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Introduction: Slavery, Freedom and Empire



ON FRIDAY 1 August, 1845, Samuel Joseph May, a Harvardtrained Unitarian minister, gave a sermon at the First Presbyterian Church in Syracuse, New York. His theme was the eleventh anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British empire.


Slavery, he began, was an ancient oppression, practised by many human societies. But in the fifteenth century, the trade in enslaved Africans, purchased by Europeans to meet demands for labour in the Americas, transformed the world. ‘It was prompted by the basest and most unyielding passions of the human soul – the thirst for gold, the lust of power, and the love of ease.’ Britain was among the great beneficiaries of the transatlantic slave trade. But Britain also had a slave empire, an archipelago of colonies worked primarily by enslaved African workers, centred on the Caribbean and stretching from the southern precincts of North America to the northern shores of South America. The slave empire was dominated by plantations that produced tobacco, coffee, cotton, rice and – above all – sugar, for British and world markets. The island colonies in the Caribbean, seized at the cost of blood and treasure in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were among Britain’s most valuable imperial prizes. The profits of both the slave trade and plantation slavery benefited even British settlements with few enslaved people. For example, cold, rugged New England prospered as a hub connecting Britain with colonies to the south.


Although slavery was profitable, its violence pricked at the British conscience. In 1772, a British court declared that the rights of colonial slaveholders over the people they claimed to own did not extend to Britain. Enslaved people could sue for their freedom on British soil. In 1807, led by Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce, Parliament passed an Act abolishing the British slave trade. In 1833 Parliament abolished slavery in most of Britain’s colonies. May conjured a scene in the British Caribbean of enslaved labourers waiting in silence for midnight on 1 August 1834, when emancipation laws would come into force. ‘The slow notes of the clock fell upon the multitude,’ May whispered. Building to a crescendo, he continued, ‘Scarce had the clock sounded its last note, when the lightning of Heaven flashed vividly around . . . God’s pillar of fire, and trump of jubilee!’


May rejoiced with his congregation at freedom in the Caribbean, but he was not speaking to them as ‘the eulogist of England, as a nation. She is a paragon of inconsistencies.’ He struggled to explain the relationship between the rise of British slavery and its counterpoint in antislavery; ‘to strike the balance between her glory and her shame.’ The law that ended slavery in the British empire required people who had been enslaved to continue working for the people who had claimed to own them for as long as six years. Parliament called this period of forced labour ‘apprenticeship’. At the same time, British slaveholders received £20 million in compensation for their lost claims to human beings. The money ‘sullies greatly the moral purity of the act’. Cynics might even say that emancipation was accomplished ‘not so much by the force of truth as by the power of money’.


Samuel May acknowledged Britain’s central role in the rise of both the transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery. He confronted self-dealing antislavery laws that compensated slaveholders and imposed years of further forced labour on freedpeople. And yet, he marvelled at British righteousness. When antislavery laws were fair, May described the British public and Parliament as speaking with a single voice. When antislavery policies were cruel or contradictory, he separated the movement from the laws. Britain was built by slavery, he argued, but antislavery was a sea change, the end of a dark chapter in British history.


May followed a script to which many politicians and historians cleaved from the nineteenth century until the 1930s. The history of the end of the British slave trade and the end of British colonial slavery was overwhelmingly told as a story of the triumph of good over evil. Britain profited from slavery, yes. But most argued that antislavery was penance enough for British sins. The £20 million in compensation paid to slaveholders was written off as a sacrifice taxpayers made to expiate their guilt. The contradictions of antislavery were resolved by pretending that everything unseemly and hypocritical in the history of the movement against British slavery was an aberration. Antislavery was good; anything that was not good could not be antislavery. If those arguments wore thin, there were other European empires against which to measure Britain’s virtues. Like Samuel May, many Britons believed that enslaved people in the British empire had been grateful both for freedom and for continued white domination after the abolition of slavery. By these lights, enslaved people had not used ‘their unchained hands to wreak vengeance upon their oppressors’. Instead, as May put it, they had ‘shown a disposition to forget the past’.1 Abolition, in this telling, healed the empire.


In the 1930s, intellectuals from the Caribbean, Eric Williams and C. L. R. James chief among them, shredded this fable of sin and redemption.2 The point of slavery, they reminded the world, was not cruelty for its own sake. Slavery made money for slaveholders. The abolition of slavery did not end exploitation in the British empire. Furthermore, British antislavery was not a miraculous break from the economic, political and cultural moment that gave birth to it. Instead, in Britain, antislavery was a movement led by a coterie of mostly wealthy, landed and well-connected men who – their sense of justice notwithstanding – stood to gain by free trade, cheap free labour and the end of the protectionist laws that shored up slaveholders’ profits.


The fortunes made by slavery survived its abolition. The slave empire that Britain fought to win in the eighteenth century was not disbanded. Although there were moments when it seemed on the cusp of being radical, even revolutionary, British antislavery did not usually threaten the powerful. It did not give freedpeople the liberation for which they had fought. Freedpeople were paid low wages to work land that they had made profitable under slavery but could not afford to buy after emancipation. Slaveholders used the compensation fund as a source of liquid money, which many reinvested in factories, mines, roads and railways across Britain and its growing colonial empire.


But reassuring histories of antislavery proved irresistible to many. After the Second World War, and especially during the Cold War, historians in the United States and Britain, obliquely associating socialism and socialist history with Soviet totalitarianism, pushed back against what became known as the ‘Williams thesis’ – that the profits of slavery made industrial capitalism possible, and that industrial capitalism, in turn, made antislavery both thinkable and politically attainable as Britain’s wealthiest men moved their money from plantations to factories. Historians such as Seymour Drescher quibbled with the details of Williams’s work, arguing that Williams had failed to notice the robust profits of slavery and the slave trade at the time of abolition.3 How could the roots of antislavery be material if slavery were profitable? The dominant historical interpretation of British antislavery swung back towards a celebration of British economic sacrifice and a rosy picture of a Britain united behind a common cause. The mass exploitation of enslaved African labour, one of the roots of global capitalism, was reimagined as an obstacle that needed to be removed before capitalism could flourish.


But Eric Williams was right. Antislavery inherited the capitalism that slavery had made. Ideas about the incapacity of people of African descent to govern themselves, invented by slaveholders to defend slavery, survived emancipation. Even most ordinary Britons, who supported the antislavery cause in the name of religion, justice or patriotism, would have been likely to agree that white missionaries and officials ought to govern formerly enslaved people for the indefinite future. And antislavery was not only a moral position or a domestic issue in British politics. How could it be, in a slave empire? Rather, it was a set of colonial and imperial laws and policies, shaped by Members of Parliament and by the most visible and powerful leaders of the antislavery movement that weighed on the lives of Britain’s colonial subjects for generations after emancipation. Free traders profited from the idea that dark-skinned people ought to produce raw materials for the world market as much as slaveholders had done. The British colonial civilising mission, ‘the white man’s burden’ of the later nineteenth century, was easier to justify after the abolition of slavery, the ultimate proof of British moral superiority. As the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes, ‘To condemn slavery alone is the easy way out.’4


Slave Empire is a new history of the rise and fall of British slavery. It tells a story of Britain’s involvement with slavery that, thanks to the efforts of scholars and activists, is much better known now than ever before, but is still far from common knowledge. In the spirit of Eric Williams’s work, this book also shows how slavery and antislavery were connected. First, abolition sanctified new kinds of exploitation. Global capitalism was made in the era of the slave trade, as merchants, bankers and insurers made fortunes on sugar contracts, on securities and bonds sold to finance plantations and imperial wars, and on new factories and industries in Britain that profited from expanding imperial and domestic markets. Well-born, propertied and well-connected antislavery leaders believed that abolition could purify, even sanctify, British capital. Even many abolitionists who opposed the specific provisions of the 1833 Emancipation Act believed as much as former slaveholders did in the importance of free workers accepting low wages. Antislavery leaders argued that low wages encouraged poorer people to work steadily, to save, to emulate the pious middle classes.


Second, the leaders of the antislavery movement digested many of the ideas about labour and race that slaveholders had invented to justify enslavement. Most prominent British abolitionists believed that white Britons – whether righteous missionaries or fair-minded liberal administrators – had an obligation to continue to rule the former slave colonies. Now that better whites were in charge, Britain might bring ‘civilisation’ rather than slavery to its subjects.


Third, like Samuel May, many British abolitionists imagined that emancipation meant that Britain had a right to gratitude from formerly enslaved people and that freedom was something that needed to be earned. Despite May’s belief in their pacifism, enslaved people rose in rebellion against slavery in Britain’s colonies many times before 1834. If violent revolution seemed too daunting, they slowed down their work, lied to white planters and overseers, sabotaged equipment, and built private lives in defiance of the power of the plantations. And after emancipation, they could not ‘forget the past’. Freedom meant something very different to white British reformers than it did to formerly enslaved subjects of the Crown.


Finally, antislavery erased its tracks. Throughout the nineteenth century, many Britons pointed to the movement and its achievements to prove the moral superiority of the British empire. Antislavery became a part of British foreign policy and British popular culture. Royal Navy cruisers hunted for slave ships in the Atlantic and Indian oceans. Britain offered safe haven in Upper Canada and other colonies to Black Americans fleeing slavery in the antebellum United States. Britons showed up by the thousands to cheer Frederick Douglass on speaking tours and made Uncle Tom’s Cabin one of the nineteenth century’s great bestsellers. And yet, the cotton industry – Britain’s largest and most valuable industrial sector – relied on cotton grown by enslaved workers in the United States. British investors bought up bonds issued by slaveholding states in the USA and by the governments of slaveholding colonies belonging to other empires, such as Cuba and Brazil. The idea that Britain was ‘better’ because of its antislavery heritage reinvigorated the British empire, even as the empire remained closely connected to American slavery.


Antislavery was an enduring legacy of the slave empire. Ending slavery gave the British empire licence to take up all the tools forged by and for the plantations – tools for exploitation, for coercion, for imperial expansion – and use them without reflection.


***


Portugal and Spain were the first European empires to build sugar plantations, and the first European states to force enslaved African workers to tend them. In the sixteenth century, Iberian empires were growing sugar in Madeira, the Canary Islands, Cuba, Brazil and elsewhere.


In 1707, Scotland, England and Wales unified as a new country, Great Britain. Throughout the eighteenth century, Britain and its European rivals fought over the Americas, and particularly over the Caribbean. Britain’s wars in the Americas opened new territories for both the expansion of plantation slavery and European colonisation. As sugar boomed, Britain’s colonies in mainland North America transformed. Colonies that began as havens for religious radicals, such as Massachusetts and Rhode Island, became hubs for trade. Colonies that supplied the sugar islands, such as South and North Carolina, became plantation colonies themselves, and eventually settler colonies, attracting Europeans by the thousands with the promise of cheap land and easy access to growing American and European markets.


By the end of the eighteenth century, plantation slavery was the basis of a mature, heavily capitalised imperial economy. Insurance and banking firms across Europe supported and financed plantations and speculated on slave-trade voyages. As Chapter 1 shows, the Caribbean was often both a cause and an important theatre of European wars in the eighteenth century. It was also home to a cosmopolitan planter class with close ties to British and European finance, insurance and politics.


In the early days of the slave empire, most slaveholders lived in the colonies. But as profits grew, many – especially from the Caribbean colonies – chose to move back to Britain and live as ‘absentees’, receiving their profits annually from their agents. In Britain, slaveholders became patrons of the arts and of the civic institutions and charities that proliferated in eighteenth-century London. The polite, wry culture of Augustan letters was underwritten by the profits of slavery and incubated in coffee houses serving drinks sweetened with sugar. Poorer Britons benefited from the growth of colonial trade and found cheap calories and small pleasures in sweets. In 1800–1, Ireland was formally annexed by Great Britain, forming a new United Kingdom. The slave empire helped to hold the fragile new Union together. The Americas offered ambitious Scots and Irish a new place to earn their fortune and secure land for themselves far from an England where Celts often got a chilly reception. Meanwhile, as plantation slavery became associated nearly exclusively with people of African descent, racist ideas about Africans’ cultural or biological ‘aptitude’ for hard labour settled into imperial policy and British popular culture.


Throughout, this book deals, sometimes in graphic detail, with the physical, emotional and cultural violence done by slaveholders to enslaved people in this British slave empire. The books, letters and pamphlets that I use to tell this story were overwhelmingly produced by white Britons – slaveholders and abolitionists both. Wherever I can, I have highlighted the voices of people of African origin or descent writing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Elsewhere, I have used the rich and extensive body of historical and literary scholarship on the cultures of the African diaspora to fill in the blanks. But when I do not know, or cannot know, something, I’ve tried to be transparent. Chapter 2 explores the workings of the plantations that were centres of enslaved labour and engines of the slave empire. This chapter shows how writing the history of oppressed people means reckoning with the fact that most of the records will have been produced by their oppressors.


A slave ship was a squalid floating prison. To be enslaved meant to be stripped of virtually all legal rights, to be vulnerable to impunity: murder, family separation, demeaning punishment. But there is more to understanding slavery than simply bearing witness to suffering. Literary critic and historian Saidiya Hartman observes that white abolitionist writings, speeches and art often reduced enslaved people from three-dimensional human beings with politics, desires, emotions, and good and evil impulses, into perfect victims and suffering bodies.5 By identifying slavery with physical suffering, abolitionists could imagine that ending slavery was the same as ending pain. And so, whenever possible, I highlight the politics and everyday working lives of enslaved people on colonial plantations.


Historians have pushed back against the vision of enslaved people as victims without politics. Some have pushed too far in the other direction, however, treating every enslaved person in the historical record as perfectly virtuous. Enslaved people built and preserved culture, family and solidarity under loathsome conditions, an achievement that is a testament to human creativity, resilience and courage. But enslaved people had frailties. They betrayed one another, hurt one another, sold one another out for a slaveholder or overseer’s preference. Enslaved people faced impossible, heart-breaking choices within a system that used their humanity as a weapon against them. To deny these intellectual and moral complexities does a different kind of injustice to the memory of the enslaved.


The overwhelming racism of the slave empire weighed on even the most well-to-do and privileged of the Black community in the Caribbean. For example, in the mid-eighteenth century, Francis Williams, a freeborn dark-skinned Jamaican, became a protégé of the Duke of Montagu, who paid for Williams’s education at an English grammar school, and then at Cambridge. When he returned to Jamaica, Williams, who became a schoolmaster, regularly wrote odes to arriving and departing governors of the colony. In one, he wrote about himself:




Thy body’s white, tho’ clad in sable vest.


. . . And learned speech, with modest accent worn,


Shall best the sooty African adorn.


. . . Conspicuous, far beyond his kindred race . . .


And Britain nurs’d, illustrious through the earth.6





Who knows whether Williams wrote what was in his heart, whether he truly believed that his ‘body’ – his self and spirit – was white beneath his dark complexion? Maybe he was flattering his patron in England or his readers in Jamaica. Williams was well-known in Spanish Town for his smart clothing, huge periwig and freshly polished sword and pistols, and for suing white planters who insulted him for slander. At the same time, Williams was a slaveholder. He was caught between the education that shaped him, the colonial society he may have yearned to join, and the colour of his skin.7 The slave empire had done its work on British imperial culture. What was ‘white’ was good, what was ‘black’ was bad. Francis Williams genuflected at the colour bar.


Although anti-Black racism has deep roots in plantation slavery, Slave Empire is not a ‘black’ or ‘white’ history. It is British history.


***


As plantation slavery and plantation racism matured, so did an imperial antislavery movement. Quakers and Evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic began to criticise slaveholders by the 1730s and 1740s, and antislavery gained momentum after the American Revolution. Leaders of the early antislavery movements in Britain generally came from the ranks of elite Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals. Both groups recognised that slavery was sinful, but both groups had also done very well by the expansion of the empire. Quakers and Anglican Evangelicals were connected by the same webs of business interests, insurance, finance and imperial regulation that bound a slaveholder in Jamaica to his suppliers and creditors in Bristol, London or Providence, Rhode Island. Abolitionists saw themselves as ethical capitalists and imagined that antislavery would be at least as profitable as slavery.8 They dreamed of a reformed commercial empire.


By the 1790s, many ordinary Britons opposed the slave trade, for various reasons. Many were growing sceptical of slavery itself. The French and Haitian revolutions, however, gave many antislavery activists pause – as Chapter 3 shows. The chaos of the French Terror and the threat of invasion from France prompted a wave of repression in Britain that smothered any possibility of a more radical antislavery before it could make its case. The rebellion of the enslaved people of France’s wealthiest plantation colony, Saint-Domingue, which became the Republic of Haiti in 1804, raised the spectre of the overthrow of Britain’s plantation colonies and reinforced William Wilberforce and his inner circle’s conservative instincts regarding the timeline for emancipation.


The antislavery that emerged out of the 1790s was spiritually radical but socially reactionary. Beginning with Enlightened political economists and philosophers such as Adam Smith, many British abolitionists were confident that capitalist economies were self-organising and predictable. The individual, they argued, was the building block of society and, absent coercion, individuals behaved in predictable ways. This belief in natural economic laws and the rights of individuals was part of a new and ascendant political doctrine: liberalism. Liberals were certain that free labour would always be more profitable than enslaved labour. They were confident that the stimuli of wages and the availability of consumer goods would reliably motivate poorer people to work. Liberals believed in universal laws and rights that – in theory – applied equally to every human being. Having discovered what they believed to be transcendent laws of human nature and society, however, many British liberals ignored the contexts in which those ‘natural’ laws had acquired their meaning.


For example, liberal political economy alienated both working-class and enslaved strains of antislavery from the mainstream British movement. Leading abolitionists were often hostile to the working class, and any antislavery scheme that threatened the social hierarchy in Britain or Britain’s hold on its colonies in the Caribbean was smothered. Elite antislavery leaders also enthusiastically supported campaigns to suppress traditional pleasures and forms of social life. As the reformer and advocate of emigration Edward Gibbon Wakefield wrote, wealthy Britons ‘enclose commons . . . they make rates of wages, elaborately calculating the minimum of food that will keep together the soul and body of a clodhopper . . . they superintend alehouses, decry skittles, deprecate beer-shops, meddle with fairs, and otherwise curtail the already narrow amusements of the poor.’9 Leading abolitionists were also fiercely opposed to any emancipation led by the enslaved. To prove that they were ‘ready’ for freedom, leaders of the antislavery movement expected enslaved people to emulate British middle-class liberal values, and to eschew resistance to slavery. And yet, in the colonies, rumours of antislavery from abroad deceived many enslaved revolutionaries from Jamaica to Guiana into thinking that Britain would come to their aid if they took up arms against colonial slaveholders.


Slave Empire is not a complete history of the antislavery movement in Britain. I focus my attention on two constituencies that shaped the laws that ended the slave trade and plantation slavery in the British empire: enslaved people in Britain’s colonies and white antislavery elites. Enslaved people pushed to accelerate emancipation and to claim it as their own. The leaders of major antislavery groups and their advocates in Parliament and the Colonial Office resisted slaveholders, but also the demands of the enslaved. Antislavery was a much bigger tent. The momentum of the antislavery campaign, for example, empowered women, particularly in the middle class, to demand rights and political representation. The models of organising developed by antislavery organisations, and the ethos of reform that antislavery represented, spread to a wide range of imperial and domestic reform movements.10 This book focuses less on the energy that antislavery gave to domestic reform, and more on moments when Britain, through Parliament, rearranged its relationship to its slave empire. But still, for all its variety, British antislavery was generally a patriotic movement, and rarely the domain of outsiders or radicals.


The abolition of the British slave trade – William Wilberforce and all that – is the centrepiece of the myth of British antislavery. But as Chapter 4 shows, the end of the British slave trade, in 1807, entwined with the consequences of the Haitian Revolution and the prosecution of the war against Napoleon. The 1807 Slave Trade Act did not end the transatlantic slave trade. Britain empowered a small squadron of Royal Navy ships to hunt for slavers in the Atlantic, both in the Caribbean and off the coast of West Africa. Although the ‘West Africa Squadron’ has been celebrated for its daring, the Squadron barely dented the trade, and more than 2.6 million enslaved people made the voyage to the Americas after 1810. The Squadron was more useful as a fighting force for intimidating and destroying West African coastal kingdoms and chieftaincies that happened to defy British demands.


After 1807, the antislavery campaign focused on the ‘amelioration’ of slavery. Many abolitionists assumed that the end of the slave trade would encourage slaveholders to improve the living and working conditions of the enslaved. When the natural laws of the market did not blunt the cruelties of the plantation, and when Britain’s slave colonies proved reluctant to allow London to rewrite their laws, activists pushed to impose imperial regulations by fiat. Amelioration policies assumed that as enslaved people’s material circumstances improved, rebellion would become less likely. And yet, as I show in Chapters 5 and 6, major slave rebellions erupted in 1816 in Barbados and in 1823 in British Guiana as enslaved people interpreted amelioration policies as a signal that emancipation had already been granted to them by Britain in defiance of colonial slaveholders. In Britain, these rebellions became contests over whether enslaved people could be ‘trusted’ with freedom. Slaveholders blamed abolitionist propaganda for the rebellions; abolitionists blamed slaveholders’ refusal to accept amelioration. And in 1831–2 in Jamaica – as Chapter 7 shows – an even larger rebellion, known as the ‘Baptist War’ to many Britons, helped to convince a wavering Parliament to move forward with the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act.


Abolitionists inside and outside of Parliament called emancipation the ‘mighty experiment’. In the decades when British antislavery flourished, many activists convinced themselves that slavery was a perversion of the natural law of the market, an error that could be edited out of the saga of the British empire. After emancipation, liberals waited for the newly emancipated free-labour workforce of the colonies to outperform sugar colonies, such as Cuba and Brazil, that still used enslaved labour. When that did not happen, liberals faced a crisis of faith. The success or failure of the mighty experiment had been predicated on the idea that free labour would be more profitable than slavery. If the experiment had failed, who was to blame? Public opinion broke in two directions. Some insisted that the laws of the labour market, as natural and irresistible as gravity, were not working in the colonies because conditions remained ‘unnatural’ there. In response, liberals tinkered with colonial laws, restricting access to land, suppressing wages and introducing new penalties for people who refused to work. Others blamed freedpeople for the failure of an ‘experiment’ of which the freedpeople never imagined themselves to be a part.


As Chapter 8 shows, the 1833 Act called for the creation of a £20 million fund that slaveholders were entitled to draw upon as compensation for the end of slavery. The Act also required that enslaved people work as ‘apprentices’ for terms of four or six years, working for all or part of their time for free, for the same people who had claimed to own them. Apprenticeship proved fiendishly difficult to administer and in 1838 politicians in most of Britain’s former slave colonies, resentful of Westminster’s impositions on their legislatures, chose not to renew the apprenticeship laws. The system collapsed. On 1 August 1838, more than 800,000 people were finally free. But their freedom was circumscribed. Colonial officials inflated the price of land and raised property qualifications for office-holding to keep formerly enslaved people out of power. When free workers demanded higher wages for plantation work, many thousands of indentured workers from China, the Indian subcontinent and West Africa were shipped to the Caribbean.


While antislavery shaped the direction of British colonialism, British capitalists funded many of the steamships, banks and railroads of the American South. As the Conclusion shows, the rise of cotton in the United States revived and intensified slavery and enslaved labour in the republic. Britain became America’s most important client in the cotton trade, and British cotton factories and the wider cotton industry employed as many as one in every five Britons of working age. British insurance companies underwrote the risky, cyclical business of cotton cultivation. Freedom – free elections, free labour and free trade – were the watchwords of the Victorian British empire. This free empire, however, was sustained by the exploitation of wage-earning colonial workers – given the lustre of morality by antislavery – and by continuing demands on the labour of enslaved people outside its colonies.


Modern Britain has inherited this legacy. Capitalism and liberalism emphasise ‘freedom’ – for individuals and for markets – but were and are built on human bondage.


***


None of Slave Empire is ‘hidden’ or ‘secret’ history. In the mid-nineteenth century, the British abolitionist George Stephen remarked on how much stuff the history of slavery and antislavery had left behind for historians. ‘The materials for such a history are abundant,’ he wrote. Indeed, Stephen worried that ‘Antislavery speeches and debates, mixed up as they were with colonial statistics ad nauseam, and Brazilian, Spanish, and African diplomacy, would form a very dull book, only fit for dusty shelves in a library for casual reference.’11 This book, which I hope defies Stephen’s prediction, is based on many of these materials.


Nevertheless, pointing out that Britain profited from slavery for 200 years and then used the abolition of slavery to justify nearly two more centuries of imperial violence and colonial rule provokes a chorus of rebuttals and denial.


Nostalgia for the British empire gains traction from the idea that British imperialism was fundamentally commercial, and therefore benign. The revival of free trade on the imperial model is a part of the fantasy of a post-Brexit Britain. In January 2017, Theresa May characterised as the ‘great prize’ of Brexit the prospect of the United Kingdom reclaiming its status as ‘a great, global, trading nation’. In July 2019, in his first speech as Prime Minister, Boris Johnson promised to restore Britain’s ‘natural and historic role as an enterprising, outward-looking and truly global Britain’.


There was nothing ‘natural’ about the power of the British empire. Britain did not dominate the world for more than 200 years because of a natural right to rule, or a unique national genius. Free trade was built on slave labour; Britain’s Pax Britannica of the nineteenth century was an illusion. Relative peace in Europe was made possible by vicious colonial wars, where European empires settled scores and casualties were written off as the price of civilisation. Still, Britain’s empire was an empire of trade. Even places that were not formally part of the British empire could be influenced by British investors.


But hostility to the reality of Britain’s relationship to slavery runs deeper than a yearning for Britain to recover its place as a superpower. Even proposals for memorials to the enslaved or the removal of statues honouring slaveholders or colonial officials – to say nothing of the far more complex challenge of formal reparations – can be met with indifference or violence. The community group Memorial 2007, for example, campaigned for years for a public monument in London dedicated to the victims of Britain’s long involvement with slavery and the slave trade. New Labour paid lip service to the campaign. In 2015, David Cameron’s Conservative government shelved the project. Cameron, in a public statement on Britain’s relationship with Jamaica, suggested that both nations ‘move on’ from slavery. Apologists also make comparisons to other European empires. Spain and Portugal did it first; France did it worse; the brutality of Belgian colonists in nineteenth-century Congo surpassed all others. The next move is to tot up all the ‘good’ the British empire did: railroads, the press, the English language, economic growth. These narratives are intended to blunt criticism of Britain by comparison, and to praise the British empire for the atrocities that it didn’t happen to commit.


Still others point to the long history of human slavery. The Greeks had slaves, as did the Romans, the Ottomans, the Mughals, and many European kingdoms and principalities; Russia had serfs; the United States, Brazil and Cuba used millions of enslaved workers. All of this is true. Human beings have been enslaving one another for millennia – which does not excuse slavery. The transatlantic slave trade and plantation slavery in the Americas, however, were something different, a substantively new kind of coerced labour. Together, they formed a system of mass enslavement based on fictions of racial difference that spanned continents. Enslaved people in the slave empire were virtually always of African descent; a Roman slave, by contrast, might have come from anywhere in the empire. In the slave empire, skin colour came to signify not the geographic origins of a person, but their legal status. And in the era of plantation slavery – unlike in any other system of mass enslavement before it – enslaved people were not only labourers, but also invested capital. On a plantation in the British slave empire, every enslaved person always had a price, set by the market and by the web of bonds, insurance policies and securities that tied plantations to Britain. The claim to own a person was based on the idea that the person could always be sold. Atlantic slavery combined the old cruelties of other forms of enslavement with the brutal logic of a commodities market.


Many West Africans societies held slaves. The slave trade from West Africa flowed not only across the Atlantic, but also across the Sahara, to the many states in the Arab world where slavery was also common. But in West Africa and the Arab world slavery took many forms. In West African societies, slavery existed on a continuum from forms of forced labour very similar to plantation slavery to much milder forms of personal service. In some societies, the children of enslaved people were free; in others, manumission could be won or purchased. In the Arab world, enslaved people who converted to Islam could be manumitted. In Britain’s slave empire, enslaved people were chattel – legally speaking, they were no different than a chair or a case of a wine. ‘Slavery was not new in Africa or in Europe,’ the historian Frederick Cooper writes. ‘What was new was the inter-relationship of Africa, Europe, and the Americas which changed the way actors in all places acted, forced a change in scale, and gave a relentless logic to the expansion of the system into the nineteenth century.’12


Finally, others argue that slavery was terrible but that British workers had it just as bad, or that the Irish had it worse, and so on. These comments reprise one of the most enduring slaveholder rationalisations for enslavement. One defender of British slavery, James Tobin, went so far in the 1780s as to claim that enslaved people were more free than poor workers. The poor, he reckoned, could not understand their own situation. ‘That great part of the liberty they are reckoned to possess,’ Tobin wrote, ‘is truly nominal and ideal.’ Poor wage-earners, he continued ‘are absolutely bound either to work, or starve’.13 Few apologists for slavery went quite as far as Tobin did, but many made the comparison between the lives of the enslaved and those of poor British and Irish workers. Although some enslaved people occupying elite positions on plantations might sometimes have had more and better food, and perhaps more ready money than many working Britons, they could still be sold in an instant, abused with legal impunity and murdered with few consequences. As W. E. B. Du Bois wrote, enslaved people ‘represented in a very real sense the ultimate degradation of man’.14 And the existence of plantation slavery degraded all workers. The tools made to control and punish the enslaved – regimented shift-work, heavy-handed policing, the cultivation of a small group of favoured workers to undermine solidarity and sow distrust – proved just as useful for punishing white wage workers as Black enslaved workers.


Britain’s was not the only empire to exploit enslaved labour, and Britain’s colonies were far from the only places in the world where enslaved people were a primary labour force. But Britain emerged into the nineteenth century as the world’s premier industrial power, and its most formidable empire. The nineteenth century belonged to Britain, and although Britain abolished slavery in 1833, the money, power and territory that plantation slavery had claimed endured.


***


The leaders of the British antislavery campaign were good, well-meaning, middle-to-upper-class white British liberals. They believed in the power of wages to motivate workers, and in the innate value of hard work. They favoured patriarchal families with a clear division between masculine and feminine worlds, where men were the masters outside in the public sphere, and women mistresses in the home. They imagined that what they understood as freedom – the kind of economic and political life enjoyed by people of their class – was freedom in its purest form. They imagined themselves as individual subjects, exercising personal choices as consumers, as members of the public and as Christians.


An idea of freedom manifested in atomisation, endless work and joyless consumption is still with us. Antislavery activists eventually defeated slavery, but they lived in the world slavery made – and so do we. In his book The World and Africa, W. E. B. Du Bois observed a ‘frightful paradox . . . that a blameless, cultured, beautiful young woman in a London suburb may be the foundation on which is built the poverty and degradation of the world.’ Modern global capitalism conceals the damage that our desires inflict on others. ‘For this someone is guilty as hell,’ Du Bois wrote. ‘Who?’15
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Blood and Sugar: Britain’s Wars for Slavery


THE BRITISH LIBRARY holds more than 700 editions of Daniel Defoe’s novel Robinson Crusoe, only a fraction of the total. Enormously popular when it was published in 1719, Robinson Crusoe remains fresh and engrossing: tense and evocative of isolation and solitary labour, crackling with bursts of violence. The long second act of Crusoe is the famous part of the story. Stranded on an uninhabited island within sight of Tobago, and with only the salvage of his wrecked ship, Robinson Crusoe rebuilds something like a settled English life.1 Over decades, he clears land, sows crops and tames animals. He reads and re-reads the few books that survived the wreck, especially the Bible. He trains a parrot to speak and learns to mark the passing of the seasons. When a party of cannibals happens on the island with a captive whom they plan to eat, Crusoe fights them off. The man Crusoe saves, whom he calls ‘Friday’ after the day of the rescue, becomes Crusoe’s servant. Crusoe teaches Friday to worship Christ, to speak English and to forswear human flesh. More cannibals arrive, with two captives, a Spanish sailor and a man who happens to be Friday’s father. Friday and Crusoe massacre the cannibals and bargain with the Spaniard, who promises to return with a ship. But before the sailor returns, an English vessel, seized by mutineers, appears. Crusoe and Friday help the loyal sailors to end the mutiny, maroon the rebels on the island and return to England.


When it was published, Robinson Crusoe flattered British readers’ sense of themselves as subjects of a powerful, confident – and Protestant – empire. In 1688, the Stuart King James II, a Catholic, was driven from England by an invading army, invited by a group of Members of Parliament and led by the Dutch Stadtholder, William of Orange. Taking the throne as King William III of England and reigning in partnership with James II’s staunchly Protestant daughter Mary, William’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ ended nearly fifty years of conflict between Parliament and the Crown in England. The revolution seemed less glorious to England’s Celtic and Scottish neighbours, but in England the Glorious Revolution was welcomed by many as the realisation of ‘English liberty’. William signed laws that confirmed Parliament’s right to establish succession to the throne, affirmed that the kings of England and Scotland would be Protestant, and reinforced the rights of the subjects of the Crown to ‘Dissent’, or non-Anglican Protestant confession. William III and his allies in Parliament, the Whigs, believed in property. To a Whig grandee, the process of turning unenclosed ‘waste’ land into profitable farmland was almost devotional: Crusoe not only survives the wilderness, he domesticates it. He not only defeats the natives; he teaches them to serve him. When he fenced his fields and counted both his crop yields and his sins, Robinson Crusoe was building England from the ground up.


Slavery was English liberty’s foil. In early modern politics, landed Englishmen were ‘free’ in contrast with the ‘enslaved’ subjects of absolute monarchs. Where the Bourbon kings of France could seize land or imprison their subjects without due process, the English boasted that a subject of William III held land securely and could not be imprisoned without a right to appear in court under a writ of habeas corpus.


Because the story of Crusoe, alone, building English life and liberty in the tropics was so compelling to readers, the beginning and end of the novel are easy to overlook. But Robinson Crusoe’s time in isolation is bookended by adventures as an enslaved captive, slave trader and slaveholder. In the novel’s short first act, Crusoe runs away to sea. In 1651, he joins a ship in the ‘Guinea Trade’ to West Africa. In that era, many English merchants went to West Africa for gold; the largest English standard gold coin was called a ‘guinea’ because English ships called at forts on the Gold Coast, part of present-day Ghana, and traded gold for finished goods. Pirates sailing out of the Moroccan port of Salé capture and enslave Crusoe. These ‘Barbary corsairs’ were a hazard of sailing off North Africa in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when tens – perhaps hundreds – of thousands of people were captured and either held for ransom or resold as enslaved labourers.


In 1654, Crusoe escapes from North Africa with the help of a boy named Xury. Crusoe promptly sells Xury to a Portuguese captain, who promises to set the boy free after ten years of service. Then Crusoe sails across the Atlantic to Salvador da Bahia, in Brazil, where he becomes a sugar and tobacco planter. By the 1650s, Portuguese colonists in Brazil already relied on enslaved African labour. Spain and Portugal, however, had been united under a single monarchy from 1580 to 1640, and the slave trade was still dominated by a monopoly contract, or asiento, offered by the Spanish to supply the Americas with enslaved labourers. English merchants wanted a share of the asiento, and between 1651 and 1660, English ships carried some 7,096 enslaved people across the Atlantic. In 1659, Crusoe and a group of his fellow Brazilian slaveholders plot to skirt the monopoly. Crusoe offers to lead an expedition to West Africa to purchase enslaved workers, to smuggle into Brazil. It is this voyage that ends in the famous shipwreck.


The third act returns Crusoe from his desert island to the plantations he abandoned. By 1688, as William of Orange landed in Kent at the head of an army, England’s colonial empire in the Americas looked very different than it had when Robinson Crusoe was shipwrecked off South America. In 1655, England had taken Jamaica, which would soon become its largest and most valuable slave colony, from Spain. In the middle of the seventeenth century, in places such as Virginia and Barbados, enslaved Africans had worked alongside European convicts and indentured labourers. Some African workers were indentured, rather than enslaved, although the distinction between ‘servants’, as these nominally free labourers were called, and slaves was blurry. But as the eighteenth century approached, enslaved labour became virtually universal on the plantations of Britain’s growing empire in the Americas. English planters soon considered enslaved African workers – who disembarked from slave ships very far from home, disoriented, dispirited and terrorised – essential for growing tobacco, coffee and, above all, sugar. The English slave trade accelerated. Between 1681 and 1690, English ships carried at least 96,873 enslaved people across the Atlantic, with the overwhelming majority arriving in the ‘sugar islands’ of the Caribbean.


Robinson Crusoe was marooned for three important decades in the history of European colonial slavery, and his story paced the English empire’s. When Crusoe left Brazil, plantation slavery was gaining momentum; while he languished in the Caribbean, plantations sprung up on islands just beyond his horizons; when he returned to Europe at the end of the novel, he discovered that his plantations had made him rich. In Lisbon, he claimed a handsome dividend from his sugar plantations, and then sold them for a profit.


In 1719, when Robinson Crusoe appeared in print, slavery was in even greater ascendance. A larger circle of planters was now carving claims to land and liberty out of human flesh in the Caribbean. ‘English liberty’ had become ‘British liberty’: The Act of Union in 1707 had united England, Wales and Scotland into a new political entity, Great Britain. The English empire became the British empire. Scotland’s universities – more progressive, rigorous and worldly than Oxford and Cambridge – supplied the new British state with well-educated, ambitious men willing to make their fortunes abroad. The empire brought Britain’s nations closer together and fuelled British imperial power. Settlers and merchants in North America and the Caribbean maintained close connections with London, Bristol, Liverpool and Glasgow. As its empire waxed, Great Britain challenged France for supremacy in Europe.


As the British state consolidated, the Caribbean colonies came to rely almost entirely on enslaved African labour. On islands such as Barbados, other crops gave way to sugarcane. Many of Britain’s ‘sugar islands’ imported nearly everything colonists needed, and the mainland colonies prospered by selling to them. Technically, Britain’s mainland colonies were bound by the Navigation Acts, laws that forbade British colonies to trade with anyone but Britain or other British colonies. But these laws were indifferently enforced, and de facto free trade was the norm. Mainland colonies such as Massachusetts sold food and manufactured goods not only to British, but also to French and Spanish sugar colonies. This trade further bound free British colonists on the North American mainland to the enslaved economy of the Caribbean. It also gave slaveholders from across Europe a common stake in plantation slavery. Many of the mainland British colonies had substantial populations of enslaved people as well, especially in the southern parts of North America, where plantations could grow tobacco and rice. The slave trade flourished: between 1721 and 1730, British slave ships carried 181,811 enslaved people to the Americas. All told, British ships carried more than 2.5 million enslaved Africans from 1701 until the abolition of the British slave trade in 1807, well more than a third of the more than 6 million people who suffered what Europeans called ‘the Middle Passage’ during the eighteenth century.


The Caribbean during the sugar boom was a war zone. Within the colonies, enslaved people plotted to overthrow slaveholders. Even plantations ‘at peace’ simmered. In response, European empires sent troops and warships, and colonists organised themselves into militia units. Sugar wealth also provoked war between empires. A productive sugar colony was a valuable prize. Many eighteenth-century wars in Europe also had a Caribbean theatre. Colonisation, violence and the subjugation of African enslaved workers and the Indigenous peoples of the Americas overlapped. Slavery and empire were mutually reinforcing. Money pulsed through the networks of banks and merchants that supplied plantations. Britain and its American colonies prospered on the backs of hundreds of thousands of enslaved labourers. The political economy of West Africa began to fracture under the pressure of the slave trade. And it was through mass enslavement that British subjects secured their share of landed ‘British liberty’. Like Robinson Crusoe mastering nature and the ‘natives’, colonial slaveholders acquired a share of British liberty by the exploitation of the enslaved.


***


Edward Long was born in Cornwall in 1734, the fourth son of Samuel Long, a slaveholder with property in Longville, Jamaica, as well as a stately home in Cornwall and a London house in Bloomsbury. Edward Long’s great-grandfather had been Speaker of the Jamaica Assembly in the 1660s; his father had been a member of the colonial council and owned Lucky Valley, a sugar plantation. After qualifying as a lawyer in England, Edward Long moved to Jamaica to manage one of his family’s plantations. There, Long was elected to the Assembly three times, and served a term as Speaker. In 1769, he returned to England where he wrote The History of Jamaica, published in three volumes in 1774.


Long, erudite and cultured, was a loathsome racist. He compared enslaved people to orangutans and likened people of African descent educated in Britain to animals trained to perform for their owners. But historians rely on his History as a crucial source for details and events in Jamaican history, and as a window into the minds of British slaveholders.2 Edward Long resented Jamaica’s dependence on imported goods. On the island, he complained, other than sugar and some fresh produce, there is ‘very little that is not of British growth, or manufacture’.3 Jamaica imported nearly everything, even refined white sugar, which London sugar bakers processed from raw brown sugar and sold back to colonists. The web of trade that brought imports to the Caribbean spread across Britain and the British empire. Along with many other goods, Jamaica imported beer and brandy from London; ale, cider, cheese, leather, lime and lead from Bristol; furniture and cutlery from Birmingham and Sheffield; cotton cloth from Lancaster; pilchards, wine and salted herrings from Plymouth; iron and boots from Scotland; linen, butter and potatoes from Ireland; wine and onions from Madeira and the Canary Islands; mules and donkeys from Gibraltar; flour, beef, ham, oysters, corn, butter, tar, horses, sheep, poultry, hoops and staves, shingles and joists, house frames and apples from New York, Boston, Providence, New Haven, Salem, the Carolinas and Georgia; mahogany from British Honduras; sea-turtle meat from Bermuda; chocolate and sarsaparilla from Spanish America; and indigo and French wines from France and France’s slave colony of Saint-Domingue. Long had no idea of the full extent of trade. There were too many ships, too much smuggling, too much money.4


Long believed that the British colonies in the Caribbean ought to diversify their crops. Although he lived as an absentee in England, Long urged other slaveholders to return to their plantations. But sugar was king. The wealth of the sugar islands pulled colonial trade from Britain and Britain’s North American colonies into their orbit. From its origins in the seventeenth century until well into the eighteenth century, the British empire in the Americas curved towards the Caribbean.


***


Although it became among the world’s largest slaveholding powers and one of its most prolific slave traders, England was one of the last of the powers of seventeenth-century Europe to claim a slice of the Americas.


Spain and Portugal had exploited enslaved Indigenous and African labour in South America and parts of the Caribbean from shortly after Columbus’s first successful voyages across the Atlantic, in 1492. Tens of thousands of enslaved Africans were brought to Iberia between the 1400s and the 1750s. Spain and especially Portugal were staunch proponents of mercantilist trade. Mercantilists argued that value could not be created, only accumulated. The point of having colonies was to take as many resources for the mother country as possible, while denying them to rivals, to ensure a favourable balance of trade.


The slave trade and the Iberian empires in the Americas grew apace. In 1518, Spain offered its first asiento slave-trading contract. In the early days of the Spanish empire, white immigrants far outnumbered enslaved forced migrants. But by 1595, when 4,000 enslaved people arrived, compared with 3,000 Europeans, the balance had shifted, and the trend only accelerated. Brazil imported at least 200,000 enslaved people between 1600 and 1650.5


In the sixteenth century, English ships began to claim a share of the slave trade. English privateers hunted for slave ships, captured them, and then brought them to ports in the Americas to profit from the sale of the captives. The British experiment with slave trading and enslaved labour began with smash-and-grab opportunism. Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, piracy became the foundation for an empire.6


In 1619 at Jamestown, Virginia, England’s first permanent colony in the Americas, a Dutch merchant sold the labour of twenty African workers – who were probably enslaved, but who may have been indentured – to the colonists. Virginia’s tobacco plantations were languishing, and the founders of the Virginia Company were gentlemen. They had no intention of working the land themselves, and the indentured white workers and convicts they had brought with them looked forward to the end of their contracts and sentences when they could claim land for themselves. Africans were easier to isolate, very far from home, and often without a common language. Soon, more and more enslaved Africans were sold in the colony, and fewer and fewer indentured servants were sent from England.7


In 1625, English colonists arrived on Barbados, uninhabited at the time. The Kalinago and Taino people had settled on the island over centuries, but fled in the 1500s to escape Spanish slave-raiding. After several false starts with other crops, the English settled on sugarcane. An early colonist named Richard Ligon recalled that by 1647, ‘Some of the most industrious men, having gotten Plants from Fernanlock, a place in Brasill, and made tryall of them’, were pushing the sugar industry forward.8


English planters copied Brazilian techniques, constructing huge mills and boilers to make sugar from crushed sugarcane. Although they copied production methods used in South America, English planters brought to the Caribbean new ways of financing, mortgaging, enclosing and consolidating land. In Brazil, sugar mills were usually separate from cane fields. Landowners and slaveholders grew cane, and then sold it to millers. The English innovation in Barbados was to concentrate cultivation and production on the same plantation. As in England, land in the colonies began to concentrate in fewer and fewer hands. As early as 1680, a mere 175 English planters collectively owned more than half of the island and claimed nearly half of the enslaved population.9 Saint Kitts had 360 estates growing sugar in 1724 and by 1783 it had 110. On Nevis, the number of plantation owners fell from 100 in 1700 to 61 in 1770.10


Before the era of plantation slavery, sugar had been primarily a luxury good, imported in small quantities from Indian and Asian ports for the tables of the very wealthy. The tall sugarcane grass had been domesticated first in New Guinea and Taiwan and cultivated there, as well as in southern India and South-east Asia. But Atlantic and Brazilian plantations brought with them command of the sugar market.


Plantations turned a luxury into a staple, and the demand for sugar seemed inexhaustible. Even as more European empires claimed sugar colonies in the Caribbean, and even as new technology and an ever-growing workforce of enslaved Africans slashed the cost of production, profits remained high as demand continued to grow. The crop was so profitable that it took over entire islands. As early as 1645, 40 per cent of land in Barbados was devoted to sugar. By 1767, 80 per cent of the island was planted in sugarcane – virtually all the arable land in the colony.11 In 1621, the Port of London was importing only £14,000 of tobacco from America and no sugar whatsoever. By 1660, however, colonial sugar was worth £256,000 per annum and tobacco £69,000.12


The slaveholder and historian Bryan Edwards reckoned that the Caribbean colonies, although only a tiny fraction of the territory claimed by Britain in the Americas, added £1.5 million to the national income at the turn of the nineteenth century.13 From 1740 until 1776, Jamaica’s exports rose from £650,000 to £2.4 million. The population of the islands grew just as quickly. Before 1780, 600,000 people – enslaved and free – disembarked in Jamaica alone, compared with 900,000 in all of British North America combined.14 The average person in England or Wales had a net worth of about £42. In the mainland colonies, the net worth for a non-enslaved person averaged £42, with an average of £93 in the plantation colonies of the south. But in the British West Indies, the average net worth of a non-enslaved person was £1,042.15 Slaveholders’ claims on the enslaved made them wealthy, both through the profits enslaved labour generated and because enslaved people themselves were counted as though they were capital. Some of the wealthiest men in the empire came from the islands. Simon Taylor, for example, died in 1813 with an estate valued at £739,207 – five times larger than that of the average British aristocrat at the time – and an annual income of £47,000.16 In rough terms, Taylor’s estate was worth about £48 million in twenty-first-century purchasing power. The world economy, however, was much smaller in the early nineteenth century than in the present day. Relative to GDP per capita in 2020, Simon Taylor was worth as much as £692 million when he died.17


From its foothold in the Caribbean, the slave empire expanded to the North American mainland. The Colony of Virginia, settled in 1607, began to import enslaved labourers after 1619. The Province of Maryland, north of Virginia, was given its charter in 1632. South of Virginia, the Province of Carolina received a royal charter in 1663, and the provinces of North Carolina (1712) and Georgia (1733) hived off from the vast territory granted under the initial charter of what became South Carolina. Virginia and Maryland plantations mostly grew tobacco for export; in Georgia and the Carolinas enslaved people tended rice and Indigofera tinctoria, a plant that was processed to make indigo, a blue dye valuable in the wool, linen and cotton industries. These colonies were all slave colonies, but they were outside of the sugarcane belt and attracted significant numbers of European settlers. In contrast, enslaved Africans on Barbados already outnumbered free Europeans thirteen to one by 1679, and 61 per cent of enslaved people on the island worked on plantations of 100 acres or more.18


Bryan Edwards calculated that a single acre planted with sugarcane produced enough sugar to buy nearly 5 acres’ worth of maize, including the cost of shipping.19 It made little sense to British colonists in the Caribbean to diversify away from sugar and other plantation crops. It seemed cheaper and easier to rely on imported goods. This meant that from very early on, Britain’s northern colonies became entangled in slavery.


Merchants in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, formally founded in 1630 but settled a decade earlier by English Puritans, discovered a ready market for their livestock and crops in the Caribbean slave empire, shipping out from Boston, Salem and Providence. John Winthrop, a leading Massachusetts settler and politician, credited this to the divine: ‘It pleased the Lorde to open to us a Trade with Barbados and other Ilandes in the w Indyes.’20 By 1650, more than 100 ships visited Barbados each year, bringing livestock, cattle, wool goods, wine, salted fish, iron and copper implements for preparing sugar – and yet more enslaved Africans to work the fields.21 In Massachusetts, a small number of enslaved Africans and Native Americans also worked as farmhands, domestic servants and manual labourers. England took New York (colonised by the Dutch as New Netherland) and Delaware (colonised by Sweden as New Sweden) as colonies in 1664, and both new colonies permitted slavery. So did New Jersey, granted a charter in 1664, and Pennsylvania, chartered in 1680. These colonies grew the crops, raised the livestock and manufactured the goods plantations to the south required, in exchange for cash, sugar and molasses.


New England ships were also conspicuous in the British slave trade. By 1770, Rhode Island alone had more than thirty distilleries making rum from molasses and more than 150 slave ships sailing from its ports.22 Even colonies far to the north oriented their economies towards the Caribbean. In 1610, Britain claimed the island of Newfoundland, settled by the Beothuk people. Over several generations, the Beothuk disappeared, victims of European diseases and genocidal violence by white settlers. At first European colonists in Newfoundland were few; instead, fleets of ships descended seasonally to catch and salt cod from the rich fishery of the Grand Banks. Behind sugar and tobacco, cod was British North America’s most valuable export.23 ‘Saltfish’, almost always salt cod, became a staple in the diets of enslaved labourers in the Caribbean.


The British empire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had no single model of government. In Maryland and Pennsylvania, the Calvert and Penn families held personal titles to colonial charters. A group of merchants in the cod trade known as the ‘Fishing Admirals’ governed Newfoundland. Virginia’s House of Burgesses and the Assemblies of Jamaica, Barbados, Antigua and several other sugar islands were representative bodies elected by slaveholding landowners. Trade held the slave empire together. Money and goods drew colonies closer to each other and to Britain. Indeed, the combined economy of the Atlantic empire grew more quickly than the economy of Britain itself. The share of Britain’s total gross domestic product that came from trade increased from about 4 per cent in 1700 to 40 per cent in 1770.24 Sugar fuelled this growth; the average Briton ate 6 pounds of sugar a year in 1710, and nearly four times as much in the 1770s.25 In about 1750, sugar surpassed grain as the most valuable commodity in world trade. And most of that sugar (about 80 per cent by 1787) came from the British and French slave empires.26


The goods that moved across the empire in British ships were supported by new forms of financing, insurance and debt. In Britain, owners of merchant ships in slave-trading hubs such as Liverpool and Bristol bought goods manufactured in Britain from wholesalers on credit. When ships full of enslaved captives arrived in the Caribbean or in North America, slaveholders and their representatives would borrow to buy enslaved workers, relying on their bankers and agents in London to make their creditors whole. Insurers in Britain and New England underwrote policies protecting plantations, slaving voyages and the bodies of enslaved people. These new financial products also drew the slave empire closer together. Debt was an obsession for slaveholding planters, who carried heavy mortgages and routinely borrowed against both the value of their expected sugar crop and the capital value of their land and of the people they claimed to own. In Jamaica, debt was both necessary for business and considered a threat to the stability of the colony, so much so that the Assembly passed the Priority Act, which required creditors to pursue their debtors as quickly as possible. Under the Priority Act, if debts could not be erased, they could at least be controlled. Edward Long complained that the law tended ‘to multiply the host of pettyfoggers, that generation of vermin, who are bred in knavery, and nourished by corruption’.27


The slave trade grew alongside the trade in plantation-made crops. Between 1551 and 1575, British slave ships brought only 300 enslaved people to the Caribbean; between 1651 and 1675, they brought 44,052. As the mainland North American market opened, imports of slaves jumped from 538 between 1651 and 1675 to 34,711 between 1701 and 1725. The number peaked at 100,087 between 1751 and 1775. Even so, the biggest market for British slave traders was the Caribbean. In total, between 1551 and 1807, British ships carried at least 255,073 enslaved people to North America, 47,020 to the Spanish Main, 1,335 to Brazil and 2,456,103 to the Caribbean. The slave trade encompassed not only commerce between West Africa and various American colonies but also a thriving, legal slave trade between Britain’s colonies and a more obscure but profitable smuggling trade to the French and Spanish slave empires. More than 300,000 enslaved people (about 15 per cent) who were forced across the Atlantic between roughly 1650 and 1800 were sent on new ships to other colonies.28


***


As Eric Williams concludes, ‘Slavery was not born of racism: rather, racism was the consequence of slavery.’29 As investors fed land and people to the sugarcane fields, enslaved labour could make fast money. As a labour force of white servants and convicts gave way to enslaved Africans, and as wealth became more closely connected to slavery, Britain’s colonies passed laws to terrorise the enslaved. The early slave laws of the Caribbean islands were mostly recorded in manuscript and not all of them survive in archives. Among the English colonies, Barbados consolidated its slave laws first, passing An Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes in 1661 and amending it in 1676, 1682 and 1688. Jamaica adapted its first slave code from the 1661 Barbados Act and in 1684 passed its own new Slave Act, which was then copied almost verbatim into the South Carolina slave code of 1691.30 Britain’s colonies had different modes of government and different histories, but when it came to sugar cultivation and legal mastery over the enslaved, they tended to speak the same language.


The 1661 Barbados law differentiated between European servants and enslaved Africans. Servants were legally entitled to rations, and the bodies of dead servants were inspected for evidence of whippings and starvation. Servants who committed crimes were punished with time added to their indentures. One of the steepest penalties, seven years’ additional service, was reserved for white servants who harboured enslaved runaways. In contrast, slaveholders had the right to punish enslaved labourers however they pleased. The murder of an enslaved person was punished with a fine of £25 or 3,000 pounds of sugar – with steeper penalties for killing another slaveholder’s ‘property’. Enslaved people were punished with mutilation for small offences and with execution for murder, rape, arson, assault and theft of property worth more than a shilling. Nothing about African enslaved workers was naturally ‘suited’ to sugar production, but within a few generations, slaveholders had come to imagine a ‘natural’ connection between Africa, sugar and slavery. This is evident in the preamble to the 1688 Barbados Act for the Governing of Negroes, which began, ‘the Plantations and Estates of this Island cannot be fully managed, and brought into Use, with the Labour and Service of great Numbers of Negroes . . . of Barbarous, Wild, and Savage Natures, and such as renders them wholly unqualified to be governed by the Laws . . . of our Nations.’ The law required that slaveholders forbid the people they claimed to own from leaving the plantations where they lived without permission, to disarm them of ‘Clubs, Wooden Swords, or other mischievous and dangerous Weapons’ and demanded that slaveholders search ‘Negro-Houses . . . diligently and effectually once every Fourteen Days’.


As in England, where beatings and mutilation were relatively common punishments for crimes not severe enough to merit execution, punishments for enslaved people were often gruesome: enslaved people convicted by colonial magistrates or summarily punished by slaveholders had their faces burned with hot irons, their noses slit, their limbs smashed with sledgehammers, their feet and hands lopped off with blades. Under the slave empire’s laws, enslaved people had no legal personhood. They could not own property, sue or be sued, hold public office, sit on a jury or marry. When an English thief was tried and faced a punishment of branding with a hot iron, he at least had the nominal right to appeal to a jury. Following the example of the 1661 Barbados Act, the 1664 Jamaica Act permitted any slaveowner who believed that an enslaved person he claimed to own had committed ‘any offense worthy of Death’ to convene a trial with a justice of the peace and two other planters, able to give summary judgements on the basis of a simple majority.31


Racism and imperialism were bloodlines of the new British capitalism. New laws written to regulate trade and the financial instruments that made trade possible insisted on racial differences in order to justify enslavement. At first, the planter class exploited and victimised both white servants and Black enslaved people. To prevent unified rebellion, colonial legislatures segregated workers by skin colour. The terms of indentures for white servants fell. Poor whites often did the same work as enslaved Africans, but legalised white supremacy gave even the most destitute European a stake in slavery. By 1660 the usual term of indenture in Barbados had dropped from as many as seven years to as few as three; by 1682, indentures in the new colony of Carolina were as short as two years.32 Meanwhile, the enslaved population grew. By 1791 enslaved African labourers and their descendants were the majority on every British sugar colony. Jamaica had 30,000 free European inhabitants, compared with 200,000 enslaved people; Barbados had 16,167 to 62,115; Grenada 1,000 to 23,926; Antigua 2,590 to 37,808; Saint Kitts 1,900 to 20,435. A similar phenomenon took place in France’s slave empire, populated by 63,682 whites, 13,429 free people of African and mixed African and European descent, and 437,736 enslaved Africans.33


As the ratio of enslaved to free people grew larger, the class of landholders grew smaller. In Jamaica, 467 large planters who each owned more than 1,000 acres monopolised nearly 78 per cent of all the land available for sugar planting by 1754. White men with ambitions of becoming planters left the island and took enslaved people with them – to other islands such as Antigua and Montserrat, or to the mainland of South America.34 By the end of the eighteenth century, estimates suggest that only one out of every ten plantations had a resident proprietor. Many slaveholders had relocated to Britain to live as absentees. Among those who remained in the colonies, many owned multiple estates, and chose one Great House as their permanent home.35 On average, from 1741 to 1775, the median size of an enslaved plantation labour force in Jamaica rose from 99 to 204 people, at a time when a farm in England had an average of 15 to 21 full-time workers. The capital value of sugar plantations also kept rising. A sugar plantation might be worth as much as £70,000. By comparison, a water-driven cotton mill in England was worth between £3,000 and £5,000 and a steam mill up to £20,000.36 And as the value of sugar plantations rose, so did the price of enslaved labour.


***


Sugar was enormously profitable, but sugar cultivation rapidly depleted even luxuriously productive soil, particularly when sugarcane fields were not allowed to lie fallow between harvests. On the larger island colonies such as Jamaica and Trinidad ambitious planters gobbled farmland. When land became less productive, they simply moved their operation to new land. This process happened more rapidly on smaller islands such as Barbados, where sugar yields began to fall off earlier. Just as Barbados was the first British slave colony to catch the fever for sugar, it was among the first to feel the sugar boom wane. Sugar monoculture stripped the island’s soils of nutrients within just a few harvests. The population of Barbados, including enslaved people as well as white planters and plantation staff, began to fall in the mid-eighteenth century apace with sugar yields.37


Plantation agriculture was and is ecologically destructive. Barbados was named by Portuguese explorers for the tangled roots of its many fig trees, which looked like long beards (barbas) growing into the soil. But stripped of nearly all its soil-anchoring forests, the island became – and remains – vulnerable to hurricanes. In 1780 a storm ripped across the island and killed more than 4,000 people. The rapid deforestation and depletion of the islands in the British slave empire also made them more vulnerable to drought, flooding and erosion, and may have changed weather patterns throughout the Caribbean basin, leading to longer dry spells and more destructive hurricane seasons. In Antigua by the 1830s there was so little tree cover that most plantations had no fencing of any kind, to conserve fuel for the sugar boilers. Water was so scarce that planters could not even use hedges to mark their property lines; the extra plant life removed water needed for sugarcane from the soil.38 In Barbados virtually every inch of the island that could be planted for sugar had been. ‘There is scarcely a foot of productive land that is not brought into requisition,’ wrote visitors. ‘There is no such thing as a forest of any extent.’39


***


The profits of the British slave empire were so great that they strained at the seams of the laws designed to hold imperial commerce together. In theory, mercantilist laws bound the European colonies of the Caribbean to do business only with their mother country and sibling colonies. For example, New York might trade with Newfoundland and Barbados, but not with French Martinique; Brazil could trade with Portugal, but not with Dutch Guiana. In practice, the wealth that slavery generated eroded mercantilism. Profits from slavery and the slave trade were large enough that slave systems could grow without abiding by imperial regulations.40 It was more profitable for everyone to smuggle, secretly or in the open at free ports on officially neutral islands, such as the Dutch colony of Sint Eustatius.


Britain’s trade, specifically, was governed by the Navigation Acts, first enacted during Oliver Cromwell’s time as Lord Protector of the English Commonwealth and confirmed in 1660 after the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy. The Navigation Acts required that no goods be transported to or from a British territory except in a British ship; that only British subjects could be classified as ‘British’ merchants; and that no sugar, tobacco, cotton, indigo, ginger, fustic or other dye-woods, the valuable ‘enumerated commodities’, could be exported except to British colonies or to Britain.


The sugar colonies’ voracious demand chipped away at the Navigation Acts. Successive amendments to the Acts permitted New England and Newfoundland to import salt for the fisheries and permitted wine from Madeira and the Azores, Atlantic islands off the coast of Iberia and North Africa claimed by Portugal. In 1763, under the Free Ports Act, live cattle and any commodity other than tobacco produced in the Americas by a foreign-owned colony could be imported into new free ports: Prince Rupert’s Bay and Rosseau in Dominica; Kingston, Savanna-la-Mar, Montego Bay and Lucea in Jamaica. Twenty-one years later more free ports were opened, at Saint George’s in Grenada and Nassau on New Providence in the Bahamas.


These amendments to the Navigation Acts nearly all benefited slaveholders, not British consumers. British planters could buy cheaper food and supplies imported from the free ports, and colonists from the North American mainland could sell their inventory to French, Danish, Dutch and other planters as well as their fellow British colonists. Meanwhile, in Britain, planters enjoyed a captive market. Sugar and other enumerated goods from outside the empire were subject to prohibitive duties. So, while Atlantic trade undermined mercantilism within the Americas, sugar duties in Britain protected slaveholders from foreign competition.


By the end of the eighteenth century, the slave empire was larded with £70 million of British capital – and more than £22.5 million of that capital was held in the bodies of enslaved people.41


***


The slave empire in the Caribbean was a creeping frontier of money, human suffering, dispossession and ecological mayhem. The sugar bowl was also a crucible of war, as Britain and a handful of other European empires fought for a greater share throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Edward Long described merchants in Kingston who toasted ‘Peace with England, and war with all the rest of the world!’ ‘War,’ Long explained, ‘has ever been the best friend of this town.’ Wars in Europe meant more demand for merchandise, more white planters seeking wealth, and more opportunity to trade in violation of mercantilist laws through smuggling.42 On the other hand, at the end of the eighteenth century, another planter-historian complained that ‘the miserable planters, who are never the cause, are always the victims’ of imperial wars.43 War might provide opportunities or threaten livelihoods, but it was always propulsive. War also tended to blur the lines between one European empire and the next. Slaveholders became cosmopolitan – without ever leaving their plantations – as sugar islands were conquered and reconquered.


***


Britain’s was not the only European slave empire. The Caribbean was a small space, with many islands belonging to multiple European empires. In the early eighteenth century, when European colonies were consolidating their power, the straits between the islands were notorious for piracy. The islands of the Lesser Antilles included the plantation colonies of the Leeward Islands: Anguilla, Montserrat, Guadeloupe, Antigua, Barbuda, Saint Kitts, Nevis, Saint Martin and the Virgin Islands, as well as the Windward Islands: Barbados, Dominica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Grenada, Martinique, Trinidad and Tobago. Britain eventually conquered nearly every island in the Lesser Antilles. Many of these islands became hugely profitable; for example, slaveholders on Saint Kitts made the small colony one of the wealthiest places per capita in the world in the mid-eighteenth century.


But the largest prizes were the islands of the Greater Antilles, including Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico and Jamaica. The island of Hispaniola, split between the French colony of Saint-Domingue and the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo, was the richest in the Caribbean. Saint-Domingue became the Republic of Haiti in 1804, after more than a decade of fighting between enslaved rebels, French planters and various European opportunists, including Britain. There were also enslaved people in British Honduras (present-day Belize) but no sugar plantations. Britain also eventually claimed three colonies – Demerara, Berbice and Essequibo – from the Netherlands on the South American mainland.44


As the age of piracy gave way to an age of imperial war, Britain’s greatest enemy was France. Britain was at war with France, either alone or in coalition, for nearly the entire eighteenth century, beginning with the Nine Years War (1688–97) and including the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14), the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48), the Seven Years War (1756–63), the American Revolutionary War, in which France played an important role (1775–83), and the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars (1793–1815).


British politics and culture cast the French as a foil, the antithesis to everything British.45 Britain was Protestant; France was Catholic. Britons were plain-spoken and honest; the French dissembled and flattered. Britons grew stout on beer and roast beef; the French starved or grubbed for turnips. British soldiers drank wholesome rum; French soldiers poisoned themselves with brandy. Britons were represented by Parliament; the French suffered under the absolute power of the House of Bourbon.


On paper, France governed a great deal of North America, including much of present-day Quebec and Ontario as well as a massive band at the centre of the continent, from the Mississippi and Ohio rivers to the Gulf of Mexico. But France’s North American empire, although vast, was very lightly settled by Europeans. By 1750 Britain’s North American colonies had more than 1.5 million white colonists, compared with roughly 70,000 colonists in French Canada and Louisiana.46 In the Caribbean, though, British planters looked enviously to France’s colonies, especially profitable, populous Saint-Domingue. In 1749, a pamphlet published in London projected that by 1784, at the current rate of growth of French and Spanish possessions, the yield of France’s sugar colonies would be more than five times that of Britain’s colonies. Britons urged their government to curb French expansion in the Caribbean.47


Spain was Britain’s other great Catholic rival. In 1731 a Welsh merchant captain named Robert Jenkins was sailing back to Britain from a trading voyage. The Spanish coastguard boarded the ship on suspicion of smuggling. The commander of the coastguard allegedly bound Jenkins to the mast of his ship and sliced off his ear. When he returned to Britain, Jenkins complained to the authorities. According to legend, when Jenkins gave evidence to Parliament in 1738 on the depredations of the Spanish in the West Indies, he flourished his severed ear in a sloshing jar of brine. A year later, the House of Commons agreed to send Royal Navy ships to attack the Spanish in reprisal. In the war that followed – the ‘War of Jenkins’ Ear’, which soon folded into the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–48) – British officers and Parliamentarians began to dream of taking anything they could from Spain in the Caribbean.


War and trade blurred together – even as British officers plotted to conquer Spanish or French colonies, British merchants carried out a vigorous trade. The slave trade, as the historian Elena Schneider shows in her work on the history of Cuba in the eighteenth century, was an important solvent for mercantilism in both the Spanish and British empires. Britain wanted a share of the Spanish asiento slave-trading contract, but also looked with envy at Cuba’s rich and relatively untouched soil, and at the strategic port of Havana, commanding the north-western shore of the island. The asiento itself confounded the principle that colonies could only trade with the mother country. The contract permitted slave traders to import one barrel of flour per enslaved person to Cuba, without paying a duty. This provision applied to slave ships, which sometimes carried flour themselves, but also could extend to other ships, coming from other ports but associated with a slave-trading voyage. For example, a slave ship might arrive in Havana with 100 enslaved people aboard; the owner of the ship would be entitled to import 100 barrels of flour on another ship. Flour arrived in Havana on these terms between 1730 and 1762 from Providence, New York and Philadelphia, as well as Martinique, a part of the French empire.48 The slave trade overlapped and reinforced other forms of commerce in the Caribbean. The profits of slavery pushed European empires into war while also intensifying inter-imperial and inter-colonial trade and exchange.


Wars between empires led to a permanent militarisation of the British slave empire. British soldiers stationed in Jamaica received danger pay due to the harrowing disease environment and were paid with cash in hand. ‘Every country-barrack would attract a market for the sale of hogs, poultry, fresh fish, fruits and roots’, almost entirely raised or produced by enslaved people, and sold to the soldiers by free and enslaved market women. The soldiers were especially partial to a drink made with ‘sugar, guaicum chips, and ginger’ – a concoction that was both sweet and medicinal, as guaiacum was a gum from the trees Guaiacum officinale and G. sanctum, imported to Jamaica and believed to be effective against syphilis, and ginger was a remedy for nausea.49


And yet, most British soldiers in the Caribbean rarely saw action against rival European armies. What historian Vincent Brown calls the ‘martial geography’ of the slave empire may have been built by imperial wars, but British forces in the region were much more likely to be called on to overawe the enslaved than they were to conquer a rival colony.50 Jamaica, for example, became a headquarters for British regiments called on to fight against enemies of the empire both outside and within the colony’s borders. Governors of the colony were usually military officers, who presided over an appointed council of wealthy and powerful slaveholders, and an elected legislature of prominent men from each of the island’s parishes. Slaveholders needed the military to protect them from the enslaved, but resented the limitations that military rule – and the prospect of martial law – placed on their trade.51 British soldiers, by default, were conscripted into a running battle against enslaved rebels and free communities of formerly enslaved and freeborn people called Maroons.


Anywhere plantation slavery flourished alongside uncultivated land or rough terrain, Maroon communities survived. In the British slave empire, the most famous were the Jamaican Maroons. The Maroons originated among the enslaved people who fled from Spanish plantations and established themselves in the ‘cockpit country’ at the centre of Jamaica, a mountain range with many closely packed and treacherous peaks and valleys. From 1693 until 1739, the Maroons of Jamaica fought a running guerrilla war with the white militia.52 In 1739 and 1740 the two main Maroon groups signed treaties with the Jamaica Assembly, receiving formal title to thousands of acres of land and the right to hunt and farm any crop but sugar without harassment. In exchange, the Maroons agreed to track and capture all enslaved people who might escape into their territory. In 1764, the Maroons even conducted joint military exercises with the colonial militia. These exercises fascinated Edward Long. Unlike British soldiers, who fired and advanced in ranks, Long described how the Maroons scattered and fired from prone positions, ‘and tumble over and tumble over and over, so as to be continually shifting their place’.53


War expanded the British slave empire. In the conflict that North American colonists called the French and Indian War (1754–63), part of the wide-ranging European Seven Years’ War, Britain and France vied for control over the Ohio Valley, Quebec and Nova Scotia. Early in the conflict, Britain’s prospects looked bleak. A British expeditionary force led by General Edward Braddock had arrived in Nova Scotia in 1755 and forcibly expelled more than 6,000 French-speaking Acadians from the British colony, but the French repelled the British forces at Fort Duquesne (the future site of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania). France and its Indigenous allies attacked British colonists in the mid-Atlantic colonies of Maryland, Pennsylvania and Virginia, and Britain’s forts on Lake Ontario and Lake George (in present-day upstate New York) surrendered to French forces.


The slave empire was rescued in this war by William Pitt the Elder, who as Secretary of State for the Southern Department from 1757, was responsible for most of the mainland North American colonies. Pitt was the descendant of Thomas ‘Diamond’ Pitt, former Governor of the East India Company’s possessions in Madras. Thomas Pitt got his nickname from a stone he sold for roughly £135,000 to Philippe II, the Duke of Orléans. Like his luckiest ancestor, William Pitt understood that Britain’s colonies were an economic and political asset. He urged Parliament to borrow as much as the government’s creditors would allow to pay for more troops. In total, Britain mobilised more than 167,000 soldiers and sailors, and spent more than £18 million on the war effort. In 2020, a war costing the same proportion of gross domestic product as Pitt’s surge would require a loan of nearly £39.5 billion. Crucially, 45,000 more soldiers were deployed to North America, a force five times as large as the army mustered by France and its allies.


The plan succeeded brilliantly. In 1758, the French citadel of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island, off the coast of Nova Scotia, fell to an amphibious attack from the British Army and Royal Navy. In 1759, at the Battle of the Plains of Abraham, Quebec fell; in the Caribbean, the French colony of Guadeloupe surrendered; in Madras, which France had conquered in 1746, British and East India Company forces withstood a siege at Fort Saint George, forcing a French retreat; in Prussia, Britain and its allies won an important victory at the Battle of Minden. Britain’s investment in colonial war paid enormous geographic dividends. In 1760, French General Pierre de Rigaud surrendered all of Canada to Britain. In 1762, when Spain entered the war, British forces promptly captured Havana, as well as Manila in the Philippines. British merchants, many of whom were familiar with Cuba or who had friendly commercial dealings with Cuban merchants, took advantage of the temporary occupation of Havana to enrich themselves and deepen an already profound commercial relationship with the Spanish empire.54


In 1763, under the Treaty of Paris, Britain annexed French Canada as well as all of France’s territory east of the Mississippi. Britain also claimed the so-called ‘Ceded Islands’ of Dominica, Grenada, Saint Vincent and Tobago – former French or Spanish plantation colonies – for its own slave empire. Britain returned Guadeloupe and Martinique to France, as well as France’s cod-fishing islands of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon. Spain took Louisiana from France, and regained Havana and Manila from Britain in exchange for its colonies in Florida. British planters and slave traders flocked to the newly conquered sugar islands. The Ceded Islands were only lightly settled in 1763, but within a decade more than 70,000 enslaved people had been imported to their newly founded plantations.55


Slavery made the Caribbean profitable; profits provoked wars; wars ended in conquest; conquest led to new plantations and more slavery. As historian Vincent Brown puts it, the Caribbean was a place of constant ‘borderless slave war: war to enslave, war to expand slavery, and war against slaves, answered on the side of the enslaved by war against slaveholders, and also war among slaves themselves’.56 Pitt was rewarded in 1766 with a peerage, becoming Earl of Chatham. He understood the logic of colonial trade, with its deep networks of credit, debt and securities, and took it seriously. Pitt was also prescient in his willingness to borrow to wage war. He understood that a national debt could be as much an asset as a liability for a country with capital. Selling bonds of government debt could enrich British and colonial bankers and cause them to identify more closely with the imperial government. Debt could make Britain more, rather than less, powerful.


Enslaved people were alert to conflicts between empires. Slave revolts in Britain’s colonies were often closely tied to news from Europe, as enslaved rebels tried to take advantage of ruptures in European politics. In 1760, during the Seven Years’ War, while Britain’s forces in the Caribbean were stretched, an Akan warrior known as Tacky led more than 5,000 enslaved people in Jamaica in rebellion. According to reports, Tacky planned to establish an Akan kingdom in Jamaica. The colonial militia quickly crushed the revolt. Maroon trackers shot Tacky and beheaded his corpse.57 The revolt echoed through the slave empire and once again slaveholders felt it was in their interests to pull closer to London: they demanded greater protection and an expanded military presence.


The number of slave revolts increased as plantations got larger, and even colonists who had once been hostile to the idea of hosting imperial troops began to plead for permanent military support. After a slave conspiracy was detected in 1736, Antigua offered subsidies to officers and soldiers posted on the island to boost their salaries. In Jamaica, officers received an additional twenty shillings a week (nearly half again as much as their salary) and private soldiers an additional five shillings (effectively doubling their salary). Officers who brought their wives and children to the island received even more bonuses on their wages, as well as other perks such as access to farms and enslaved servants at lower rates.58


The Seven Years’ War focused unprecedented attention on the mainland North American colonies. A writer in the London Magazine observed, ‘the most northerly colonies . . . have no commodities of any great value for trade directly to Britain’. Instead, the North American colonies grew food, and ‘the West-India Islands have been their market . . . and they have, properly, no other’. The author argued that ‘The West-India settlements must inevitably, for ever, remain dependant on Great-Britain. As these northern colonies cannot be rendered, by commerce, wholly and immediately so, it should be our policy to render them dependent on our West-Indies.’59 British colonial slaveholders were content with dependence on Britain. The Royal Navy protected their estates from enslaved rebels and their ports from French and Spanish enemies. The value of their property kept rising. The average value of an estate in Jamaica, for example, was 30 per cent higher between 1750 and 1784 than it had been between 1725 and 1750.60


Colonists on the mainland, however, had learned the opposite lesson from the war. Rather than tighter control and greater dependence on Britain, victory in the French and Indian War seemed to promise white settlers in North America access to conquered French and Indigenous territory, new space in which to claim the kind of landed ‘liberty’ that was out of reach in Europe. In 1776, the Thirteen Colonies declared their independence.


In the Caribbean, the growth of plantation slavery was capitalism at its most raw. A gradually shrinking group of increasingly wealthy men advanced across a moving frontier of land broken at their hands, following an ironclad equation that Daniel Defoe – the author of Robinson Crusoe – described in 1713: ‘No African trade, no negroes; no negroes, no sugars, gingers, indigoes etc.; no sugars etc. no islands, no islands no continent; no continent no trade.’61


***


As slavery remade the Americas, the slave trade remade West Africa. On the coasts more centralised states and empires rose to power – their ability to make war and extract tax and tribute equipped them well to meet European demand for enslaved people. There was no single model for West African politics. Not every West African society held enslaved people and not every West African society that did permit slavery also participated in the transatlantic slave trade. But over time, as many historians have noticed, a trade that began as an opportunity for West African merchants to sell captives to Europeans in addition to trade goods became the focal point of nearly all export trade. Goods such as iron and cloth, produced for centuries by craftspeople in West Africa, could be had much more cheaply from Europeans. Over time, societies that permitted slavery tended to become slave societies, either employing enslaved labourers in plantation-like conditions or making war both to supply the transatlantic trade with captives, and as protection against predation by other slave societies.62


Just as the islands of the Caribbean were organised by European geographers according to their size – the Greater and Lesser Antilles – and according to their relative orientation to the prevailing winds – the Windward and Leeward Islands – European explorers and merchants in West Africa described the coast according to what – and who – they travelled there to purchase: the Slave Coast, the Grain Coast, the Gold Coast. Before the sugar boom, the slave trade did not always flow out from West Africa to European empires. From 1475 to 1540, Portuguese merchants sold more than 12,000 enslaved people at the Gold Coast. The mines of the Gold Coast needed enslaved labour, and European slave traders supplied it. But as the sugar revolution took off between 1580 and 1640 the polarity shifted, and Brazilian plantations pulled more and more people across the Atlantic.63


The English slave trade was initially organised in 1663 as a monopoly, granted to the Company of Royal Adventurers Trading to Africa. In 1672, a new institution, the Royal African Company, replaced the Royal Adventurers. The Royal African Company was heavily capitalised and backed by prominent nobles, including the Duke of York and the Earl of Shaftesbury, as well as wealthy commoners such as George Carteret and prominent intellectuals such as John Locke. But just as sugar profits eroded the Navigation Acts in the Americas, they also eroded the Royal African Company’s monopoly on the slave trade in West Africa. By century’s end the slave trade was open to any English speculator who had the means to finance a voyage. The Royal African Company continued to provide gold from the Gold Coast to the Royal Mint, whence the quarter-ounce gold coins, stamped with the image of the monarch and the Company’s symbol, the elephant and castle, that Britons called ‘guineas’.


Compared with Caribbean plantations the slave trade was improvised and speculative. Plantations – anchored by the arcana of real estate law and protected by brutal slave codes – required land and very substantial capital to establish. Slave trading, in comparison, required a ship and a crew. Plantations usually failed due to bankruptcy, not violence. Slave ships, however, were vulnerable to seizure by pirates and enemy ships. Enslaved people also posed a constant threat, and as many as 10 per cent to 20 per cent of slave voyages experienced a shipboard rebellion.64 Sugar producers in the slave empire could profit from an economy of scale, employing hundreds of enslaved labourers on multiple plantations, while slave traders called up and down the coasts of West Africa, adding to their complement of captives piecemeal. The typical slave-trade ship visited multiple European-managed slave forts and African-managed slave markets in creeks, rivers and harbours, and traded at each. Once the fortified lower decks of the ship were full, slave traders would begin the passage across the Atlantic.65


Despite the risk of rebellion or shipwreck, the slave trade could be very profitable. Between 1761 and 1807 British slave traders averaged a 9.5 per cent annual profit. By comparison, mortgages on British real estate yielded an average of 4.5 per cent per annum, and sugar plantations yielded profits of anywhere from 6 per cent to 11 per cent per annum.66


The expansion of the slave trade threw regions of West Africa into conflict and transformed its political economy. Slavery had existed in West Africa for centuries but before the rise of the transatlantic slave trade it existed on a continuum. On one part of the coast, an enslaved person might be treated as a subordinate member of a kin group, with limited political and economic rights. On another part of the coast, an enslaved person might be forced to labour in a rice field. Slave status was also a continuum. In some places, the children of enslaved people might be free; in others, they might be able to earn or purchase their own freedom.


The transatlantic trade changed slavery in West Africa. In societies where slave status ended after a generation, it became perpetual and heritable. In places where enslaved labourers had worked alongside free labourers, slave labour now became predominant. In societies where enslavement had been a punishment for people convicted of serious crimes or captives taken in war, societies now declared war specifically to take captives. Men and women were kidnapped or framed as criminals to increase the population of enslaved people to sell to European merchants. Historian Joseph Inikori calculates that between 1796 and 1805 an annual average of 161,531 guns were imported into West Africa.67 Firearms, raw iron and horses traded for enslaved people made it easier for slave-trading states to make war. In places such as Calabar, secret societies such as the Ekpe grew to political and economic prominence. A prospective member could purchase his Ekpe membership, often on credit, and hope to make back his investment from trade, including the slave trade. If he defaulted, however, he would be enslaved for debt by paid-up Ekpe members. Across West Africa, powerful authoritarian states such as Dahomey and Asante grew in power and influence. These larger, more politically centralised states had the resources to prosecute the wars and manage the trade and credit networks necessary to profit from European demand for enslaved labour.68 As in the Caribbean, war and slavery in West Africa became symbiotic.


As the slave trade rose, West African manufacturing declined. Although slave traders ignored it and most later abolitionists were ignorant of it, West Africa had a long tradition of craft manufacturing, particularly in textiles, ironwork and goldsmithing. The slave trade gutted these industries. Europeans traded iron and cloth goods, among other articles, for enslaved people and flooded West African markets with cheap imports. Concomitantly, the trade depopulated villages and regions of both workers and potential consumers. The slave trade sapped African industry, opening a gap between African states and their European trading partners. From the records of the British merchant Richard Miles, who made more than 1,000 individual transactions to purchase enslaved people between 1772 and 1780, historians have discovered that textiles comprised more than half of the total goods he offered in exchange for enslaved people. On some parts of the coast by the late eighteenth century, cotton goods were nearly 60 per cent of imports.69 Europeans could also import the beads and cowrie shells used as ceremonial currencies in many parts of West Africa in vast quantities, leading to hyperinflation. The combination of failing manufacturing industries, depopulation, more frequent war and massive inflation crippled many West African economies. A negative feedback loop emerged, as the economic crisis caused by the slave trade made slave trading central to many economies. The price of captives rose dramatically, even as early as the sixteenth century: from 1522 to 1527, the price of an enslaved person in Benin rose by 15 per cent, and in local markets the price of staple foods such as yams rose more than tenfold.70


At the beginning of the seventeenth century, travel writing about Africa had circulated widely among European scholars. The works of writers like the Berber intellectual Leo Africanus (al-Hasan ibn Muhammad al-Wazzan) melded eyewitness reports of commerce and empire within Africa with a pastiche of legends, rumours and translations from manuscripts. In this tradition, ‘Africa’, particularly the interior of the continent, was a secret redoubt, rich in gold and silver. Ironically, as reports of the rising importance of slavery in West Africa reached eighteenth-century Britain, a fantastical image of Africa as a land of hidden riches transformed into another distortion, an image of Africa as a place in need of European assistance, investment and control. As the influential antiquarian and theorist of British imperial commerce Malachy Postlethwayt wrote in 1757, Africa seemed to have been ‘utterly neglected by those who are civilized themselves’. Given the size, diversity and population of the continent, Postlethwayt suggested that the East India Company receive monopoly rights to govern and trade throughout the continent. By 1757, the relationship between Africa and Europe had been remade by the growth of plantation slavery. The encounter with the British slave empire of the eighteenth century weakened African economies and allowed many Britons to forget the long history of trade and diplomacy between Europe and Africa.


***


For the enslaved, the British empire was a prison. For many Britons, the slave empire opened a path to ‘British liberty’. In comparison with the overall population of Britain and the empire, slaveholders were a small minority. But the American and Caribbean colonies offered Britons who would never claim to own an enslaved person a chance at wealth, status and land. The freedom that colonists found in the Americas was underwritten by bondage.


In 1740, two Scots named James Thomson and David Mallet presented a play, Alfred, at Clifden House in Maidenhead, one of the homes of Frederick, Prince of Wales, father of the future George III. The piece was commissioned to celebrate the birthday of the young Princess Augusta and to commemorate the reign of George II, who had taken the throne in 1727.71 A hermit’s cave stood at centre stage, overhung with cloth vines. Living with the hermit was the ninth-century Anglo-Saxon English ruler, King Alfred the Great of Wessex, in mufti as a peasant, hiding from the Vikings. Spirits, however, soon call to Arthur to rally the English to his banner. He leaves the cave and sees visions of a woman, ‘the genius of England . . . in her radiant charms’. Alfred sees the future, from the Black Death of the fourteenth century to the Glorious Revolution. When the visions clear, the Earl of Devon appears onstage and waves his sword, wet with Viking blood. Alfred joins him and drives the Vikings from England. The performance ends with the hermit telling Arthur, ‘Behold, my lord, our venerable bard, aged and blind whom the Muses favour . . . ere you go, in our lov’d country’s praise, that noblest theme, hear what his rapture breathes.’ And then he breaks into a song, set to music by Thomas Arne, a popular composer for the West End stage:




When Britain first, at Heaven’s command;


Arose from out the azure main;


This was the charter of the land,


And guardian angels sung this strain:


‘Rule, Britannia, rule the waves;


Britons never will be slaves.’72





‘Rule, Britannia!’ was an anthem to the marriage of ‘British liberty’ with imperial power. In the eighteenth century, many Britons felt that their country had a special destiny. The colonies were growing, and Britain’s merchant marine and Royal Navy were building and defending a mighty empire of trade. The rise of the slave empire brought war to both the West Indies and West Africa, but it helped to secure peace in the newly unified Great Britain. The Act of Union of 1707 created Great Britain, and the 1720 Dependency of Ireland Act reaffirmed Poynings’s Law of 1494, declaring the Irish Parliament subordinate to London. These constitutional changes forced Irish, Scots and English alike to think about how they fitted into the evolving ‘British’ state. Scotland rose twice in rebellion in the first half of the eighteenth century, and Ireland rebelled in the late eighteenth century. And yet, the profits of trade and slaveholding drew wealthy English, Welsh, Scots and Irish landowners and merchants closer together, and provided ambitious and educated young men, especially from Scotland, with a steady source of employment. Wealth pulled the mainland colonies into orbit around the sugar islands, and helped to unify the otherwise divisive nations of Great Britain.


Britons might never be slaves, but the liberty they treasured was rooted in slavery.


In Britain, where landed wealth supported ‘British liberty’, slaveholders acquired more political power. More importantly, the sugar islands offered another field where Britons could stake a claim to landed liberty. Consequently, the slave trade was considered an essential, if disreputable, part of the British imperial project.


Eighteenth-century Great Britain was a fine place to be rich and a miserable place to be poor. After the convulsions of the seventeenth century, including the English Civil War, the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy and the Glorious Revolution, a relatively small cohort of prominent landholders dominated eighteenth-century political life, which was divided into Whig and Tory interests. The Whigs traditionally supported the power of Parliament over the Crown, and the Tories of the Crown over Parliament. Likewise, Whigs had greater tolerance for Protestants outside the Church of England, known as Dissenters. Tories, in contrast, were often accused of being sympathetic to Catholicism because the Tory interest sided more closely with the House of Stuart, which included the crypto-Catholic Charles II and the zealously Catholic James II. After the accession in 1714, however, of George I, the Elector of Hanover and the first acceptable Protestant in the long line of succession to the throne, Tories were officially banned from political life until 1760. In the eighteenth-century politics that nurtured the slave empire, every person in public life was Whig by default. Even many Tories, banished to the political wilderness, had more in common with their fellow landholding elites, notwithstanding opinions on royalty and religion, than they did with the average Briton.


Among the poor and the non-elite, ambitious Scots travelled south to England to look for work, and many English were suspicious of their ambition. Historian Linda Colley attributes part of the anti-Scots feeling in England to a sense of frustration. England was the senior party in the Union, but Scots seemed to dominate the growing empire. As one writer commented in the 1760s, ‘Every man has at some time or another found a Scotsman in his way, and everyone has therefore damned the Scotch.’73 In response, ‘poverty’ became a standard attack on the Scots, whom the English personified in caricature as the raw-boned ‘Sawney Scot’, descending on England to devour it.74


The colonies were open to Celts in a way that England in the mid-eighteenth century often was not. Edward Long speculated that the Scots and Irish were biologically better suited to the tropics and seemed ‘to thrive . . . much better than the European English’ in Jamaica. He commented there were at least 100 planters in Jamaica named Campbell, all claiming membership in the Argyll clan, and that at least one-third of the white population was of Scots origin.75 Irish immigrants to the slave empire were more likely to be indentured servants than planters. The need for able-bodied white Irishmen to work in menial disciplinary and managerial roles on plantations and to fill out the ranks of colonial militias was especially acute. By 1703 the Receiver-General of Jamaica had a standing policy of waiving port fees for any ship that carried at least thirty white indentured labourers. The colony would buy the rights to all the indentures, and then distribute the workers to the parishes according to need. The going rate ranged from £18 for English, Scots, Welsh and Manx servants in wartime and £14 in peacetime, and a cheaper £15 for Irish in wartime and £12 in peacetime. Long noted a higher esteem for the Irish in South Carolina, ‘where what are denominated bog-trotters, or such as have been accustomed to the boggy grounds of Ireland, are in great request for cultivating their rice-swamps’.76


Contrary to myths promoted by white nationalists, the indentured Irish were not ‘enslaved’ in the Caribbean. Some worked exhausting jobs under the threat of corporal punishment but indentured workers, unlike enslaved workers, had legal rights. And unlike slavery, indentures expired. In the Caribbean, any white labourer was considered valuable, so much so that by the eighteenth century an indenture in the slave empire had become a path to upward mobility.
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