyteller. The griot is a carrier and protector of culture, and sacred seeds. Storytelling is the tool of choice that envelops listeners with history, wrapped in moral and social lessons of the past. With a slight gasp before he started to speak, this great linguist bellowed, “This is a story that happened a looooooong time ago …”

Growing up, my family history usually was passed down informally. At our family reunions, I’d be a fly on the wall as the family elders discussed the family news of the day and snippets of our history. My mother’s family and my father’s father’s family held their gatherings on the third Sunday in August; my father’s mother’s side held homecoming on the first Sunday in September. If I could go back in time, I would have had my father videotape all those sessions. At family gatherings on my mother’s side, there was an eerie feeling in my grandmother’s dimly lit kitchen, like a séance. I listened with a thrill, goosebumps coating my thin arms, when they started to talk about deceased family members.

Sometimes you have to piece together your family history, your roots, from little fragments. A Bible here, a census record there, a comment in passing. There’s not always a lot of information. I’ve asked my Uncle John, Aunt Mamie, and Aunt Bettye about my great-grandfather John Lewis Carter, and their answers were just, “He was a good man; he didn’t take any mess.” The end. Learning more has been a long journey for me, and although I couldn’t go back as an adult to those family reunions of the ’80s and ’90s, I’ve asked a lot of questions and found myself piecing together stories and histories like a focused detective.

Seeds represent a promise that time will pass and the right moment for growth will come along, sooner or later. They can lay dormant for days or decades and germinate when all the conditions are right. Over the years I attended other kinds of gatherings as well, seed-planting fields if you will, and listened to magnificent orators: His Excellency Ben Ammi Ben-Israel; Kohain Nathanyah Halevi in Ghana, who inspired my speaking style; Dr. James Farmer Jr., the leader of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and a civil rights pioneer (and the subject of the movie The Great Debaters); Dr. Jawanza Kunjufu; Dr. Na’im Akbar; Dr. Edwin J. Nichols; and Dr. Claud Anderson, among others. They planted seeds in me: the importance of family, of communal understandings, and their relationship to history and experiences. An ideal I learned in Ghana, and throughout my travels, is that information and knowledge is not in silos. All things are interconnected like the web (ntintan) of Ananse the spider. Since 2017, after returning from what was supposed to be my forever sojourn in Ghana, I have been weaving my own ntintan, as well as being caught in an ancestral ntintan.


THE SEEDS OF AMERICA

We are all products of our environment. Our bodies are made of the food we eat. Our genes are made up of what our ancestors ate, and our lineage should reflect the vision and sacrifices of our ancestors as well as their foods. For African Americans, there’s a connection between the cells in our bodies and the foods our ancestors ate when they were living in Africa. And for America as a country, there’s a deep tie between the nation’s history and economy and some of those same African crops. Shepherded by enslaved Africans and grown on American soil by African expertise, the seeds of plants like rye, millet, okra, and rice helped sustain new arrivals during the early years of colonization. And other African crops—like indigo and cotton—became the engine of a powerful new economy.

As scholars including Dr. Lerone Bennett Jr. and Dr. Ivan Van Sertima have detailed, Africans had a presence in North America well before Columbus. In the mid-1320s, the Mansa of Mali (Mansa is the Mandinka word for emperor or king), Mansa Abubukar II, had voyaged to the West, sending over 200 ships, along with himself. Many of the early kidnappers and/or exploiters (more commonly referred to as “explorers and conquistadors”) journaled about meeting “Ethiopians” or “copper-skinned” people in the New World. There were also nations of people in the New World who had darker melanated skin tones but who had never been to or had interactions with people of African descent.

The connection between African plants and the American colonies, however, began with the movement of enslaved people across the Atlantic. For a three-month journey on a slave ship carrying 200 individuals who needed to eat, a lot of provisions were required (even though the kidnappers always expected a high level of loss). Trinkets like mirrors, buttons, cutlery, and clothes were used as currency to purchase captured human contraband along the West African coast. The traders of the enslaved would also buy or trade for provisions with these trinkets. The food that was available from the coast of Africa was primarily grains, starches, and beans, and such nonperishable items were ideal for an extended sea journey.

The coastline that stretches along the countries of Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and part of the Ivory Coast was referred to as the Grain Coast, named after the peppery spice called grains of paradise. Along that coast, traders could purchase starchy foods that would hold well in transit across the ocean: millet and rice. Okra is another food whose pods and seeds are very durable and plentiful. These were some of the foods that sustained people nutritionally during the “Beginning Passage” and the Middle Passage. (Many of us have heard of the Middle Passage, which the kidnapped and enslaved had to endure, but there was a beginning or start of the experience, which I’ve termed the “Beginning Passage,” that was just as cruel, gruesome, and fatal as the Middle Passage.)

The people who had been stolen from their homes and enslaved managed to bring along seeds, too. There are stories of the enslaved braiding seeds into each other’s hair for safekeeping during the journey. Maybe more important than the physical seeds was the knowledge the people protected—generational wisdom about these foods, how to grow them, how to cook them, and the properties and nutrition they held.

The first recorded account of enslaved Africans in the areas of Turtle Island (a.k.a. North America) that Europeans from England had occupied is from 1619. This was just a few years after the founding of Jamestown and the “starving time” of 1609–1610, when three-quarters of the Jamestown colonists died of malnutrition and disease, forced to eat rats, snakes, and even each other. The British colonial experiment came close to total failure because the English refused to humble themselves to Indigenous nations who knew how to sustain themselves in this environment. Historian and author Howard Zinn details in A People’s History of the United States:

Everything in the experience of the first white settlers acted as a pressure for the enslavement of blacks. The Virginians of 1619 were desperate for labor, to grow enough food to stay alive. Among them were survivors from the winter of 1609–1610, the “starving time,” when, crazed for want of food, they roamed the woods for nut and berries, dug up graves to eat the corpses, and died in batches until five hundred colonists were reduced to sixty.1

It isn’t plausible that the American colonies could have sustained themselves nutritionally and financially without exploiting this new skilled labor force of captured African indentured servants, as well as Indigenous people captured and forced to work against their will. Along with the enslaved Africans came the leftover grains their kidnappers had stocked to feed people during ocean transit, and some of those seeds became the origins of crops that exponentially increased nutrition for all these new arrivals. European crops such as broccoli, kale, and spinach couldn’t survive through the sweltering dog days of summer in Georgia or the Carolinas. But African plants could survive just fine—rye, millet, rice, and jute (which produces not only fibers for twine, but also edible leafy greens). They became Americanized staples, the foundation for the growth of the colonies. On my Virginia farm, where we grow numerous varieties of African vegetables, visitors ask me frequently, “How do you grow these plants here?” The answer is, just plant the seed. During the summer, especially in the southern areas of the United States, the climate is not much different, in terms of soil temperatures and ambient temperature, than in West Africa. And the hotter the climate in North America becomes in the future, the more sensible it will be to grow these crops.

Can you picture a world without rice and blue jeans? In South Carolina in the eighteenth-century, rice, cotton, and indigo were grown on enslavement camps called plantations. These crops were produced by the labor of enslaved Africans and Indigenous peoples who held generations of knowledge about how to cultivate these plants. Rice provided a nutritional staple, grown and prepared by enslaved labor, while indigo was an extremely valuable cash crop, more profitable in that century than sugar or cotton. Crops like these galvanized the colonization process. They were the key to the colonies’ ability to build a financial engine powerful enough to subdue the Indigenous nations and, eventually, to separate from the colonizing country. And the crops thrived thanks to the highly skilled workforce, which carried master’s- or doctoral-level knowledge (if such degrees had existed at the time), that was brought to the colonies to innovate agricultural production.

These African seeds, tended by African people on American soil, were the seeds of civilization as well as the seeds of destruction and the seeds of pain. From them germinated generations of people and practices, all the power and the sorrow of American history. Without African crops, expertise, and innovation, American agriculture and America itself would not exist.



THE RHIZOSPHERE

When I was younger, I did not intend to be a farmer. I had other plans—I was going to be a biotech engineer and invent a kind of lawn grass that would grow only a half-inch tall. Every child would thank me for eliminating the occupation of grass cutting. Later I thought about being an investment banker and a fashion designer. But when you’re young you don’t realize all the seeds that are being planted in you. Unknowingly, I had eleven or more generations of agriculturist genetic material coursing through my arteries. My father and his brother both majored in agriculture at Virginia State University. My great-uncle Mr. Buford White had paved the way a few years earlier, majoring in agricultural education and becoming the first agriculture teacher in the family. My father followed in those size-thirteen footsteps, which made me an agriculture student almost from birth. I was inundated with it: Many of the events I went to during my childhood were ag-related. My godfather, Mr. James Gibson, was an agriculture teacher, and his father, Dr. David Gibson, was an agricultural professor at Virginia State University.

I majored in agricultural economics at North Carolina A&T State University (AGGIE PRIDE!)—a marriage between my mother’s degree in economics from Mary Washington College and my father’s agriculture interests. But I also had a minor in fashion design, and after I graduated I went to work for a Washington, DC, fashion company started by my cousins Aaron Lydell Byrd and Nkrumah Kenyatta Byrd, called Indefinite Designs, home of Dalinkwent Wear.

In my later days of working with Indefinite Designs, I ended up researching how to grow cotton to make our own T-shirts. My research landed me with the United States African Development Consortium (USADC). Its creator-founder-CEO, Dr. Brimmy Olaghere, a Nigerian econometrician, planted more seeds in me—a devoted appreciation for Africa and our relationship with her. He shared with me that in the early 1960s he had been an aide for Ghana’s first president, Osagyefo Dr. Kwame Nkrumah; Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois; and Nigeria’s first president, President Nnamdi Azikiwe, at the dawn of the African independence movement. I’d sit at Dr. Olaghere’s feet, mesmerized with his recollections of the history of pre-independence and post-independence Africa.

That might not have had much to do with agriculture, but it formed the impetus for how I view family, community, and business success. Indefinite Designs, and the leadership of my cousin Lydell, planted a seed; they provided opportunities to young Black people and encouraged entrepreneurship. He and others like him weren’t scared of providing opportunities or showing support to these young people. These young men and women, including myself, weren’t seen as weeds, but seeds that needed to be placed in rich soil. The ntintan web of family, of principles, of values and support for your own people, planted in me the seeds I presently use to support a modest group of Black farmers and future farmers in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States.

Washington, DC, in the 1990s was full of givers of knowledge and information. I sat at the feet of so many elders, heard so many lectures, and shared meals with some intellectual and cultural giants. All of these experiences and many more were part of my rhizosphere. For a plant, the rhizosphere is the narrow region of soil or substrate that is directly influenced by the plant’s root secretions and soil microorganisms (a.k.a. the root microbiome). The rhizosphere forms after the roots are established, but those microorganisms also are present in the soil before the seed germinates—doing their thing before the seed even shows up. And not to come empty handed, the seeds carry their own microcolony of microorganisms, too. The microorganisms in the rhizosphere are the “elders”—they’re like a community or a village that not only influences both the roots of the plants in the area but can also determine what actually germinates or grows there. These elders control, manipulate, and alter various chemical components in the soil that the seeds need. Meanwhile, the roots of the germinating seedling send out a buffet of goodies—carbohydrates, proteins, and sugars—through their root hairs, attracting the microorganisms that will aid in its growth and development. The seeds give the elders a new and revised vision of the future, hope for the present, and a reason to keep producing, an exchange that keeps the soil system in balance. It’s the waste (the wisdom gained through experiences) given off by these microorganisms that allow the root hairs to absorb critical nutrients for the plant. It’s a miracle of give-and-take between the plant and all its helpers and providers. Much of this process, very much like what happens in outer space, is unexplainable to the human mind, but as above, so below. There is a multitude of universes, a multiverse under our feet.


YOU ARE SEEN

Being seen for your true self is powerful. The head nod is an existential carry-on when traveling as a Black male on this planet, a universal greeting among the melanated males. I’ve used it on three continents, acknowledging that I see you, and you see me. In the Zulu language and culture of South Africa, one of the ways people greet one another is not hello, but sawubona, which means “I see you” or more deeply, “I acknowledge your presence and your existence.” The response back can be yebo, sawubona, which translates to “Yes, I see you, acknowledge you and your existence, too,” or shiboka, which translates into “I exist, I am here for you.” A greeting that truly empowers, honors, acknowledges, and respects those to whom it’s spoken. The English word respect is derived from the Latin “to see clearly,” respicere. Whether in a store, a classroom, in an office hallway, an elevator, a church, an airport, on the banks of the Dead Sea, or in the foothills of the Himalayas, the head nod means “I see you, I acknowledge your existence, I respect you as a person and I see you with dignity, pride, and appreciation.”

Sawubona, Mende, Mbundu, Igbo, Temne, Mandinka, Fulani, Bakongo, Fon, Wolof, Chamba, Zulu, Xhosa, Ndebele.


I remember little gems from people such as the incomparable Brother Bey—entrepreneur, radio host, and health advocate—who would start most of his statements and his radio show by saying, “The day is pregnant with possibilities.” The elder Baba Tarik Oduno, nearly seven feet tall, would infuse into every space he entered, “There is no culture without agriculture,” whether it be at a United Negro Improvement Association meeting or at Malcolm X Park during the drumming circle in NW Washington, DC, or down in Capitol Heights, Maryland, at Everlasting Life restaurant. Every Monday evening at Howard University, psychiatrist Dr. Frances Cress Welsing would sow psychological seeds to all who would listen. I was fortunate to catch Dr. Jawanza Kunjufu as a guest speaker in Silver Spring, Maryland—his Countering the Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys book series guided my adolescence. If you were lucky enough, you could catch a master like Baba Dick Gregory, the writer, activist, and comedian, walking down U Street or Georgia Avenue. He was a man whose life and presence set a target for me as to how tall my tree needed to grow.

Sawubona, Baba Dick Gregory, Baba Brother Bey, Mama Dr. Frances Cress Welsing, Baba Tarik Oduno, Baba Jawanza Kunjufu, Baba Dr. Brimmy Olaghere.

This rhizosphere is the equivalent of the community and environment you are born into. The rhizosphere has both helpful and harmful elements. It can be home to negative elements such as root-eating nematodes, late blight, soil pathogens, heavy metals, and toxic substances, which can be detrimental to root development and plant growth, potentially killing the plant or creating disease before the plant has barely begun to grow. A potato blight, or a crack cocaine epidemic in a community, are both results of a poor environment and are generally brought in by others, as these pathogens don’t thrive or spread naturally without other outside factors in place. They can negatively affect the seed but don’t define the seed or its ability to grow and thrive when these factors aren’t present.

My presence, questions, comments, and family history were my exudates—the elements I offered to the environment around me. And in turn I was able to interact with so many amazing people, personalities, concepts, institutions, places, events, and spirits that fed me and my growth. Just like in the rhizosphere of a plant’s roots, humans interact and engage with billions of other entities as our seeds start to send out roots. This rooting process in our environment can be and sometimes should be uncomfortable, because many of us find ourselves in places we weren’t meant to be planted. Some of us African Americans, Afro Latinos, and Afro Caribbeans are descended from people who were kidnapped and enslaved in hostile environments that remain unconducive for our growth to this day. Despite the challenges, we grow and develop, morphing from seed into the fullness of our selves.

Mr. Sam Cooke reminded us that a change has got to come. I’m not sure if every seed knows or thinks this, or if a seed can identify that it’s been planted or placed in an untenable place, a situation that’s not ideal. Does a seed know and lean into its nature, and ultimately grow itself into the change, into the plant species that created it?



GERMINATION

Seeds can’t help but germinate when the conditions are right. That doesn’t mean those conditions have to be ideal; just good enough. If there’s darkness and water, and the temperature is close enough to ideal, that seed will sprout. Seeds ultimately germinate in the dark. In the darkness of whatever situation you may find yourself, if a seed is there, it’s most likely going to germinate—watered by physical or emotional tears. I can hear Benard Ighner’s velvet, soulful, and soul-filled baritone voice lamenting that nothing stays the same in his 1974 ballad “Everything Must Change.” Seeds have to change.

For me, the turning point when the seeds of my purpose began to germinate was in 2003. I experienced a spiritual change right as my great-grandmother Grandma Lizzie, Mrs. Elizabeth White, was transitioning out of this human form, and I became an African Hebrew Israelite. I started to travel back and forth between Israel and DC. In Israel, I stayed near an urban kibbutz in the largest African American community outside the United States, where I worked with the minister of agriculture of the Kingdom of YAH, Minister Sar Yadiel Ben Yehudah (he was a minister when I met him, and at the time of this writing is a prince in the community). This was and is the largest organized group of repatriated African Americans in the world: a community of about 3,000 people of African descent living in Dimona, Israel. I worked at the village’s community farm, growing mostly familiar European- and Mediterranean-based crops such as brassicas (kale, collards, broccoli, cauliflower), beans, eggplants, and Swiss chard (referred to as Hebrew chard by Prince Yadiel). The farm utilized their version of a CSA (community-supported agriculture) project, using organic and sustainable growing principles and drip irrigation.

As the seeds in me began to germinate, I found myself in touch with seeds in a literal way for the first time in my life. In my annual visits to Israel, Prince Yadiel tasked me with sourcing and picking up heat-tolerant varieties of seeds for the community farm. Through his words, his interest, and his exuberance about divine agriculture, Prince Yadiel watered the seeds that had been planted in me by my biological father, Big Mike (or as he likes to refer to himself when I’m around, The Michael Carter Sr.—the original). Prince Yadiel provided wisdom and references about the significance of divine agriculture in the Bible, and its relationships to the larger creation. The ntintan was being shown to me: the interconnection between agriculture and everything else. Sawubona Prince Yadiel.

The community taught me about the plethora of biblical laws that speak to agriculture. Right away in Genesis, Adam is placed in a garden—a.k.a., a farm—and he’s given instructions to till and keep and garden. So the first occupation that the Creators ever created was a “farmer.” That gave me a different outlook on agriculture—beforehand, I had a general idea that farming was dirty work, hard work, without the value and respect of being a banker, doctor, business manager, or even fashion designer. Farming was, in my value system, very low. But if growing crops had such importance in the Bible, if it meant reverence and appreciation for nature, then maybe farming should be valued more highly. I began to think about the metaphysical and the spiritual side of farming, and about whether I might value becoming a farmer myself.

The seeds were starting to germinate. And the right environment was providing what those seeds needed to grow.

The phrasing of the griot from my family reunion—“a looooooooooong time ago”—was another seed that soon found the right conditions for germination. Prince Dr. Shaleahk Ben Yehudah, one of the founding princes of the African Hebrew Israelite community, used to use the phrase “I love the land” on his sacred visitation tours of Israel. He usually followed this by calling everyone in earshot “babies” in a raspy but bellowing voice, exuding confidence and security in all the words to follow. He would recount history about “the land”—the land of Israel, specifically the lands of Judea. I never met the warrior-scholar; he transitioned from complications of a stroke in 2004, as I was just getting to know the community. However, I became good friends with his son, Ahk Abshalom Ben Shaleahk, and he’d always say I had a spirit of learning similar to his abba (father), and a love or an appreciation for the land.

As it became my turn to teach and speak, the griot’s words merged with those words of Prince Dr. Shaleahk. I would say, “I loooooooooooooooooOOOOOOOOoooove the land,” making the statement in four or five different countries, on two continents, and in three or four languages, hoping to connect with those I was speaking to, and hoping to speak to the land itself, in a vibration familiar to each particular place. My love of the land, my growing respect for farming, and my calling as a teacher and leader were all coming together.
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CHAPTER 2
SOIL
THE SUSTAINING SUBSTRATE




Whenever the soil is rich the people flourish, physically and economically. Wherever the soil is wasted the people are wasted. A poor soil produces only a poor people—poor economically, poor spiritually and intellectually, poor physically.

George Washington Carver1



If heaven is in the sky, then it’s also in the soil.

There are as many organisms in the soil as stars in the sky. These life forms are so numerous it’s hard to grasp.

Soil, an Anglo-Norman French-derived word from the Latin solium and solum, meaning seat and ground respectively, is the base for most life on this planet. As any agronomist or soil scientist will emphatically emphasize, soil is not dirt. Dirt is what you get on your shoes and pants and in your fingernails after engaging with soil. Where the seed represents the individual, soil represents the communal. Seeds grow best in nurturing soils.

Soil is complex and dynamic, being shaped by weathering, environment, human interaction, atmospheric and alluvial (wind) conditions, and a host of other factors. In my early agricultural classes, my father and my other agricultural teacher, Mr. James White, taught me there are three basic types of soil: silt, sand, and clay. Loam is a mixture of these soils in various proportions, with the more prominent sediment in a particular soil being the lead word in the soil’s name: sandy loam, silty loam, or clay loam. There are also peat and chalk soil types found in various parts of the world. Soil is a result of the interaction of organisms with eroded geological layers, and the nature of the soil determines which plants can grow and how well they are rooted. Even when you see plants growing up through cracks in sidewalks, it’s the sand, water, and limestone from the Portland cement in the sidewalk that is feeding and sustaining that plant.

According to the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Virginia alone has about 500 different soils. The state soil of Virginia (yes, there are state soils for every state in America), is the Pamunkey soil located around the James River. This soil sustained the Pamunkey Nation for many hundreds of years, and allowed the Pamunkey and other nations to provide First Nation welfare to the initial illegal immigrant settlers of North America in the early 1600s. These are some of the soils my ancestors worked, nurtured, and stewarded before the first Europeans arrived in America.

Our family farm resides on Tatum soil, a deep burnt orange clay, or heavy clay as described by the USDA. In some agronomic circles it could be considered bad or poor soil. It’s no coincidence that my great-great-grandparents were afforded the opportunity to purchase the land we have, situated off Tatum Road. African Americans in Orange County, throughout Virginia, and scattered across the Southern agricultural belt or Black Belt were sold the soils that were deemed poor and less desirable. But like with everything we have faced in this country, we have turned poor soils and undesirable locations into prosperous soils and productive places of love, purpose, and tradition.

It’s stated quite frequently that prostitution is the oldest profession on Earth, but I emphatically state that the oldest profession on Earth is that of farmer and earth caretaker. We were innately soil men and soil women before we were soul men and soul women. From the rising and falling of the Nile during the first signs of Kemetic (ancient Egyptian) civilization, to the gardens of Mesopotamia, to the sprawling civilizations, communities, and agricultural enclaves of thriving abundant nations and empires, we have a great relationship with our first mother, Mother Earth.

The physical layers, or horizons, of soil start from bedrock (layer R) and move up to the parent rock (layer C), then to the subsoil (layer B), the eluviation (layer E), topsoil (layer A) and the tippity-top, the organic layer (layer O). Soil layers, or horizons, are created from the interactions of history, place, and the environment. Pedogenesis in agronomic terms is “soil formation” in layman speak. This process is oddly or coincidentally (but not really odd or coincidental to me) similar to the development, shaping, growing, maturation, erosion, and extinction of people and groups.


MOTHERS OF THE EARTH

Cultures the world over have always venerated Earth as a woman, as the woman, the most divine but the most feminine in every aspect of her nature and attributes: soft and subtle, highly responsive to good and pleasing treatment, yet highly vengeful, vindictive, and even spiteful if not treated right, fairly, or justly. We are reminded of the multitude of reverences various cultures have had for this motherly spirit and ethos—for example, the Greek goddess Gaia and the Roman goddess Ceres. In Africa, as in Asia, Europe, and the Americas, the reverence of the female spirit was no different.

In the Fante area and subculture of the Akan culture, Thursday, Yawoada, is the day you aren’t supposed to farm or do any work with your land, to honor Nana Asaase Ya, Mother Earth and the wife of Nyame, the supreme being of the Akan culture.

Before the Niño brothers gave Columbus a maritime “Lyft” that led to the annihilation and destruction of the Taino Nation of the Greater Antilles, Atabey, the Taino ancestral mother of Earth, the waters, and fertility was honored and revered.


Soils can also be classified as a series within a family that in turn is within a subgroup, great group, suborder, and order. The USDA recognizes 12 soil orders, 47 suborders, 185 great groups (some sources say up to 305), 4,500 soil families, and over 14,000 soil series.2 The Pamunkey soil is an example of a soil series.

Soil is at least as complex and just as misunderstood as we humans are. It reminds me of the last scene in Men in Black II, when Agent J opens a locker at a bus station that serves as a portal to other worlds and dimensions. Every time you put a shovel, spade, or tiller in the soil, you are potentially accessing a new dimension or galaxy of soil. Within an eight-ounce cup of soil, there are more living beings than there are people on the planet—communities of bacteria, fungi, nematodes, insects, algae, microarthropods, invertebrates—scores of organisms not seen by the human eye or acknowledged in the human consciousness. But we tend to view soil only as a substrate in agricultural terms—something that holds plants upright, that keeps them stable. And that stability is central for growth. Every time you take a step, that soil is upholding you. Even when you’re in water, there’s soil upholding the water. It’s the crux of earthly existence. Stability is also a principle of Africulture.

It’s easy to take soil for granted, since it’s always there, but the soil is what feeds people as well as plants, what gives us all the nutrients and sustenance that help us grow into our fullness. As much of humanity around the globe progressed from hunting and gathering to agrarianism, agriculture became our staple as a society, our stability. When farming proved not viable in one place, we moved to where we could grow food consistently for the long term. Our cultures are literally built on and around the soil; soil is a metaphor for the larger environment we live in, but it’s also a direct physical connection among people, food, and culture. The origin of the word culture is tilling or tending the land—cultivating the soil. We can also cultivate our minds and manners, and we cultivate each other through living together as family or a people. Prior to the colonial era in the United States, food and farming were core foundations of culture. This is still true in many societies where specific crops are essential to life—and that foundation is acknowledged in agricultural festivals that celebrate planting or bountiful harvests.

Soil offers stability from a psychological as well as a physiological perspective. If you want to see a stunted plant, dig up a tree and try replanting it. African Americans’ growth has been stunted in the West—we have been moved from our native soil into a soil polluted by race and racism. People of African descent residing in the Western hemisphere have been shaped and molded, even soiled (all my puns are intentional) by environment, trauma, abuse, abrasive laws, and social mores that have repeatedly eroded who we are and derailed our purpose, brilliance, and full contributions to our larger human and earthly family.

Soil scientists tell us that the quality, complexity, richness, fertility, and viability of the soil is based on the two base layers of the soil: horizon R, the bedrock layer, and horizon C, the parent layer. These layers represent the determining characteristics, the traditions, if you will, of the soil. The bedrock is solid and stable, the foundation of a culture. Everything is affected by the strength or weakness of the bedrock and the
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