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Plotting the Black Commons

J. T. Roane

This article examines Black communities’ engagement with practices of place and
alternative figurations of land and water in the antebellum and post-emancipation
periods around the lower-Chesapeake Bay. It historicizes the work of enslaved, free,
and emancipated communities to create a distinctive and often furtive social architec-
ture rivaling, threatening, and challenging the infrastructures of abstraction, com-
modification, and social control developed by white elites before and after the formal
abolition of slavery. Practices centered in the various iterations of the plot—the site of
the body’s interment, the garden parcel, and hidden insurrectionary activity—fostered
a vision of de-commodified water and landscapes as well as resources. Evolving in
dialectic with mastery and dominion—or biblically justified total control—enslaved
and post-emancipation communities claimed and created a set of communal resour-
ces within the interstices of plantation ecologies, constituting the Black commons.

Keywords: environmentalism, racial capitalism, resistance, slavery

Since the mid-20th century, oil-dependent suburbanization and petrol agriculture
have exacerbated the transformation and degradation of the lower Chesapeake
ecotone—the unique meeting of water and land that constitutes the primary spaces
of human and non-human living in Tidewater Maryland and Virginia." The
meteoric growth of the metropolitan region between Baltimore to the north and
Hampton Roads to the south endangers one of the nation’s most important hydro-
logical systems as well as the human populations in rural, suburban, and urban
settings who rely on these waterways for livelihood and leisure.

The case of the Anacostia River that runs a short course from Bladensburg,
Maryland to one of the Chesapeake’s largest and most-endangered feeder rivers,
the Potomac River, is exemplary of the degradation unchecked development
threatens on the wider system.” The Anacostia, which ends in the predominantly
working-class Black community by the same name in Southeast Washington, DC
remains among the most polluted rivers in the nation. Although Anacostia’s Black
working-class communities, like many others in rural and urban settings in the
region, continue to rely on the river for recreation and food, the development of
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highways, shopping centers, and suburban housing tracts have transformed the
once densely forested area adjoining the river into a zone dominated by impervi-
ous surfaces and rapid runoff.> As a result, the river is choked with heavy sedi-
mentation and rendered poisonous by elevated concentrations of the automotive
fuel byproduct, polynuclear aromatic compounds (PACs). Indeed, according to a
2001-02 study conducted by the Chesapeake Bay Field Office of the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, between 50% and 68% of large brown bullhead catfish (Ameiurus
nebulosus) in the Anacostia have liver cancer and between 13% and 23% had skin
cancer from PACs.* Suburban Maryland’s meteoric growth between 1950 and
2000 as well as its ongoing overdevelopment, has caused both the toxification of
the Anacostia and the concentrated economic and social marginality of the people
of Southeast Washington.” The same infrastructures facilitating suburbanization
and the attendant economic and social abandonment and isolation of poor Black
residents of Anacostia also give rise to concentrated toxicity endangering the
health of this introduced species of catfish, illustrating the intertwined nature of
ecologies and human geographies.

Beyond the acute toxification over the course of the last several decades the
degradation of the lower Chesapeake system and the exposure and vulnerability of
local Black populations extends beyond oil-lubricated 20th- and 21st-century
development.® In the colonial, antebellum, and postbellum periods, the primary
shapers of Virginia’s and Maryland’s landscapes—its slave owning and post-Civil
War elites—shaped the region through shared principles of dominion, or the
notion of god-ordained exploitation and defilement for profit of the region’s land
and water resources.” The ideology of dominion granted the region’s ownership
class the prerogative to transform what had in the 17th century been defined as a
wilderness into an intricate plantation and industrial complex—various fiefdoms
of paternalistic power centered in slave mastery organized to manipulate and
exploit the ecotone for the extraction, processing, and shipping of profitable
resources like wood, tobacco, and grain.® This program of mastery had disastrous
effects on the delicate brackish water systems; the land, plant, and land animal spe-
cies; fish and other aquatic animals; and vulnerable human populations.” For
example, from the mid-18th century planters like Landon Carter of Sabine Hall in
the Northern Neck of Virginia forced slaves to transfigure the interface of water
and land through the construction of dams, the herding of domesticated animals
at the expense of those indigenous to the region, and the displacement of forest
biodiversity through the planting of cash crops to create a number of profitable
market-oriented enterprises along the lower Chesapeake waterways. As Carter’s
diary account illustrates, the effects of these transformations as well as proximity
to distant places facilitated through transit routes along the growing Atlantic com-
merce set off various dislocations and epidemics that were shaped by environmen-
tal transformation. Carter reported chronic small-pox epidemics, flies pestilent to
wheat “said to be sent into the Country by Mr. John Tucker of Barbadoes [sic],”
rampant diarrheal diseases, and fits of ague or malaria overtaking the enslaved as
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well as his biological family after heavy downpours, likely exacerbated by deforest-
ation. Enslaved, free, and later post-emancipation communities suffered the effects
of these transformations as the malnourished laborers were forced to transform
the landscape by filling swamps, rerouting and damning waterways, herding
domesticated animals, and clearing forests.'” Although these landscapes have been
transformed through several cycles of growth and retraction since the era when
planters like Carter ruled, the descendants of enslaved communities inhabiting the
region continue to inherit vulnerable low-lying bottoms as well as toxic land and
waterscapes that are the culmination of this longer history of stewardship
through mastery.

The historical and ongoing development of the region fits a pattern of charac-
teristically (racial) capitalist landscape defined by radical, racialized inequality
mapped over uneven, delicate ecologies. Yet embedded in the social-geographic
fabric of the region is the dialectic contradiction posed by its most vulnerable
inhabitants. Although the story of the Anacostia’s toxification is foremost one of
exposure and vulnerability, within the cultural practices that lead Black residents
in Southeast Washington, DC to fish and boat the waters is the seed of a new era
beyond the toxic Chesapeake and the age of oil. These communities continue to
self-fashion as individuals and as collectives through the practice of hybrid leisure
cultures that incorporate elements and practices associated with rurality in the
heart of the nation’s capital.'" They continue to share fish caught in the Anacostia
and Potomac Rivers as currency of a local, small-scale community. While these
expressions of the Black outdoors and reciprocity through fish by no means articu-
lates a program legible under the rubrics of mainstream environmentalism usually
oriented toward “saving” a species, a forest, or the planet, the contemporary Black
outdoors culture in Washington, DC invokes the robust history and ongoing leg-
acy of local communities’ efforts at self-creation and resistance carried out through
intimacy and knowledge of the waterways, the forests, and the other “dark,” opa-
que, or hidden spaces these communities cultivated in the contexts of plantation
and post-plantation landscapes.'” This tradition departs from the subject-object
relations of mainstream environmentalism that adhere to the primary grammar of
mastery even if exploitation is displaced with the desire to “save” a species, the
rainforest, or the planet. Black environmentalism (for lack of a better term) retains
subject to subject relations wherein fish and other resources from the local envir-
onment lubricate reciprocity between humans.

Given the intricate connections between local Black social life, the features of
the region’s land and waterscapes, its delicate fisheries (e.g., blue crabs), and even
its land animal populations (e.g., deer) the full express of Black social life is con-
comitant with the preservation and removal of hindrances to the processes of the
wider biosphere. In other words, an engagement with these matters serves as a dif-
ferent epistemological basis for thinking about environmental history as well as
the history of environmentalism. Specifically, though limited in their full expres-
sion given the constraints of urban living, these contemporary practices invoke the
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legacy of competing stewardship challenging enclosure that I term the Black com-
mons. Through the fugitive practices of plotting enslaved and post-emancipation
Black communities in the region created possibilities for survival, connection, and
insurgency through the strategic renegotiation of the landscapes of captivity and
dominion. “Plotting the Black Commons” recalls this history, examining Black
communities’ engagement with practices of place and alternative figurations of
land and water in the antebellum and post-emancipation periods. My formulation
of plotting registers the actions of enslaved, free, and emancipated communities to
create a distinctive and often furtive social architecture rivaling, threatening, and
challenging the infrastructures of abstraction, commodification, and social control
developed by white elites before and after the formal abolition of slavery.

Following Sylvia Wynter, the plot and plotting name the various iterations of a
cosmological, geographic, and social outlook with material and political manifesta-
tions, whereby captive Black communities renegotiated the terrain of radical
exploitation and totalizing social control envisioned by slave masters and later
turn of the century urban developers and boosters. As Wynter describes in the
context of the Caribbean, the plot was constituted foremost through a parcel of
land given to the enslaved by planters “on which to grow food to feed themselves
in order to maximize profits.” On the other hand, the provision ground in the
Chesapeake, like its counterparts in the women’s market societies in the
Caribbean, rendered “captive maternals” as the primary progenitors of a critical
body of ecological knowledge that created epistemic possibilities for alternative
modes of land and water stewardship.'”> The plot allowed “African peasants trans-
planted” to the plantations of the Americas to transpose “all the structure of values
that had been created by traditional societies of Africa” by which the “land
remained the Earth—and the Earth was a goddess; man used the land to feed him-
self; and to offer first fruits to the earth; his funeral was the mystical reunion with
the earth.” In turn, the plot incubated “traditional values—use values.”'* The plot
or provision ground thus offered “the possibility of temporal and spatial control”
and functioned as a “semi-autonomous space of cultural production ... imbued
with both a sense of ... burden and a sense of creative possibility.”"”

The plot/plotting has a number of distinct and overlapping registers in the con-
text of this article’s account of the lower-Chesapeake’s historical development.
Foremost the plot signifies the space of the body’s interment after death.
Sometimes the site of the elaborate funeral, and more often the site of unremarked
burial held in the memory of loved ones, the plot as a burial ground serves as an
entry into the broader social architecture articulated by plotting. Plots for the dead
signal a primary mode of organizing community, anchoring the present through
the past within the grooves of a landscape. For people without the means to secure
estates or other monuments that signify their importance or connection, the site
of the plot is endowed all the more with significance. As well, funerals in their
seriality marked time for rural and urban Black communities alike. Because they
were one highly visible and thus commonly discussed manifestation of Black
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communities’ efforts to maintain different visions for the interface between the
social and spiritual realms, (perhaps ironically) funerals serve as an index of the
cultural complex the area’s Black communities used to negotiate alternative visions of
life, the earth, and the divine. Derived largely from syncretized forms of West African
mourning acts, enslaved Africans created new forms as their epistemological and
cosmological frameworks were remixed and transformed to deal with disproportion-
ate physical death as well as the condition of radical social alienation in the emergent
geography of the Chesapeake.'® Funerals and the plot as a site of burial evidence
Black social life asserted despite the ongoing anti-Black environmental catastrophe
defining plantation and post-plantation society in the region. In the context of the
plot as a site of burial, local Black communities ritualized enactments of social life
refiguring death and the outdoors as sites for recalling ancestry and for unsettling
white supremacist capitalist exploitation of the land and Black people alike.

Second, the plot signifies the garden parcel, the gendered and gendering space
in which enslaved Black women and other captive maternals were required to per-
form reproductive labor critical to the maintenance of the enslaved population.
On the one hand, the plot as garden parcel further taxed the labor of enslaved
communities by forcing them to use the time after hard labor to augment their
diets. Yet, the plot as garden space served as a space for the enslaved to reproduce
visions for land usage organized through use value—or as spaces sustaining bio-
logical and social existence, rather than land or water resources to aggressively
work for profit.

Third, the plot signifies the extension of these ongoing visions of use value into
the dark ecologies of the forest and over the region’s waterscapes. The mainten-
ance of values and value in use in order to make biological and social existence
possible incubated a vision of the wider landscapes whereby procuring extra food
not provided by slave owners bled into more subversive “taking of liberties”
among the enslaved. Slaves extended the extra labor of hunting and fishing into
subversive forms of leisure that often drew them into conflict with the logics of
mastery and which pushed them to remap plantation ecologies outside the land-
scapes of domination defining plantation geographies.

This leads to the final designation of the plot in this article. The plot signifies
insurgent cartography whereby enslaved and freedpeople used the other modes of
plotting to articulate geographic identities laden with epistemological possibilities
and horizons for the future outside the parameters of white dominance and con-
trol and through the ecstatic, beyond the theology of dominion. For enslaved com-
munities and post-emancipation communities the various iterations of the plot
often disrupted mastery and efficiency in terms of labor discipline, control, and
dominion and required the articulation of a unique set of paths, hiding spots, and
techniques of anti-surveillance and weaponization. This aspect of the plot suggests
that all the iterations of the plot developed alongside and in response to the forms
of surveillance and punishment that co-evolved to contain them. The plot as hid-
den time and space expressed in the outdoors invokes the opacity of Black
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sociality. By hiding in plain sight and developing social-geographic grammars
unintelligible even as outsiders watched, the enslaved rendered Black holes in the
landscapes of ostensible total control, mastery, and surveillance, providing the very
basis of the Black commons. Black holes represent strategic blurring, aphasia, and
unaccounted-for space by which and within which enslaved and post emancipa-
tion Black communities created and perpetuated underground social life while the
Black commons represents the elaborated sense of place outside mastery expressed
through human to human connection within the delicate ecologies of the
wider biosphere.

Taken together the various interlocking aspects of the plot erected a Black com-
mons whereby enslaved, free, and post-emancipation communities extended their
notions of value and values that ran anathema to capitalist enclosure and mastery.
The plot/plotting in this context is an especially powerful example of Black social
life lived in Black holes that is enacted in intimate relationship with death itself.
The plot as a complex produced significant forms of Black sociality in the midst of
an excess of loss, grief, and violence associated with death. The plot as burial site,
garden parcel, and larger visions of de-commodified water and landscapes served
as the basis of a local Black radical ecological tradition of which Black women, the
elderly, and fugitives were the primary progenitors of epistemologies and cosmolo-
gies that subtly or explicitly challenged mastery.'” The Black commons formed out
of the evolving manners by which enslaved Africans and their descendants created
alternative modes of place through their cosmologies and forms of social life. They
defied their simple thing-ification, reclaimed social bonds among those constitu-
tionally configured as sub-human, reimagined the divine outside of mastery, and
articulated the basis for a different mode of human-earth connection. Evolving in
dialectic with mastery and dominion—or biblically justified total control—enslaved
and post-emancipation communities claimed and created communal resources
within the interstices of plantation ecologies.

Plotting and Slavery

Given the centrality of disproportionate death as part of the mundane and quotid-
ian effects of racial capitalism from its consolidation in the 17th, 18th, and 19th
centuries, funerals and practices of mourning have served as dense sites of cultural
memory through which Black communities engendered and transmitted their
visions for an alternative interface among humans and between humans and the
earth. Funeral rites, mourning practices, and spiritualized efforts to ward off death
or embracing it have signified on the deep metaphors of human and earth reci-
procity that diasporans perpetuated as they grafted African cosmologies over the
unfamiliar grooves of the Chesapeake’s topography, and serve as the pri-
mary “plot.”

As the literature in Africana Studies bears, death, mourning, and the stylized
cultural event where these things come together, the funeral, have remained
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central to Black culture and politics in the United States and in the wider African
diaspora. In part, this is a reflection of the intergenerational proximity to trauma
and death Black communities have faced. As Karla F.C. Holloway writes, Black
“vulnerability to an untimely death in the United States affects how Black culture
represents itself.”'® According to Sharon Holland, “[i]n existential terms, know-
ledge of our own death determines not only the shape of our lives but also the cul-
ture we live in.”'* Writing about the Jamaican context, Vincent Brown posits that
the dead always have “enjoyed an afterlife” in the cultures of the Diaspora, often
animating what he terms a “mortuary politics.”*° As Dagwami Woubshet theorizes
from spirituals, Black mourning practices belie the simplistic dichotomy outlined
in psychoanalysis between normative mourning and its “pathological” forms, like
melancholy. Black mourning is marked by what Woubshet terms “compounding
loss” to underscore “the serial and repetitive nature of the losses [Black commun-
ities] confront,” ultimately also transforming the grammar of life itself.*'

As early as the 1660s, enslaved Africans along the estuaries that cut Southern
Maryland and Tidewater Virginia had begun to make alternative claims on the
region’s emergent social geography. In both the 1663 Gloucester County plot and
in the more famous 1666-67 Bacon’s Rebellion, enslaved Africans joined inden-
tured servants from Europe in seeking to overthrow Virginia’s colonial govern-
ment. However, it was in 1687 that enslaved Africans on the Virginia side of the
Potomac River in Westmoreland County plotted the young colony’s first all-Black
rebellion. In part explained by increasing separation that the Virginia Assembly
legally enacted after 1667, the Assembly’s legal response to the foiled 1687 plot
draws us back to an originary moment in the articulation of a politics of life in the
face of death among the regions’ first Black inhabitants. As the respondent of the
Executive Council wrote in the aftermath of the rebellion:

And this Board having [sic] Considered that the great freedome [sic] and
Liberty that has beene [sic] by many Masters given to their Negro Slaves for
Walking on broad on Saterdays [sic] and Sundays and permitting them to
meete [sic] in great Numbers in makeing [sic] and holding Funeralls [sic] for
Dead Negroes gives them the Opportunityes [sic] under pretention of such
publique [sic] meetings to Consult and advise for the Carrying on of their Evill
[sic] & wicked purposes & Contrivances, for prevention whereof for the future,
It is by this Board thought fitt that a Proclamacon [sic] doe [sic] forthwith
Issue, requiring a Strickt [sic] observance of Severall [sic] Laws of this Collony
relateing [sic] to Negroes, and to require and Comand [sic] all Masters of
families having any Negro Slaves, not to permitt [sic] them to hold or make
any Solemnity or Funeralls [sic]for any deced [sic] Negros [sic].??

This passage refers back to Virginia’s earlier “Act of 1680 on Negro Insurrection”
which prohibited “feasts and burials” among the enslaved and illustrates that
leading colonists developed paranoia about the social life of the people they tried
to render into fungible commodities through social death.”’ The explicit naming
of funerals in both 1680 and 1687 as a site of conspiracy also substantiates the
maintenance of an alternative cosmological and political force among the
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enslaved.”* Funerals served as sites in which traditional communal rites were
remixed and repeated. The funeral was a site of self-conscious intergenerational
communal fashioning enacted by the enslaved whose existence was otherwise flat-
tened into fungible, sub-human laborers in the service of the emergent Atlantic
economy. Many aspects of Black funerals were derived from West African funer-
ary practices.25

Funerals and death grounded Black cultural life in a set of often-clandestine
sites from the Chesapeake’s origins as a part of the nascent European colonial
complex. For example, archeologists have excavated a series of subterranean floor
pits from the 18th century that historians describe as being used to hide various
delegitimized effects of transplanted African culture, including ancestral altars.*
Africans in the Tidewater maintained covered and hidden earthen holes in the
quarters that they may have used to honor the dead and this was part of the foun-
dations of a kind of a hidden, sometimes hidden in plain sight, alternative Black
landscape.”” As historians of slavery illustrate, Black landscapes served as a kind of
fugitive geography and were comprised of a “system of paths, places, and rhythms
that a community of enslaved people created as an alternative, often a refuge, to
the landscape system of planters and other whites” created a “largely secret and
disguised world.”*® Spaces of engaging and honoring the dead were a fundamental
aspect of the plot helping to articulate the grammar of Black social life.

The centrality and importance of death and funerals in a context of ongoing,
antiBlack environmental catastrophe and as part of the wider politics and episteme
of the plot as a central place within a Black landscape grounded continuity in the
region’s Black cultural life. Critically, Black communities continued distinctive spa-
tial practices that undergirded Black communal survival as well as explicit chal-
lenges to the logics of racial slavery and plantation geography. This included the
continuation of the plot, its extension into a Black Commons, and also orches-
trated fugitive connections between enslaved people on both banks of the
Potomac. For example, in his 1937 Works Progress Administration (WPA) narra-
tive, James V. Deane, a formerly enslaved resident of Baltimore, described life on a
large plantation along Goose Bay, an inlet of the Potomac River, in Charles
County, Maryland where he was raised in the antebellum period. Deane described
a distinctive Black geography that denies the bounded and strict cartography insti-
tuted through the regime of real property and chattel—“over 10,000 acres” and “a
large number of slaves, I do not know the number”—that was the primary source
of white patriarchal power. Critically, the Black geography of the plantation over-
laid the dominant layout and infused it with other kinds of spiritual and social
significance.”

According to Deane, there were a number of activities that were not sanctioned
by the owners of the plantation that built a social world alternative to the edicts of
dominion. The alternative Black landscape Deane described grounded other kinds
of potentially dangerous practices that served as the infrastructure of a different
order. As Deane relayed, the enslaved convened with the enslaved from plantations
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across the Potomac in Virginia: “When we wanted to meet at night we had an old
conk, we blew that. We all would meet on the bank of the Potomac River and sing
across the river to the slaves in Virginia, and they would sing back to us.”** While
this kind of connection through sound was not a call to arms against the enslavers,
per se, it created the potential for secretive and fugitive social connections that
endangered the vision of total control proposed in the legal fictions of
the enslavers.

Deane also charted continuity in the plot and its wider significance for materi-
ally anchoring the less tangible elements of an alternative Black landscape.
According to Deane, the enslaved “had small garden patches which they worked
by moonlight.” Although there was an official physician charged with ensuring the
health and productivity of the enslaved, as he described, “the slaves had herbs of
their own, and made their own salves,” which they grew in their plots.”* While the
record leaves no evidence of the full parameters of this alternative way of seeing
the landscape, it is clear that the enslaved created and maintained a distinctive
interpretation of space from a shared vision for social and cosmological integrity.
Indeed, these served as an important counterpoint for the nascent biomedical pre-
scriptions for health and the ideologically laden religion of the enslavers that con-
fined them to a “slave gallery” in the church where they learned the “Lord’s Prayer
and the catechism.”*

Deane also described another element of the plot as a site of the continuation
of a different kind of cosmological and social vision and thus also a source of
Black vitality: a vision for a Black commons. As he relayed, “My choice food was
fish and crabs cooked in styles by my mother.” Here it is significant that Deane’s
preferred foods were products of the delicate watershed and brackish ecologies
that constitute the primary contours of region and that it was prepared by his
mother. Food that the enslaved independently procured from the waters of the
Potomac and similar estuary environs as well as the labor of Black women in the
processes of food production and preparation served the currency for forms of
insurgent Black social life and intergenerational affection in the face of dominion
that rendered the master class lord of Black bodies, and resistance as sickness.>’

Black communities forged around the products of a unique and threatened
ecology a vision of social life, vitality, and cosmological integrity that prompts us
to think about the significance of the commons and the reproductive labor of
Black women in the forwarding of Black resistance. Generally, Black communities
are either collapsed into the environment on the one hand, or pictured as uncon-
cerned about the preservation of the biosphere on the other. Enslaved Black people
and their descendants, over whom the institution cast a long shadow, navigated
the precarious line between acting directly as the agents of ecological destruction
and working the landscape to carve out the contours of an entirely different kind
of social order. As the enslaved asserted their vision for the commons, their labor
was also forcibly used, mobilized, and extracted for the rapid colonization of the
land and its devastation upon the rivers and streams that constitute the
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Chesapeake, rendering the Black commons Deane described fleeting, tenuous, and
contradictory. And yet it is an alternative history of the region in a critical era of
the transformation of the land and waterscapes that is a usable history in our
moment of rapidly declining Bay ecology.

For example, when Washington, D.C. was established as the capital in 1795, the
Anacostia was navigable to Bladensburg, Maryland and was reportedly one mile
wide and twenty feet deep at the place where it meets the Potomac River. Within a
century, land clearing and cultivation effected primarily by the forced labor of the
enslaved drove rapid sedimentation and shoaling that transformed a river once
teeming with life into a slow and increasingly toxic sludge in the 20th century as I
discussed in the introduction.”® While the enslaved were among the primary
agents used in the clearing of this land for cultivation and urban development,
they anchored in the phenomena of death and the plot a vision of social and
cosmological integrity that included the Black commons, a furtive and sometimes
failed challenge to dominion.>”

On his journey through the region to the Cotton Kingdom further south, noted
writer and landscape architect Frederick Law Olmstead also observed that the
landscape he encountered between Maryland; Washington, DC; and Virginia.
Olmstead described a landscape of capitalist redundancy, environmental degrad-
ation, and ruinate—or parcels of land that had once been cultivated but which had
subsequently lapsed back into bush or forest.”® As he wrote: “Land may be pur-
chased, within twenty miles of Washington, at from ten to twenty dollars an acre.
Most of it has been once in cultivation, and having been exhausted in raising
tobacco, has been, for many years, abandoned and is now covered by a forest
growth.” Olmstead advocated the return of this land to productivity, arguing that
“by deep plowing [sic] and liming, and the judicious use of manures, it is made
quite productive.” While the kinds of technologically enhanced farming practices
Olmstead advocated would not emerge in large measure until the 20th century
with the recapitalization of the region’s agriculture as part of the truck-farm pro-
duction for a growing market in Washington, these kinds of interventions would
have disastrous effects on the estuary environments of the wider Potomac and
Chesapeake basins.

An outsider, Olmstead also unwittingly captured elements of a fugitive Black
landscape: of individual and collective renegotiations of the plantations’ geographic
parameters to carve out Black social life. Fugitive Black landscapes of the ante-
bellum period were often confined, as Katherine McKittrick describes through her
reading of Harriet Jacobs’s escape narrative. Yet, as McKittrick elaborates, they
were also the points of possibility for acts of rebellion including an effective
escape.”” We should view these fleeting geographic alternatives as part of a wider
if not totally recoverable vision of social-cosmological integrity, cultural continu-
ity, and futurity, as well as more eventful attempts to subvert dominion.*®

On visiting a plantation in Maryland, just north of Washington on December
14, 1852, Olmstead observed the dominant geography and also got a taste for the
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fugitive practices of Black culture in their “rudeness.” As he penned, “The resi-
dence is in the midst of farm, a quarter of a mile from the high road—the private
approach being judiciously carried through large pastures which are divided only
by slight, but close and well-secured wired fences.” “The kept grounds,” euphemis-
tically disarticulated from the subjects doing the keeping, “are limited, and in sim-
ple but quiet taste; being surrounded only by wires, they merge, in effect, into the
pastures. There is a fountain, an ornamental dovecote, and ice-house, and the
approach road, nicely graveled and rolled, comes up to the door with a
fine sweep.””’

Once Olmstead reached the gate, an enslaved person who remained unseen
interrupted the idyllic scene. As Olmstead transcribed, fabricating Black speech,
“Ef yer wants to see master, sah, he’s down thar—to the new stable.” Olmstead
continued: “I could see no one.”*’ For Olmstead, this kind of Black obstinacy, the
enslaved person’s refusal to be seen and thus accounted for, was part of the inef-
fectiveness of the institution of slavery. Olmstead used these kinds of interruptions
in social-geographic order, or Black holes, as a point of comparison for the system
of land tenure on the part of an “industrious German” without slavery. However,
given the totalizing control over land and life intimated in the ideology of domin-
ion, the ability to remain yet unseen was a point of possibility within a continuum
of political action and within a fleeting but present fugitive Black landscape. As
Simone Brown has developed in a different context, a Black politics of Black coun-
tersurveillance or “dark sousveillance” resisted the optics of total control that mas-
ters fantasized was possible.*’ Through the refusal to be seen, hiding in plain sight,
or doing things beyond the reach of surveillance enslaved Black people opened
critical and sometimes strategic gaps in the cartography of mastery. Black holes
name this strategic invisibility or hiddenness Black communities practiced in order
to create the possibilities for the Black commons and a wider world otherwise.*?

Moving further South along his journey, Olmstead described a feature of
Richmond’s Black landscape, which, as I describe above, remained an important
site of Black cultural practice and continuity, the funeral. In addition to being
struck by the “decent hearse” he was surprised to find that among the twenty or
thirty women and men in the procession, “there was not a white person.”*’ Upon
arrival to the grounds, Olmstead noted that the burial ground was already inhab-
ited by another group of enslaved “heaping the earth over the grave of a child, and
singing a wild kind of chant,” and attesting to the ways that premature death con-
tinued to weigh on Black communities.**

Once the procession reached the final resting place, Olmstead observed Black
communities engaged in a distinctive mourning that remained unintelligible to
him as an outsider and which must be considered as part of the wider practices of
a distinctive cosmological universe in and by which Black communities maintained
the grammar of the Black commons. While there can be no return to the words
and the full meaning of them within the universe of the mourners, the fact that
they were closed to an outsider and well rehearsed to insiders illustrates the
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continued importance of funerals as spaces of cultural defiance, limited self-fash-
ioning, and furtive resistance in the face of processes of unmaking that commodi-
fying humans presupposed. Funerals represented Black holes, not necessarily as
invisible or hidden places but rather as strategically unrecognizable collective
forms unnamable in the purview of the gaze of an outsider that doubled as sites of
resistance. Here, resistance does not signify open rebellion that threatens in total
the civil and social order, but rather the points and places of possibility for Black
life and futurity outside the limiting definition prescribed by the juridical render-
ing of Black people as chattel. For example, the well-dressed orator and officiator
of the funeral rites began to speak, prompting Olmstead to write, “I never in my
life, however, heard such ludicrous language as was uttered by the speaker.
Frequently I could not guess the idea he was intending to express.” Later,
Olmstead described the singing of a hymn, “a confused chant—the leader singing
a few words alone, and the company then either repeating after him or making a
response to them. ... I could understand but very few of the words. The music
was wild and barbarous.” Although the space of this article does not permit further
exploration, I must note that the contrast between Black unintelligibility as a prac-
tice related to the plot and the Black commons, and Olmsted’s architectural work
to render landscapes more easily traversable and accessible as part of the ongoing
practices of dominion and enclosure are stark and require further investigation.

The ability of the enslaved to convey intelligible messages within the commu-
nity and not to outsiders indexes the maintenance of an infrastructure in a fleeting
fugitive Black landscape through the space of the funeral and through the rituals
of the body’s internment. Local enslavers tacitly acknowledged as much. As
Olmstead observed, “No one seemed to notice my presence at all. There were
about fifty colored people in the assembly, and but one other white man besides
myself. This man lounged against the fence, outside the crowd, an apparently
indifferent spectator, and I judged he was a police officer, or some one [sic] pro-
cured to witness the funeral in compliance with the law which requires that a
white man shall always be present at any meeting, for religious exercises, of the
negroes.”* While the songs and spoken words at the heart of the funerary rites
practiced by the enslaved remained opaque to Olmstead, white Virginians recog-
nized the continued threat posed in the fugitive sonic world mapped in the dirges.
They had, as I have illustrated, enshrined the strict surveillance of Black funerals
by white observers in the law during the colonial period. The inside world of the
enslaved and the surveillance of slave mastery converged here at the site of the
funeral since masters understood the threat the funeral rites posed even without
having full access to the contours of the rituals and ceremony. Olmstead, however,
remained a total outsider.

Within the context of death, depravation, and starvation, the enslaved drew on
the resources of the plot as stolen time, as the garden parcel, and as the watery
commons of the region to supplement meager diets taxed by the physical intensity
of plantation labor. As James L. Smith recalled in his 1880 narrative, slave owners
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allotted enslaved men a weekly provision of “a peck and a half of corn meal, and
two pounds of bacon” while women and children were given “a peck of meal, and
from one pound and a half to two pounds of bacon.” According to Smith slaves
supplemented these starvation rations with fish, crabs, and oysters they fished
from the region’s various waterscapes, the meat of “coons and possums” they
hunted at night, and with sweet potatoes and other vegetables they grew in the
small plots they maintained. On the one hand, slave masters’ paltry provisions
forced the enslaved to feed themselves, enhancing the abstraction of value from
slaves by forcing them to absorb the cost in terms of labor and time of reproduc-
ing themselves.*® On the other hand, working the plot brought slaves into direct
confrontation with the vision of temporal order and labor discipline, what La
Marr Bruce calls Western Standard Time, enslavers sought to enforce.*” As Smith
recalled, “One night I went crabbing and was up most all night; a boy accompa-
nied me. We caught a large mess of crabs, and took them home with us. The next
day I had to card for one of the women to spin, and, being up all night, I could
hardly keep my eyes open; every once in a while I would fall asleep.” Crabbing in
order to supplement the inadequate diet provided by slave masters in the first
instance enhanced the exploitation and taxing of the life energy of the enslaved,
yet the effort to live and to extend unsanctioned social existence brought Smith
into conflict with mastery. Through these kinds of fugitive relationships with the
plot, antebellum and postbellum Black communities forged alternative claims on
land and water resources organized primarily around the Black commons and
through the practices of what I term fugitive commensality—the unsanctioned and
often illicit procuring, preparation, and sharing of food. Critically, fugitive com-
mensality required active imagination and work since under slavery and the period
of Jim Crow’s consolidation, starvation served as an essential technique of discip-
line, control, and punishment while feasts served as a compulsory and coercive
form of glut that enhanced the quotidian violence of depravation. In spite of vio-
lence and coercion through nutrition, however, Black communities appropriated
feasts, sometimes formal, sometimes furtive, to create a unique social grammar
through formal as well as unsanctioned and illicit collectivity around food.
Critically, if commensality provides the basis of human socialization and com-
munity, it is also embedded within a wider ecology—the land- and waterscapes
people use and cultivate to make eating possible.*® Blurring discrete lines between
human communities, non-human species populations, and the environment, com-
mensality includes not only an interface between people but also between people
and the wider biosphere. Critically, through the technologies of fugitive commens-
ality in relation to the Black commons, these communities partially indigenized
their relationships with the land- and waterscapes, forwarding visions of use-value
despite enclosure and commodification. In quotidian practices of procuring fish,
hunting, planting plots, and foraging in forests for curatives and other plant life
with cosmological significance, these communities practiced the Black commons.
Black communities created, inhabited, and manipulated Black holes in order to
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create the conditions for Black social life whereby Black social life is understood as
“fundamentally the register of Black experience that is not reducible to the terror
that calls it into existence but is the rich remainder, the multifaceted artifact of
Black communal resistance and resilience that is expressed in Black idioms, cul-
tural forms, traditions” and geographic practices.*’

Slaves used the plot as stolen time to engage in their own independent visions
of self, family, and community.”® In a system that sought to atomize slaves and
render them fungible, the plot as an insurgent relation to space and time brought
the possibilities for an otherwise. Insurgent here signifies a spectrum of infrapoliti-
cal action on continuum with outright defiance. While the plot as the black hole
of stolen time and space most often did not disrupt the larger institution of slavery
like it did in Northampton, Virginia during Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion, it pro-
vided space for individual slaves and freed people to renegotiate the terms and
conditions of plantation labor and discipline and tore openings into the artifice of
master time wherein enslaved and postemancipation communities created affirma-
tive collective identities in spite of the violence, depravation, and social death that
were the hallmarks of the institution and its afterlives. As a number of people who
were enslaved during the antebellum period described, the plot as stolen time bled
into the practices of the Black commons, creating the conditions for leverage along
what Joy James calls “The Black Matrix”—an alternative political fulcrum “shaped
by triad formations in racial rape/consumption, resistance, and repression in a
renewable cycle of fight, flight, and fixation.”" Plotting the Black commons
allowed enslaved communities to rupture the spatial and temporal logics
of captivity.

The Black commons was a function of what many masters understood as
“Nigger day-time” or the space and time for activities ranging from those that
were tacitly sanctioned by masters like gardening to those that were illicit, like
engorging oneself on a stolen hog.”> Manipulating the optics upon which mastery
depended, slaves used the cover of night as well as the alternative knowledge of
forested and swampy landscapes to forge an infrastructure of hidden paths and
furtive geographies that helped give shape to the Black commons. Runaways as
well as individuals seeking alternatives to violent former masters in the wake of
slavery’s formal demise weaponized the infrastructure of dark paths through the
forests and swamps of the region, to gain basic provisions in order to survive—the
very precondition of leverage.

Minnie Fulkes recalled the weaponization of enslaved peoples’ knowledge of the
terrain of captivity and their renegotiation through “darkness” of master time and
the geographies of captivity to create fleeting autonomous spaces of prayer, ecstatic
worship, and a radical reworking of Christian theology in the hands of slaves. She
recalled the use of “a great big iron put at the door” slaves used to dampen the
sounds of their worship and to prevent the old “paddy rollers” who “would come
and horse whip every last one of them, just cause poor souls were praying to God
to free ‘em from that awful bondage.” Fulkes also recalled the worshipers tying
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“grape vines an’ other vines across th’ road, den when de Paddy rollers come gal-
antin’ wid their horses runnin’ so fast you see dem vines would tangle ’em up an’
cause th’ horses to stumble and fall. An’ lots of times, badly dey would break dere
legs and horses too; one interval one ol’ poor devil got tangled so an’ de horse
kept a carryin’ him, ’til he fell off horse and next day a sucker was found in road
whar dem vines wuz wind aroun’ his neck so many times yes had choked him,
dey said, ‘He totely dead.’ Serve him right ’cause dem ol’ white folks treated us
s0 mean.”’

As Smith described, he along with other slaves in a twelve-mile or more radius
used their intimate knowledge of the alternative pathways and the cover of dark-
ness to hold prayer meetings and to engage in ecstatic community wherein as
Aaliyah Abdur-Rahman describes regarding another context, “the black ecstatic
pervades expressive forms as an abstractionist practice of conjuration that fore-
grounds the importance, the timelessness, and exuberant pleasures of black
communion.”* As Smith recollected, “I remember in one instance that having
quite [sic] work about sundown on a Saturday evening, I prepared to go ten miles
to hold a prayer meeting at Sister Gould’s” where “quite a number assembled in
the little cabin, and we continued to sing and pray till [sic] daybreak.” Smith
described the lively worship experiences of these illicit prayer meetings as “almost
indescribable” and in that intangibility as an “ecstasy of motion, clapping hands,
tossing of heads, which would continue without cessation about half an hour.””
While the ecstatic is not singularly liberatory, it rends an opening in the temporal-
ity and spatial dynamics of mastery and dominion—space for an “unruly structure
and experience” that “operationalizes the limit, which it also perpetually violates
and reforms.”® Thus, while ecstatic prayer meetings did not necessarily dovetail
into outward rebellion against mastery, the effect of timelessness and indescribabil-
ity that Smith recalled temporarily suspended the subject—object relations govern-
ing plantation ecologies, edifying a competing schema for connection
outside abjection.

Although the religion of the enslaved produced outward signs of docility, rein-
forcing mastery in the public transcripts, the experiences of the Black ecstatic
facilitated through the plotting of the Black commons could also align with
explicitly liberatory visions of the land and waterscapes wherein the enslaved and
freedpeople saw these spaces as animate with power sufficient to end white domin-
ation. As Fulkes recalled these hidden spaces of the Black ecstatic were capable of
producing theologies that if given full expression could take the negation of slavery
to potentially revolutionary ends. While the post-1831 repression of enslaved and
free Black people in Virginia and beyond limited antebellum rebellions, these
spaces of hidden ecstatics continued to buttress a vision of the landscape anathema
to mastery and dominion wherein God and nature served as arbiters of cosmic
justice outside of white domination. Fulkes maintained this vision through eman-
cipation into the 1930s when she revealed part of this vision to the WPA inter-
viewer. According to Fulkes, the sublime—the landscapes wherein one might
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contemplate God, divinity, and nature—could also be invoked to destroy white
oppressors. Fulkes told her interviewer quite candidly, “Lord, Lord, I hate white
people and de flood waters gwine drown some mo.””” Here an appreciation for
the watery landscape doubles as a means of cosmic justice whereby white people
will drown for the evils of their violence and violation against slaves, former slaves,
and ostensibly free people.

In the context of plantations, the spaces of formally recognized Black social life
were articulated within a complex terrain of deprivation and glut channeled and
shaped by the calculations of exaction and extraction. Slave owners punctuated
quotidian starvation with eventful feasting. Feasting like other moments of merri-
ment helped planters exact further productivity and thus served as a tool of discip-
line helping enslavers to manipulate and draw nigh their affections of slaves
despite the violent power they otherwise wielded. In the lower Chesapeake, these
spaces, however, also served as spaces of Black gatherings or spaces “full of
Colored people,” as Mrs. Fannie Berry recalled in later recollections of her wed-
ding and reception in the parlor of a white mistress on Crater Road near
Richmond, Virginia. Weddings and receptions acknowledged and supported by
slave owners did not ensure the power of a legal contract to protect the relation-
ships slaves built. Further, they evidence the matriarchal and patriarchal paternal-
ism in response to the international discourses of abolitionism. As Berry
remembered, “wasn’t no white folks to set down and eat before you.” “We had
everything to eat you could call for” and where they could sing, dance square dan-
ces of their choosing. As Berry recalled through the refractions of memory, “Lord!
I can see them gals now on that floor, just skipping and a trotting.” Although it is
an expression blurring the lines between Black social life and the forced merriment
Saidiya Hartman describes, the visions of fullness and abundance drew on the plot
and the Black commons to articulate the feast as a fundamental if also vexed
grammar of Black social-ecological life.”®

The Black commons inspired alternative epistemologies, unfolding and forward-
ing vernacular wisdoms about daily life in relation to non-human species, natural
events, the divine, and the wider features of the watery environment defining the
region. Many of these remain embedded within the epistemic universe of their
progenitors and do not necessarily correspond to modes of engaging the features
of this landscape in ways directly accessible to people outside the parameters of
these communities. As post-emancipation oysterman and fisherman Robert
Slaughter recalled:

I tell you what I did once. My cousin and I went down to the shore once. The
river shore, you know, up where I was born. While we were walking along
catching tadpoles, minnows, and anything we could catch, I happened to see a
big moccasin snake hanging in a sumac bush just a swinging his head back
and forth. I swung at ’im with a stick and he swelled his head all up big and
rared back. Then I hit 'im and knocked him on the ground flat. His belly was
very big so we kept hittin’ im on it until he opened his mouth and a catfish as
long as my arm (forearm), jumped out jest a flopping. Well the catfish had a
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big belly too, so we beat ’em on his belly until he opened his mouth and out
came one of these women’s snapper pocketbooks. You know the kind that
closes by a snap at the top. Well the pocket book was swelling all out, so we
opened it, and guess what was in it? Two big copper pennies. I gave my cousin
one and I took one. Now you mayn’t believe that, but it’s true. I been trying to
make people believe that for near fifty years. You can put it in the book or
not, jest as you please, but it’s true. That fish swallowed some woman’s
pocketbook and that snake just swallowed him. I have told men that for years
and they wouldn’t believe me.”

The Black Commons expressed a vision of Black resourcefulness that was
manipulated by slave owners to maximize the profitability of water and land
resources, but that was also often capitalized on towards ends at odds with the
sense of social-spatial order on ante-bellum plantations. Runaways, whether
engaging in full-scale marronage or the other smaller acts of running away
whereby they renegotiated the conditions of their labor and living, the Black com-
mons represented a tenuous, fleeting, and dangerous re-commoning of what the
ownership class held to be their property. Runaways “lived in the woods of taking
things such as hogs, corn, and vegetables from other folks’ farm.”® This was quite
dangerous as it risked the possibility of transport to the emerging plantation ecolo-
gies of the Deep South. As Harris recalled, “Well if dese slaves was caught, dey
were sold by their new masters to go down South.”' Though dangerous, the
enslaved engaged forms of fugitive commensality, whereby they manipulated and
weaponized their intimate geography plantations, especially of the spaces between
them, to subvert the dictates and discipline of property and profitability and to
express a vision for the land and water beyond dominion.

Postbellum Plotting

The formerly enslaved continued the primary anchors of their fugitive Black com-
mons even as the Civil War shred the social-geographic fabric of Virginia and
other portions of the region. Communities newly freed from the spatial constraints
of plantations nevertheless forwarded elements of the Black commons to reimagine
social life formally free of the fetters of slavery if not its reductive logics about the
place of Blackness in the country. In the aftermath of formal freedom, the formerly
enslaved remixed the cultural practices of the plot. Local communities absorbed
the traditions of a larger stream of Black migrants from other parts of the South
into the Chesapeake’s primary cities, including the nation’s capital. Here, I exam-
ine the continuance of the plot and the Black commons into the aftermath of for-
mal emancipation.

In the aftermath of the Civil War, the Black commons again served as a tenuous
and fleeting opening in the resources for the possibility for Black life on its own
terms. As Fulkes recalled: “oh! it makes me shudder when I think of some slaves
had to stay in de woods an’ git long best way dey could after freedom done bin’
clared; you see slaves who had mean master would rather be dar den whar dey
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lived.” The Black commons here is expressed as a furtive and tenuous infrastruc-
ture that created the material conditions of a primary aspect of wider Black polit-
ics: refusal. Here as Bulkes recalls, some of the formerly enslaved lived in the
woods surviving off things they could find as well as contraband in the form of
hogs or other stolen food. The Black commons served as a measure that allowed
the enslaved to renegotiate their spatial and economic conditions, claiming a bare
form of autonomy wherein some would rather face the elements and perhaps even
death than to deal with the terror of former masters.

Urban Black communities constituted by the migration from various rural loca-
tions to industrial centers like Richmond and Baltimore or to the nation’s capital
distilled the practices of alternative earth stewardship into the novel social infra-
structures and institutions they created in slavery’s aftermath, despite their experi-
ences with segregation, isolation, and enmity. Black communities in Washington,
D.C. in particular recreated the city’s contours by melding the various and dis-
tinctive epistemes and practices that they brought with them from various parts of
the rural, mill-town, and urban locations. In the process, they created a distinctive
working-class Black culture and spatial practice that evolved by subverting, if not
altogether disrupting, the visions forwarded by boosters, planners, and capitalists
to govern the city through the lens of orderly development and sustained commer-
cial growth.

Black communities continued to recreate the elements of the plot and the wider
practice of the Black commons in new social-geographic forms. In 1864 an officer
in a Michigan Calvary Regiment, George Alvord, wrote in defense of a small Black
community that emerged near the Fairfax Seminary just across the Potomac from
Washington in Virginia. Defending the new Black neighborhood against its
removal, Alvord described one of the distinctive features of the community as its
“little garden spots with vegetables yet in the ground.” He went on to say that he
thought it “would be, in my opinion, rather hard to eject them from the premises
at present.”®

Indeed, sowing a garden was of a practical nature as the practice remained a
primary way for the formerly enslaved to ensure basic sustenance; however, as
sites of food production, gardens also served as sites of deep cultural memory.
Food is among the most intimate of all human social products. From its cultiva-
tion, through it circulation, to its consumption, food is an object by which com-
munities reproduce fundamental cultural values and perpetuate valued practical
knowledge. In this way, more than simply serving as a site from which to eat, gar-
den plots reworked and recreated the semi-autonomous spaces that Black com-
munities had built between plantations and farms into the shifting spatial patterns
that sought to re-confine Black life to spaces of death in the city.

Recently-freed communities had to negotiate the very fringe of the landscape,
often directly facing and precipitating its transformation with the imprints of the
fleeting Black commons. Black communities continued their reciprocal uses of the
landscape and waterways. Seeking to live without the basic guarantees of social
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protection or insurance, Black communities in the nation’s capital actively
devolved the improvements made along the banks of the Potomac during the Civil
War to create shelter in which they might survive. In the process, Black commun-
ities set off the return of vegetation to the edge of the Potomac. By 1892 Black
communities in the cities Southwest section appropriated the Civil War-era forts
for their wood, using it for fuel and the better parts for shelter. As one observer
wrote, “nature has thrown over the signs of man’s preparation for mortal combat a
mantle of grass and vines, shrubs and bushes, and if the sword has not been beaten
into plowshare, at least the wood work of grimly menacing forts has been con-
verted into firewood or the building material of negro chanties.”®® Black
communities’ active devolution of the fort infrastructures in order to create shelter
countered the vision of contemporaries who envisioned a more actively used
Potomac and the increased growth of the District. One writer viewed the develop-
ment of the Potomac waterway to full capacity as part of healthy future: “In the
future Washington the Potomac River will be utilized to its full capacity for the
benefit of the trade, health, and pleasure of the city.” Promoters of the city’s indus-
trious and lucrative potential publicly expressed grievances about the kinds of
impediments that a fugitive and outlaw world presented. The same author cele-
brated the disappearance of “a criminally infested mall” that alongside “high bluffs”
and other features of the river edge had been “obstacles of the past” to “easy access
to the river front.” Another writer lamented the devolving landscape at the
Potomac’s edge as hindrances to the “health and commerce of the city” and
described “the marshes which skirt the entire front of our city” as a result of “years
of neglect of the commercial and sanitary interests of the nation’s capital.”
Moreover, this writer viewed the “remedy” to the ills of the marshes as “a judicious
plan of harbor improvements” and the “reclamation of the Potomac bottoms.”**

In contrast to the dominant vision that conflated economic development and
infrastructural improvement with health and wellbeing, Black communities created
the possibility for ruinate, or the partial return to bush, at the river’s edge. Black
communities’ efforts at survival doubled, as those seeking mostly inadvertently to
restore a natural barrier of vegetation to prevent the further deterioration of the
banks and the silting of the waters. Black communities then also engaged in the
work of ensuring a kind of Black commons upon which the urban Black popula-
tion depended for some of its social currency in the form of fisheries. Although
Black communities were marginal within discussions of the city’s future, their
efforts here nevertheless index their ongoing contest over the nature of the future
of the landscape and waterways of the Chesapeake. Their active devolution of the
landscape contrasted sharply with the efforts of boosters and other urban futurists
who viewed trade and real estate market growth as the basis for the city’s future.

Fishing continued to be a source of livelihood in the region in the decades fol-
lowing emancipation along the Potomac as the river provided what observers
described as “a lucrative occupation to the numerous fishermen that inhabit its
banks.”®® Drawn in by seine nets set for various species including a set of species
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known vernacularly as herring, these fish provided social and economic currency
to post-emancipation communities who “chiefly disposed of [the catches] to fish
peddlers, who visit periodically the little settlements of fishermen on the shore,
and purchase supplies for their excursions into the interior.”®® Although undoubt-
edly the author was referring to various communities, Black and otherwise, fishing
was particularly important to Black communities who endured limited opportuni-
ties for employment and enjoyment in the aftermath of the Civil War.

Fishing also illustrated the tenuous line Black communities navigated, between
using the commons to create the possibilities for Black futures, and the further
commercialization of the Commons. This conundrum illustrates the ongoing
threat of the survivability of local fisheries within the Bay and its tributaries pre-
cipitated by commercialization. What Karl Marx understood as primitive accumu-
lation, or a one-time round of expropriation that marked the rise of capitalism,
Black communities registered this kind of enclosure and theft as cyclical and
ongoing. Black communities staked a tenuous relationship between their perpetu-
ation, cultivation, and preservation of the Black commons and the exploitation of
their labor to overtax the fisheries of the Chesapeake.

No example better represents this conundrum than the evolving relationship
between the region’s Black communities and oysters. For example, after formal
emancipation, Black communities located independent employment in oyster fish-
ing along the reeves in the Potomac and the Rappahannock, while Black women
and children found work in shucking houses. This boon to Black economic life,
however, intensified in its exploitation through the further marketization of the
trade. As the Chesapeake became the world’s primary supplier of oysters, Black
laborers were further taxed for profit and soon became the primary agents in the
extinction of the Bay’s native oyster populations as a result of overharvesting. This
was common among other fisheries as well, including American shad for which
Congress passed a law in the early 20th century officially outlawing the fishing of
shad within the District of Columbia in recognition of the dwindling fish popula-
tion (Figure 1).

And yet, Black communities who continued small-scale recreational fishing
maintained the impulse of the earlier uses of the Black commons well into the
20th century (Figure 2). Through line fishing alone or in groups, Black commun-
ities in Washington and in other rural and urban communities around the
Chesapeake littoral continued to use the Potomac, Anacostia, and the various
other creeks and rivers to procure food and to self-fashion through casual recre-
ation (Figure 3). Small-scale and even lightly commercial forms of fishing contin-
ued as part of the vernacular infrastructure of the Black commons around
the Chesapeake.

In the 20th century, Black communities continued the elements of the plot and
to view and use aspects of the river as a fleeting commons even as they became
increasingly detached from the land. This was part of the continued articulation of
a different vision of social and cosmological integrity in urban Washington into
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Figure 1 Bain News Service, publisher, Shad Fishing, ca. 1910 (between and ca. 1915). Photograph from
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, George Grantham Bain Collection, LC-DIG-
ggbain-18897.

the 20th century that white commentators interpreted as “quaint survivals.” In a
1909 article in the Washington Post, an unnamed author described the city’s
Central Market as a “museum of American antiquities—not of the prehistoric
sort—but antique in the American sense of the term: that is to say, from 80 to
100years old.” In addition to the “curiosity” of an older man selling the
Hagerstown Almanac, which indexed the maintenance of folk forms in the
nation’s capital, the writer described a large fish stall where fishermen sold oysters,
dried and smoked fish, and terrapin. According to the writer, the labor of drying
and smoking alewives, known vernacularly as “herrings” on the Virginia and
Maryland sides of the Potomac, was “done by negroes, the descendants of old
slaves, who have transmitted the art of drying and smoking fish from one gener-
ation to another for two centuries.” Black communities continued to employ the
commons to maintain social continuity and Black culture.

In addition to the market fish stalls, the writer also discovered “venerable
Negro women with All the Healing Herbs” who developed “old-fashioned and for-
gotten remedies ... for simple ills of simple people in a simple age.” The woman
whom the author paternalistically names “Aunt Matilda” raised herbs including
callamus root, sweet marjoram, thyme, sage, mullen, mint, and others in her “little
garden at Anacostia.” According to the author, Aunt Matilda also gathered and
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Figure 2 John Ferrell, photographer, Washington, DC vicinity, Negro fishing on the Virginia side of the
Potomac River below the Chain Bridge, Arlington County, Virginia, July 1942. Photograph from Library of
Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWTI Collection, LC-USF34-011585-D.

sold bark and roots, including sassafras, May apple root, and Black walnut root
that she gathered in the woods.” This account refers to these various products
foraged from the forest and grown in a plot in Anacostia as remedies for ulcers,
hair dye, swollenness, cramps, and other ills. Critically, Black communities and
especially Black women and other post-emancipation “captive maternals” contin-
ued to look to the plot and the wider Black commons for elements of a fleeting
social world despite the ongoing enclosure marked by urbanization. Black women
in particular continued to forge a distinctive vision of ecology that remained opa-
que within a vision of Washington’s future that cast Black social life and Black
ecological knowledge as “old-fashioned” and therefore no longer a viable form of
knowledge or mode of living in the city. Black Virginians and Marylanders on
both sides of the Potomac also continued to maintain their own nomenclatural
practices outside the classificatory system of dominant science. As the author
wrote, “some of the names she [Aunt Matilda] has for different herbs are decidedly
curious and employed only by the old-time Virginia and Maryland negroes”
including “Adam and Eve,” “a wild-growth” “eighty-five years ago ... well known
as yielding a very excellent and lasting glue or paste.” The writer sought to render
these alternative uses of the resources of the commons and the plot to “old
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Figure 3 Toni Frissell, photographer, African American woman, seated on ground, fishing, at the Tidal
Basin, Washington, DC, September 1957. Photograph from Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, Toni Frissell Collection, LC-DIG-ppmsca-01947.

plantation remedies” and thus to a bygone era, collapsing Blackness and Black life
to “antiquity.”

Yet, for me this is further evidence of the power and possibilities of how Black
communities continued alternative uses of the land and water. Black communities
maintained a vision of social-cosmological-ecological integrity at odds with the
dominant vision of mastery and commodification. These communities envisioned
and practiced fleetingly the Black commons through spaces in which their actions
were hidden or opaque to outsiders. These practices were at odds with the forced
extraction of their labor by slave owners and later employers and helped cultivate
and perpetuate Black holes or illegible spaces in which they could continue to
practice their visions for social-cosmological-ecological integrity outside of mas-
tery and dominion. The plot and the wider Black commons remain as usable
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histories of alternative land and water resource allocation as we must confront the
possibility of the lower Chesapeake’s ongoing overdevelopment and toxification.

Critically, the history whereby enslaved and post-emancipation communities
plotted the Black commons diverges other histories of environmental conscious-
ness. While mainstream environmentalism most often maintains the
Man-subject—earth—object relations of mastery implied even in “saving” this or
that species or ecosystem, revealing its indebtedness to the history of conservation
developed to enhance rather than displace exploitation, Black ecologies emerging
from the Black commons suggest the power of reciprocal social relations between
people as a praxis capable of sustaining human relations and the biosphere. If for
Marx the commons was the “people’s land” prior to enclosure, then Black qualifies
the traditional consideration of the commons by examining the strain Blackness
has placed on notions of “the people.” As communities born of a kind of orphan-
age, natal alienation, and social estrangement, enslaved and post-emancipation
Black communities retained a generative and queer form of anthropocentricity
that focused primarily on the extension of new modes of human connection,
belonging, and reciprocity.”” These registered in excess of the logics of markets
and normative social reproduction and extended a different vision of earth stew-
ardship. These visions for belonging otherwise queried the normative operations of
property and “Man,” which are at the heart of our confluence of ongoing social
and ecological catastrophe, the so-called Anthropocene or the racial capitalocene.®®
Through the alternate vision of the Black commons, Black communities in the
lower Chesapeake engendered thriving in places where nothing was said to exist,
and in that unnaming, where nothing is expected to live, except in its bar-
est forms.*
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