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Preface:
Light on Water
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I bade an eternal farewell to Barbados. In it I ate, drank, laughed, danced and perspired as much as ever I expect to do again.


Henry Nelson Coleridge,


Six Months in the West Indies in 1825 (1826)





From childhood, the sight of light on water has always been special for me. It has brought me the purest pleasure, only equalled by that of a smile on a child’s face. Light on water has its own flow, born of the water but moving on its own, alike but different to light on the eye. So, travel to places with water – its mass and flow, colour and depth – has always fascinated me. The sights of great seas, a sunset slipping like a yolk into the sudden dark of the water, or pelicans flying low to fish by the islands off the coast of Belize, are both intoxicating and magical.


The Caribbean, the sea and its shores, are a setting for the imagination, a magnet for travellers, and the focus of much of the modern cruise world. Here we give a history. We will engage not only with the sea and the islands, but also with the continental shores, what some people call the circum-Caribbean. This will be as much about Cartagena, Pensacola, New Orleans, Galveston and Veracruz as about the islands. Indeed, the history of the latter does not make much sense without the coasts and, in particular, their mercantile cities and the ambitions of their states, notably the United States. There may have been little in common between the eastern Caribbean and Mexico in the age of the British empire, but now they are both affected by American economic and political power. Moreover, there are many close connections between the history of individual islands and the mainland, most notably Haiti and Louisiana, and Cuban history cannot readily be detached from that of Spanish America and later the United States.


British readers may find this inclusion a surprising one, but their view of the Caribbean is overly insular in a double respect. The islands, irrespective of the identity of the former imperial power, share a history of sugar and slavery, which gives them a strong cultural similarity, but it does not make them distinct as it is one that the Guianas (Guyana, Cayenne, Surinam) and northeast Brazil also share; while the plantation economies and labour coercion of the islands were scarcely absent from the circum-Caribbean. If an imperial-strategic framework highlights the islands of the archipelago, it does the same for the coasts, and both note the extension of island traditions to the mainland littoral, as at Cartagena, Veracruz and New Orleans, and emphasise the mainland territories as a potential and fluctuating base of regional economic and political power.


Although partly covered in the upcoming sequel volume, A Brief History of the Atlantic, embracing the mainland Americas as critical to the Caribbean story enables us to consider comparisons between empires which is appropriate because the specifics of Caribbean history benefit from being set in a global perspective. Indeed, interpretations of social and cultural history, as well as histories emphasising environment and the specifics of the region, benefit from attention to imperial and strategic issues. To that here is added comparison with the empires of the East Indies, an approach that helps underline the distinctive character of the Caribbean’s development. At the same time, from the 1490s, the Caribbean has been a part of a wider history born of the globalisation enforced by European voyagers, and the ambitions for adventure, power, control and wealth they brought in their wake. The concept of frontier serves to tie the very varied geographies and the peoples of the Caribbean together, especially to highlight the essential impermanence of life in the region.


While providing a history, this book is intended to be of particular value to travellers, whether on cruises, using other means to travel, or staying at home and travelling through time and space in their imagination and mind. The history will be end-loaded, focusing on recent centuries, for it is the last half-millennium that has made the Caribbean societies that we see today.


I have had the good fortune to travel widely in the region over the last thirty years, both at sea and on land, and would like to thank all those who have provided company and hospitality. The high point for me has been visiting islands in the western Caribbean, notably Providence and Roatán, but, throughout, I have been attracted by people and place, life and setting.


I have benefited greatly from the comments of Roger Billis, Olwyn Blouet, Steve Bodger, Trevor Burnard, Guy Chet, Eileen Cox, Perry Gauci, William Gibson, John Gilmore, Mark Hanna, Richard Harding, Herb Kaplan, Patrick Manning, Angela Murray and Tobias Rupprecht on an earlier draft and from advice on particular points by Kathy Burk and Thomas Otte. Duncan Proudfoot has been a most supportive editor. It is a great pleasure to dedicate this book to Azzie and Derek Partridge who have offered Sarah and myself a quarter-century of most welcome friendship.




Stately Spanish Galleon




Stately Spanish galleon coming from the Isthmus,


Dipping through the Tropics by the palm-green shores,


With a cargo of diamonds,


Emeralds, amethysts,


Topazes, and cinnamon, and gold moidores.





I would be hard-pressed to say whether it was Ursula Andress coming from the sea as a bikini-clad Botticelli heroine in Dr No (1962) or John Masefield’s poem ‘Cargoes’ (1903) that was my very first contact with the Caribbean. We had to learn ‘Cargoes’ as children at school, and I was mesmerised, although, in truth, more with the first magical verse …




Quinquireme of Nineveh from distant Ophir


Rowing home to haven in sunny Palestine,


With a cargo of ivory,


And apes and peacocks,


Sandalwood, cedarwood, and sweet white wine





… than by the bathetic third …




Dirty British coaster with a salt-caked smoke stack,


Butting through the Channel in the mad March days,


With a cargo of Tyne coal,


Road-rails, pig-lead,


Firewood, iron-ware, and cheap tin trays.





The Spanish galleon second verse, however, stuck in the imagination, and now that I have seen the shores in a sailing ship, I feel more the resonance of these lines.
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Introduction: The Caribbean
as a Frontier Region
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The Caribbean as a frontier may not seem obvious to those slipping through its generally calm waters, but that has been its geological destiny, one dramatically present today with volcanic peaks and earthquakes. Hurricanes, of which there have been over 4000, and on some counts over 5000, since 1492, and which help bring the Caribbean today to the attention of outsiders, notably in the United States, are a demonstration of the precariousness of life. This precariousness was greatly accentuated by the tendency of Europeans, who came by sea and in their continuing need for maritime links, to locate settlements and plantations on and near the coast. This frontier character extends to species, populations, crops, economic institutions and governance; all of which were very much in flux, and, indeed, remain so. It was a hard place for imperial powers to assert and maintain their will, and particularly order, in the face of all that flux.




A High Wind in Jamaica


Richard Hughes’s first novel, published in 1929 and, for me, an early, albeit indirect, contact with the Caribbean, was a highly successful book that provided a flavour of Caribbean life, and a mixed account of the interaction of piracy and civilisation that in part reflected the shift to a period when pirates were no longer really feared. Set in Jamaica after slave emancipation, the plot’s source is a transformative hurricane that destroys the home in which the Bas-Thornton children grow up, leading to them being sent back to the apparent safety of England. Seized by Cuba-based pirates, the children have a variety of difficult experiences, including exposure to risk, death both accidental and violent, sexuality and uncertainty. The pirates are eventually captured, tried and executed by the British. This is not childhood as a romance, but as a setting for tension and the breakdown of conventional frontiers of behaviour, as such prefiguring William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), which was set on an uninhabited Pacific island. A High Wind in Jamaica appeared in stage, radio and, in 1965, film versions.





Humanity brought its full share of frontiers, notably the inhumane division between white and enslaved black. Alongside that from the outset, but increasingly with time, came the multiple gradations that sought to register the complexities of ethnic intermingling, marital convention, sexual practice, legal differentiation, status assertion and religious affiliation. The frontier world was also seen in the escapees from Europe (and later also the United States), those seeking new opportunities in a world that was, in promise, appearance and often reality, unregulated or less regulated. This character helped lead to a sense of the Caribbean being on the edge, a region where morals and mores were looser, and more critically, and notably to outside observers, morality, souls and salvation under challenge.


Indeed, interracial sex repeatedly contributed greatly to the moral panic posed to many outsiders by the Caribbean, not least because it challenged concepts of purity, concepts that had been strengthened in the case of Spain from the late fifteenth century by brutal campaigns, legislation and prohibition against those with Arab or Jewish blood. Racist notions were greatly strengthened by the exposure to natives and black people in the Caribbean, an exposure to non-Europeans that was particularly novel to the British, the Dutch and the French, but not to Spaniards. Moreover, the scale of the contrast in numbers, with the white people very much in a minority, in large part due to their dependence on slaves, strengthened alarm and thus ideas of a frontier. Very frequently, female black slaves were held responsible for the actions of white masters. Sin was personified accordingly, and lust blamed on the victim, as Shakespeare had noted in a different context in King Lear.




At the Edge: Bertha Mason in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847)


The daughter of a merchant-planter ‘creole’ wife, meaning in this case of racially mixed origins, Bertha is married to Edward Rochester in Spanish-Town Jamaica in pursuit of his father’s interest in the £30,000 dowry. Rochester subsequently decries her as a woman of:




giant propensities … the true daughter of an infamous mother … a wife at once intemperate and unchaste … her excesses … prematurely developed the germs of insanity … One night I had been awakened by her yells … it was a fiery West-Indian night … The air was like sulphur-steams – I could find no refreshment anywhere. Mosquitoes came buzzing in and hummed sullenly round the room; the sea, which I could hear from thence, rumbled dull like an earthquake – black clouds were casting up over it; the moon was setting in the waves, broad and red, like a hot cannon-ball – she threw her last bloody glance over a world quivering with the ferment of tempest … A wind fresh from Europe blew over the ocean and rushed through the open casement: the storm broke, streamed, thundered, blazed, and the air grew pure … I walked under the dripping orange-trees of my wet garden, and amongst its drenched pomegranates and pineapples, and while the refulgent dawn of the tropics kindled round me … the sweet wind from Europe was still whispering … my soul thirsted for a pure draught … the old world was beyond; clear prospects opened thus: ‘Go,’ said Hope, ‘and live again in Europe: there is not known what a sullied name you bear, nor what a filthy burden is bound to you.’





One of the most-read novels in English, Jane Eyre presents a negative account of the Caribbean as a sickly beautiful world. The lunacy in the novel is rooted there, and the implication is that slavery in the shape of miscegenation is the root cause; while the fortune derived from slavery is the basis for the mistake imposed on Rochester by his relatives. A marginal world of dark secrets is transposed to England.







Wide Sargasso Sea (1966)


Written by Jean Rhys (1890–1979), a British author born in Dominica, this 1966 novel of which there were film versions in 1993 and 2006, was a view of the world created in Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre from the perspective of Antoinette Cosway, the mad creole heiress. Beginning on Coulibri Estate, a rundown Jamaican plantation, after the 1833 Emancipation Act – ‘I did not remember the place when it was prosperous’ – this is a critique directed against male control and patriarchy. The depiction of the West Indies captures the hierarchy of racial difference, although the blacks now refer to ‘white niggers’ or ‘white cockroaches’, as well as the multiple forms of control present in society, notably sexual control, and the resulting harsh experience, material and psychological, that defines the position of women, although the latter are not free from criticism: ‘The Jamaican ladies had never approved of my mother … far too young … and, worse still, a Martinique girl’, the last capturing the suspicion of those from a French and Catholic background, and, notably, the lack of fellow-feelings between the islands. Rhys’s mother’s family, creoles of Scots ancestry, owned a former plantation, while her brother Oscar had illegitimate children by an island mixed-race woman.





Sexual freedom, and the violence, predation, threat and frisson involved, were also part of the perception of piracy, and, more generally, of both an unlicensed masculinity and of a femininity at the edge. Sexual freedom was given an even darker edge with syphilis and other venereal diseases, which were debilitating, if not deadly, for most of history. These were important elements of the relationship between the frontier and illegality that defined, or at least affected, the attitude of many to the Caribbean. This relationship was seen in responses to particular places that were held to be dens of iniquity, such as Port Royal in the 1670s, Havana in the 1820s and 1950s, and Mustique in the 1970s. When Port Royal was devastated by an earthquake in 1692, providential judgement was seen at work, although, by the 1680s, Jamaica’s governors had begun to crack down on the island’s support of piracy and most pirates began to head north at that point, taking their goods to Charleston, Newport and New York. By the 1690s, it was dangerous to try to bring illicit plunder into Jamaica, so the divine vengeance seen at work in 1692 was somewhat late.


In part, the contemporary presentation of divine intervention captured the dual nature of the Caribbean as a religious frontier, a factor that it is all-too-easy to overlook in a more secular age, but one that has left a powerful legacy in terms of the religious commitment that is readily apparent in the Caribbean and notably so at Sunday church services. In the Caribbean, there was the clash between Catholicism and Protestantism, and also that between Christianity and non-Christian practices, each clash important in itself and also overlapping with other causes of division. The clash between Catholicism and Protestantism was very much born of the hostility, indeed hatred, between Catholic powers, in the shape of Spain and France, that offered no tolerance to Protestantism and Protestant challengers, particularly the English, the Dutch, and Huguenots (French Protestants). Providence was seen as playing a role, as in the Monitor, an influential London newspaper, urging Caribbean conquests in its issue of 3 April 1762 and declaring: ‘The late conquest of Martinique is such a peculiar mark of Providence, that we might, without presumption, look upon all the other islands in those seas, belonging to our arms … permitted to pursue the course of Providence.’ The Americans inherited this challenge from the British.


This hatred between Catholics and Protestants played a role in the murder of prisoners, as of Huguenots by the Spaniards in Florida in 1565, and in the repeated desecration of churches and religious items. Thus, the two missions established by the Franciscans among the Muzul Maya of central Belize in 1641 were sacked by Dutch pirates within a year. The English (from 1707 British) and Dutch developed a toleration of Catholicism long before the reverse; but in the Caribbean, a frontier region, there was both the continuation of the practices of hatred, yet also the degree of accommodation otherwise seen in smuggling and similar illegal, but nevertheless semi-accepted, activities.


As a variant on relations between Protestantism and Catholicism, there were also tensions between Protestant sects, notably between Dutch Calvinists and English Anglicans. In British colonies in the early nineteenth century, Anglican settlers were hostile to Nonconformists, whom they saw as a key source of support for Abolitionism; and, notably so, with Nonconformist missionaries.




Religious Frontiers


The interaction and melding of different religions underlined the role of the Caribbean as a frontier, and necessarily so as natives and slaves had to adapt to Christianity. There was also adaptation as well as hostility within the Christian world. Thus, William Stapleton, Governor of the Leeward Islands (1671–83), was an Irish Catholic, and observant of his faith. Yet he called on Bishop Compton of London to send out Anglican chaplains from England and he supported their work on the islands. As governor, Stapleton acted as the ‘ordinary’ in issuing marriage licences, proving wills and licensing clergy; and on occasion he was called on to exert discipline over the clergy. This was clearly a world in which the domestic fault lines of the Test Act and the persecution of Dissenters were pretty much unknown.





As far as the clash between Christianity and non-Christian practices were concerned, there were important overlaps with issues of cultural and social control over slaves, both newly arrived and their descendants, and over native peoples. Non-Christian religious practices were also linked to different social customs, for example polygamy. The focus has long been on vodou or voodoo, a practice almost as elusive as its spelling is unfixed, but that is only one aspect of the situation. Moreover, this clash was present from the arrival of the Europeans in the 1490s because Christianity, as a monotheistic religion with intolerant practices toward what was seen as idolatry, was both destructive of other religions or cultural-religious activities, and paranoid about them. The presence of an Inquisition, the belief that cultural activities among slaves and natives were covers for other religions, and that the latter were inherently anti-Christian; and the legacy of treating other religions in Europe, notably Islam and Judaism, in this fashion; all proved a potent mixture. Christian proselytism, based on sites such as the sixteenth-century Franciscan convent in Havana, contributed powerfully to this attitude, as failure in proselytism, or the only partial success that was an aspect of accommodation, could be attributed to purposeful resistance on behalf of a covert and sinister set of beliefs. Moreover, the presence of churches across the region provided sites for an energisation of what was at once, depending on circumstances and personalities, accommodation and hostility. Thus, the frontier character of the Caribbean was taken further by missionary activity.


The polytheistic nature of African religions ensured a range of deities, some of whom could be assimilated with Christian saints, a practice also seen with some native peoples. This process helped give a particular character both to Caribbean Catholicism (a character the Church sought to contain and in part extirpate) and to African diaspora faiths. Thus, on Cuba, Santería, an Afro-Cuban religion, had particular orishas, gods or goddesses, as well as priests, and religious ceremonies in which divination and propitiation played a major role. In 2020, the attempt in Nicaragua to ignore the COVID-19 epidemic was widely attributed to Rosario Murillo, the Vice-President (and wife of Daniel Ortega, the President), a mystic who wore turquoise rings on every finger to ward off evil spirits.


More subtly have come the frontiers within, and between, states as government authority has been obstructed, opposed or, more commonly, ignored when local communities have thought appropriate. This attitude and practice, seen with both blacks and whites, very much feeds into the culture. As part of this opposition to government authority has come the maintenance of links, and sometimes loyalties, across the formal frontiers, a situation which itself helps create the informal frontiers within states. This situation, which was central to illicit trans-imperial commerce that often had official connivance, was dramatised with smuggling and piracy, but was, in practice, more widespread in Caribbean life, indeed helping to provide a habit of mind that was different to that on the surrounding continental landmasses, even while each influenced the other.


In part, this difference was because the sea itself offered far greater possibilities for such intermingling; and this situation has remained a pattern until the present. Indeed, this helps to differentiate the frontier nature of the Caribbean from that of many other regions. So also did the legacy of large-scale population movements into the Caribbean, and the experience of long being a fracture zone of imperial presence, contact and reaction; a situation that with the United States has reached to the present. Due to the population movements and to the attraction of the Caribbean as a frontier region, many individuals came from mixed backgrounds. Thus, Moses Cohen Henriques, a Dutch pirate of Portuguese Sephardic Jewish origin, fought with the Dutch against the Spaniards in 1628, and subsequently against the Portuguese in Brazil, and later became an advisor to Sir Henry Morgan, the leading English privateer in the Caribbean. Creole societies are inherently disrespectful of boundaries, but they do have their own boundaries.


Smuggling and piracy dramatised the extent to which ineffective law enforcement was a factor, at sea, on land and now also in the air. This issue with law enforcement was a matter not only of opportunities for smuggling and piracy, by their bridging the barriers to entrepreneurs between prosperity and poverty, but also of the impact of low living standards on the recruitment of active support for smuggling and piracy, as well as the complicity of communities and officials. The latter corresponded to a longstanding tension toward central authority, one in which local practice rested on traditions related to the limited, even parlous, material conditions of life and livelihood. Moreover, modern states have distinct economic and fiscal systems, and smuggling helps ensure that the differences between them are overcome in the cause of supplying need as well as profit. Similarly for the past age of empires, inter-imperial exchanges helped compensate for the deficiencies of protectionist mercantilist systems, both in peace and in war. The British breach in Spanish imperial protectionism was an aspect of this but so, far less attractively, was slave trading once it became illegal. In the 1920s, protectionism in the United States greatly encouraged the production of alcohol in the Caribbean and smuggling into America, for example from the Bahamas and Cuba. This was a continuing aspect of the movement of Caribbean rum into North America, one that began in the seventeenth century and persisted whatever the politics. In this, as in so much else, environmental contrasts in terms of products and production capability, and thus opportunities for producers and consumers, overcame the frontiers provided by regulation and prohibition.


There is an instructive contrast with the East Indies, a theme that will be pursued across the book for it throws a comparative light on the West Indies, notably by focusing the spotlight on difference. The East Indies is now largely the state of Indonesia; although East Timor, Brunei and part of Malaysia are also involved. In many respects, characteristics seen in the West Indies were also present in the East Indies, notably piracy, which has continued to the present day. Moreover, Charles Kingsley co-dedicated his novel set in the Caribbean, Westward Ho! (1855), to Sir James Brooke, Rajah of Sarawak (r. 1841–68), whom he regarded as a modern representative of the heroic character traits of the sixteenth-century English buccaneers in the Caribbean; the other being George Selwyn, the first Bishop of New Zealand, which included Melanesia. Brooke, an adventurer of enterprise and success, who also provided Britain with a naval base at Labuan, battled local pirates while he established his own territory.


Yet, although there were English traders in the East Indies from the early seventeenth century, and, indeed, Britain conquered the region in 1810–14, there was no gripping of the imagination comparable to that of the Caribbean, and no British ‘deep history’ of the East Indies comparable in any respects to that of the Caribbean. The nearest comparison, instead, was with India, where the British presence was far more significant, both for India and for the British. However, even India lacked a comparable ‘deep history’ for Europeans, in part because there was not the same background of settlement by Europeans and, at their behest, the latter principally being by African slaves. Moreover, although there were offshore islands, most prominently Ceylon (Sri Lanka), the centre of British activity, military, political and economic, was the Indian interior, and there was no physical counterpart to the island character and maritime setting of the Caribbean. Such contrasts help to explain the particular character of the Caribbean and its role in the Western imagination.


The theme of the frontier can be variously presented for Caribbean history and identity. It is both opportunity and threat, and it certainly provides contrasts, as, very differently, in the work of the poet Derek Walcott and in the Agatha Christie murder story set there.




Derek Walcott (1930–2017)


St Lucian poet and expert wordsmith, from an African, Dutch and English background, and Methodist-educated, he won the 1992 Nobel Prize in Literature; his work included O meros (1990), an epic poem that captured an ability to link an account of the Caribbean with major themes in Classical literature. He pursued most of his career in North America and Britain. In his Nobel acceptance speech, Walcott emphasised the discordant nature of the diasporic identity that he felt was that of the Caribbean with its ‘broken fragments’ and the struggle between groundedness and amnesia. Mostly set in St Lucia, Omeros presented its beauty but also the disturbing weight of colonialism. To describe the Caribbean, he used the metaphors of shipwreck in some of his work. Another Nobel Laureate of the islands, the Trinidad-born V. S. Naipaul (1932–2018), set a number of works, including A House for Mr Biswas (1961) and The Middle Passage (1962), in the Caribbean.







Agatha Christie in the Caribbean:
A Caribbean Mystery (1964)


‘The dining room was a large room open on three sides to the soft warm scented air of the West Indies … The steel bands were one of the main attractions of the islands … The pleasure that everyone else took in them was undeniable … The weather was always the same – fine … hurricanes were not weather in Miss Marple’s sense of the word. They were more in the nature of an Act of God.’


Set in the Golden Palm resort on the fictional island of St Honoré, this Miss Marple adventure drew on a visit Agatha Christie made to the Caribbean. The 1989 BBC adaptation was shot in Barbados, whereas Cape Town was used for the 2013 ITV version. The Caribbean as a frontier attractive to marginal characters in search of fortune was very much seen in the murderer.
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The Sea and Its Shores
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The Chicxulub Crater


Buried in Yucatán beneath a kilometre-thick sequence of subsequently deposited limestone, the Chicxulub crater is 25,450 kilometres square (9826 square miles), 193 kilometres (120 miles) in diameter and 20 kilometres (12 miles) deep. It is an impact crater formed when a large asteroid or comet hit the Earth about 66 million years ago, probably leading to the extinction of the dinosaurs, notably due to a soot cloud blocking out the sun. Chicxulub is the only known well-preserved crater on Earth with a peak ring, and the results, published in 2016, of drilling into the crater, beneath the Caribbean off north-western Yucatán, reveal shocked, granite rocks that are out of the expected geological sequence.





Bisected as well as defined by the boundaries of geological plates, the Caribbean is the name of a plate but also has the northern half of its sea as part of a separate one, the North American plate. This situation helps explain the volcanic arcs that have produced the consequent distribution of the islands of the Greater and Lesser Antilles. To the south, the relationship of the Caribbean and South American plates has been linked to the formation of islands to the north of South America. Central America is part of the Caribbean plate, and Mexico of the North American. The frontier character of the region is indicated by the differences found, past and present, over naming it, more particularly the extent to which the Gulf of Mexico should be seen as part of the Caribbean. Following the example of my Brief History of the Mediterranean (2020), which included the Adriatic and the Aegean, the decision here has been to include the Gulf. The alternative, in leaving it out, would be to divide Cuba and Yucatán between two bodies of water.


Theories of the origin of the Caribbean plate provide alternatively a Pacific or an Atlantic origin of the ‘Caribbean large igneous province’ that became the plate. The usual view suggests an eastward migration of the plate from 80 million years ago, which is relatively recent in geological terms, with the result being a volcanic arc from South America to Yucatán via the Antilles, leading to a land bridge along the eastern and northern sides of the plate that survives today in the shape of islands and underwater features. In turn, the western margin of the plate was lifted up, becoming Central America about 3 million years ago.


Geological instability has left an often deadly legacy of volcanoes and earthquakes, both above and below the sea; although not so for the Gulf of Mexico, where, instead, long-term sedimentary loading lowered the underlying crust. Similarly, the Bahamas are built on the basement rock of the Florida–Bahamas platform, which has subsided under its own weight. The Bahama Banks were dry land during past Ice Ages, and some of the banks are wholly submerged, notably the Mouchoir, Silver and Navidad banks, all of which are north of the Dominican Republic.


Volcanoes and earthquakes have had a devastating impact on particular places in recorded time and would also have done earlier. Thus, Port Royal, Jamaica, a major English settlement on a natural harbour, was crippled by an earthquake in 1692, which led to the founding in 1693 of Kingston across the bay. Many of its first settlers were refugees from Port Royal which, now a fishing village, became one of the many dead cities found across the Caribbean.


The geological history of the Caribbean left it with more islands than similar areas of ocean-linked sea, notably the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal to the west and east of India, and more than all other parts of the Atlantic or the eastern Pacific; points that are particularly apparent if readily inhabitable islands are considered. Indeed, the Caribbean approach to the Americas contrasts notably with that in inhabitable climes to the Americas from the west, for, in the latter, there are no similar island groups.


There is no uniformity on the islands or shores of the Caribbean, or in its waters. Indeed, of the 87,000 square miles (225,000 square kilometres) of the West Indies, Cuba occupies 40,852 square miles, Hispaniola 29,529, Jamaica 4320, Puerto Rico 3435, Trinidad 1864 and North Andros Island in the Bahamas 1328; but the remainder are less than 900, and, among them, Grand Turk and Saba only 6.7 and 5 respectively. The complex geology and geological history of the region ensure an enormous diversity in islands, notably, depending on their age, between volcanic ones and others, some of which are older. Thus, on Trinidad, there are two mountain ranges as well as lower land. Islands are variously limestone, for example Barbados or the flat south-west of Tobago, young volcanic, such as Grenada, or older volcanic rocks, as with the Blue Mountains of Jamaica and the Sierra Maestra of Cuba. Erosion has affected some of the older volcanic terrain, for example on St Martin; but volcanic plugs remain prominent, as with the two dramatic and photogenic Pitons on St Lucia. On Dominica, the steam-covered Boiling Lake is volcanically heated. Marine sediments are also important to the surface and submarine geology of the region, a geology that greatly affects the soil and therefore agricultural landscapes; with alluvial plains leading to fertile, brown soil, while windward slopes tend to have red clay. Islands can range from lush to barren.


In turn, the climate produces major variations on land, not least with rainfall; and many islands have, within a surprisingly small area, very contrasting wet and dry sides. The windward sides are cooler. Rainfall supporting rainforest is seen on the continental coast from Colombia to Belize and in some of the islands, but drier conditions are the case in Venezuela, its offshore islands, Cuba and Yucatán, and from the last northwards into Texas. In dry areas, savanna grasslands are conducive for animal husbandry, and cotton responds well to constant heat, but it requires water, well-drained soils and fairly dry conditions. Wetter areas are used for sugar, bananas, coffee and the growing of food crops, but their humidity makes work very tiring and, depending on the season, can make life oppressive.


Alongside variations due to the latitude of the islands and related wind conditions, come those linked to altitude, which leads to higher rainfall, as on Guadeloupe, and to exposure, notably to the wet trade wind. In contrast, there is less rainfall on the leeward side of islands and on low land. These microclimates can ensure major differences, and related consequences for vegetations, in some islands such as Martinique, let alone larger Hispaniola, which, as a legacy of the colonial division between the French and Spanish empires formalised in 1697, is now divided between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Linked to the varied rainfall come major contrasts in vegetation, fauna and exposure to disease; all of which were of great consequence for human life.


Geological diversity is not only seen on land, for there are underwater ridges and troughs, with the sea shallow on the whole, but also, in the Cayman Trough, with a depth of about 7600 metres (25,000 feet). The complex pattern of islands and underwater ridges creates a series of basins, the whole leading to particular passages and distinctive currents and winds. These were of great significance in the age of sail, as well as for those relying on vessels powered by rowing; and names, such as Windward Passage (between Cuba and Hispaniola) and Leeward Islands, capture this significance. On the lee side, ships could take shelter from storms, but could also be becalmed. So also with the importance of these features for fishing.




Whales in the Caribbean


The Caribbean is a prime area for whale watching, and notably so for humpback whales off the Dominican Republic and in the eastern Caribbean, for example off Grenada, Martinique, Grand Turk and St Lucia from mid-January to mid-March and more generally for whales between December and April, as a result of seasonal migrations, although some whales have a year-long presence. Other whales seen include sperm whales, beaked whales, pilot whales and, less frequently, orcas (killer whales). These, however, are not the only areas with whales. Thus, humpbacks, orcas, pilot whales, sperm whales, Bryde’s whales and fin whales are seen off Curaçao. Dolphins are also seen, for example off St Lucia and Curaçao.





Shallowness, complexity and storms have combined to ensure numerous shipwrecks; and notably so before the waters were reliably charted. Wooden warships were holed when driven onto rocks, and could be badly damaged by coral reefs. The poorly charted nature of inshore waters made entering and leaving harbours, as well as enforcing blockades, particularly hazardous, and shoals were also a problem when attacking enemy warships sheltering in coastal waters. Once aground, ships were vulnerable to attack and to the weather.


At sea, wind-powered ships were heavily dependent on the weather, with too much or insufficient wind both serious problems, and ships only able to sail up to a certain angle to the wind. The powerful easterly trade wind created a particular difficulty, and it could be very difficult to beat back from the leeward. As a result of these problems, which could cause real difficulties and even danger, the significance of certain passages, the shelter they offered and the winds they required, greatly increased. This was particularly because the major channels could be hazardous, for example the Florida or Bahamas Channel between Florida and the Bahamas, which offered the westerly support of the Gulf Stream, and the Anegada Passage between the Virgin Islands and the rest of the Lower Antilles. The pattern of the winds led to a particular circuit for ships sailing from Europe and then returning to it, for, even after steam power came into play, prevailing winds and currents remained of great significance, affecting ease of navigation, speed and fuel usage.


The hazardous nature of channels and coasts increased the importance of skilful navigation and the accumulation of accurate information about winds and currents for charts. Thus, in 1762, Captain John Elphinstone of HMS Richmond, who led the British fleet through difficult waters to Havana, presented the Admiralty with a chart of the north side of Cuba that showed the route of the fleet and the degree of detailed information the Royal Navy could command. However, and unsurprisingly so given the scale of the task arising from the number of islands, much of the Caribbean remained poorly charted until the late nineteenth century. Thus, the Spanish Hydrographic Office mapped the north coast of Cuba in the 1860s and Puerto Rico in the 1890s: Spain had ruled both for centuries. Poor charting increased the need for navigational skill and the ability to read the waters; yet both, in turn, were heavily dependent on good weather and related visibility.


Navigational issues were not the sole problems affecting ships, for general conditions of service were bleak. Aside from cramped living conditions and poor sanitation, both of which encouraged the spread of infections, food supplies could be inadequate and inappropriate. The cumulative impact was to make naval service unattractive and to ensure heavy losses among those already in service, notably due to infectious diseases, such as yellow fever. This hit operational effectiveness. Thus, in the War of Jenkins’s Ear (1739–48), the British Admiralty’s failure to keep the fleet in the Caribbean adequately manned was exacerbated by the effects of disease, however the Royal Navy could generally get the seamen it needed, particularly the relatively unskilled waisters (men stationed in the ‘waist’ (middle) of a warship), although doing so involved stripping the transport ships of men and also using soldiers in the process. As seamen did not go ashore as much as soldiers, they were not so exposed to the mosquito that was the vector for yellow fever, and death rates for soldiers were consequently generally higher than on warships. Moreover, for the Royal Navy, the Sick and Hurt Board supplied all the medicines it was asked to, the Admiralty consented to the building of a new hospital, and the sick were given the best treatment that the medical knowledge of the day allowed, but, crucially, the nature of the diseases was not understood.


Measures to improve the situation made the Caribbean less of a hazard. During the American War of Independence (1775–83), British Admiral George Rodney took great care of the health of his fleet, supporting the efforts of Gilbert Blane, a ship’s doctor who emphasised the use of fresh fruit, notably lemon juice, to deal with scurvy, and the importance of sanitation. As deaths due to disease fell, so it became easier to support military operations; although the major breakthroughs occurred only in the late nineteenth century, a period for Europeans of limited conflict with the exception of the Spanish–American War of 1898.


The naming by the English of the Mosquito Coast, which takes its name from the Miskito or Mosquito Indians, for that of Nicaragua and Honduras, reflects in large part the impact of the environment. So also with the far higher death rates among European settlers in the Caribbean than in North America; but for which difference, the demographic history, both of the Caribbean and of the New World as a whole, would have been very different.


This was not only a matter for settlers and those on land, for sickness was cited as a factor in seamen’s grievances and in the decay of social order aboard ships generally. Ships with a lot of sick men were undermanned, and the sailors expected officers to do something about it. The sources do not always give the specific illnesses, but the big killer seems to have been yellow fever. A Spanish fleet from the Caribbean brought to Cádiz in 1730 the first European cases of yellow fever.


Disease was also a major factor affecting military operations, not least because the troops were close-packed, in ships and encampments, while many of the men, whether from Europe or from North America, were new to the region and had no immunity. In 1703, Lieutenant-Colonel James Rivers wrote of his wish to leave Jamaica: ‘to get out of this unhealthy climate as soon as possible which diminishes the forces both sea and land very considerably every day … for fear of this service several of the officers quitted their commission’. Proposing an attack on Havana in the event of war with Spain in 1727, Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander Spotswood warned of the need to have troops inured to the climate and to tropical illness; while disease and the effects of rum caused heavy losses among the British troops who arrived to garrison Jamaica in 1731. ‘They will fight well at first, but soon they will fall sick and die like flies’, correctly predicted Toussaint L’Ouverture, the leader of the rebels on Saint-Domingue, of the French forces unsuccessfully sent in 1801–2 to suppress the slave rebellion. ‘My fears on that subject are the climate, the climate, the climate’ (which was seen as responsible for heavy losses from disease) reflected Colonel Gordon in 1808 about the possibility of a campaign on the Caribbean coast of South America that did not in the end occur. In 1837–8, the French naval blockade of Tampico, a significant Mexican Caribbean port not least because of its customs dues, was hit hard by yellow fever, while the French unit dispatched there in August 1863 during the Mexican Civil War was sent back to France the following March, due to the impact on it of tropical disease. In 1898, the American forces in Cuba lost over three times as many men through disease as in battle with the Spaniards.


Far from being a constant across time, disease was an important part of the history of the Caribbean. Yellow fever, which first definitely struck there in 1647, was to be a particular scourge and was especially virulent in whites previously unexposed to the disease; which helped give particular value, for family (inheritance and marital) and business purposes, to those who had been exposed and had survived. The ships that brought the slaves from West Africa carried mosquitoes that had the yellow fever virus. Because the Aedes aegypti mosquito that passed on yellow fever only lives thirty days and does not fly far from where it hatches, the mosquitoes initially did not survive the transatlantic crossing, or, if they did, the virus could not find opportunities in the Caribbean. This changed in 1647 as Barbados began to receive many black slaves, and the mosquitoes discovered that the watering holes built to catch the rains in lieu of running water provided excellent breeding grounds for their eggs, so that large numbers hatched after rainfall. The insects found ready victims for the virus, which began with flu-like symptoms, moving on to vomiting a black discharge, and then, with eyes and skin turning yellow as livers were infected, to, in many cases, unconsciousness and death. The virus hit European workers hardest as many slaves had already survived the virus in Africa. From Barbados, the other islands were infected in the 1650s.


As part of a general process of ecological change seen for example with the introduction of rats, the cutting down of forests to clear land for sugar cultivation, and to provide fuel for sugar refining, hit the birds that were predators of mosquitoes. This cutting down of the forests continued, being seen in the nineteenth century on Cuba as sugar cultivation spread eastward on the island. More generally, the cutting down of trees produced major environmental changes, not least a marked lessening in biodiversity, as well as local alterations in drainage. Both the cutting down of forests and the challenge from mosquitoes were aspects of the Caribbean as a frontier world. Moreover, clay pots used for sugar refining, once discarded and filled with rainwater, became breeding grounds for mosquitoes, and the latter also fed off sugar. Water for drinking and cooking had to be boiled to get the mosquito eggs out, and familiarity with tropical diseases was an important impact of the African-American and Native American contribution to the life of Caribbean societies; one that European-Americans were inclined to underplay, if not overlook. Disease continued to be a major killer in the late nineteenth century, hitting hard the abortive French attempt to build the Panama Canal; but American success in tackling disease, a success reflecting applied knowledge and an engineering approach, helped ensure that they completed the canal.


Earlier, alongside insects, parasites and disease attacking humans and their plants, for example the boll weevil with cotton, came the impact of Teredo navalis, the shipworm, a species of salt-water clam that was spread on ship hulls and attacked both them and harbour piers. Adding to the problems created by barnacles and weeds, there was a consequent loss of speed for ships. As a result, after other attempts to prevent the ravages of the shipworm, the British resorted to copper sheathing their warships, and this helped with both speed and refitting, Charles, 2nd Marquess of Rockingham claiming in 1781: ‘the copper bottoms occasioning our ships to sail so much better enables us either to go and attack if we should see an inferior fleet or to decline the attempt if we should see a superior fleet’.


The advantages for power projection brought by shipping, however, were lost when approaching shorelines made difficult by shoals, cliffs, dense forest or marshes, which, between them, covered much of the Caribbean shoreline. Thus, Thomas Wentworth, a young British naval officer, wrote in January 1815 about the British advance on New Orleans: ‘the place seems naturally unfavourable to our operations, almost the whole country consisting of one impassable morass’.


Success against disease in the twentieth century has thrown attention even more on natural disasters such as volcanic eruptions, for example of the explosive Mount Pelée on Martinique in 1902 and 1929, and hurricanes, as in the Dominican Republic in 1930 and 1979, and Cuba in 1926. Early settlers struggled to understand the formation and patterns of hurricanes. Now that they are better understood, they can still be devastating, even if warnings are possible.


Their impact persists. For St Martin, Hurricane Donna (1960) was succeeded by Luis (1995) and Irma (2017), while Hurricane Flora badly hit Tobago’s banana, coconut and cacao plantations in 1963, encouraging a turn to tourism, and Hurricane Katrina in 2006 dramatically cut the population of New Orleans from 484,674 in April 2000 to 230,172. The poor, mostly black, population of East New Orleans found their homes flooded and lacked insurance. Many moved away, in that they chose to settle where they were taken to emergency accommodation, largely in Dallas and Houston; an option that is not open for the inhabitants of Caribbean islands. The population of New Orleans by July 2015 was back up to 386,612, but the impact of Katrina is still apparent. In 2020, an earthquake on Puerto Rico caused severe damage, including the collapse of a prominent coastal feature, the stone arch of the Punta Ventana, as well as widespread power cuts. There was an unprecedented number of hurricanes that year, breaking the 2005 record, with Eta for example hitting coastal communities in Nicaragua, Honduras and Guatemala.


Meanwhile, the coastline of Louisiana was greatly affected by the combination, with the more general process of global warming, of specific human activity, in the shape of the channelling of the flow of the River Mississippi, to deal with floods, such as the major one on the German Coast (named after German settlers) of the Mississippi in 1927. This channelling resulted in more of the river-borne silt being deposited deeper into the Gulf of Mexico. The net effect was that the shoreline receded, while former offshore islands became sandbanks, which was significant both economically and for natural life, as the mudflats were where many animals seeded, for example providing a major source of oysters.


A more widespread environmental crisis has arisen from recent global climate warming. That has caused rising seas, which are a threat to low-lying islands, such as the San Blas archipelago off Panama, as well as greater evaporation. Combined with lower rainfall, and even, as in 2016 and 2019, drought, this has helped cause a fall in the level of Lake Gatun, which makes up two-fifths of the Panama Canal, and thus has threatened the depth of the ships that can transit, as well as plans for upgrades. Panama’s income and water supply are both threatened as a result. Global warming is also a significant issue in the East Indies, but the Caribbean is more exposed, not least because its low-lying islands and shores are very vulnerable to hurricanes.
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‘Pre-European/Contact’
Civilisations
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Like dangling emerald pendants the two humming-birds were making their last rounds of the hibiscus and a mocking bird had started on its evening song, sweeter than a nightingale’s, from the summit of a bush of night-scented jasmine.


Ian Fleming, Live and Let Die (1954)





The land bridges, the remains of which currently in part frame the Caribbean, offered ways for mammals and other species to travel; and humans eventually became part of the process. Theories of human origin and spread in the New World vary, and will continue to do so, but the usual view is that humans crossed from north-east Siberia via a land bridge where the Bering Strait is today; although there is also the suggestion that the first colonisers from Asia were seaborne. At any rate, these humans moved south, eventually to populate Central and South America, neither of which was populated at this stage nor settled from across the Atlantic. The overall situation was made more complex by the period of cooling that resulted in the Pleistocene glaciation, or Ice Ages, as, during the cold spells, ice caps advanced from the poles while, with so much water held in the ice caps, sea levels fell. The southward movement of humans into Central America was affected by the ice, while a large part of what is now the Caribbean was then land, notably the northern section of the Gulf of Mexico. Variations in the Caribbean coastline are a significant part of its more recent geological history.


The melting of the ice and the rising of the sea levels were linked to warmer climes that opened up more land for human habitation. Hunting was dominant at this stage and remained very important, and, as a result, hunting can be found in Mayan art. Animals were also important to religion, as with the Mayan jaguar deities, including the God of the Underworld. A Maya site in Chiapas, Mexico, yielded a terracotta lidded bowl of c. 200 to c. 600 CE depicting the water bird fishing on the waters of the world.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Other titles in this series



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Preface: Light on Water



		Map



		Introduction: The Caribbean as a Frontier Region



		CHAPTER ONE The Sea and Its Shores



		CHAPTER TWO ‘Pre-European/Contact’ Civilisations



		CHAPTER THREE The Europeans Arrive, 1492–1600



		CHAPTER FOUR The Seventeenth Century



		CHAPTER FIVE Competing to Run an Economy of Misery, 1700–50



		CHAPTER SIX Britain to the Fore, 1750–90



		CHAPTER SEVEN The End of Slavery, 1790–1850



		CHAPTER EIGHT A New Age of Capital, 1848–98



		CHAPTER NINE The Age of American Power, 1898–1945



		CHAPTER TEN The Cold War, 1945–90



		CHAPTER ELEVEN The Caribbean Today, 1990–



		CHAPTER TWELVE Contingencies and Conclusions



		Selected Further Reading



		Index













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/cmn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781408713471.jpg
TJEREMY BLACK

INDISPENSABLE FOR TRAVELLERS





OEBPS/images/map.jpg
Bermuda
(UK) -

Turks anc
Gaicos m...ax
- (UK)

Puerto Rlcn
(US)

(U '
- Vi O nguas
b ~ . BARBUDA

AMAICA " DOMINICAN ST.KITTS .
Guadelon

JAMAIC. REPUBLIC AND NEVIS v Cl‘;
‘

DOMINICA |gwe

SI'I.UCM‘ B

. SLVINCENTAND , BARBADOS

GUATEMALA <l o) o RN

EL SALVADOR . i Ry o _ GRENADA "

pANAM,

e & ¢ .

COSTA RICA





