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To freedom-seekers everywhere—past, present, and future
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Author’s Note


This work is not an exhaustive compendium of the entire fight against slavery in the Americas. The rebellions, freedom suits, runaways, poisonings, suicides, sabotage, and guerrilla wars that took place between 1444 and 1888 could not fit in two, or three, or even ten volumes. There are so many stories, so many combinations of people and events that it is virtually impossible to do even a fraction of them justice within a single book. Instead, I am painting a historical landscape­—­one that stretches the entire length and breadth of the Americas—to bring into full view what was a long and difficult struggle. It lasted centuries, and has for too long sat in the shadows of histories heralding “emancipation” as if it were a destination that has been reached. As Kris Manjapra puts it in his Black Ghost of Empire, “The history of slavery and emancipation is not a story of endings, but of unendings.”1


One contribution I am hoping to make is to bring a sense of hemispheric scale to this story. How chattel slavery ended and who ended it is not “black history” or “white history” but, rather, an American history in the broadest and most inclusive sense of the word. The fight for freedom went well beyond the slave societies of the United States and the British colonies, also encompassing Cuba, the Dutch West Indies, the French Caribbean, Brazil, and most of South America. 


My background and training are in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-­century Hispanic Caribbean, and my other books have taken me to many of these places, often multiple times.2 My work has also led me deep into archives—a vast bureaucratic warren, a maze of supporting documents of a system that took Africans from their continent and forced them to the Americas. These voluminous reams are also well known and deeply studied, in part because they contain data. The balance sheets, the ledgers, the ships’ logs. The cotton bales counted, the sugar hogsheads shipped, the human cargo loaded on board.


While the bookkeepers tallied their sums and colonial officials filed reports, a much larger campaign was drawing battle lines across the hemisphere.3 This war may not have unfolded in linear fashion across time or space, but the bloodshed seeped into the very fabric of life throughout the Americas. It was perhaps the largest, longest-running, and most diverse ongoing insurrection the world has ever known, and the responses to it shaped every nation in the Americas in meaningful—­albeit sometimes overlooked—ways. That is the focus here: not the rise of Atlantic slavery and its barbaric conditions, but instead how the people enslaved by this system envisioned their freedom, and fought for it.


With this focus in mind, I have two main goals: first, to provide a wider vista to think about this shared history of the hemisphere, north and south, and its implications; second, to meditate on the meaning of freedom by tracing the thoughts and actions of those who were the least free, those who had to fight—and whose descendants continue to fight—to make abstract concepts of freedom concrete. 


A number of notable studies and syntheses of abolition have been written, but much of this work has focused on the economic arguments of the viability of the plantation system or on the high-level politics that led to the ending of the slave trade and slavery by governments.4 Slave rebellions—one constant through this whole period—were often shoved into the margins. Debates have arisen over the difference between slave societies—that is, places that depended on enslaved people to function—and societies with slavery. The academic consensus defines only five true slave societies: ancient Greece, ancient Rome, Brazil, the Caribbean, and the United States, while countries like Peru and Mexico were “societies with slaves.”5 To my mind, that distinction is a question of semantics: no place in the Americas escaped the consequences of the system that developed and implemented African slavery, so they were all societies touched in one way or another by enslavement. The story of the rise and fall of African slavery and its afterlife is one that connects the entire Western hemisphere. It is part of a wider shared history, which means the question of freedom must also be hemispheric in scope. 


The criteria for a “slave society,” the questions of commerce and capital, the involvement of Christian abolitionists, and the legislative debates in the United States and Britain are all parts in the story of the rise and fall of slavery, and they have been given leading roles in many histories of abolition. Earlier historians were reluctant to give the enslaved credit for their own emancipation for a variety of reasons, ranging from implicit notions of “white saviorhood” to the failure of rebellions to overthrow the entire system, with the very notable exception of Haiti.6 What today might be called “white allyship” existed, but, as will be clearly seen throughout this book, these allies were unreliable and often held racist views. Many believed that black people should be freed because they were humans and Christians (or could become so) but at the same time deemed them unfit to become citizens or govern themselves—such contradictions cast whites not as “saviors” but as people who couldn’t be fully trusted to understand freedom.* Indeed, as Tyler Stovall argues in his 2021 White Freedom, “Ideas of freedom in the modern world have been racialized. In particular, many have considered whiteness and white racial identity intrinsic to modern liberty.”7


The Barbadian historian Sir Hilary Beckles observed more than 30 years ago that for too long many historians had misguidedly conceived of slave rebellions as “a lower species of political behavior, lacking in ideological cohesion, intellectual qualities and a philosophical direction.”8 This was, in part, because “emancipation was not conceived in terms of liberation from Europeans’ power, values, and domination.”9 However, more recent work has considered the question in ways that diverge significantly from earlier historiography, not least in positioning the hundreds of rebellions that occurred from the sixteenth century to the dying days of the nineteenth as physical and psychological warfare.10 


To say that slave rebellions “failed” is to miss the point. Rebellions, large and small, and other acts of resistance that were less dramatic but no less powerful, were a steady drumbeat through this fight for freedom, marking time through a long, difficult history. For the most part, measures by the enslaved were not successful in themselves, but taken together they made the entire system untenable. The story of slavery in the Americas has, for so long, been about oppression, not freedom. The perspective shifts when the many ways that people fought for what turned out to be a very imperfect freedom are placed in the center of this history. As Orlando Patterson, the sociologist and author of influential works on slavery and freedom, explains it: “Freedom was generated from the experience of slavery.”11


Scholars of slavery and abolition have been prolific in recent years in examining these various forms of resistance in new ways, from legal battles to armed conflicts. A stream of monographs has cascaded into a vast sea of scholarship. Indeed, this book, which relies on such work, would be impossible to write without all the labors of historians—especially scholars of color around the world—who have stepped into the dark corners of the archives and brought to the light of public knowledge a raft of new names, events, and insights. Such work remains a challenge, however, in part because so many voices have been lost or, worse, were never recorded.12 Some heroes are famous, but there are scores more—who remain anonymous—of the willing, the nameless dead with their heads on a pike or their bodies drawn and quartered. In recent years some of these stories have been recovered, the names repeated, the tales told. 


Rebellions were only one path to freedom: Some sought manumission, or flight from a torturous situation, while others aimed to overthrow an entire system. For most of the centuries that human enslavement existed in the Americas, enslaved people used whatever opportunity became available to them, whether it was paying for freedom in sixteenth-century Cuba, setting up a runaway colony in eighteenth-century Jamaica, or campaigning in a black-owned newspaper for the end to slavery in the nineteenth-century United States. Other routes were more problematic—some people gained their freedom as a reward for informing authorities about plans for a revolt or other subversive behavior, a potent reminder of the inescapable moral dilemmas the system of slavery produced, for enslaved and free alike.


The horrors of the Middle Passage and the cotton fields are well known. Less so is the story of the tireless fight for liberation across a vast, diverse area. This book is about that struggle and the complicated freedom found at the end of it. As historian Vincent Brown has pointed out, “If scholars were to emphasize the efforts of the enslaved more than the condition of slavery, we might at least tell richer stories about how the endeavors of the weakest and most abject have at times reshaped the world.”13


History is often taught as a set of agreed facts or dates or things a person “ought” to know. However, what it really is, at its core, is a conversation. This book, I hope, will be a contribution to the current and ongoing dialogue about freedom that this particular chapter in the history of the Americas demands. Or to use the more precise words of the Trinidadian writer Earl Lovelace in his novel Salt: 


Four hundred years it take them to find out that you can’t keep people in captivity. Four hundred years! And didn’t happen just so. People had to revolt. People had to poison people. Port-of-Spain had to burn down. A hurricane had to hit the island. Haiti had to defeat Napoleon. People had to run away up the mountains. People had to fight. And then they agree, yes. We can’t hold people in captivity here.


But now they had another problem: it was not how to keep people in captivity. It was how to set people at liberty.14


 


* For the purposes of this project, “black” (as well as “white”) will be lowercase. While acknowledging that capitalization is part of an effort to reclaim and identify positively a larger Black culture, in this book I have had to wrestle with how the word “black” became synonymous with “slave.” This colonial era—and the development of scientific categorization during the Enlightenment—has left humanity with the reductive categories of black and white. Because this book is set in the time when these binaries were forged, I will keep the b lowercase, while completely accepting that in other contexts “Black” would be entirely preferable.
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Chapter 1

Overboard

The road to freedom is lined with bodies. Some of them lie in the darkest recesses of the sea, like the “hundred Men Slaves [who] jump’d over board” from the Prince of Orange during a balmy evening in March 1737, as the tropical sun inched toward the horizon. The crew tried to save them, but the men were “resolv’d to die, and sunk directly down,” with at least 33 succeeding.

The ship’s captain, Japhet Bird, had noticed a “great deal of Discontent” among his captives earlier that week, but believed, he wrote, “all our Troubles of this voyage was Over” as they neared the Caribbean island of Saint Kitts. However, the 360 people from Bonny (Nigeria) being forced across the Atlantic had their own ideas about Troubles. And so it was with “great Amazement” that Bird realized he had a mass suicide on his hands. 

The crew sprang into panicked action and, as Bird later recounted, “it was with great Difficulty we sav’d so many as we did.” This effort was spurred not by altruism but by profit. Some of those who were rescued, it was reported, “died since, but not [to] the Owners Loss” because they had been sold, presumably for a good price, “before any Discovery was made of the Injury the Salt Water had done to them.” Bird was now “disconcerted” in his “Design of proceeding to Virginia with part of them.”

Bird gave no acknowledgment of the dire conditions on the ship, or of the captives’ terror of being taken into the unknown. Instead, he placed the blame on “one of [the Africans’] Countrymen,” who had earlier come on board and, in a “joking manner,” told them “they were first to have their Eyes put out, and then to be eaten.”1 



The fear of being taken to a land of cannibals was a persistent one.2 Although Europeans are now better known for labeling other people “cannibals” when confronted with unknown cultures, at the time of the sailing of the Prince of Orange, many captives forced onto ships in West Africa believed they might well become the white man’s supper. While Europeans may not have literally eaten Africans, they consumed them in unimaginable ways, and by the year the Prince of Orange incident took place, 1737, they had been doing so for nearly two centuries.3 

*

The world that gave rise to the Prince of Orange and its captives was thousands of years in the making. Only humans enslave their own, and the practice has been rife around the world—from Africa to Asia, Europe to the Americas—for millennia, from the Sumerians of 4000 BCE onward. But a particular change to this practice took place in ancient Greece. Slaves, for the most part, had been either captives of war or subjects of community-based servitude, punished for transgressions such as debt. Eventually, however, humans began to be bought and sold. Some historians believe this practice began in the final centuries BCE on the rocky, windswept island of Chios, in eastern Greece, near Turkey. Such purchases turned a slave into a possession, or property, that could be sold, an andrapodon.4 The English word for this would be “chattel,” coming from the medieval Latin capitale, the root of the words “cattle” and “capital.”5

Unlike enslaved Africans centuries later, the people purchased at this time were often physically similar to the buyers—slavery had not yet been racialized in the way it would be between Africa and the Americas. However, slaves had other markers of difference, such as foreign accents.6 To be a slave at this time, a person had to first be a “barbarian,” that is to say, an outsider with no legal status. Such alienation was key, so the person could be put to work on the land or in a household, or be sent into battle, used in ritual sacrifice, exploited sexually, or exchanged commercially.7 Slavery, at its core, has always been about power.



However, within Greece, the social role of these alienated outsiders was crucial in the development of its democracy. Someone had to do the work while male citizens met to discuss political matters: The freedom of the demos was paid for by the labor of the enslaved. Indeed, the very machinery of democracy was oiled by them; in this period, slaves could also be owned by the state, working as clerks, police, and public laborers, and even overseeing treasury coinage.8 Perhaps then it should be no surprise that a philosopher like Aristotle (384–322 BCE) claimed slavery was part of the human condition, his views still quoted millennia later: “Some are free men and others slaves by nature.”9 The entire system of slavery needed such illusions of difference to function, but even Aristotle was forced to accept slaves’ humanity, saying, “There are some slaves who have the bodies of free men—as there are others who have a free man’s soul.”10 

As Roman power grew in scale across Europe and North Africa, it absorbed the Greeks and embraced slavery, weaving it deeply into its society through the republican period and the later empire.11 By the end of the first century BCE, around two million people were in a servile role on the Italian peninsula alone, out of a population of six million.12 However, because Roman law considered slaves both chattel and human, manumission was an attainable goal and, unlike in Greece, it came with the promise of citizenship.13 This also allowed Rome to expand its citizenry—by the end of the republican period, the majority of Romans plebs had some sort of slave ancestry.14 

As the Roman Empire began to disintegrate in the late 400s CE and kingdoms formed across Western Europe, slavery lingered or ­morphed into serfdom and a peasantry, often little different from what had preceded them. For instance, there is evidence of significant slavery from Anglo-Saxon (c. 600–1000) into Norman times in England, during which around 9 percent of its population were recorded as “slaves.”15 However, in 1102, the Council of Westminster ruled to end the slave trade, such as it was.16

Islam, beginning in 610, had also become a powerful force, and extended into parts of the faltering Roman Empire, including much of the Iberian Peninsula and North Africa, under the Umayyad Caliphate (c. 661–750). It too would become involved in slavery, with Muslim slave traders working across continents, moving people east and west, north and south, with Europeans and sub-Saharan Africans taken to Islamic lands.17 Part of this trade was fueled by African leaders in sub-Saharan kingdoms adopting Islam and then raiding their nonbelieving neighbors for captives. It was a system that presaged what was to come between Western Europe and Africa, though it had quite different attributes. The Quran accepted the existence of slavery, but it also acknowledged that slaves deserved to be treated well and, at some point, to be freed. Islam, therefore, recognized freedom, not slavery, as the natural state of humans.18 

By the fourteenth century, some scholars in Western Europe had begun to revisit the ancient past. These humanists examined in earnest the remnants of Greece and Rome—much of which had been preserved by Islamic scholars—with an eye to what lessons could be learned about governance and tyranny.19 Three Mediterranean city-states became key in bridging old ideas and new worlds: Venice, Genoa, and Florence. As these places grew and their trading networks expanded, so too did enslaved labor. Slave traders from these cities trafficked people from around the Black Sea.20 These Slavic people were known in Latin as sclavi. As the centuries wore on, so did this word. The Latin root is evident in all the tangled branches that emerged: the French esclave, the Portuguese escravo, the Spanish esclavo, even the Dutch slaaf, and of course the English “slave.” 

By the 1200s, around 10 to 15 percent of Genoa’s population of 20,000 were slaves, and some 10,000 men and women were sold in Florence between 1414 and 1423. However, with the rise of the Muslim Ottoman Empire and the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Slavic enslaved people were sent east, rather than west. Traders in Christian Europe would have to pivot in new directions.21 When they did start to look south, they took an ancient practice and cast it into new lands. 

This did not happen immediately—and it was certainly not an inevitability—­but rather took shape over the course of the fifteenth century, alongside territorial expansion. The starting point of this process was, perhaps, the successful colonization of the Canary Islands in the early 1400s. The existence of this archipelago, around 60 miles (100 kilometers) off the coast of modern Morocco and around 1,000 miles (1,600 kilometers) south of Spain, was known in ancient times. Pliny the Elder referred to them as “the Fortunate islands” in his Natural History of 77 CE. There is some evidence of other Europeans—­especially from the Balearic island of Majorca, a center of early cartography—trading in the Canaries before there were established settlements, often for a valuable dyestuff called orchil, or making slave raids on the native Guanche people.22 Europeans justified this because the Guanches, who are thought to be related to the Berber peoples of North Africa, were not familiar with Christianity, so raiders used the idea of “just war” to enslave them, a practice adopted from the long-running Christian battle against Muslim states for the Iberian Peninsula. Over the course of the 1400s, Castile (Spain) and its European agents colonized all the islands, with Guanche people resisting them for almost a century, until the conquest of Tenerife in 1496, the final island to succumb. By then, thousands of Guanches had been either killed, through battle or disease, or enslaved.23 

While Castile—then the dominant force in pre-consolidated Spain—focused on the Canary Islands, the Portuguese made inroads elsewhere. Around 1419, two Portuguese explorers, João Gonçalves Zarco and Tristão Vaz Teixeira, washed up after a storm on an islet they called Porto Santo, but they could see a much larger volcanic island in the distance. Although the pair were credited with this archipelago’s discovery, it was more a reintroduction. These islands, located around 600 miles (1,000 kilometers) southwest of Lisbon, had also appeared on fourteenth-century maps.24 

A volcano dominated the interior of the main island, with a peak of 6,100 feet (1,860 meters). Few parts of its craggy coastline could harbor a ship, but its valleys and hills were rich with woodlands. For this reason the island was named Madeira, which means “timber” in Portuguese.25 The men saw the natural abundance, but they did not see any other people. They soon would, as Europeans wasted no time in arriving to seek whatever fortune might be available. By 1425, hundreds of axes were felling the thick forests of cedars and yews needed to make the chairs, tables, and beds that would adorn homes in Lisbon. Another uninhabited island chain 600 miles (1,000 kilometers) to the northwest, later named the Azores, was also colonized. Its land would be used to supply Portugal with wheat and grapes—both important crops, but not necessarily profitable ones. The plant that would bring riches was sown in the fertile volcanic soils of Madeira: sugarcane.26



While a welcome discovery, Madeira, with its forests and its sugar-­growing potential, was not the prize some were seeking. That was gold, ideally the fabled rivers of it. This precious metal was believed to exist in Africa in the sort of abundance that only centuries of mythmaking could conjure. One of the more popular legends was that of Prester John, a Christian who travelled through Africa and possibly lived in Ethiopia and who, it was said, had access to this wealth.27 His gold could be used, according to the thinking of the time, to help Christian kingdoms fight more powerful Muslim rivals. Portugal’s Prince Henry, “the Navigator” (1394–1460), had long hoped for Prester John’s aid, as would King João II (r. 1481–1495).28 It was a seductive dream for a remote, relatively poor, and recently plague-ravaged corner of Western Europe in the early fifteenth century. 

This desire to penetrate Africa was no doubt stoked by the Prester John legend, but also by knowledge of the very real Mansa Musa, the emperor of Mali who had made a lavish and famed pilgrimage to Mecca in the early fourteenth century. Such was his renown that he was depicted on the 1375 Catalan Atlas, one of the most important maps of its day. Musa is positioned in the middle of North Africa, resplendent in a gold-leaf crown, holding a golden scepter in his left hand and a large nugget of gold in his right, luring European fortune seekers.29 Around this time, Mali was thought to be perhaps the richest place in the world.30 

The question was how to get there, and by the 1430s, the Portuguese were making inroads. They were aided somewhat by new technologies that had arrived in Europe by the late 1200s, such as the navigational compass, first developed in China during the Han Dynasty (c. 202 BCE–220 CE). Ship design was changing too. The round-­bottomed, square-sailed cogs that plied Mediterranean and Baltic waters were also used to explore the Atlantic, but they were joined in the 1400s by caravels, which were more streamlined and used lateen (triangular) sails, an innovation borrowed from Arab dhows. These helped Portuguese ships to more efficiently harness the trade winds and navigate variable currents.31 However, they could not carry as much cargo. Other ships with more space emerged in the fifteenth century, including the carrack and, by the 1600s, the galleon, both of which had a rounded hull like a cog, but combined square and lateen sails on their multiple masts. These vessels could sail the Atlantic routes, had more space for cargo, and required smaller crews. As important, these ships had capacity for cannons and other artillery, and eventually captives.32 They could go further, carry more, and inflict damage as necessary. 

In 1434, the Portuguese explorer Gil Eanes connected these dots, aided no doubt by his participation in an earlier slaving expedition to capture Guanches on the island of Gran Canaria.33 He managed to sail south of latitude 26º north—considered the “point of no return” by European mariners unfamiliar with the waters beyond it—and came back to tell the tale. He may have reached as far as Cape Bojador, on the coast of modern Western Sahara. Once safely back in Portugal, Eanes could relate details of the route. This hastened the understanding of the volta do mar, which involved sailing south toward the equator along the cool waters of the Canary current, but on the return heading northwest into the Atlantic, rather than hugging the coast, to harness the westerly winds that blow toward Portugal.34

Three more steps were to come: landing, meeting Africans, and attempting to trade. While the Portuguese had encountered North Africans—not least during their capture of Ceuta (Morocco) in 1415—what they would find in “Guinea,” as they described sub-Saharan lands, they perceived to be of a different order.35 In 1436, Afonso Gonçalves Baldaia led an expedition that landed around 200 miles (320 kilometers) south of Cape Bojador, with his European crew meeting Africans for the first time. According to the contemporary chronicler Gomes Eanes de Zurara, two young crew members were put ashore with horses they had brought with them and sent inland. They had managed to travel around 20 miles (seven leagues) when 

they found nineteen men all banded together without any other arms of offence or defence, but only assegais [spears]. And as soon as the youths saw them, they attacked them with great courage. But that unknown company, although so many in number, dared not meet them on the level, but rather for security retired to some rocks, whence they fought with the youths for a good space . . . And they kept on fighting until the sun began to give warning of night, on which account they went back to their ship.36



This hostile introduction proved no deterrent, and the Portuguese continued to explore the coastline. Europeans had arrived in sub-­Saharan Africa, and soon Africans would start arriving in Europe. The first significant arrival was in 1444, on the southern tip of Portugal, in the Algarve, where the Bensafrim River runs into the Atlantic Ocean in the city of Lagos. A group of captives were marched from the ships’ dank hulls into a late-summer dawn on August 8, and forced to await their fate.37 Leading them was Gil Eanes, the man who had both gone on slaving missions and reached the west coast of Africa. Now he and a group of merchants had become slave traders, with a license from Prince Henry. 

Six caravels had departed in June of 1444, heading straight to the Bay of Arguin and attacking the island communities along the shore, taking men, women, and children.38 Such was the anticipation of their return to Portugal, according to Zurara, that “in a short time the news of their good fortune was well known, and all were much rejoiced at it.”39 The fortunes of the human cargo were rather different. One member of the expedition was forced to admit to Prince Henry that some of the 235 captives were ill and it might be better that they “be placed in that field which lies outside the city gate.” There, on the edge of the city, the prince—who was on hand to witness events—took his royal fifth, as per his custom, of the human offering.40 

Zurara described the Africans as a “marvellous sight; for amongst them were some white enough . . . others were less white like mulattoes; others again were as black as Ethiops [Ethiopians].” Yet he could not ignore their distress: “Some kept their heads low and their faces bathed in tears . . . Others stood groaning very dolorously, looking up to the height of heaven.”41

The enslavers began to separate them, parents from children, husbands from wives, brothers from sisters. Their instincts immediately kicked in, as people resisted and struggled, with parents holding fast to their children. The entire partitioning became “very great toil” for the Portuguese, reported Zurara. After some struggle, Prince Henry was finally able to take away the finest “forty-six souls” that were his. 

Those enslaved Africans enter this grim record on that August morning, but scant detail remains of their fate, except Zurara’s claim that he later spotted the children and grandchildren of these captives in Lagos, “as good and true Christians as if they had directly descended . . . from those who were first baptised.”42

From this point, Lagos and then Lisbon would eventually receive thousands of Africans, though this occurred unevenly. The Portuguese were still looking for gold. Taking captives was one way to try to turn a profit on an expensive voyage. By 1445 the Portuguese had made enough contact with coastal Africans to plant a small feitoria, or trading post, in the sandy soil of Arguin, a small island off the coast of modern Mauritania, near where Eanes and the others made their raids. This point lies about 300 miles (500 kilometers) west of Wadan (Ouadane), an important stopping point for the overland caravans that transported goods from North Africa to the kingdoms of the western coast. From there the Portuguese began to insert themselves into sub-Saharan African trade networks. For the remainder of the century, as the feitoria became established, around 1,000 captives a year were forced through it on their way to Portugal.43 

News of Portuguese spread across Europe, reaching Rome. The papacy had followed these developments, interested in the prospect of salvation of souls, as well as the relationship of Christians with non-­believers. In January 1455, Pope Nicholas V issued a papal bull permitting the king of Portugal to 

acquire provinces, islands, ports and seas, whatever kingdoms, duchy, principality, lordships, possessions and movable or immovable goods and whatever they have seized or possessed by invasion, conquest, purging, cleansing and subjugation from Saracens, pagans and other enemies of Christ, and reduction of their persons to perpetual servitude.44 

While this text looks to modern eyes like permission to conquer and convert, some historians have argued that when understood in the context of its own times, it reflects deeper theological questions and concerns about the nature of sovereignty—of Europeans and Africans.45 The answers would change as the centuries wore on, as Catholicism grappled with the implications of European expansion and the rise of the slave trade. 



After the death of Nicholas V, the Inter caetera of Calixtus III in 1456 granted Portugal a monopoly over all African lands, as they were known at the time. These texts made such claims without, of course, any say from the Africans themselves, or even a clear sense of what sort of relationship between Portugal and “Guinea” would develop. At this point, Europeans had been mostly limited to exploring only small parts of the extensive coastline and had little idea about the societies they were encountering.46 

By the middle of the fifteenth century, Castile had the Canaries, while the Portuguese had Madeira and the Azores, as well as the link to sub-Saharan West Africa. An ongoing rivalry between these two kingdoms was rectified by the 1479 Treaty of Alcáçovas, under which Portugal accepted Castile’s sovereignty over the Canaries in exchange for recognition of its own monopoly trading claims to West Africa.47 

Europeans in Africa soon developed a reputation, as Venetian sailor Alvise Cadamosto (or da Ca’da Mosto) discovered on a voyage on behalf of the Portuguese crown in 1455, sailing along the Senegal and Gambia Rivers, searching for gold. He was hoping to enter the Gambia River, but before his vessel could go far, seventeen canoes surrounded it and 150 men, who “appeared well-built, exceedingly black, and all clothed in white cotton shirts,” began to shoot arrows at the Europeans. They retaliated with crossbows, and both sides eventually relented. Later, Cadamosto asked why they were met with such hostility when they were only looking to trade, and was told that “they firmly believed that we Christians ate human flesh, and that we only bought negroes to eat them: that for their part they did not want our friendship on any terms, but sought to slaughter us all, and to make a gift of our possessions to their lord.”48

So nearly 200 years later, when the captives on the Prince of Orange spoke of their fear of being eaten, they were drawing from a very long history.

*

From Eanes’s journey onward, Portuguese ships—later joined by those of other Europeans—over the course of the centuries ferried at least 12 million Africans to uncertain and terrifying futures, of whom 1.8 million died en route.49 These grim numbers come after nearly four centuries of the slave trade, but in the 1450s such a scale of enterprise was unimaginable, to European and African alike. The system did not appear overnight. However, resistance to European captivity started with the earliest transports. The runaway slaves, the rebellions, the burning fields of cane would all follow, but some people simply tried to free themselves as soon as they could—in Africa if possible, but at sea if necessary.

Resistance was built into the system as it evolved, even after the slave trade spread up and down the coast. Sometimes it involved Africans in canoes firing arrows at ships; it could also be more personal, with a captive calling on a relative or ruler to negotiate with traders, to keep him or her safely on land. Other times, it might be an unnamed helper, breaking into a hold and setting captives free.50 

The struggle against the transatlantic slave trade started on African soil, though it inevitably moved to the sea. For those trapped on a vessel gliding through two planes of infinity, the endless sky above and the uncertain depths of the ocean below, options were limited: The freedom of the relentless celestial blue was out of reach, but that of the murky indigo ocean was only a leap away. Some captives believed there was a return home, or an afterlife beyond that water, while only death lay at the other end of the voyage. The choice was ever present; the terror could be extinguished by a quick decision. A space might open in the blink of an eye: a tired crew member not paying attention, a captain otherwise occupied with the female captives. People could hurl themselves into that opportunity, diving overboard, headfirst into the arms of the beautiful Mami Wata, hoping to be taken to eternal life in her kingdom under the waves.51 

Others met death through illness or through violence inflicted by the crew, and some by their own action. In every one of these deaths is a story, but most of these stories disappeared with the person, to the dark and silent depths of the sea. Most could not be erased from the annals of history because they were never recorded in the first place. 

The surviving slivers are jagged, written records produced by the pens of officials, sailors, or enslavers, in their diaries and reports. Onboard rebellions might merit mention, though usually far more space was allotted to observations about the weather, the voyage, and the natural world, or to remarks about the Africans they traded with, rather than to the condition of the captives. Some revolts were recorded, some captives who leapt overboard were counted. Sometimes the loss was too costly to be directly reported, or the unrest on the ship may have involved an angry or unwilling crew, causing problems for the captain.52 There are entire worlds that will never be known. For all their painful similarities, no two voyages were identical, and no two enslaved people were alike.53 Millions of stories will never be known, but the patterns persist, like ripples left in the wake of a rudder. 

Those who remained watched as death came aboard in those overcrowded, filthy holds. Portuguese accounts in the seventeenth century describe Africans taken to Brazil as being depressed (or banzando) “which makes many of them die.”54 These sailors called their vessels tumbeiros, or coffin-bearers.55 Sharks eager for a good meal followed a ship’s stench, waiting for the dead or the desperate to be flung overboard.56 

Captains and crews began to understand and adapt, knowing these voyages would be difficult, especially as the numbers grew. One account, by a French sailor in the late 1600s, recalled how captives would “fall into a deep melancholy and despair, and . . . refuse all sustenance.” This forced him to take drastic measures, “to cause the teeth of those wretches to be broken, because they would not open their mouths, or be prevailed upon by any intreaties to feed themselves; and thus have forced some sustenance into their throat.”57

Other grim adaptations were made. Larger ships were used to ferry more bodies. Nets went up on decks to stop those who would seek refuge underneath the waves.58 Crew sizes were increased.59 The crossing of the Atlantic became more routine, more formalized, more organized, more industrial. Its culmination was expressed in the most infamous image of the slave trade: the chart of the ship Brooks, built in 1781. The illustration of its hull, with the bodies of men, women, and children crammed together as every profitable inch was taken up with unimaginable suffering, shocked the public at the time. It still does. The Brooks remains a powerful symbol of the unbelievable realities of the slave trade.60 It is, however, an image that tells only part of a much larger story. Not every slave ship started out like the Brooks, nor ended like it. 

From an estimated 36,000 voyages between 1514 and 1864, there were at least 3,500 onboard rebellions.61 Some of these would have organized on board among captives taken from different areas of Africa, who spoke a multitude of diverse languages and who had to find ways to communicate their plans.62 The number of individual acts of resistance, such as refusing to eat or jumping overboard, was also significant. Such rebellions did not stop the ships from arriving, nor did they overturn the larger slave trade that was evolving. They did, however, make very clear that this deadly commerce was going to be fought at every level, including on African shores and at sea.







Chapter 2

Landing

The initial captives from West Africa were taken to Portugal, and from there traded across the Iberian Peninsula, ending up in cities like Seville and Valencia through the latter decades of the fifteenth century. They would be forced aboard a ship from “Guinea”—as the Portuguese continued to call this area of Africa—stopping in Lisbon, which quickly became the hub of the slave trade, with a growing local black population. By 1486, the crown created the Casa dos Escravos de Lisboa (Lisbon Slave House) in the capital to process the captives, levy the appropriate taxes, and transport them onward. The Casa sat near the docks on the Tagus (Tejo) River, and by 1512 it was Portugal’s only port of entry for Africans.1

A painting from the 1570s, the Chafariz d’el Rey, by an anonymous artist, shows what black Lisbon, slave and free, might have looked like, in a tableau of the area around the king’s fountain, in the Alfama district, stretching downhill from the city’s castle to the river. It is a lively scene, as black people mingle in the crowds, some selling goods. There are some women—probably enslaved—carrying water jugs on their heads. Black servants of unclear status ride horses, while others navigate the river by boat.2 While it appears to depict Lisbon as a sixteenth-­century boomtown, some art historians have suggested that the Flemish artist who painted it might have been criticizing, satirizing, or exoticizing Lisbon and its African population.3 

The number of Africans in the capital was estimated at 10,000 by 1550, about 10 percent of the total population, among whom was a sizable number of free people of color.4 They worked in a range of professions, from artisans to court musicians and painters, though laws restricted where they could go and what they could do, designating the places where black women—free or enslaved—were allowed to sell goods. Black people were also forced to use separate water fountains in Lisbon, a practice that would cross the Atlantic.5 

Some of the Africans who remained in Lisbon ended up in the area known as the Mocambo Quarter, its name evoking the Kimbundu (Angolan) word for hideout.6 Today it is known as Santa Catarina, poised on one of Lisbon’s many hills, and it has a magnificent view of the city. Less than ten minutes’ stroll from that overlook is the Rua do Poço dos Negros (Street of the Blacks’ Pit), which looks like any other quiet Lisbon lane, with shops and busy cafes. Its name tells a different story, one of a time in the 1500s when the bodies of Africans who did not survive the voyage were tossed out with the rubbish, as they had been in Lagos. Such was the scale of this practice in Lisbon, in 1515 King Manuel I ordered that the poço serve as a burial ground because the people “brought from Guinea . . . are not buried as well as they should be.”7

The Spanish kingdoms were also familiar with Africans in this period, mostly from North Africa. The long-running war between Christendom and Muslim states on the Iberian Peninsula created an equally long acceptance of both North Africans and slavery, with the enslaved being the nonbelievers. Religion was not the only factor behind enslavement, however, and there were other reasons, including capture in a conflict, kidnap for ransom by corsairs, and sometimes punishment for crimes.8 However, some distinctions among enslaved people were made. A Moor (moro) was from a Muslim area, which could include North Africa, but an “Ethiopian,” or “Ethiop,” was considered a “black” Christian. To further complicate matters, white slaves (esclavos blancos), including Jewish people, were put in the same category as Moors, later including Guanches from the Canary Islands. Sub-Saharan Africans—many of them believed to be Wolof people from the Senegambia region of West Africa—became one more group in this mix.9 

A woman named Johana, described in the records as black, may well have been one such Senegambian who followed the tortuous route from West Africa, via Lisbon, to Valencia. This is where she was living in the 1490s, and where she attempted to end her enslavement, after her enslaver Bernat Sorrell complained that she “poorly repaid” his alleged generosity. He was looking to sell her.10 

In that period, Valencia was a part of the kingdom of Aragon and a bustling and productive Mediterranean port with influence that spread from the Balearic Sea to Naples and Sicily and beyond. It was situated northeast of the then-Muslim sultanate of Granada, and thus had a mudejar (free Muslim) population of about 30 to 40 percent. Slavery was not new to Valencia. Slavs and Muslims passed through its gates, later joined by North Africans and Guanches.11 By the mid-1400s, the average human cargo on a trade vessel to Valencia was between 80 and 130 people, many of them Wolof and brought in by Florentine merchants via Portugal.12 At least 3,000 sub-Saharan Africans were recorded as arriving in Valencia between 1479 and 1516, though revised estimates have pushed that number nearer to 5,000.13 By the end of the fifteenth century, West Africans comprised some 40 percent of the city’s slave population.14 

Once a captive of any provenance reached Valencia, crown officials needed proof through testimony that the person had been enslaved appropriately, for instance taken in a “just war,” before being sold. Selling a free person into slavery was considered a crime and concerns were raised that slave traders often lied about the source of their captives. However, Africans, and Canary Islanders, were often branded “infidels,” which also rendered them suitable for enslavement or onward sale.15 

By the 1490s, then, it would not have been a surprise to see a black woman like Johana working within Valencia’s sturdy city walls, which enclosed a cluttered maze of churches, monasteries, convents, hospitals, schools, and administrative buildings, many of which were adorned with the best gilt altars, elaborate carvings, and detailed craftsmanship that Mediterranean trade fortunes could buy. In the heart of Valencia is the elaborate silk market, the Lonja de la Seda, whose construction started in 1483. The late Gothic design, including dramatic twisted columns and rich interior ornamentation, signaled the city’s wealth, its trade having long moved past silk.16 The area of narrow streets and small plazas around the Lonja would have been where servants, slaves, and free people encountered each other in the business of daily life. 



In Valencia, an enslaved person had three possible routes to freedom (libertat). Some were freed by their enslaver, either through an oral statement in front of witnesses or in a will, though this freedom might come with strings attached, like paying a sum to the family or serving a few more years. Other enslaved people might receive a charter of freedom (carta de libertat), which was a document granting manumission usually after a slave paid for freedom.17 The third route was redemption. This involved negotiating a price with the enslaver and then raising money to pay it, or similarly paying a ransom to the kidnapping corsair, a practice found among the Muslim community in Valencia.18 

These bids for freedom could be confirmed or contested in the courts, and the question of Johana’s redemption was what led to the inclusion of her case in the archives. In 1495, members of a black confraternity wanted to “redeem” her, or buy her out of slavery. This was a growing practice among the black Catholic community in Spain, and the funds were procured through a network of religious confraternities (cofradías or hermandades in Spanish). Black brotherhoods in Valencia had extensive roles in maintaining the community, functioning like mutual aid societies, with members assisting each other in times of illness, paying for funerals, lending money, and—crucially—buying the freedom of enslaved people. In Valencia, a black brotherhood was established by 1472, and its members could be seen in the city begging alms to raise money for legal freedom cases.19 

At the point that the confraternity intervened, Johana had sabotaged Sorrell’s efforts to sell her so effectively, he complained, according to his testimony, that “wherever they went, the slave represented herself so poorly that no one wanted to buy her.”20 Sorrell became so frustrated that he placed her in prison and began to organize her passage to the island of Ibiza, where she could be somebody else’s problem. However, before that could take place, members of a black confraternity contacted Sorrell’s broker, who was in charge of finding a buyer. Johana, too, had contacted the broker and told him “not to look for a buyer or a new owner for her because she could not and would not serve anyone.”21 

She told the broker that she would “seek out and secure the assistance of some black friends and relatives of hers in the city who would redeem her.”22 Those friends were confraternity members, including Anthoni Johan, an enslaved black man, one of two who were involved in her case. Anthoni wanted to free her because, according to the testimony, he was either her lover or her husband, and Johana had apparently given birth to their daughter.23 Anthoni had the support of the confraternity, but they were short by 26 lliures of the sum needed to secure her freedom from a reluctant Sorrell. Anthoni was compelled to turn to his own enslaver—whose name he had been forced to take—and ask for the difference. He agreed, and so between the enslaver and the confraternity, Johana was redeemed from her captivity. But there was an unexpected price yet to be paid. 

Five years later, the enslaver Johan decided to reclaim Johana, saying that he had not donated toward her ransom but had purchased her. Johana, in the meantime, had been running her own home and “work[ing] for her own benefit . . . [and] doing all those things that persons freed from servitude are accustomed to perform.” During her five years of freedom, slavery had been hovering in the shadows, waiting to claim Johana once again. And once again, she had to fight. She filed for and was granted a demande de libertat.24 From there Johana fades from the record, hopefully having faced no more challenges to her hard-won freedom. Other Johanas were not as fortunate. Only about two of these demandes de libertat were applied for each year between 1425 and 1520, with around 40 percent being successful.25 Freedom for a former slave was always a place of negotiation, and never one of safety. 

*

By the time of Johana’s bid for freedom, the circuit connecting Iberia, West Africa, and the Atlantic island colonies had been vastly enlarged by Christopher Columbus’s dramatic encounter in 1492 with the Americas, an entire hemisphere virtually unknown to Europeans. 

Indeed, Columbus was, in a way, almost a perfect composite of this moment in Europe. He was allegedly Genoese by birth and married to Portuguese nobility. He was familiar with West Africa after travelling there, and had visited Madeira, Porto Santo, and even the Greek island of Chios, then under Genoese control, in 1475.26 He expressed a fervent Catholicism, to the pleasure of the crowns of Castile and Aragon, though he may have been an even more devout believer in the myths of Marco Polo and the tales of Eastern riches that wound their way through European society in the fifteenth century.27

When he set out on his famed voyages, Columbus packed goods such as beads to trade, as he would have done for his trip to Guinea.28 As he explored the islands of what Europeans would call the New World, he had to rethink his trade plan. His initial landing on Guanahaní, which Columbus later named San Salvador, in the Bahamas, was not what he had envisioned. It was not Cipango (Japan), the intended destination of his 1492 voyage, though he never admitted this. But neither was it Africa. If anything, perhaps, it was more like Madeira, or Spanish Canaria. The latter had provided a labor force of enslavable non-Christians, and Columbus felt this could be the case in these new islands. Given that he had not reached lands of spices and silks, captives were one way he could make money from this enterprise. The inhabitants of these unfamiliar places, at least as Columbus presented them, seemed ideal candidates for conversion (their own desires, of course, being somewhat different) or enslavement.29 

Reports of these lands prompted more papal involvement on behalf of Castile and Portugal, resulting in the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, which confirmed Portuguese claims to West Africa, splitting the world into two spheres of influence along a line 370 leagues (around 1,185 nautical miles) to the west of the Cape Verde Islands. All the known lands west of the line were for the crowns of Castile and Aragon, while Portugal got everything east of that line, which included the entire west coast of Africa and the eastern part of what would be called Brazil. 

Around the same time, the sugarcane planted in Madeira had yielded significant profits. The island had the ideal terrain and climate for the plant. However, the undulating topography meant that the crop could only be grown in small plots. That proved an inconvenience, though ultimately no barrier to the development of the sugar estates, known as engenhos, on the island. They could grow and process cane on the island before sending it for further refining in places like Flanders and England. As consumption of sugar increased, the Genoese financiers, who had been investing in sugar production in other parts of the Mediterranean, redirected their capital to Madeira, and by 1500 the island was the leading sugar producer for Europe. 

Money could buy the equipment for an engenho, but a combination of enslaved people and some free workers did the hard labor. From the earliest forest clearance, enslaved Guanches from the neighboring Canary Islands and some European slavs had been tasked with the transformation of Madeira.30 West Africans joined them. The silence of forests was replaced by the grassy rustle of sugarcane, which quickly spread to the Canary Islands as well. Columbus may have been aware of this, and perhaps that is why he was said to have taken some cane stalks to plant with him on his second voyage in 1493. 

If Valencia connected the Mediterranean to the new Afro-Atlantic world, then the city of Seville, on the Guadalquivir River, which runs into the Atlantic in southwestern Spain, linked the newly encountered lands of the Americas with Africa, the Atlantic islands, and Europe. In the wake of Columbus’s four voyages, the Casa de Contratación was established in 1503 in Seville as an agency of the crown, overseeing and regulating trade, and taking the royal fifth (20 percent) of all imported goods. As the sixteenth century progressed, dockworkers unloaded increasing quantities of gold and silver from Spanish colonies in the Americas near the aptly named Torre de Oro, the golden tower. Other valuable and unfamiliar objects—spices, feathers, foods—from across the Americas were unloaded as well. A babel of languages could be heard in the streets, coming up from the riverside. 

The Casa de Contratación was a brief walk from the river, near the grand Baroque cathedral built on the site of an earlier mosque. The Muslim past was not completely erased, as the scalloped arches and arabesque motifs of the mosque’s stunning minaret attest, surviving today as the La Giralda bell tower. A few minutes’ walk north is the commercial plaza of San Francisco, where the market for humans was in direct sight, near the port, the local political establishment, and even the church. Indeed, enslaved people could be purchased on the very steps of the cathedral.31 African slavery had become part of Spain, accepted by crown and Church alike. By the mid-1500s, more than 6,000 enslaved people, including West Africans, were in Seville, comprising about 13.5 percent of the city’s population.32 



Seville’s black community included both slave and free people, with many called ladinos, or Latinized—culturally assimilated and Spanish-speaking.33 Those who were not so acclimatized were said to speak media lengua (half language), guineo (“Guinea,” i.e., local African dialects), or habla de negro (“black speech”).34 Marriages took place along “color” lines, dark- or light-skinned tending to marry within the same group, even if they had different places of origin. Enslaved people tended to marry each other, and few official marriages occurred between slave and free. The Catholic Church permitted and even encouraged black people to wed, though many enslavers or employers of free servants preferred unmarried workers, in part because free married women would often leave their role to tend to their own domestic arrangements.35 

A wall surrounded Seville, and much of black life took place beyond it. African and Afro-Hispanic people were allowed to meet in certain spaces, such as the plaza near the church of Santa Maria la Blanca, where they could dance and drum on Sundays and during religious festivals.36 As was the case in Lisbon and Valencia, black people set up brotherhoods in Seville. The first known black confraternity in Spain is believed to have been established in Seville at some point in the late fourteenth century, dedicated to Our Lady of the Kings, with its celebration organized around Epiphany, on January 6. Although it predates the development of the European slave trade to Africa, records indicate that West Africans were in the city then, most likely linked to its earlier period under Muslim rule.37 

Castile’s legal system drew from Roman law, under which slavery was seen as a temporary condition and freedom as a human’s natural state. This view was expressed in the Siete Partidas of King Alfonso X, which was compiled around 1265. These laws were influenced by the Roman code promulgated under the emperor Justinian, the Corpus Juris Civilis. The Iberian version formed the basis of slave law in Spain and in American lands that it claimed.38 In the section on manumission the Siete Partidas declared that “all creatures of the world naturally love and desire liberty” and provided pathways out of enslavement.39 As had been the case in Valencia, this often involved obtaining documents of emancipation (cartas de ahorrías) or being freed in an enslaver’s will.40 Under coartación—a word with its root in the verb cortarse, to cut something into pieces—a person could buy herself out of enslavement a piece at a time.41 However, until the debt to the enslaver was paid, the coartado faced the risk of being sold or transferred elsewhere. 

The fifteenth century had witnessed the expansion of African slavery in Iberia. Now, this slavery would spread across the Atlantic and into the worlds Christopher Columbus had entered. The ships that ran between Lisbon and Senegambia would soon be redirected, taking Africans across the ocean to the Americas. 







Chapter 3

Flight

It wasn’t what Nicolás de Ovando had expected. The black slaves that were sent to the Caribbean island of Hispaniola—Spain’s first colony in the Americas—should have been working but instead they were running away, aided by the local indigenous people. As governor, Ovando faced a serious enough problem with runaways that he complained to the crown in 1503 and requested a ban on the further import of such troublemakers. Fernando V noted Ovando’s concerns about the enslaved Africans “that you say should not be sent there because [those] that were there had escaped,” and agreed to prohibit further shipments.1 

At this point, Spain was about a decade into its efforts to assert control over Hispaniola, Columbus having established the settlement of La Navidad there in 1492. That colony failed, but he tried again, having success with La Isabela in 1494, on the north coast. Columbus and his men brought their Old World beliefs and practices with them, fully expecting to find gold and other riches. In addition—or if other wealth failed to materialize—they could also enslave and sell the locals. They had done it in Guinea and the Canaries, and expected to do it in Hispaniola as well. 

The Spanish called the indigenous people of Hispaniola Taíno, a mangling of the adjective nitaíno, meaning “noble” or “good” in their Arawak-based language.2 But such “goodness” alone would not save them—they were not Christians, and were thus enslavable. So too were the “Caribs,” the name the Spanish gave to the indigenous people on some of the neighboring islands who had managed to fend off their initial incursions. They were described as being actively hostile, and thus any fight against them was a “just war” and slaves taken would be legitimate. The vanquished were forced to grow food for their captors, work in gold mines, and dive for pearls; some were shipped off the island. At least 1,530 were taken to Spain while Columbus was still in charge of the colony, before he was forced to leave in chains in 1500 for his mismanagement.3 Raids also continued on the nearby Bahamas islands, with numerous slaving expeditions putting some 40,000 to 50,000 Lucayan people in captivity by 1512.4 According to one historian, there are records confirming that at least 70,000 indigenous people were enslaved between 1493 and 1542; however, because many others were not officially recorded and documents have been lost, some estimates range far higher, at between 250,000 and 500,000.5

The earliest years of this Spanish attack on the Caribbean resulted in many conflicts, and some powerful local chiefs, or caciques, resisted the Spanish in Hispaniola. At the time of Columbus’s arrival, five main cacicazgos (kin-based communities) were believed to be on the island.6 The Spanish crown granted settlers an encomienda, which was permission to extract tribute from people who lived on an area of land. In the case of Hispaniola, settlers had to make deals with the caciques, which might involve a chief paying tribute through labor of some sort, such as his people growing crops or mining gold. In exchange, their subjects received instruction in Christianity and protection from their enemies. Such an arrangement was not without precedent—it too was an Old World hangover. It was the basis of how land was reclaimed and people were treated during the Christian Reconquista of Iberia from Muslim rule. Although this system was supposed to protect those under it, in Hispaniola reports of abuses and exploitation soon filtered back to Spain, as did complaints of incompetency and corruption. 

Alongside the rise of the encomienda were attempts to convert Hispaniola’s people. The religious orders that were doing this work argued that once the Taínos had been baptized, they would become good Christians—which then raised the question of whether they could be slaves. In 1500, Queen Isabella declared indigenous enslavement illegal and freed all people she believed to be her subjects. However, news and policy moved slowly; letters could take months to arrive, if they did not blow away in a hurricane or during a shipwreck. It is therefore difficult to calculate who knew what when, or who was complying with what. The long intervals between correspondence, coupled with the lack of oversight, meant that legislation aimed at fixing a problem could instead appear contradictory or confusing. Sometimes it codified things that had already been taking place. In any case, in 1503, the policy shifted. Queen Isabella permitted the capture of “Carib” Indians, including people living on the coast of Colombia and Panama, who she was told were cannibals, and who resisted conversion.7

In addition to these changes, the dramatic introduction of European disease caused tens of thousands of deaths—and a shortage of labor. It is not entirely clear when enslaved people started arriving in Hispaniola directly from Africa; in theory they were supposed to come via Spain. Initially, people of African origin, free and enslaved, were on the early voyages from Spain to the Caribbean, but most would have been ladino slaves, who might have been born in Spain or had at least lived there and spoken Spanish. The first to come directly from Africa may have arrived as early as 1502.8 Africans taken from that continent were called bozal, another term that was added to the developing lexicon of slavery. In any case, Ovando’s request in 1503 shows not only that Africans were on the island, but that some were actively fighting their enslavement. Despite Ovando’s plea, Fernando V approved 100 people going directly from Africa to work in his mines on Hispaniola in 1505 and added 50 more five years later.9 

While the enslaved black population gradually expanded on the island, the overall concern of the religious orders was focused on the treatment of the Taínos. The encomenderos—men who had been granted an encomienda—were abusive, and the deaths could not be stopped. In 1512, the crown responded with the Laws of Burgos, which reiterated that indigenous people should not be enslaved, and called for their working and living conditions to be improved. To further address the issue, Dominican priests proposed that African slaves be brought to the island to work on the nascent sugar plantations, known as ingenios. The crop had grown well in the Canaries and Madeira, and now some colonists were eager to see if it would flourish under Hispaniola’s tropical sun. 

Bartolomé de las Casas, a Dominican friar known as the “protector of the Indians,” agreed with this plan and recommended it to the Spanish crown as a way to liberate Taínos from the encomienda, later writing that if he “could get a license from the King to bring a dozen Negro slaves from Castile, this would allow them to free the Indians.”10 The four Hieronymite friars appointed to govern the island from 1516 to 1519 also supported the idea. 

Las Casas went to Spain in 1517 to make his case, both to stop the abuse of the indigenous people and to solve the labor problem. King Carlos I, who had become king of Spain in 1516, agreed and permitted the taking of 4,000 enslaved people across the Atlantic.11 By that point, Spain needed workers beyond Hispaniola, having planted settlements in Puerto Rico (1508), Jamaica (1509), and Cuba (1511), all places where the native peoples resisted enslavement and, like their neighbors, were struggling in the face of European diseases as well. 

Back in the urban centers of Spain, enslaved black people were a visible minority in a densely populated area. Official eyes were everywhere, and it was difficult to flee their captors or revolt. However, across these three islands there were no narrow Seville-style streets, but rather mountain ranges, coastal plains, lush hills, secret caves, and coastlines with hidden coves. While survival was never guaranteed, there was potential help from the Taínos and the possibility of an escape from slavery for anyone willing to take a risk on the uncertain future such flight would hold. 

The slavery practiced in Europe had now crossed the Atlantic with the Spanish. Like the fields of sugarcane that were being planted, the practice of human bondage would take root in the Americas and grow to an unfathomable scale. 

*

The Spanish were not alone in their exploits. The Genoese, Venetians, Flemish, and others were part of the growing Atlantic project, as were the Portuguese. Portugal had been granted all points east of the Tordesillas boundary and were successfully sailing into uncharted waters. Portugal’s crown had seen notable success when Bartolomeu Dias reached the Cape of Good Hope in 1488, and Vasco da Gama went beyond it in 1497, tracing a sea route to India. Another explorer, Pedro Álvares Cabral, sailed south out of the Tagus River into the Atlantic in March 1500, heading, he thought, toward Asia. In late April his crew spotted land, having drifted further west than they had thought. Realizing it wasn’t yet India, Álvares Cabral anchored and went ashore around modern Porto Seguro (in today’s Bahia state in Brazil), calling it the Land of the True Cross (Terra de Vera Cruz) and claiming it for Portugal.12 The Tupí-speaking people who lived along the coast were intrigued by these strange arrivals, with some reportedly joining in an Easter Sunday mass, the Portuguese having made an altar out of wood just for the occasion.13 However pleasant the True Cross was, it was not the rich cities of India, so Álvares Cabral decided to continue his journey, this “Portuguese” land filed away to be further exploited another time. But it was clear something worth exploiting was there: The wooden altar was the clue.

This Land of the True Cross became a logging area, the forests rich with dyewood. The export of this commodity reached such a level within a decade or so that Europeans began to call this land Brasil, after the pau brasil (Caesalpinia echinata) they were cutting down and sending across the Atlantic—a commodity-centric name like the one that had been bestowed on Madeira. A small colony was planted, with an initial settlement called São Vicente (now south of modern São Paulo). The population started small and wasn’t uniformly Portuguese. The crown granted private citizens permission to colonize and explore for Portugal in exchange for hereditary land rights, a system that could make use of eager French, Dutch, Genoese, and other Europeans.14

Few Europeans at this point ventured inland to discover who else was there. Initial efforts to enslave the coastal Tupís yielded poor results—most fled into the vast protection of the Amazon. European men tried other routes to secure a supply of labor, for instance marrying the daughters of indigenous leaders, hoping to create alliances.15 They also traded with the Tupí, as they had done with others across the ocean in West Africa: metal tools, cloth, and guns for the wood. Demand grew, as did the need for a larger workforce. Relations with the Tupí soured, and Africans were brought over, entering the record, unevenly, by the 1520s, though at this point the scale was small.16 Brazil, despite its wood, was not the focus of imperial or commercial attention just yet. Other developments in the Atlantic held the interest of slave traders far more than coastal Brazil.

*

Today it is called Cidade Velha, the Old City, but in 1462 it was known as Ribeira Grande (Great River). Now a sleepy village on the southern coast of the island of Santiago, it was once the earliest permanent European settlement on this arid volcanic archipelago of ten Atlantic islands that the Portuguese called Cabo Verde (Green Cape, today’s Cape Verde). Small stone cottages are sprinkled throughout the quiet town. Nearby, grand ruins crumble into the earth, a former cathedral slowly decomposing. Some structures have survived, however. One church, Nossa Senhora do Rosário, has its roots in the final decade of the fifteenth century. It remains intact and open, a simple building, the tropical sun casting palm frond–shaped shadows on its plain white walls from the trees that surround it. 

Overlooking the entire settlement is the fort São Felipe, perched on a hill behind the town. It offers a panoramic view of the dark sands of the empty bay. The fort’s cannons remain pointing to the sea, as if they are ready to fire at a moment’s notice on unwelcome vessels. From this vista, it’s possible to look down toward the main square and just about see the pelourinho, the public whipping post. This might have been the first pelourinho outside of Portugal. It would not be the last. The pillar marked the general site of the slave market, where captives from Upper Guinea were sent before being dispatched to their fate in the Americas. An unknown few, however, slipped away, running into the interior of the island, searching for a different ending—the first runaways at the fault line of the Old and New Worlds.17 

The Cape Verde islands sit around 1,000 miles (1,600 kilometers) south of the Canary Islands. The West African coast, crucially, lies about 350 miles (570 kilometers) away. At the time of the Portuguese arrival, the islands were thought to be unoccupied. That may have been because growing food was difficult. Settlers soon discovered that Iberian staples of wheat and grapes failed to thrive, and it was evident that colonization and profit on these islands would not follow the model of Madeira and the Azores.18 By 1466 the few settlers there received royal permission to trade along the Upper Guinea coast; some tax exemptions were granted to help the struggling economy, with the stipulation that they could only sell goods produced in Cape Verde.19 The crop that did flourish in Santiago was a type of cotton soon used to make a distinctive striped cloth. It became highly prized in West Africa. Such was the demand that cotton production spread to the neighboring island of Fogo, spurring its colonization.20 Enslaved Africans were procured to do the growing, harvesting, processing, and weaving.

Success with cotton aside, it became clear that the islands’ most lucrative trade would be in humans, thanks to their location. By the 1510s, enslavers from Spain were buying humans in Santiago from the Portuguese to take onward to Hispaniola. Indeed, the Hieronymite friars running Hispaniola specifically mentioned the islands, saying they wanted licenses “to fetch them from the Cape Verde Islands, or Guinea.”21 

As capital flowed in, other enterprises grew, such as breeding horses, grazing livestock, reprovisioning passing ships, and panning salt found in the neighboring islands, which were named Maio, Boavista, and, perhaps inevitably, Sal. But the sale of humans brought from Senegambia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea-Bissau dominated, and they were traded for cotton cloth. Thus, the island population of Santiago grew, and a new society began to take root.22 It was large enough that by 1495 a black confraternity, Nossa Senhora do Rosário, was established at the church of the same name, in Ribeira Grande. 

Further south, in the Gulf of Guinea, the Portuguese came upon another supposedly unpopulated island, which they called São Tomé. It was lush and rainy, where Santiago had been sandy and dry, being some 1,100 miles (1,800 kilometers) further south, almost on the equator. Near São Tomé were three other islands: Principe, Annobón, and Fernando Pó (Bioko), the latter having a small indigenous population. They all would receive attention from Portugal. The first settlement had been placed on São Tomé in 1486, but populating it proved to be a challenge. 

Within a few years, King João II dispatched a few hundred Jewish children to the island. Their parents had been driven out of Spain in 1492 and sought refuge in Portugal. Rather than finding safety, the parents experienced the horror of watching the authorities take their children, forcibly baptize them, and ship them off to the fledgling colony, where a near-certain death from tropical disease or starvation awaited them.23

The Portuguese crown next devised a plan to give any settler who would go to São Tomé a female slave with whom he was encouraged to have children to populate the colony. Settlers would also be given enslaved workers to help them get established. Despite such inducements, few takers emerged, and the white European population remained small.24 The resulting Afro-European mestiço population grew, as did the number of enslaved Africans being brought to the island. Indeed, by 1520, the crown permitted mestiços to hold public office as long as they were married and owned property.25 By 1526, another black confraternity, also called Nossa Senhora do Rosário, was established there.26 

Unlike the other islands, São Tomé, especially the north and northeast of the island, had good conditions for growing sugarcane. The system that had been worked out in Madeira was implemented here: Enslaved people were brought over, trees were cleared, cane planted, sugar engenhos built, and the harvest collected. From two plantations on the island in 1517, the number reached 60 by the middle of the century, with many large estates each enslaving between 150 and 300 people.27 With so many slaves required for the sugar plantations, and given São Tomé’s proximity to the coast, the island also became an entrepôt for captives taken to Brazil.28 However, the island’s population remained small, and the authorities could only do so much to stop the steady stream of people running into the mountainous hinterland or dense rainforest, far from the gaze or guns of officials. Already by 1535, complaints arose that “every day the bush is filled with runaway slaves and we are all terrified.”29 

*

In October 1526, the king (or manikongo) of Kongo, Afonso I (also Nzinga Mbemba, r. 1509–1542/43), was frustrated by the state of his kingdom and the pressures the Portuguese were putting on it. He wrote a letter to Portugal’s King João III (r. 1521–1557) expressing his displeasure on a number of matters, but especially trade, telling him, 

Many of our people, for the avid desire which they have for the merchandise and objects of [your] Kingdoms which your people bring here, and so as to satisfy their rampant appetites, steal many of our free and protected people. And it has happened many times that they have stolen nobles and sons of nobles, and our own relatives, and have taken them to sell to the white men who are in our Kingdoms.30 

Such dealings within his kingdom and among his subjects were a worrying turn for Afonso.31 He was the second Christian king of Kongo, after his father, Nzinga a Nkuwu, who converted in 1491 and changed his name to João I, a nod to the reigning Portuguese monarch João II.32 Using these Christian ties, people from Kongo were sent to Portugal to be educated or placed on diplomatic missions, and the two kingdoms built a relationship. By the time of Afonso’s reign, Kongo had joined Ethiopia as another Catholic kingdom in Africa. In addition to the spiritual dimension, Christianity offered a political one, giving Kongo important connections to Catholic Europe, all the way to the papacy. It was a significant transformation, as was the arrival of Europeans and the developments in trade. 

Indeed, from the small feitoria near Arguin, the Portuguese established a trading network along the coast, stretching from Senegambia to the kingdom of Kongo. A practice that Europeans called “slavery”—­but that was very different from the form that was developing in the Americas—was widespread along the Atlantic coast of Africa. Generally speaking, there were multiple routes to enslavement in this part of the continent: Some people were captured after a conflict or kidnapped during a raid. Others were forced into slavery as a judicial punishment, while a number were pawned or sold by their families, in some cases to pay a debt. A range of experiences and potential outcomes existed, many of which were akin to servitude and most of which were misunderstood by Europeans.33 

The men who arrived on ships from Europe in this era were initially limited in their ability to speak the local languages and had little knowledge about these unfamiliar societies. What they recorded in their journals and travel accounts must be read in this context. What they saw as “slavery” could actually have been other forms of servility or kin-based dependency.34 Many slaves worked land in conditions little different from those of a free peasantry. Others had high-status roles, such as administrators and advisors.35 Slaves were also considered to be loyal, especially as soldiers.36 Opportunities for freedom existed in African slavery, such as manumission, and also self-ransom bought with money earned through paid work; female slaves could gain their freedom by marrying a free man. In some societies, bearing the master’s child could also come with freedom.37 

Commerce between Europeans and Africans was not straightforward. Europeans were always on the back foot; vastly outnumbered, they struggled with the tropical climate, often succumbing to unfamiliar diseases. There were also more logistical difficulties. For instance, European vessels could not navigate African rivers well and so could not make their way to places like the gold mines near the Volta River.38 This helped Africans defend their coast, which meant the Europeans were also unable to go about raiding and trading with no restrictions. Their survival depended on relationships with African leaders and intermediaries, but those alliances were not always stable. Resistance sprang up along the coast—Portuguese sailors were run off or attacked, and fragile peace deals needed to be brokered on a regular basis.39 Commercial interaction was regulated by local officials, who imposed duties and taxes, limits on what could be trafficked, and other trade rules.40 The Portuguese quickly realized they were encountering diverse groups of people, who had different needs and interests, and with whom they entered into multiple rounds of negotiations as they learned about the complex cultural and economic ecosystem in West Africa.41

But the stakes—and profits—were high. The Portuguese traders came laden with copper manillas (rings or bracelets), cowrie shells, cloth, iron, beads, and weapons.42 They were not always exchanged for humans, as the Portuguese sought other goods, not least their long-desired gold. Such was the initial volume of trade that they established a fort on the West African coast, which they named São Jorge da Mina (Saint George of the Mine, today’s Elmina, Ghana), reflecting its location near a known mining area. It was finished in 1482, though not without a fight. The Akan king Kwamena Ansa explained to the Portuguese that they were putting the structure on a holy site, and they ended up going to battle to settle the matter, with Ansa ultimately relenting. From there, the Portuguese dispatched ever-larger quantities of gold to Portugal, while the Lower Guinea coast became known for its promise of riches, earning the name among Europeans of the Gold Coast, or Costa da Mina.43 

Kongo’s King Afonso understood the difficulties of dealing with the Portuguese, and the high social cost of trading with them. The traders were no longer referring to Africans as humans, but as peça (piece) or cabeça (head, like cattle), words that would also appear in his own letters.44 It was a system, and his kingdom was now a vital cog in the transatlantic machine. He also realized that the kidnapping of nobility from other kingdoms was rupturing political alliances. His subjects and others were forced to raid deeper into the interior to find people to sell. Afonso knew the captives had a monetary value that would keep the Portuguese satisfied.45

Afonso’s 1526 letter to João III was not his first complaint. He had written earlier to King Manuel (r. 1495–1521) to protest the bills that he was receiving from the Portuguese for many goods and services, including his children’s education in Portugal, as well as guns, soldiers, and the transport of friars to Kongo so they could build churches and schools.46 Not everything Afonso had received had been a gift, and payment was now due. As Manuel instructed, “The ships [sent to Kongo] should return full of slaves and other merchandises.”47 

While the Portuguese crown was eager to have a monopoly on this trade, both Manuel and João III expressed some reservations about what was taking place in West Africa and on the water. Manuel wrote to the pope to discuss the fact that many Africans died at sea without being baptized. He wanted to make sure they received this sacrament within six months of landing.48 Similarly, João III wanted parts of the slave trade stopped because he was worried that at El Mina, captives traded to the Mandinka—people in parts of Mali, the Gambia, Senegal, and Guinea—might be converted to Islam.49 But no one was yet calling for the whole enterprise to stop. Afonso, like other African leaders along the west coast, was left to find a way to protect his people and appease the growing appetites of the Portuguese. 







Chapter 4

Alliances

In 1519 a cacique the Spanish called Enrique—sometimes known by the diminutive Enriquillo—decided it was time to return to his ancestral lands. He quit the Spanish encomienda of San Juan de la Maguana and took his wife and some followers to the Bahoruco Mountains, in the south of Hispaniola.1 It is not entirely clear what drove him there, but some sort of upset ruptured his relationship with the Spanish.2 His small party soon grew, as Africans and other indigenous people joined them, the numbers swelling to between 100 and 300.3 The Spanish went to capture him, the first battle in a conflict that would last for nearly a decade. 

A few years later, on Christmas Day 1521, some 20 enslaved Africans rebelled on the sugar plantation of Diego Columbus, the son of Christopher Columbus, who was also the governor of Hispaniola at the time. This “rebellion of the Blacks” was included in the 1547 Historia General y Natural de las Indias, by the chronicler Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, who observed, “It would be senseless that such a notorious thing was not written down.”4

He recorded that the rebels were of “the Wolof language”—that is, Senegambian. When they left the estate, they “went to join at a certain place with as many others that were allied with them.”5 They moved west from the outskirts of Santo Domingo, not far from the banks of the Nigua River, raiding a cattle ranch before heading toward another sugar plantation as others joined them, eventually numbering around 100. The Spanish troops caught up with them around the mouth of the Nizao River. 



As Oviedo related it, “In this first encounter fell some of the slaves but this did not prevent them from regrouping right away, throwing lots of stones, rods and darts, and with another greater yelling they met the second encounter with the Christian riders.” 

As the Spanish prepared to take a third pass at them, the Africans “turned their backs, fleeing through some rocks and crags that there were near where this defeating took place.”6 To Oviedo this was a “victory won,” but given that some of the Africans managed to escape to the Bahoruco Mountains, where Enrique lived, it seems a premature verdict.7 

Historians consider this the first African slave revolt in the Americas, and it bore the hallmarks of rebellions to come, taking place during a holiday when officials were distracted and slaves may have had time off, and occurring on a sugar plantation that had brutal conditions. 

In the two decades after Governor Ovando’s initial plea to stop sending black slaves, the number of Africans brought to Hispaniola rose, as did the problems, especially that of runaways. In the early period of colonization, the term negro alzado (insurgent black) appeared with some frequency, though it later gave way to cimarrón, which comes from a word meaning a wild or untamed animal, like a horse galloping into a forest, never to be seen again.8 It initially applied to both Africans and indigenous people, though later it came to mean a runaway slave. Other languages developed terminology for these freedom-seekers, borrowing from the Spanish: marron in French and “maroon” in English, though the Dutch used bosneger, which roughly translates to “forest black.” 

Variants of this running away, or marronage, later developed. Grand marronage was a complete fleeing, with no return; petit marronage, on the other hand, involved an enslaved person departing for short periods and then coming back. Sometimes he or she might do so to highlight poor treatment and demand improved conditions, or see a friend or family member on a different plantation—though of course leaving brought with it the risk of punishment.9 Petit marronage offered some fluidity, but each case was distinct.10 

The ongoing issue of runaways, coupled with the Christmas rebellion of 1521, provoked a series of official reactions. Oviedo reported that the slaves who were caught were “punished as it was adequate to their daring and madness,” but that was only the first step.11 The Hispaniola cabildo (town council) quickly produced a slave code in 1522, the Ordenanzas de los negros (Ordinances on the blacks), in response to these events, with punishment aimed at the “Blacks of La Española island.” Columbus says in his introduction to the Ordenanzas, “The Blacks and slaves that there are in this said island, without any fear and with devilish thoughts, have had the temerity and daring of committing many crimes and excesses . . . this last passed holiday of the Nativity of Our Redeemer, a certain number of them in quantity agreed to rebel and rebelled.”12

The resulting ordinances reveal a colony struggling to keep order. The first of the 23 mandates that, within 20 days, “all the Blacks and Whites and Canarians that are slaves who currently wander rebel in this island, be forced to come back.” Anyone refusing to do so would face the penalty of having a foot cut off, or even death by hanging, when captured. The fourth ordinance stipulated that neither “said Blacks nor slaves” could carry weapons. Number 8 mandated that a slave must not “unshackle loose or put out of imprisonment any slave belonging to somebody else without permission from his owner,” again under threat of amputation or death.13 

Later legislation continued to augment this code. As rebellions and acts of resistance were mounting, so too were the official efforts to control them. What’s more, the conception of who was a slave was changing. While the 1522 code sometimes mentioned just black people, and other times, black, white, and Canarian slaves, the categories of “slave” and “black” were becoming conflated. While not all slaves were black at this point, within a few decades all blacks were slaves, unless noted otherwise. This linguistic eliding was complete in later ordinances; one from 1535 referred to a runaway as a “fleeing black” (negro huído), rather than a fleeing slave or a fleeing person.14 

The paper trail in this period is one-sided, telling only a sliver of the story of Enrique and the Africans. The records do show, however, that eventually much of Hispaniola became dominated by rebel groups like Enrique’s.15 Over time, caciques known as Ciguayo, Murcia, Hernandillo el Tuerto, and Tamayo led their people in attacks on the Spanish.16 The Taíno leaders had many advantages, perhaps most importantly an intimate knowledge of the difficult landscape around the mountains. Officials complained in a 1528 letter, “The rebels know the land, and thus they outwit the Spaniards.”17 But having been enslaved by the Spanish or forced into an encomienda, they also had a knowledge of their enemies and the sorts of tactics and weapons they might use.18 The Spanish, realizing the implications of such resistance for their colonial project, threw money and manpower at the issue. At least three squadrons of 80 soldiers went out in 1528 to attack Enrique, but they were defeated. The Spanish took African and Amerindian slaves to help them, only to see them defect to the enemy.19 
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Enrique stayed in those mountains for another 14 years, starting with an estimated population of 300 and ending with one of around 4,000.20 The attempt to control the runaways became a “war” to the Spanish, and a costly one. In another letter, officials noted with perhaps some understatement, “The expense of this war has been very great.”21 

It turned so costly that the Spanish began to look for a cheaper solution: a peace deal. This, too, would set a particular pattern. Some maroons could not be vanquished and so a resolution would have to come by other means. In this case, the religious orders stepped in, having kept a reasonably cordial relationship with Enrique. A deal was hammered out in 1528, but Enrique did not appear on the day of surrender. Instead, he launched another attack a few days later.22 

In 1533, the crown sent in more troops. It also tried to lure Enrique through diplomacy, offering him a full pardon. Officials arranged a meeting, and Enrique finally agreed to a surrender in that year. He won land for his people with the status of “free town,” or republic. In exchange, Enrique and his community were required to capture other runaways. As a show of his willingness to comply, Enrique turned in six black people to the authorities. The deal he brokered with the Spanish resulted in two measures that were replicated throughout Spanish America. The first was that indigenous people could negotiate with the Spanish for a “pueblo de Indios” (Indian town) and, rarely, a “pueblo de negros” for African maroons; the second was that they had to pay for their liberty by denying freedom to others.23 

Enrique’s new settlement was in Sabana Buey, to the southeast of the town of Azua, in the south of Hispaniola. Why Enrique ended the struggle is unknown, but he died soon after, in 1535, and it’s impossible to say whether he believed this “free” town would be a secure home for future generations of his family. In the end, it was not. At some point in the 1540s, a group of African maroons attacked and destroyed Sabana Buey, perhaps in revenge for the initial six runaways who had been handed over. The survivors of Sabana Buey threw in their lot with the Spanish and continued to hunt for and spy on African maroons.24 

From this point on, runaways and maroon communities were as much a part of the New World as the arrival of slave ships. The war for freedom had started. It would not end for more than 350 years. 

*

It showed up as a mention, a brief line: “One night . . . it happened that some blacks set fire to Ginés’s house on their own.”25 Today, that attack on the property of Ginés Doncel is recognized as the first slave revolt in mainland North America. 

The ill-fated voyage of Lucas Vázquez de Ayllón, like so many events from this period, is like a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces. What is known is that out of a total of around 600 people in six ships, only an unspecified “some” were enslaved Africans. Given, however, that Ayllón was trying—for the third time—to establish a colony, having mortgaged part of his sugar plantation in Puerto Plata, Hispaniola, to raise the money for the expedition, he would have brought slaves to do some of the work.26 

Ayllón had made some of his wealth in the Bahamas, capturing 900 Lucayan people. His anticipated profits then fell short when about half of this human cargo died in holding pens.27 He had been involved in the organization and funding of an earlier expedition to find more indigenous people to enslave, undertaken by Francisco Gordillo and Pedro de Quejo in 1521. The men landed in today’s Winyah Bay, near Georgetown, South Carolina, about 60 miles (100 kilometers) north of Charleston. When they returned to Hispaniola, they had with them a young man, possibly from the Catawba people, whom they renamed Francisco de Chicora. Known as “El Chicorano,” he was later taken to Spain. The tales he told of his homeland whetted Spanish appetites to know more.28 By 1526, Ayllón was ready to see for himself, and went armed with a charter for settlement.

El Chicorano was on the expedition with Ayllón and his unknown quantity of slaves. His role was to lead them to his homeland, a place of fertile land and great riches, or so the Spanish had been told. They returned to Winyah Bay, a swaying sea of green cordgrass ushering them into the promised land along a waterway they called the River Jordan. 

Whatever peace they may have experienced cruising those channels came to a halt when one ship was grounded upon entering the bay. The cassava and maize, livestock and horses they had so carefully loaded met a muddy end.29 To make matters worse, soon afterward, El Chicorano and some of the other indigenous people on the expedition fled, disappearing into the forest. 

August was a terrible time for such a predicament, the heat and humidity oppressive, dangerous storms frequent. In the salt and the sweat, Ayllón and the others assessed their situation, their guide now long gone, and the fabled promised land nowhere in sight. By September, after further reconnaissance, they decided to move south, trying to land again around today’s Sapelo Sound, in coastal Georgia. The seagrass, the calm inland waterways, and the moss dangling from trees would now have looked familiar to them. They called the site San Miguel de Gualdape because they landed among the Guale people on September 29, the feast of Saint Michael the Archangel. 

No doubt the enslaved people, who later estimates calculated to number around 100, were forced into action, their skills useful in the early days of establishing a new colony: felling trees for lumber; building livestock pens, homes, and a church; managing the animals that had survived the journey; and generally doing the actual work of settlement. However, the would-be settlers soon realized they had arrived too late to plant crops. They had to bargain with—or steal from—the Guale, which soon generated bad feelings. The air began to cool down; early autumn cold snaps brought temperatures not experienced in Hispaniola, a warning of the winter to come.30 Ayllón soon took ill. By October 18 he was dead. 

The surviving settlers fractured, with one faction supporting Ginés Doncel, who at one point imprisoned his rivals. Indigenous people attacked the Spaniards, adding to the stress and uncertainty. The disagreements escalated into more heated disputes. 

One night in the middle of the confusion, some of the enslaved people set fire to Doncel’s house, and possibly some of the buildings on his compound.31 From there, the scant information trail that exists—a second-hand retelling—runs out.32 By this point, the 600 or so people who had stepped on board in Hispaniola were down to around 150. The surviving settlers abandoned the colony and returned to the Caribbean. The fate of the enslaved fire-setters disappears from the record, but it is likely that some used the chaos as cover and fled, perhaps aided by the Guale.

The first known enslaved Africans in North America brought the first known revolt outside of the Caribbean, their actions reduced to a single line of history. But in the way these tales go, Ayllón’s failure lived on: At least one 1529 map bestowed the area with the title “Land of Ayllón.” 

*

As more became known about the Americas, the grumbling from other European kingdoms grew louder: Why were these new worlds reserved for the Spanish and Portuguese? Even the Catholic French king François I (r. 1515–1547) was to have said: “The sun shines for me as for others; I should like to see the clause in Adam’s will which excludes me from the apportioning of the world.”33 

One answer came in a roundabout way when a German priest named Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany, in 1514, calling into question the primacy of the Catholic Church. The subsequent Protestant Reformation reconfigured the religious landscape of Europe—but it also had consequential ramifications for the Americas. People across northern Europe turned their back on Catholicism, leading to religious wars and the establishment of Protestant denominations in France, the Netherlands, and Germany, with England officially splitting from Rome in 1534. The break with Catholicism brought with it a questioning of rights, power, liberties, and freedoms.34 And that included who could go where and trade with whom. Ships with Protestant crews—that is, pirates, or “Lutheran corsairs,” as the Spanish called them—ignored the papal treaties and crossed the Atlantic or sailed to West Africa. Indeed, so many French pirates were appearing in the Caribbean that one report described the sea around Puerto Rico as being “as full of French as [La] Rochelle.”35 In 1565 the Spanish chased a group of potential French Huguenot settlers out of Florida.36 Portugal had to watch its back too. Other Europeans were arriving in Africa, muscling in on the trade there, including in humans. Along the Upper Guinea coast, the French arrived in the 1530s (Senegal), the English in the 1550s (Gambia), and then the Dutch and the English in the 1580s (Sierra Leone).37 

Spain was forced to go on the offensive to defend its territories, while also attempting further colonization in the Americas. Spanish legal and ecclesiastical minds also continued to debate the question of who could be enslaved. A succession of Spanish legislation prohibited—in theory—the enslavement of indigenous people who were willing to accept Christianity and the Spanish crown. By 1537 a papal bull asserted the rationality of indigenous people in the Americas, forbidding their enslavement, but made no mention of Africans.38 Similarly, Spain’s “New Laws” of 1542 reiterated the prohibition of indigenous slavery and called for improvements in the treatment and working conditions of Amerindian people, but enslaved black people were not included. However, for enslaved Africans, even accepting Christian baptism would not make them free.39 

This meant a willful disregard of the long connection to Christianity among some Africans, not least those in Ethiopia, where the religion dated back to the fourth century. Ethiopian and broader African Christianity, including the more recent conversion of the Kingdom of Kongo, was known in sixteenth-­century Europe. However, the presence of Christianity in Africa was not the main concern of people bringing humans from that continent to the Americas—it was the evolving hunt for justifications for this practice. Some looked for a rationale in the Bible, where there was much to read about slavery. The question of freedom and escape from bondage is a theme that runs through the Old and New Testaments. Slavery appears here as both metaphor and actual state of being. The wages of sin are enslavement, as the story of the curse of Ham illustrates. In this tale in the Book of Genesis (9:18–27), Ham sees his father, Noah, drunk and naked. Ham’s brothers cover their father, but he does not. He then incurs the wrath of Noah, who declares, “Cursed be Canaan [the son of Ham]; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren,” thus committing the descendants of Ham to slavery. From these rather ambiguous origins, the curse of Ham took on a life of its own in connection to Africans, in part because Canaan’s descendants were said to have become Egyptians, and the taint extended from there to Ethiopia. The idea that Africans were doomed to this fate developed through the centuries as a convenient justification for their enslavement.40 

Another critical factor tethered Christianity, blackness, and slavery: the idea of limpieza de sangre (limpeza de sangue in Portuguese)—­“purity of blood,” a concept very particular to Iberian Catholicism. This was related to the practice of the often-forced conversion of Jewish people (conversos) and North African Muslims (moriscos) who claimed they had adopted Catholicism, though official suspicion of such converts lingered. Initially, from around 1500 to the mid-1600s, these “new Christians” were denied permission to settle in the new American colonies for fear of a “corrupting” influence.

In contrast to these so-called new Christians, some free black people in Spain referred to themselves as “old Christians”—having been born to Christian parents—and were more successful in their applications to travel to the New World. A free black couple, Francisco González and his wife, Juana Rodriguez, petitioned the Casa de Contratación in Seville for permission to move from that city to Veracruz, Mexico, in 1569. In their application, they claimed they were “old Christians,” which their witnesses verified in their statements. One described the couple as “blacks and of the caste of those of Guinea and not Moriscos,” while another attested that they were “blacks of the caste of black Christians.”41 While the couple were successful in this case, life in a world with such categories was rife with contradiction, carrying within it forms of prejudice and racism recognizable to modern sensibilities. It held within it an underlying structure—blood and “caste”—that would become part of the developing racial language of the Americas.42 In Spanish America, this would lead to the idea of casta. In theory, it was a hierarchy of three main “castes”: Spanish, indigenous, and black. In practice, places like sixteenth-century Mexico had populations that provided multiple possibilities of combinations of the three, and so anxiety about “mixing” blood permeated colonial society. Such concerns could be found in a particular type of artwork of the time, mostly seen in New Spain (as Mexico was then called), known as casta paintings. They are often in a grid format, with each window depicting humans—usually a man, woman, and child—of varying “mixtures.” One square might have a Spanish man, an indigenous woman, and their “mestizo” child, with a description usually provided underneath. Such works might have up to 12 or 16 panels, with every possible mixture, complete with a racial subcategory: zambo, lobo, pardo, mulato, moreno, mestizo. Genetics was not yet understood, and inevitably the physical appearance of people in colonial Spanish society did not always align with these sorts of images. However, blackness was at the bottom of the hierarchy, old Christian or not. By the late 1500s, the word “black,” in reference to the skin color of Africans, had become more firmly associated with a set of ideas and institutions, including slavery, and was no longer simply a physical description.43 

Throughout the first decades of the sixteenth century, the number of enslaved people brought to the Americas from Africa rose in dramatic stages as Spain continued to enlarge its territories, including the conquest of the Méxica Empire in 1521. Around 20,000 Africans were transported to Spain’s territories, including the Caribbean, New Spain, and Cartagena on the South American coast, in the period from 1526 to 1550. Over the next 25 years that number would double as settlement and demand grew, and then in the final quarter of the century it would more than quadruple, with around 150,000 captives taken to Spanish America by 1600.44 

By the middle of the sixteenth century, the Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas realized the gravity of what he had said some 30 years earlier, recommending the use of Africans as slaves so the Amerindians could be saved. He could not ignore the world in motion around him, reflecting on it during a trip to Seville, where it would have been impossible to ignore the slaves for sale on the cathedral steps. He began to revise his opinion about Africans, and appears to have reread the accounts of Gomes Eanes de Zurara on the Portuguese exploits in Guinea, concluding that those early slaves were captured “absolutely unjustly.” He wrote about it in his extensive History of the Indies, and about his own change of heart, saying he “was not aware of the unjust ways in which the Portuguese captured and made slaves of the blacks,” but after he found out, he “would not have proposed it for all the world, because blacks were enslaved unjustly . . . exactly as the Indians had been.”45 

By the time he understood this, however, he must have also understood, with a sinking heart, that his about-face had come far too late. 








Chapter 5

Plots

“It has been 10 years and more,” said a 1546 complaint, “that [Diego de Ocampo] has been on the rise and killing many Spanish and doing very excessive damage.” Ocampo and Sebastián Lemba, the two “captains” mentioned in this letter, had twice burned the sugar ingenios and cane fields of San Juan de la Maguana, on Hispaniola. Ocampo was near the settlement of La Vega, while Lemba was in the Bahoruco Mountains, “where Don Enrique, Indian, was.” The Spanish were prepared to offer these maroons “life and freedom” to stop their revolt, and, as the letter went on to report, Ocampo had “come in peace, with which we have promised him life and liberty, and we plan to do the same in the name of Your Majesty with another one called Sebastián Lemba.”1 However, Lemba had no plans to surrender.

The overall situation on Hispaniola was tense. Governor Alonso López de Cerrato noted in a letter to the crown that “there were 12,000 Negroes on the island who could revolt at any time.”2 The locals in areas near maroon settlements—believed to total between 2,000 and 3,000 people—were worried. No one wanted to leave their house. Crops were being destroyed. Goods were being stolen. Settlers were giving up. The crown needed to send troops.3 A few hundred maroons, perhaps up to 300, were in the mountains with Lemba, while Ocampo’s party was closer to 40 or 50. López de Cerrato was now waging a campaign to eradicate these maroon communities.4 

Officials believed that revolts and marronage were happening because they had ladino, or Europeanized slaves. They thus felt they needed more Africans, who were not familiar with the ways and language of the Spanish. As one island official had recommended in 1544: “Going forward it would be advisable that there not be many ladino slaves born here, because these are a bad people (nación) very daring and badly inclined, and they are the ones that rebel . . . the bozales are not like that.”5 Officials would soon discover what the bozales were like. 

Lemba was possibly from Kongo, though his provenance is not entirely clear. His name was a versatile word there: It marked a place, but it was also used to describe a mercantile group and a ritual between fathers and sons, and was associated with cults of healing and fertility.6 There is no record of when Lemba arrived in Hispaniola or which ship brought him.

In a similar way, it’s difficult to know what he thought when he arrived in Hispaniola, perhaps meeting other West Central Africans, watching the treatment of the Taíno, and taking stock of the Spanish. That he wanted out of the system is clear, but whether his vision of freedom stopped at the caves of Bahoruco or scanned the horizon for Africa isn’t known.

Wherever he was from, Lemba could fight. The Spanish described him as “extremely able and very knowledgeable in the ways of war.”7 Lemba divided his fighters into small groups, sending them to raid rural settlements. In one raid Lemba took steel, iron, and an enslaved blacksmith to work with them. All of this suggests that he was aware of the sorts of weapons he would need, whether for self-protection or to drive the Spanish off the island.8

Another 1546 letter from the governor to Carlos V detailed the events of a significant battle, in which Spanish soldiers went into the mountains and killed some 100 people. It was combat with brutal consequences. “Of those who were caught,” he wrote, “some were shot by arrows and others were burned, and others were tortured, and others were hanged, and others had their feet cut off and they were thrown off the island, and the women and some who were not guilty were expelled from the island so there could be no memory of them.”9 But such memories were not so easily extinguished.

Lemba’s troops were eventually whittled down to just 20 men, but he stayed one step ahead of his enemies—until he did not. “The first one to lasso [dió una Lazada] him was a light-skinned black man, a slave of the cabildo [town council],” a later report recounted. “He was given his reward and freedom.” As for Lemba, his “head was placed on the gate of this city [Santo Domingo].”10 

That Lemba died at the hands of a slave who was also seeking his freedom but through very different means seems a cruel twist. But the colonial system that was being built, battle by battle, depended on such tactics. Offers of freedom kept the rumors and reports coming, and they brought willing soldiers as well. 

The death of Lemba in 1549 seemed to elicit some confidence among the Spanish. “This matter of negro rebels has now been completely settled,” they reported. The outcome “had been a great boon for the island and for the other [slaves] who now know they cannot rise up.”11 But the conditions were, in fact, ripe for far more rebellion. By the time of Lemba’s death, the Spanish population on Hispaniola had reached around 4,500, with the enslaved population around five times that.12 Places with such imbalances were appearing throughout the Americas, upsetting the precarious equilibrium that allowed for the social “tranquility” so ardently valued and constantly mentioned by the authorities. In Cuba, reports of runaways in 1536 claimed they were making common cause with the indigenous people and assaulting settlements like Trinidad. Earlier complaints were filed in Puerto Rico, in 1526, about the issue of runaways, and a more serious Afro-­Indigenous revolt occurred, again involving Wolof people, in 1531.13 

Running away and revolting were not the only options, as slaves in Spanish America also had access to the legal system, as they did in Spain. A 1540 real cédula (royal order) mandated that enslaved people who were contesting their status and claiming to be free had to be heard by the highest possible court in the colonies, the audiencia.14 In addition, there was the continued possibility to buy one’s freedom (coartación). As bureaucratic and cumbersome as these processes could be, they were successful for some people, and free black communities began to appear across Spanish America. For instance, the Cuban port of Havana was home to a sizable community by the 1560s, whose members comprised 10 to 15 percent of the city’s overall free population.15 However, other enslaved people decided to fight outside of the courts. Revolts continued—Cartagena in 1545, Honduras in 1548, Peru in 1553—and the maroon communities proliferated. 



*

Draw a straight line south from Santo Domingo, across the blue of the Caribbean, and it hits Venezuela. These two places were connected by sea, by Spain, and by a certain spirit. By the time of the 1552 revolt in Venezuela led by Miguel de Buría, a runaway slave who called himself a king, the Spanish had been trying to colonize the coastline for around 30 years. They started on the offshore islands, where conquistadors discovered valuable pearls in the oyster beds near the islands of Margarita and Cubagua.16 

They set up rancherías de perlas (pearl fisheries), first on Cubagua in 1516 and later on the larger Margarita. These rancherías consisted of small huts near the water, where indigenous people were forced to dive to sometimes dangerous depths to harvest pearls.17 For a while the oyster beds were plentiful, and Cubagua alone had around 100 rancherías by the 1520s, but they dwindled in size and output over the course of the sixteenth century. 

The workers were the first to disappear. The Spanish started with Guaquerí people from Margarita, and brought Lucayan people from the Bahamas and other Arawaks. By the mid-1520s, Africans had joined them on those pearling islands, with many initially brought from Santo Domingo.18 Colonization on the mainland continued as well, as did the arrival of more slaves, including a young Miguel, who is believed to have been brought from Puerto Rico, possibly in the 1530s, though the exact year is unknown. 

Miguel was described as “muy ladino,” so it seems likely he was born on Puerto Rico and grew up speaking Castilian. The watery oyster beds were not his fate; rather, the gold mines were. His enslavers were the Barrio family, and they were heavily involved in the quest for this precious metal.19 Gold continued to guide Spanish expansion, the thirst for this metal seemingly unquenchable. Explorers soon found some in Venezuela—by 1551, gold had been discovered around 150 miles (240 kilometers) inland, in an area the Spanish named San Felipe de Buría. In 1552, the Barrio family established another new settlement, Nueva Segovia de Barquisimeto, nearby. 



The hot, dirty work picking at rocks or panning in streams, hoping for a glimmer of ore, was done by at least 80 enslaved black and indigenous people, under the watchful eye of a Spanish overseer. One such supervisor pushed Miguel de Buría too far. Already exhausted by the labor and bristling at the constraints of his enslavement, Miguel found out one afternoon in 1553 that he was to be punished with a lashing.20 The details are hazy, and perhaps this was not his first beating at the hands of this particular overseer, but it became his last. With a surge of rage, he picked up a nearby sword and began swinging it, using the ensuing uproar to escape. 

There were plenty of wooded places to hide a short run from the settlements. Every night, Miguel came out, trying to communicate with the slaves left behind in the mines. Some followed him, around 20 in the end. A short time later, Miguel’s maroons marched on the town and, as one account put it, “He took the lives of all those who had either beaten or abused him and his companions.”21 He warned the residents he would return to kill them all. More black and indigenous people joined Miguel, raising the number to around 180. They had enough people to create a small town and fortify it with defenses such as ditches. At that point, Miguel made himself king, and Guiomar, the mother of his son, queen. Such a move was in line with more general African traditions of power. Later testimony referred to him as a “negro biáfra,” which could link him to the area around modern Nigeria, Cameroon, or Gabón.22 His self-proclaimed kingship raises the question of whether Miguel had a royal lineage, or if he picked up ideas about this from bozal slaves in Puerto Rico and Venezuela. Kingship was also a nod to the present, both to Spain’s Carlos V and to local caciques in Venezuela, putting Miguel on a similar footing, allowing him to negotiate with the Spanish as the leader of his community.23 

King Miguel also anointed one of his former mining colleagues as bishop and built a church in the runaway colony, or palenque (from the Spanish word for palisade or stockade). The palenque church was a clear indication of the role that Catholicism was expected to play, both in terms of personal faith and in establishing a community with roles and hierarchies that would be familiar to the Spanish. According to a later account by Padre Pedro Aguado, a Spanish Franciscan who arrived in 1561 and heard of the events second-hand, King Miguel had ordered his followers to “make houses where they could live, like men planning to remain in perpetuity.”24 

Miguel planned another attack on Barquisimeto, possibly in 1555, but it may have been earlier. In preparation, his people made lances and spears from their mining pans, while indigenous members of the group readied their arrows. They also put on war paint. Using the juice of the jagua (genipap) fruit, the Amerindian allies darkened their skin, rendering themselves a unified army of black fighters, ready to destroy the town and its oppressive industries.25 They entered Barquisimeto with cries of “Viva el rey Miguel,” before setting fire to houses and charging the Spaniards scrambling to fight them.26 The residents ended up asking the neighboring village of Tocuyo for backup. Help arrived under the command of Diego de Losada, who planned a surprise attack with about 50 men at the palenque. King Miguel was badly wounded and died. Everyone the Spanish managed to capture during that raid, including the queen and prince, was returned to slavery.27

Elsewhere in northern Venezuela, cimarrones continued to taunt the Spanish. In the Guajira Peninsula, to the northwest of Coro, were the escaped “negros del Mariscal Castellanos,” the black people enslaved by Miguel de Castellanos, a royal treasurer. Another official, Juan Bautista Nava, wrote to King Philip II in 1562, describing these maroons as having “put the land in such misfortune and hardship, killing and robbing, that it is unthinkable,” before asking the king to “remedy it before there is no remedy” by sending in troops.28 

The freedom-seekers were also causing other forms of economic havoc, with one 1575 royal decree agreeing to “wage war” on the cimarrones because they were making common cause with the northern European pirates who were arriving along the coast of Tierra Firme (mainland South America) to plunder and trade illicit goods.29

A contemporary chronicler, Juan de Castellanos, wrote Miguel into his epic late sixteenth-century Elegía, a poem recounting the “illustrious men” of the Indies (Elegías de varones ilustres de Indias) and enshrining into literary lore the events of King Miguel. 



Porque juraron rey solemnemente, 

Puestos en le lugar que les aplicó

Aqueste fue Miguel, negro valiente,

Criollo de San Juan de Puerto Rico;

For they solemnly swore a king’s oath

Put in the place that applied to them

This was Miguel, brave black man,

Creole of San Juan, Puerto Rico;30

More than two centuries later, on his travels around South America in 1799, the Prussian naturalist Alexander von Humboldt visited the mining region of Buría and heard about the insurrection that took place nearly 250 years earlier. After King Miguel was killed, the people who escaped went to Nirgua, where they exchanged their loyalty to the Spanish king for a degree of freedom and autonomy. They were referred to as the monarch’s “Zamboes of Nirgua,” Humboldt wrote, using the term for an Afro-indigenous person. “The whole municipality is composed of men of colour . . . few families of Whites will inhabit a country where the system of government is so adverse to their pretensions; and the little town is called in derision La república de Zambos y Mulatos.”31 Derision aside, the significance of that community might have been lost on Humboldt, but it would not have been lost on the people of the town and on all those, slave and free, who knew the story of King Miguel. The king was long dead, but his memory lived on.

*

The man is unmissable. His skin is a darker brownish black than that of the Mexica people he shares the page with, his hair curly, theirs straight. He is dressed in red, and holding a red cross, a symbol of the Christianity which could not save him. His head hangs limp, straining the rope that ties him to a pole, his feet dangling above the ground. Below this grim scene, the scribe noted that in the year 1537 this man was one of “the blacks who wanted to rise up in Mexico City.”32 



The Codex Telleriano-Remensis is not the usual source for revolts by enslaved Africans, but this image leaps out of its pages. Works like this were crafted by Mexica tlacuiloque, or artist-scribes, in the sixteenth century, and it is possible that this unfortunate rebel may have been the first African to be depicted in the Americas, and also the first by the hand of an indigenous artist.33 A few images of black people are scattered through the surviving codices, but this is the only one of a known, though unsuccessful, freedom-seeker. 

In Mexico, by the 1530s, some 10,000 enslaved Africans were working in the mines and cultivating sugar, as well as doing jobs in urban settings such as domestic service or smithery. Over the next century, Mexico would become home to one of the most significant black communities in Spanish America, with the largest population of free black people and the second-largest enslaved population.34 The authorities had dealt with maroons, but with such a large and growing slave population, they were also concerned about the prospect of revolts, like the one that was supposed to take place in Mexico City in 1537. This plot was to involve a group of enslaved workers and indigenous people around Mexico City who planned to murder the Spanish. They elected a king to lead them in their attack, to be on September 24, but before they could strike, the plot was revealed by one of the conspirators, perhaps fearing the consequences of it failing, or deciding to use the moment to pursue his own freedom. The records do not say who it was or if the person received any compensation. 

Although the revolt did not come to fruition, it was enough to rattle the viceroy, Antonio de Mendoza. In his letter to the crown recounting events, he played down his initial concerns. “I was advised that the blacks had chosen a king and had reached agreement to kill all Spaniards and seize the land, and that the Indians were also involved,” he wrote. “Since the news was brought to me by one of the Blacks, I did not give it much importance.” But he had quickly sent spies to investigate the claims, and wasted little time making arrests. He then dispatched messengers to other areas with a high concentration of enslaved workers “so they would be forewarned and keep a close watch on the Blacks in those places.” He also made an example of the rebels, sending some of them to the gallows. And one of them—perhaps the king-elect—continues to hang on the pages of a sixteenth-century codex.35



Mendoza did not attribute the plot to bad treatment or the existence of slavery, but rather to the fact that “the news from abroad is sent in more detail than is necessary and reaches the ears of the blacks and the Indians in its entirety.”36 Demand was always high for useful news, and there were circuits of communication, especially among Africans speaking languages other than Spanish, that officials were not able to infiltrate. But the real problem, to Mendoza, was the number of Africans. “If there were fewer blacks in this land, such plots would not be undertaken,” he wrote, as his predecessor in Hispaniola had done 30 years earlier.37 

Mendoza’s successor, Luis de Velasco, made a similar appeal in 1553, claiming there were already around 20,000 enslaved people and that “this land is so full of negros and mestizos that they outnumber the Spaniards greatly” before telling the king that he “should order that they do not give so many licenses to send negros.”38 This situation had changed little by the time Velasco’s son, also Luis de Velasco, became viceroy of New Spain in 1590. 

In the years between the two Velascos, in around 1580, an enslaved man named Gaspar Yanga fled from the port city of Veracruz to the mountain peak of Cofre de Perote, around 100 miles (160 kilometers) to the northwest. There in the mountains, he and other runaways managed to establish a settlement, which was conveniently located near the Camino Real (royal road) that connected the sea to the capital, Mexico City. On that road, Yanga and his followers earned their reputation, raiding shipments of goods and allegedly kidnapping passengers, before retreating to their heavily fortified town. 

The outline of this maroon leader’s past is faint, like so many others. He was described as being from the “Bron” (Bran, Bramé) nation, roughly in Upper Guinea. Yanga (or Ñanga) arrived in the 1570s—the exact date is unknown—in Veracruz, then a key and thriving port city and point of entry for enslaved Africans. He may or may not have been of royal heritage, though at some point he took on the role of king in this maroon community.

By 1608, Viceroy Velasco was fed up with the raiding. At first, he tried sending the Franciscan priest Alonso de Benavides to live among the maroons and “reduce” them, by convincing them to live in a “legitimate” Christian town. Such a place, known as a reducción, would have put them under the watchful eye of the Spanish.39 The attempt was not a success. 

With God having failed, it was time for guns. Captain Pedro González de Herrera and his men were dispatched the following year, likely armed with the location of the palenque thanks to Benavides’s time there.40 For his palenque to survive for so long—nearly thirty years—Yanga must have had a network of informers and allies who would have sprung into action to warn him of what was coming. 

In a grisly opening shot, some of Yanga’s men raided a hacienda, where they came across two Spaniards. They asked them where González de Herrera was, and, when the men professed not to know, they attacked one with a sword, hitting him so hard it cracked his skull, whereupon the maroons killed him and allegedly “drank the blood of the unfortunate [man], holding it in their hands.”41 The Spanish Jesuit Juan Laurencio recorded the gruesome incident, though he was not there at the time. He may have heard about it later from the other Spaniard, whom the maroons kidnapped and took to the palenque, along with six indigenous women.42 Laurencio was accompanying González de Herrera and at least 100 troops and 150 indigenous archers, though he himself “went with no weapons other than faith in God.”43 

One of Gaspar Yanga’s men arrived back at the palenque, telling the others that the Spanish had been routed. Another followed, saying the Spanish were on their way to the town. While these conversations took place, women prayed in the palenque’s church. The candles were lit, and arrows were planted in the ground in front of the altar. Some of the women—including a few indigenous captives—were now scared and wanted to flee, but Yanga told them not to worry, they would have time.44 

No sooner had Yanga reassured them than he could hear the clamor of the approaching troops. There was only one place left to go, further up into the hills, into the safety of the thicket and a barricaded fort. From there they could watch their 60 houses and plots of crops burn, as the Spanish set them on fire. The chilis, tobacco, cotton, corn, and sugarcane that had impressed Padre Laurencio enough for him to include them in his later account of events were now reduced to ash. 

Yanga and his deputy, Francisco de la Matiza, an Angolan, went to greet their men and the new captives. He dictated a letter to the kidnapped Spaniard to take to González de Herrera. It was full, as Laurencio inevitably described, of “remarkable arrogance,” for reminding the Spanish of their failure to apprehend him or his community.45 He also sent some of his yanguicos to position themselves for an attack on the Spanish, behind large boulders. They did so, and successfully assaulted the troops when they arrived, in a skirmish known as the Battle of Peñol. 

When the Spaniards finally made it to the town, the residents were gone. They rang the church bells and raised a standard. Some of them went into the church and pulled the arrows from the ground and blew out the still-burning candles.46 Then they set the town on fire, while Laurencio observed that the houses had been “formed as if they were to remain in that place for ever.” A house that was presumed to be Yanga’s was torched as well. It was, Laurencio said, the place “where peace and war consultations were held,” judging by the number of seats and benches it had.47 

The Spanish waved a white flag, hoping to lure Yanga down from his hiding spot. He would not surrender, and skirmishes continued until Matiza was killed. At that point, his deputy now gone, Yanga sent the Spanish his conditions for peace in March 1608. He gave the crown 18 months to recognize their town, or they would go back to war. 

At the top of the list was the demand for the continued freedom of everyone who had lived in the town before the previous September. Another condition was that no Spanish person could “have a house in or stay within the town” except on market days, when they could visit.48 

As had been the case in Hispaniola, Yanga and his people had to capture runaways as part of the deal. There was also a clause that said they had to provide enslavers with their own people, slave or free, until runaways were captured. If they couldn’t do that, they would have to give financial compensation, a version of a practice used in some of the slaving ports of Africa.49 

The terms were agreed, and the first free black town in Mexico was created, receiving formal recognition in 1618. It was placed on land that belonged to the Riva de Neyra family. They donated it, they claimed, in gratitude for the crown’s role in suppressing the long-running violence. It was named San Lorenzo de los Negros, though sometimes it was called San Lorenzo de Cerralvo—or just Yanga, as it is today. Despite the arrangement, local landowners complained for decades about the maroons over a variety of issues, though there were no further raids by the Spanish.50 

*

It is an arresting painting: Three men stand in the frame, an older one in the center, flanked by two younger ones. The gold dazzles the eye first. The man in the middle wears a nose ring in the shape of a thick crescent and has matching earrings. The other two are wearing similar earrings, but their noses are studded with gold piercings, including two long spikes descending from their nostrils. Their facial decoration, set off by the contrasting darkness of their skin, is luminous, initially drawing attention away from their ruffed collars and silk robes, and even the spears they hold. Perhaps it’s fitting that the subjects of the painting shone in this way, as they were the gentlemen of Esmeraldas, the Spanish word for emeralds, but also the name of an area near the northern coast of Ecuador home to maroon communities. 

At the time they were called “mulattos,” a term also used to refer to people of Afro-European heritage, but these men were Afro-­Indigenous, as their combination of dark skin and Amerindian decoration makes clear. These were not the usual subjects in 1599 for a portrait to be sent to the king.

In the upper-right corner of the painting is an inscription: “The doctor Juan del Barrio y Sepúlveda, Judge of the Royal Audience of Quito, had this [portrait] made at his own expense in the Year 1599, for His Majesty Philip [III].”51 Barrio was in a celebratory mood. He had, to his mind, finally wrung some loyalty out of the long-recalcitrant maroons, and the portrait was painted to prove it. He commissioned an indigenous painter, Andrés Sánchez Galque, who was trained by priests in the European style. The men’s names and ages are noted on the painting, and they are all referred to as “Don,” a Spanish term signaling nobility and a mark of respect.52

In the center, looking at the viewer, is Don Franciso de Arobe, his short, curly hair flecked with gray, indicating his 56 years. To the left is his 22-year-old son, Don Pedro, and to the right 18-year-old Don Domingo, both keeping a respectful gaze on their father. 

The story of the three dons started a long way from the highland city of Quito, where their portrait was painted. It began far to the north, in Nicaragua. In 1545, a ship heading along the Pacific from Nicaragua to Lima found itself tangled in the currents and winds around the equator. On board were enslaved people, including an African man named Andrés Mangache and an indigenous Nicaraguan woman whose name was not recorded. Some of the group jumped ship as soon as they reached land, running into the interior and establishing a maroon colony around San Mateo Bay, in northern Ecuador. 

Another ship plying the same waters hit similar problems in 1553. It, too, had enslaved people on board, including a man possibly born in Senegal (though some accounts have him growing up in Tenerife, in the Canary Islands).53 He had been captured by slave traders and taken to Spain, where he had lived for around 14 years. This man was enslaved by a merchant named Alonso de Yllescas (also Illescas), and from him received the same name. The enslaved Yllescas was working on his enslaver’s vessel, travelling from Panama to Lima, when it was thrown off course in turbulent equatorial waters near Ecuador. Like Mangache, as soon as Yllescas could, he fled the ship, as did other Africans on board, seeking refuge inland.54 

Africans were not limited to the Atlantic world—they were fast becoming part of the Pacific coast of Spanish America. By 1593, black people comprised more than half of the population of 12,790 in Lima, Peru.55 Ongoing indigenous deaths from disease, coupled with the discovery of valuable silver mines, such as Potosí in 1545, increased the demand for enslaved African labor, men like Yllescas and Mangache. As Spanish colonization spread through the Americas—the Caribbean, North America, Venezuela, Peru—African slavery came with it, and left a long trail of resistance in its wake. The Pacific coast would be no different. 

In Ecuador, Yllescas soon met the local Nigua people and married the daughter of a cacique, Chilnindauli, whom he apparently later killed, taking control of his land.56 Such conquests enlarged the initial maroon settlement, as did the arrival of other runaways. They also illustrate the intense struggle to survive. There were rivals to defeat, territories to enlarge, alliances to make. Establishing maroon colonies took an extraordinary amount of work in an already nearly impossible situation. In the case of the Esmeraldas, the two maroon communities that evolved from those shipwrecks mostly stayed separate. Mangache went on to have two sons, Juan and Francisco, the latter taking the name Arobe. This is the Don Francisco in the center of the painting, clearly the leader of his community. 

No doubt he inherited from his father the constant headache of the Spanish trying to cajole or attack his settlement. They believed there was more silver to find, as well as emeralds and other riches, and they knew the maroons were near an area that had a useful port—one that also was familiar with the English and Dutch ships that had started to arrive. The authorities wanted to get these communities under the crown’s control, convert them to Christianity, and harness their labor. 

In 1576, news reached Quito that Yllescas had helped some shipwrecked Spaniards, and officials thought this might provide an opportune moment to discuss their relationship, such as it was. They dispatched a priest who had been a soldier, Miguel Cabello de Balboa, to open negotiations with Yllescas.57 Cabello had to wait for days before Yllescas appeared, eventually gliding up a river in a canoe. 

The priest had a plan to win over the maroon leader. He brought with him a real provisión, a royal document that forgave Yllescas any past transgression and made him the “new and negro governor” of the area. It also made him a “Don.” Yllescas knew how to play along. He offered his obedience to the king, as represented by the document and its royal seal, lifting it over his head.58 However, Yllescas never returned to meet Cabello, and the mission was ultimately deemed a failure. 

The Spanish did not give up.59 The location was too valuable, and the rumors of riches seemed too real. The capture of the English pirate Richard Hawkins, near Atacames in 1594, renewed the drive to extract the loyalty of the maroons, at whatever cost. This time the effort was led by Juan del Barrio de Sepúlveda, who arrived in Quito in 1596. Barrio decided to send priests armed with lavish presents, including silks, beads, blankets, and foods like mutton for elaborate feasts.60 Eventually, members of both communities were baptized, even as Spanish officials were emptying the coffers to make it happen. Professions of loyalty followed, and this was the occasion that brought Don Francisco and his sons to Quito, along a mountainous route of some 250 miles (400 kilometers). It was worth marking the occasion, and Sánchez Galque got to work transforming Barrio’s bureaucratic request into a masterpiece of South American art. Where Barrio saw proof of the “obedience” now given by “these barbarians,” as he described them in an accompanying letter to the king, the artist saw something quite different: men of power and dignity. Sánchez Galque, an indigenous man himself, understood. He painted them in those rich, colorful silks and gleaming gold, both materials that a 1571 royal decree prohibited black people—slave or free—from wearing.61 With his artist’s eye, he saw men who were free in ways colonial officials could not comprehend.
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