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INTRODUCTION


I REMEMBER AS IF IT WERE YESTERDAY the day when I began to be interested in the slave trade: it was thirty years ago. I was dining in London. At the table, among others, there was the Prime Minister of Trinidad, the historian Dr Eric Williams. Hearing that I was making a study of the causes of the Cuban Revolution, he expressed astonishment that I should contemplate writing such a book without reading his own works, such as A History of Trinidad and Tobago (completed, he spiritedly explained, in ten days while his people were celebrating carnival) and, above all, Capitalism and Slavery, a copy of which came to my house next day, by messenger, from the Trinidad High Commission.


A swift perusal of the latter showed me the fascination of the eighteenth-century Caribbean, and I devoted much attention, in what became a history of Cuba, to slavery and the slave trade on that island.


I became particularly interested in a Basque, Julián Zulueta, the last great slave trader of Cuba (if you will permit the adjective) and, therefore, of the Americas, a man who started quite humbly, as a trader in all sorts of goods, in Havana in the 1830s but who by the late 1840s was a byword for evil-doing in the minds (and logs) of the British naval patrol trying to prevent the slave trade; for Zulueta had his own large sugar plantations in Cuba to which he would bring, in fast clippers often built in Baltimore, 500 or 600 slaves direct from Cabinda, just to the north of the River Congo.


Being a modern man, Zulueta would usually have his slaves vaccinated before they set off across the Atlantic, and by the 1850s he began to use for the passage steamboats capable of carrying over 1,000 captives; being a Catholic, he had his slaves baptized before they left Africa. What sort of man could he have been, I asked myself, who was carrying on the slave trade in a Christian colony four centuries after a pope, Pius II, had condemned the practice of enslaving baptized Africans? And how did Zulueta justify his insatiable demands for slaves almost a century after Adam Smith had dryly insisted that they were less efficient than free men? Why was he subsequently made a marquis by the Spanish government; and when he styled himself Marquis of Alava was he thinking as much of the name of his sugar plantation as of his home province? And what happened to his great fortune? And to his papers?


At the time I did not follow up these questions very far, but I did write an article on the subject in 1967 for the Observer, on the invitation of



Anthony Sampson, to mark what appeared to be the centenary of the end of the slave trade. The subject continued thereafter to lurk in my mind, as did an interest in other slave traders, on other countries, other men who made money from ‘ebony’ or ‘black cargoes’, such as the Irish-Frenchman Antoine Walsh of Nantes who also carried Bonnie Prince Charlie to Scotland by boat, the Du Teillay, or James de Wolf, of Bristol, Rhode Island – he became a United States senator; or other merchants who built beautiful houses, like so many slavers of Liverpool; or of Lisbon; or of Seville; or of Middleburg, the Roosevelts’ home in Holland – home, too, after that family had left for New Holland, of the largest Dutch slave-trading company of the eighteenth century. In the 1980s I even wrote a novel, Havana, about John Kennion, a Liverpool Unitarian who had a commission to import slaves to Cuba in 1762, after the British capture of that island during the Seven Years War.


I once walked round the still-elegant streets of Walsh’s Nantes, many of which survived the Allied bombardment of 1944, and recalled how the onetime slave-trading residents of the mansions on the Île Feydeau, in the 1780s, sent their dirty linen to be laundered in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) where the mountain streams were said to wash whiter than any in Brittany. David Hancock, in a fine recent book, named his central figure, Richard Oswald, ‘a citizen of the world’ – as well he might be called, for he had property in Scotland, London, Florida, Jamaica, and Virginia, as well as a share in Bence Island, off Sierra Leone, which he used as a depot for slaves (he and his partners built a golf course there for the benefit of waiting captains and others, on which the caddies were slaves in kilts). Because of his knowledge of America, Oswald was one of the negotiators at the Peace of Paris in 1783, along with, on the United States side, old business associates such as Benjamin Franklin and above all Henry Laurens, of Charleston, South Carolina, the latter also, in his early life, a large-scale slave trader to whom Oswald had often carried black slaves. How curious it is to imagine the two of them there in Paris, in the Rue Jacob, by the corner of the Rue des Saints Pères, rich men by virtue – among other things, to be sure – of innumerable slave transactions linking Europe, Africa, and the Americas, and negotiating the liberty of North America.


In my idle reading, I found, too, as good a candidate of my own to rival Hancock’s ‘citizen of the world’: Bartolommeo Marchionni, a Florentine merchant and banker in Lisbon who had sugar plantations in Madeira in the 1480s; who financed the journeys of the great Portuguese travellers to Ethiopia in 1487; who had a ship in da Gama’s expedition to India in 1498, as also in Cabral’s expedition which discovered Brazil – probably by mistake – in 1500; who suggested to the King of Portugal that he should use his, Marchionni’s, compatriot Vespucci for a journey to Brazil in 1501; and who was a monopoly trader in slaves from the Benin River in the 1490s, carrying captives not only to Portugal and Madeira



but also to Elmina, on the Gold Coast, where he sold them to African merchants for gold, finding a better price from them than he would have achieved in Lisbon.


As a result of this interest, stretching back half of a lifetime, I decided, a few years ago, to write my own history of the slave trade. It may be said that that is now such well-ploughed ground that there is no room for any new cultivation; that Philip Curtin and his successors have counted the statistics of the slave trade as well they can ever be; that every harbour and people concerned have their own historians, many of whom have been meeting at productive conferences all over the world for years. David Brion Davis has transformed the history of abolition by his wonderfully erudite volumes. The history of the cowrie shell (so much used a currency in Africa for so long) has been written, as has the history of the Birmingham gun, much used as barter for so many slaves.


But any commercial undertaking involving the carriage of millions of people, stretching over several hundred years, involving every maritime European nation, every Atlantic-facing people (and some others), and every country of the Americas, is a planet of its own, always with room for new observations, reflections, evidence, and judgements. Further, it was the slave merchants themselves, sitting in their fine counting houses in London or Lisbon, men who often never saw slaves but profited from their sale, who interested me; and those had been rather ignored in the controversies over the exact number of slaves carried, and the percentage profit.


The slave trade was, of course, an iniquity. All the same, every historian must recall Hugh Trevor-Roper’s warning: ‘every age has its own social context, its own climate, and takes it for granted. . . . To neglect it – to use terms like “rational”, “superstitious”, “progressive”, “reactionary”, as if only that was rational which obeyed our rules of reason, only that progressive which pointed to us – is worse than wrong: it is vulgar.’1


Further, the study of this commerce can offer something to almost everyone. If one is interested in international morality, one can ask how it was that in the seventeenth century several Northern European countries hesitated so little before abetting a revival on a large scale of an institution which had nearly been abandoned in the region by the year 1100, and sometimes, as in England, with something like abolitionist tones in the archbishops’ statements against the practice. ‘We were a people who did not trade in any such commodities,’ proudly said Richard Jobson, an English trader, when offered slaves by an Arab trader in the River Sénégal in 16182 – but at much the same time Sir Robert Rich, whose portrait by Van Dyck hangs in the Metropolitan Museum in New York, was securing a licence to take such captives to his new plantation in Virginia. If one is concerned about economic history, one can ask whether there is anything in the idea of Dr Eric Williams that the industrial revolution in England was financed by profits from Liverpool slave traders. If Church history is



one’s speciality, one can wonder why the condemnations of Pope Pius II and three other popes were ignored in Catholic countries, and how Jesuits managed to be as deeply implicated as anyone. It might be interesting, too, to explore the precise terms in which Pope Pius condemned the traffic in slaves, and perhaps speculate why Catholic philanthropists of the sixteenth century, such as Bartolomé de las Casas, did not at first extend the generous sympathies which they so warmly offered American Indians to the black Africans.


If the history of popular movements is a preoccupation, the abolitionist movement, so well organized by the Quakers in England and in the United States, must surely seem the first example of such a thing. If commerce with undeveloped countries concerns one, one can dwell on the role of the slave trade in Africa, and calculate, or at least speculate about, what lasting effect it had on the local economies, and also wonder (with a historian of Sierra Leone) whether there could have been any gains from the four hundred years of contact with Europeans on these terms: income, organization of trade, new crops, knowledge of new technology. Then one might put the question whether Britain’s substantial participation in the slave trade during the eighteenth century – the country’s slave captains were carrying about 35,000 captives across the Atlantic every year in the 1780s, in about ninety ships – was compensated for by the lead which British statesmen later gave in abolishing the commerce and, turning gamekeeper to the world after having been its poacher-in-chief, dedicated diplomacy, naval power, guile, and financial subsidies to bring the trade to a conclusion? In this connection, one can ask whether that British policy was the decisive element in concluding Brazilian slave trading in the 1850s or Cuban in the 1860s. While considering this ambivalent British position, perhaps one should examines why it is that John Hawkins remains a national hero, although his three voyages to the Caribbean in the 1560s, one of them with Francis Drake on board, were primarily slaving voyages. If one is interested in Jewish history, one can also explore Mr Farrakhan’s accusations that Jews dominated the traffic in African slaves. But one would be hard put to find more than one or two Jewish slave traders in the Anglo-Saxon traffic (Aaron Lopez and his father-in-law, Jacobo Rodrigues Ribera, of Newport, Rhode Island, are the only ones known to me). It is true that much of the slave trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Lisbon was financed by converted Jews, New Christians, or conversos; though whether such a person is to be seen as a Jew is not something on which I should wish to pronounce: several of the traders concerned proclaimed their or their forefathers’ Christian conversion as genuine to the very last torture afforded by the Inquisition, even if the Holy Office caused to be burned to death in Mexico and in Lima several prominent slave merchants, whom they denounced not for trading slaves but for the greater crime of ‘judaizing’. If one is as critical of Islam as Mr Farrakhan is of Jewry, one can



explore how far the medieval trans-Saharan trade in black Africans, from the coast of Guinea, was managed by Arab mullah-merchants in the first centuries after the Muslim penetration of Africa, long before Prince Henry the Navigator’s ships were seen in West Africa. One can ask, too, whether there is truth in the oft-repeated claim that the Portuguese treated their slaves better in ‘the Middle Passage’ from Angola to Brazil than the Anglo-Saxons who carried similar cargoes to the Caribbean or to the southern colonies of North America.


If one is interested in the history of the British monarchy (and who, it often seems, is not?), one could do worse than explore the role of James, Duke of York (after whom New York is, so inappropriately, named), as President of the Royal African Company, whose mission was partly to trade in slaves. Or one could wonder if it is true, as Wilberforce’s most recent biographer, the late Robin Furneaux, suggested, that that tantalizing comment in Thomas Clarkson’s History of the abolition of the African slave trade (that there was something, he could not say what, about Pitt’s inability to make the end of the slave trade a government issue) is to be explained by King George III’s hatred of the abolitionists – as strong as that of his son, the future William IV, who as Duke of Clarence led the House of Lords’ opposition to Wilberforce, Pitt, Burke, Fox, Sheridan, and Canning, and all the others of ‘the brightest and the best’ of the 1790s.


If one is looking for villains in this matter, and some are, one should certainly indeed look at royal families more severely than at Jewish ones: I am partly thinking of the rulers of Benin, the kings of Ashanti, Congo, and Dahomey, and the Vili rulers of Loango, who sold great numbers of slaves over many generations, but also of monarchs in Europe, such as one of my own heroes, Ferdinand the Catholic, King of Aragon. ‘Athlete of Christ’, as he was named by the Pope, he gave the first licence to carry slaves on a large scale to the New World, since he wished them to extract gold from the mines of Santo Domingo. But then perhaps Ferdinand cannot be blamed specially for agreeing to the transfer of slaves from one part of his dominion to another, for his agents seem to have bought the Africans concerned in Seville, they having been carried there by merchants of Lisbon such as Bartolommeo Marchionni. Like everyone in his age, Ferdinand would have supposed that, unpleasant though it might be to be a slave, to be owned by a Christian master was infinitely better than being a subject of an infidel. One could find King John III of Portugal responsible for an even more dangerous innovation, for he, in 1530, agreed that slaves from Africa might be taken direct to the Americas. And how can we exclude the Sun King himself, Louis XIV, from our selective castigation, for his ministers agreed to pay a bounty for every slave delivered to the New World – a bounty that was still being paid in 1790, the year when Thomas Clarkson, in Paris to publicize the cause of abolition, was told by the Minister, Necker, recently recalled to power, that he dared



not show the diagram of how slaves were stowed on the ship Brookes of Liverpool to the Sun King’s successor-but-one, Louis XVI, because it would distress him too much?


Still, historians must not look for villains. I would hate to be reproached for reading Alice in Wonderland because the author was a great-grandson of the slave trader Lutwidge of Whitehaven; or Chateaubriand because the writer’s father, at Saint-Malo, was both a slave merchant and, once, a slave captain; or Gibbon because the ease which enabled him to write his great work without other occupation derived from a fortune accumulated by his grandfather, a director of the South Sea Company, whose chief preoccupation was to carry African slaves in British ships to the Spanish empire. I should not like to have to boycott the plays of Beaumarchais since that author once sought to obtain the same monopoly from the Spanish Crown. Who would refuse to visit Brown University, that fine foundation in Providence, Rhode Island, because it owes so much to John Brown, who was happily trading in slaves in that city in the 1770s? No one, surely, would refuse to take seriously John Locke, even as a philosopher of liberty, because he was a shareholder in the Royal African Company, whose initials, RAC, would be branded on so many black breasts in Africa during the last quarter of the seventeenth century.


I have a personal reason for hoping that the sins of no collateral ancestors can be visited on the present generation: in the Archivo de Indias in Seville (that best and greatest of imperial archives, to which the American scholar Irene Wright dedicated a sonnet), where I have, in researching the conquest of Mexico, spent some of the most fruitful days of my life, I discovered that a ship bringing twenty slaves to Havana Bay in 1792 was captained by someone from Liverpool by the name of Hugo Tomás.


I have tried in this book to say what happened. In seeking the truth, I have not thought it necessary to speak of outrage on every page. But all the same the question is, how was the business tolerated for so long? In my chapters on abolition I have touched on that; but, at the end of some years spent writing this book, I now cannot think of the traders in slaves, or the captains of the slave ships, as ‘worse’ than the slave owners, who after all constituted the market. There were brutal owners of slaves, such as Frederick Douglass’s putative father, and reasonably kind slave captains, such as John Newton. A few African rulers tried to escape from participation in the transatlantic trade. Mostly they failed. All were caught up in a vast scheme of things which seemed normal at least until 1780.


For only a few parts of this book have I done archival research (for example, Ferdinand the Catholic’s decision to send black slaves to the New World in 1510; the career of Bartolommeo Marchionni; of the licence to carry slaves granted by the former Emperor Charles V; of various moments of the Spanish slave trade; and of some aspects of the end of the trade to both Cuba and Brazil). But I have tried to look at original sources,



where available. In this respect, I wish to pay special thanks to: the late Elizabeth Donnan, whose Documents Illustrative of the Slave Trade to America was a great assistance; and also to Philip Curtin, whose The Slave Trade: A Census was a wonderful guide and whose figures I have only modestly revised. Enriqueta Vila Vilar’s remarkable studies on the sixteenth and seventeenth century Spanish trade, especially Hispanoamerica y el comercio de esclavos, were the best introduction to that theme. The marvellous long essay by David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture, was my stepping stone to the moral questions, while Charles Verlinden’s L’Esclavage dans l’Europe médiévale opened my eyes to the persistence of the institution of slavery during the ages of faith.


I am most grateful to the directors of the libraries and archives where I have been able to study: in particular, those of the Archivo de Indias in Seville; the Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid; the Archivo Histórico Nacional in Madrid; the Real Academia de la Historia in Madrid; the Palazzo Ricardi in Florence; the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris; the New York Public Library; Widener Library, Harvard; the Murger Memorial Library of Boston University; the London Library; the library of the House of Lords, in particular the librarian, David Jones, and his assistants; Cambridge University Library; the Public Record Office, Kew; and the British Library. This will be the last time that I shall express my gratitude to those who work as assistants in the last named’s inspiring Round Reading Room, the most beautiful library in Europe, about to be destroyed by the ignorant philistines who have recently directed British cultural life. I am also grateful to a number of people who read chapters of the book at an early stage – for example, Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones, and Dr Felipe Fernández Armesto – as to Oliver Knox and my wife, Vanessa, who kindly read the proofs and made many invaluable suggestions. My gratitude to Michael Korda, at Simon & Schuster, is profound; he was a constant encouragement. I am also grateful to Tanya Stobbs and Mary Mount of Macmillan, for their care and assiduity, as to Nicholas Blake, who ensured that, though the book was originally set in the United States, there are no Americanisms. He saved me from other howlers. Gillon Aitken and Andrew Wylie, my agents, were admirable. An immense amount of hard work on this book was done by Gypsy da Silva, also at Simon & Schuster; I must thank her and her copy editor Terry Zaroff-Evans for their patience and meticulous attention to the details of the production.


HUGH THOMAS


London, March 1997
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Book One


GREEN SEA OF DARKNESS


‘Green Sea of Darkness’ was the medieval Arab description for the Atlantic Ocean, used to indicate the terrors of the waters beyond Cape Bojador, which the Portuguese rounded in 1434













1


WHAT HEART COULD BE SO HARD?




‘What heart could be so hard as not to be pierced by piteous feeling to see that company?’


Zurara, Chronicle of the Discovery
and Conquest of Guinea





‘VERY EARLY in the morning, because of the heat’, a few Portuguese seamen on the decks of half a dozen hundred-ton caravels, the new sailing ships, were preparing, on 8 August 1444, to land their African cargo near Lagos, on the south-west point of the Algarve, in Portugal.


This cargo consisted of 235 slaves. On arriving on the mainland, these people were placed in a field. They seemed, as a contemporary put it, ‘a marvellous sight, for, amongst them, were some white enough, fair enough, and well-proportioned; others were less white, like mulattos; others again were as black as Ethiops, and so ugly, both in features and in body, as almost to appear . . . the images of a lower hemisphere.


‘What heart could be so hard’, this contemporary chronicler, Gomes Eannes de Zurara, a courtier attached to the brother of the King of Portugal, the inventive Prince Henry, asked himself, ‘as not to be pierced with piteous feeling to see that company? For some kept their heads low, and their faces bathed in tears, looking one upon another. Others stood groaning very dolorously, looking up to the height of heaven, fixing their eyes upon it, crying out loudly, as if asking help from the Father of nature; others struck their faces with the palms of their hands, throwing themselves at full length upon the ground; while others made lamentations in the manner of a dirge, after the custom of their country. . . .


‘But to increase their sufferings still more’, the writer continued, ‘there now arrived those who had charge of the division of the captives,



and . . . then was it needful to part fathers from sons, husbands from wives, brothers from brothers. No respect was shown to either friends or relations, but each fell where his lot took him.’


Zurara then permitted himself a prayer to the fashionable goddess Fortune: ‘O mighty Fortune, who with thy wheel doest and undoest, compassing the matters of the world as it pleaseth thee, do thou at least put before the eyes of that miserable race some understanding of matters to come, that the captives may receive some consolation in the midst of their great sorrow. . . .’1


The arrival of this collection of Africans was a novelty which many came to observe, among them Prince Henry, the chronicler Zurara’s hero. He watched, impassive, from his horse, and himself received forty-six of those slaves present, the ‘royal fifth’. He gave thanks that he was saving so many new souls for God.


Most of the captives who were on this day the cynosure of all eyes were Azanaghi (now usually known by their Berber name of Sanhajah or Idzagen), from what is today the southern part of the modern state of Sahara, or the northern part of Mauritania. These people later seemed to a Venetian adventurer, Alvise Ca’da Mosto, who would visit them in their own land, ‘tawny, squat and miserable’: in comparison with the blacks from farther south, who for him were ‘well-built, noble-looking men’.2 Yet the Azanaghi were one of the most important families of the veiled Tuaregs, a tribe who had, for generations, been traditional raiders of cities such as Timbuktu and other settled places on the Middle Niger. Arab geographers placed them as living near ‘the Gleaming Mountain’ and ‘the City of Brass’, separated from the unknown land of the blacks to the south by a ‘Sea of Sand . . . very soft to tread, in which man and camel may sink’.3 They had adopted Islam in the eleventh century, but had known remarkably little about that faith till an inflammatory teacher, Ibn-Yasin, a Muslim Berber from the University of Qayrawan (Tunisia), preached to them and captured their imaginations with an austere ‘fundamentalist’ message, which promised, through barbarity and sectarianism, an eventual end to all fighting and disunion. So began the ruthless Almoravid movement – which, in the beginning, caused widespread destruction.


For in the service of unimpeachable ideals the ancestors, or at least collateral ancestors, of the humble captives in Portugal in 1444 had – zealots all, dressed in skins and riding camels – swept through first Morocco and then the Iberian peninsula and, for a time, ruled an empire which stretched from the Rivers Niger and Sénégal in Africa to the Ebro in Spain. Ibn-Yasin’s hermitage, or ribat (the Almoravids were ‘people of the ribat’), in his years of struggle, was not far from that same Arguin whence the slaves of 1444 were stolen. It is thus possible that some of the Portuguese concerned to guard the new arrivals were, as a result of rape or seduction 300 years before, their distant relations.




Zurara described how, even in the fifteenth century, the Azanaghi often made ‘war on the blacks, using more ruse than force, because they are not as vigorous as their captives’. The remark shows why the slaves brought to the Algarve were of so many colours: those captured by the Portuguese raiders included men and women who had already been enslaved by the Azanaghi. If the chronicler’s comment about white and black slaves is accurate, the captives would have also included some who were bought in markets from the ubiquitous Muslim salesmen.


Most of the captives of 1444 had been taken by the Portuguese in a village where: ‘. . . they [the Portuguese], shouting out, “St James, St George, and Portugal,” at once attacked them, killing and taking all they could. Then might you see mothers forsaking their children, and husbands their wives, each striving to escape as best they could. Some drowned themselves in the water, others thought to escape by hiding under their huts, others stowed their children among the seaweed, where our men found them afterwards. . . .’4


The leader of the Portuguese in this expedition was Lançarote de Freitas, a successful young official previously engaged in collecting taxes, but now captain of a newly formed company for trade to Africa, established at Lagos (the town where de Freitas had been an official), for ‘the service of God and the Infante Henry’.5 De Freitas was known as a ‘man of great good sense’, who had been brought up in the large and interesting household of Prince Henry.


The seizure of slaves, rather than their purchase, was then a far from unusual practice in both Europe and Africa. These ‘razzias’, as the odious practice of man-stealing was known, were carried out throughout the Middle Ages in Spain and Africa by Muslim merchants, and their Christian equivalents had done the same. Muslims were justified by the Koran in seizing Christians and enslaving them; the Christians, in their long drawn out reconquest of Muslim Spain, had conducted themselves similarly.


This voyage of de Freitas’s was the first serious commercial venture to West Africa by the Portuguese, whose business leaders, as a result, became as convinced of the benefits of such expeditions as they had previously been sceptical. The merchants of Lisbon had been hoping for gold from West Africa. They had found some, but slaves were in more ample supply. Prince Henry was not displeased: the money which he obtained by selling his share of the slaves could be used to finance further endeavours, including journeys of pure discovery.


The chronicler Zurara probably thought that the captives owed their fate to the sins of their supposed ancestor Ham, cursed by his father, Noah, after seeing him naked and drunk. It was both a Christian and a Muslim tradition to suppose that the descendants of Ham had been turned black. Zurara may also have been influenced by the work two



centuries before of Egidio Colonna, who had written that if people did not have laws, and if they did not live peacefully under a government, they were more beasts than human, and therefore could legally be enslaved.6 No doubt Zurara would have considered that the Africans brought back to Portugal in 1444, whatever their origins, were just such people.
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HUMANITY IS DIVIDED INTO TWO




‘Humanity is divided into two: the masters and the slaves.’


Aristotle, Politics





IN HIS DESCRIPTION of the sale of slaves at Lagos in 1444, Zurara, the court chronicler, was writing of what has since seemed a turning point in history. Yet few occurrences thus named remain so after scrutiny; and the Portuguese, along with all Southern Europeans of that time, were accustomed both to slaves and to slavery.


Most settled societies at one time or another have employed forced labour; and most peoples, even the proud French, the effective Germans, the noble English, the dauntless Spaniards, and, perhaps above all, the poetical Russians, have experienced years of servitude.


Slavery was a major institution in antiquity. Prehistoric graves in Lower Egypt suggest that a Libyan people of about 8000 BC enslaved a Bushman or ‘Negrito’ tribe. The Egyptians later made frequent raids on principalities to their south and, during the Eighteenth Dynasty, also launched attacks by sea, to steal slaves from what is now Somaliland. Slaves built, or at least helped to build, the innovations of the world’s first agricultural revolution: the hydraulic system of China and the pyramids of Egypt. The first Code of Laws, that of Hammurabi, silent on many matters now considered interesting, included clear provisions about slavery. For example, death was prescribed for anyone who helped a slave to escape, as well as for anyone who sheltered a fugitive – a foretaste of 2,000 years during which slaves figured in most such compilations.


In the golden years of both Greece and Rome, slaves worked as domestic servants, in mines and in public works, in gangs, and individually, on farms, as well as in commerce and in cottage industries. They both managed and served in brothels, trading organizations, and workshops. There were slaves in Mycenae, and Ulysses had fifty female slaves



in his palace. The Greeks were appreciative employers of them: Athens had in her heyday about 60,000 slaves. Her police force was a body of 300 Scythian archer slaves; her famous silver mines at Laurium employed over 10,000 slaves until a rebellion in 103 BC; and twenty slaves – perhaps a quarter of those so employed – helped to build the Parthenon. The Athenians used slaves to fight for them at Marathon, even though they freed them first.


The Romans made use of slaves in all the categories employed by the Greeks, though they had many more domestic ones: a prefect in the days of the Emperor Nero might have 400 in his house alone. There may have been 2,000,000 slaves in Italy at the end of the republic. From the first century BC to the early third century AD, the use of these captives was the customary way in which prosperity was created. That did not mean all these were equal: rural and urban domestic slaves lived different lives; a man working in a gang in the fields had a different life from one in a workshop in the city; some slaves practised as doctors or lawyers, and others acted as major-domos to noblemen, or as shepherds in the hills. Cicero’s slave Tiro was his confidential secretary and was well educated: he even invented a shorthand called after himself.


Half a million captives seem to have been required every year in Rome during its most self-confident age – say, 50 BC to AD 150. The Roman state itself possessed innumerable slaves: 700, for example, were responsible for maintaining the imperial city’s aqueducts. Perhaps one out of three members of the population was a slave during the early empire. One rich lady, Melania, is said to have liberated 8,000 slaves in the early fifth century AD, when she decided to become a Christian ascetic.1


In both Greece and Rome slaves were in origin captives taken in war, or obtained by a razzia on an unsuspecting island or city. Fifty-five thousand captives are said to have been taken after the Third Carthaginian War, and Caesar, it will be recalled, brought ‘many captives home to Rome’ from the Gallic Wars. Many Germans were enslaved in later centuries. Then Septimius Severus brought 100,000 captives home after defeating the Parthians at Ctesiphon. Fifteen thousand Gallic slaves a year were exchanged for Italian wine in the first century BC. Piracy and brigandage also played their parts in providing Rome with the labour which she desired.


Markets specifically for slaves, such as those at Chios, Rhodes, and Delos, were developed early during the golden age of Greece. Ephesus was the largest market of the classical world for hundreds of years, though the evidence as to the numbers sold there is unsatisfactory. These markets were popular places of resort for all patricians. The majority of captives sold there would have come from the East. The sale of slaves born within the Roman empire was also a thriving enterprise. Some were probably bred deliberately for markets.




Many slaves of old Rome were fair Celts or Germans, including Saxons: ‘The beautiful faces of the young slaves’, wrote Gibbon, ‘were covered with a medicated crust or ointment which secured them against the effects of the sun and frost.’2 They must have been from Northern Europe, perhaps from the historian’s own land.


Black slaves also existed in antiquity. Egypt had always sought to secure her southern frontier with Nubia militarily, but commerce crossed it in both directions. Herodotus spoke of an Egyptian trade in black slaves; during the most fortunate times of the pharaohs the Nubians regularly dispatched down the Nile tributes including Ethiopian captives as well as gold and cattle. Blacks, surely slaves from Ethiopia, fought in Xerxes’ army, as they did in that of Gelon, Tyrant of Syracuse. Ethiopians are recorded in many parts of the Mediterranean in those days: as dancers and boxers, acrobats and charioteers, gladiators and cooks, prostitutes and personal servants. Black heads are to be observed on Greek vases, as on Alexandrian terracottas, and a first-century mosaic at Pompeii shows a black slave serving at a banquet. Seneca spoke of ‘one of our dandies with outriders and Numidians’.3 The Roman playwright Terence had been a slave in Carthage and, according to Suetonius, may have been a mulatto. A useful guide to navigation in the second century AD, of the Red Sea, by Periplus, talks of a maritime slave trade from the East African coast to Egypt. For black Africans seemed attractive. Seneca is supposed to have remarked that Roman men believed black women were more sensual than white, and Roman women had a similar voluptuous admiration for black men: the poet Martial praised a lady ‘blacker than night, than an ant, pitch, a jackdaw, a cicada’.4 In the Bible, the Queen of Sheba was always described as beautiful as well as black; and the Song of Solomon in the Vulgate included the firm declaration: ‘I am black and beautiful, O daughters of Jerusalem, like the tents of Kedar, like the curtains of Solomon.’5 Herodotus, who travelled as far up the Nile as Elephantine, the frontier city with Nubia, called the Ethiopians ‘the most handsome of peoples’.6


Not all the black Africans in the classical Mediterranean were slaves. Eurybatus, a black herald who accompanied Odysseus to talk to Achilles, was, presumably (the recollection of him was one of the ways by which Penelope recognized her husband); and a certain Aethiops, perhaps a black African freeman (or was it just a nickname?), was present at the founding of Corinth.


At least from the time of Xenophanes (the first European to write of the physical differences between blacks and whites), in the sixth century BC, the Greeks and the Romans were unprejudiced on grounds of race: they were quite insensible as to whether someone with black skin was superior to someone with white, or vice versa. So it is scarcely surprising that miscegenation was neither repugnant nor unexpected. No laws



mentioned the matter. Many Ethiopians married Greeks or Egyptians. In the eighth century BC, Ethiopians, who had provided soldiers and slaves to Memphis, even conquered Egypt and gave it its Twenty-fifth Dynasty.


Nearly all the black Africans of the ancient world came from Ethiopia through Egypt. Several expeditions were sent in that direction, and Pliny the Elder records more than one; all the same, in the second century AD, a caravan route seemed also to open at Lepcis Magna, in what is now Libya, linking the Roman empire with Guinea.


Wild suggestions have been made that the ancient civilization in Greece had both an Egyptian and a black origin. That imaginative view, which, if true, might affect any history of the Atlantic slave trade, derives from a story reported by a Greek historian, Diodorus of Sicily, in the first century BC. But there is no evidence for the claim; it is no more likely that the mythological first King of Athens, Cecrops, was black than that the lower part of his body was that of a fish. Socrates may have been black, but the odds are heavily against it; Cleopatra may have had black blood, but it is most improbable.





The Athenians were the first to seek a reason for discussing, as well as explaining, the institution of slavery (as of most other matters). For example, Aristotle, in the first book of his Politics, firmly said: ‘Humanity is divided into two: the masters and the slaves; or, if one prefers it, the Greeks and the Barbarians, those who have the right to command; and those who are born to obey.’ That seemed to imply that, to an Athenian, everyone who was not Greek could be captured and enslaved – even should be. Aristotle also said: ‘A slave is property with a soul.’ Thus he accepted slavery as an institution. He declared that ‘the use of domestic animals and slaves is about the same; they both lend us their physical efforts to satisfy the needs of existence’. But he also noted that some had argued that ‘the rule of a master over slaves is contrary to nature, and that the distinction between master and slave exists only by law . . . and, being an interference with nature, is thus unjust’. These ambiguous propositions would have importance in the sixteenth century, when Aristotle was looked upon as the guide to almost everything.7


Plato, for his part, compared the slave to the body, the master to the soul. He took for granted the enslavement of foreigners, though he desired to end that of Greeks.8


Yet Euripides, the playwright, realized that there was more to the matter than the philosophers thought; for example, he caused Polyxena in Hecuba, born to marry kings, to declare that she preferred death to being enslaved. His contemporaries, the Sophists, took that reflection to its logical conclusion: they even argued that slavery had no basis in the law of nature, since it derived from custom. The rhetorician Alcidamas, when demanding that the Spartans free the Messenians, thought that distinctions between a freeman and a slave were unknown to nature. The



Cynics thought that a slave maintained a free soul, even if he was the instrument of his master’s will; and Diogenes observed that the man who relied on captive labour was the true slave. Such sophisticated reflections had no effect on practice.





The Romans established the status of a slave (servus) by law and distinguished him from a serf (colonus). A slave in Rome was an object, res, unable to make a will, bear witness in civil cases, or make criminal charges – even if (by a law of Hadrian) he was also theoretically protected against murder and from physical harm at the hands of his master. Yet the mere fact that a Roman slave could also be punished for crimes suggests that the law envisaged the idea of a slave as a person, not just as a thing.


The criticisms of slavery by great Latin writers denounced the idea of cruelty to slaves rather than questioned the institution. Thus Cicero and Seneca hoped that slaves could be treated humanely, but they never contemplated an end of slavery. Cicero, who thought that all inequality (hence slavery) could be explained by degeneration, wrote in De Republica that the reduction of conquered peoples to slavery was legitimate if the people concerned were unable to govern themselves; Seneca developed the idea that slavery was a bodily affair: the spirit would remain a thing apart. The latter also thought that (Zurara’s) goddess of Fortune exercised her rights over freemen and slaves alike; in Rome, as in Greece, manumission was, after all, not uncommon.


In the last years of the Roman republic, and again under the Antonine emperors in the second century AD, some humane improvements were introduced in servile legislation. The changes did not alter the fundamental definition that a slave was someone’s property. But they did indicate that a master’s rights over his slaves, like his rights over other property, were restricted in specific ways. The Emperor Antonius Pius, for example, in the second century AD, sought to reduce the arbitrary character of the institution of slavery; but he also declared that the power of masters over slaves should remain unquestioned. He justified his humanitarian laws by saying that they were in the interests of the masters.


These innovations were partly the product of two influences: that of later Stoic philosophy, and of Christianity; the first of these was the most subversive. Henceforth, at all events, if a master were to treat a slave badly, he would have to sell him. If he were to abandon an infirm slave, that slave could be enfranchised. All the same, neither Stoic nor Christian questioned the institution of slavery. The condition was assumed to be from eternity. If a master did not exercise all his rights over his slaves, that concession was never binding, always revocable. The Stoic Epictetus, himself born a slave and freed by his master, even wondered whether enfranchisement would benefit every slave, though he was also concerned about the evil effects of slavery on masters.




Christ’s teaching that ‘all things whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them’, along with the idea of St Paul that ‘God hath made of one blood all men and all nations of men’, played a part in the history of abolition in the United States in the nineteenth century; but, in the early days of Christianity, Christ’s failure to talk specially of slaves was taken to imply that they were excluded from divine generosity.9


St Paul, like Seneca, thought that slavery was something external. So he recommended that slaves serve their masters ‘with fear and trembling’. He thought that every man should abide ‘in the same calling wherein he was called. Art thou called being a slave? Care not for it: but if thou mayest be made free, use it rather’ (the English Authorized Version curiously translates servus as ‘servant’, not ‘slave’).10 The apostle believed, it is true, that the slave who receives the call to be a Christian is ‘the Lord’s freeman’. But the implication was that that liberty could only be expected in the next world. The Epistle to Philemon the Greek described how the apostle returned a fugitive slave, Onesimus, to his master, though he did recommend indulgence. That action was later used by churches to reject the idea that escaping slaves had the right to sanctuary in their church, as common criminals did; and the eighteenth-century French Huguenot trader Jean Barbot thought that the Epistle gave evidence that, though slavery was lawful, slaves should be well treated. An early Christian bishop, and a medieval one, could comfort himself with the reflection that Christ had, after all, come not to change social conditions but to change minds – non venit mutare conditiones sed mentes. What, the ‘bondsman was inwardly free, and spiritually the equal of his master’? No matter: in external matters, he was a mere chattel. Slaves could of course look forward to freedom in the next world. In the meantime, they should endure their terrestrial condition for the glory of God, whose ways were inscrutable.11


Several centuries after St Paul, the austere Father of the Church St John Chrysostom advised the slave to prefer the security of captivity to the uncertainties of freedom. St Augustine agreed. He thought that the first cause of slavery was the sin ‘which has subjected man to man’. But that ‘had not been done without the will of God, who knows no injustice’. Augustine, born at Hippo in North Africa, believed in the equality of races: ‘Whoever is born anywhere as a human being, that is, as a rational mortal creature, however strange he may appear to our senses in bodily form, or colour, or motion, or utterance, or in any faculty, part, or quality of his nature whatsoever, let no true believer have any doubt that such an individual is descended from the one man who first existed.’ All the same, sin made many men slaves; and Augustine remembered the Curse of Ham in Genesis.12 Then St Ambrose, commenting on St Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians, believed that masters had duties to slaves. He also suspected that God had intended all men to be free, but that the tragic



conditions of human life meant that some who were naturally free might, as a result of war, be reduced to slavery. The General Council of the Christian Church (c. 345) at Gangra, in Paphlagonia (that is, northern Turkey), condemned all who under pretext of religion taught slaves to despise their masters; one of the Councils of Carthage (419) refused the right even of enfranchised slaves to bear witness in court. Pope Leo the Great proclaimed in 443 that no slave could become a priest. The Emperor Justinian later sought to change that provision, and to arrange for the entry of slaves into the priesthood if their masters did not oppose the matter; but, though a slave’s collar has been found bearing the inscription ‘Felix the Archdeacon’, the tolerance implicit in the designation had little effect during the late Western empire.


In one of his last speeches, in a debate in the House of Commons in 1806, that passionate friend of liberty Charles James Fox would declare that it was ‘one of the glories of Christianity to have gradually extinguished the slave trade, and even slavery, wherever its influence was felt’.13 That effulgence was, however, hidden for many centuries.


All the same, even if the Church did not question the institution of slavery, it did encourage manumission: the actions of the saintly Melania have been recalled; and a certain Hermes, converted to Christianity in the days of Hadrian, is said to have freed 1,250 slaves one Easter. A decree Manumissio in ecclesia was also approved by the Emperor Constantine the Great in 321.


It was only in the case of Jews that later Roman law was in any way less than helpful to masters. Constantine, however, declared that no Jew could own a Christian slave. If a Jew bought a slave who was not Jewish, and forced him to be circumcised, the Code of Theodosius gave that slave a right to liberty. A law of 417 refined the matter: no Jew could buy Christian slaves. Even if he were to inherit one, he could only keep him on the condition that he not try to convert him to Judaism. Thus, very early in history, the problem of Jews and slaves was posed, though not quite in the way that has seemed appropriate to polemicists of the twentieth century.
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THE SLAVES WHO FIND THE GOLD ARE ALL BLACK




‘The slaves who find the gold are all black but if, by a miracle, they manage to escape from them, they become white.’


Valentim Fernandes, c. 1500





AT THE END of the Roman empire, most ancient institutions collapsed. So did most families, gods, and traditions. But slavery survived. In the worst years of the Dark Ages, Scythian slaves could still be bought in Antioch, and Gothic ones could be found in Rome. Slaves too played a part in the overthrow of the empire. Thus Alaric’s army of 40,000 included many fugitive slaves, many of them Goths in origin. The partisans of the Emperor Honorius in Spain even armed slaves to fight the Franks. In 423, the usurper John seized power in Ravenna and, having no troops, he enfranchised and armed the slaves of the nearby villae. In Gaul, runaway slaves were frequent in the Franks’ invading armies.


The ‘barbarians’ swiftly drew close to the peoples whom they had conquered. It was not their purpose to break up the old social order. Rather, they wanted to capture it. They needed no convincing that their new estates needed slave labour, for they had always used slaves whenever they could, even when they had been nomadic, and they had often suffered from Roman slaving raids in the past.


The new masters of the old Roman world obtained most of their slaves by capture in war; and war was then incessant. There was not only continual fighting between the different Anglo-Saxon monarchies, but by them against the Celts in the west of Britain: wars that often seemed mere manhunts for Celtic slaves. The Franks, too, were always fighting – against Bretons, or Aquitainian Goths – and usually bringing back slaves as booty. In the new post-imperial culture, slaves were



also made as a result of punishments (a criminal who could not pay a fine allocated to the victim might be reduced to slavery). Most slaves in Visigothic Spain seem to have derived from that source; or from debts; or from simple poverty, for men and women deliberately sold themselves, or their children, into bondage for the sake of a better life. Gregory of Tours, the sixth-century historian, recalled that in Gaul of his day, ‘merchants reduced the poor to slavery in return for a morsel of food’.1


Slave markets maintained their rhythm, if at a slower beat than in the past; and in Visigothic Spain Jewish merchants were prominent among those providing slaves for sale – Celts or Suevi, no doubt – until the rising tide of anti-Semitism in the seventh century restricted their activities.


The laws of most of these successor states to Rome reflected Roman practice, though they adapted them to the new age: a Burgundian decree, for example, declared that a slave was worth five and a half oxen, or five hogs. There are many references to slavery in Anglo-Saxon, Lombard, and Frankish codes: innumerable provisions related to punishments for slaves who tried to cross the borderline between bondage and liberty; and, in some ways, the rules read as if they were harsher than those of Rome. Out of nearly 500 Visigothic laws which survive (their kings were great lawyers), almost half refer to some aspect of slavery. St Isidore of Seville, who at a bleak time established a philosophical entente between Christian and Gothic customs, had, meantime, no doubts about the divine origin of slavery: ‘Because of the sin of the first man, the penalty of servitude was inflicted by God on the human race; to those unsuitable for liberty, he has mercifully accorded servitude.’2 It will be remembered that in Tristan and Isolde Tristan’s first mission was to kill Morold, a knight from Ireland who came regularly to Cornwall to obtain slaves.


So throughout the early Middle Ages slaves constituted a highly prized section of the population of Europe, including Northern Europe. How large a proportion of the population of Charlemagne’s empire constituted slaves is a matter for speculation. But certainly, during the Carolingian ‘Renaissance’, slave markets, like learning, prospered. Saxons, Angles, Wends, and Avars could all be bought at Verdun, Arles, and Lyons, at whose ‘great fairs’ slavs soon became also a prime commodity. Verdun prided herself on her production of eunuchs, most of them being sold to the Moors in Spain. Louis the Debonair, Charlemagne’s heir, unlike his father, followed a defensive policy. So slaves as prisoners of war were less easy to come by. He sold licences to trade slaves to the powerful merchants whom he knew, who were concerned to buy and sell abroad as well as in France.


Still, there remains doubt as to whether all these servi, to use the Latin word for them, were slaves proper – chattel slaves, that is – rather



than serfs, persons with some rights of property. The words are confusing, for soon after ‘slavery’ vanished in Northern Europe. The reasons are disputed. Was it because feudal lords found that they could not feed a labour force all the year round and decided to employ them only during the harvest? Was the eclipse of the old institution the consequence of the use of ‘new technology’ – especially on smallholdings (or associations of smallholdings) – which made slave labour inappropriate: for example, large carthorses, with frontal collars; frontal yokes for oxen; the new flail, or the wheeled plough with a mould-board; iron tools; or, above all, the diffusion of watermills (such a wonderful release from the old hand mill, which had given such exhausting work to slaves for so long)? Or were all the feudal lords too poor to be able to afford new slaves? Were there too few foreign wars which could bring home captives in the early Middle Ages (especially in competition with the Muslim markets of the Mediterranean)? Did new lords find it to their economic advantage to free their slaves in return for rent, becoming landlords rather than masters? Did the descendants of slaves rise in the world to merge with a mass of once-independent farmers who were in decline, to form a new class of serfs? Or were slave revolts (such as that against King Aurelius in Asturias in 770) and the mass slave escapes of the time too much for masters to endure? (In Visigothic Spain, King Egica in 702 tried to persuade the entire free population to help him seek runaway slaves.)


The idea that some element of morality introduced by a more penitent Church played a part should not be entirely ignored. Balthilde, an Anglo-Saxon slave of Erchinoald, the maire du palais, married King Clovis II (the first roi fainéant) in 649, and she became known for her efforts both to stop the slave trade and to redeem those already enslaved (she is now very properly St Balthilde). Slaves were beginning to be allowed, in however humble a posture, to enter churches; and there was some intermarriage between freemen and slave girls. The mere act of baptism proved that slaves were men, or women, with souls. Then in AD 960 the Bishops of Venice sought to win divine forgiveness for what they admitted to have been their past sins in selling slaves by seeking to prohibit Venetians from engaging in the trade. In England, manumission became increasingly frequent before 1066, especially by bishops in their wills, and the practice seems to have become almost a commandment. William the Conqueror gave his support to ecclesiastical rules forbidding the enslavement of Christians, as did Henry I. Archbishop Anselm, at the London Council of 1102, denounced the practice of selling Englishmen as ‘brute beasts’; his pious contemporary Bishop Wulfstan preached against the practice of selling English slaves from Bristol to Ireland.3 But it is unclear whether they would have minded selling Frenchmen – or Welshmen, come to that – and the Church remained a slave owner. Much earlier, the goldsmith St Eligius was found enfranchising ‘only’ a



hundred of the slaves whom he offered to the new Monastery of Solignac, near Limoges.


The truth seems to be that many causes for the fall of the ancient institution came together during the eleventh century in Northern Europe. There seem to have been no slaves to speak of by then in central Italy, nor in Catalonia, nor in central France. In Spain the old slave system was on the verge of collapse at the time of the Moorish conquest. Thereafter, the grandsons of many who had been slaves began to be converted into serfs, men with obligations to masters (who provided their houses, as in the mezzadria, the sharecropping arrangement of Italy) but who also worked on their own to gain some part of their living. In northern France it became evident that serfs not only produced more than slaves did, but they required no permanent guards. All the same, there seems to have been what a modern French historian has called ‘un moment privilégié’, a ‘discontinuity’, when slavery was dying, and before serfdom had been properly established.4


England carried through these changes a little later than did her Continental neighbours. But after the Norman Conquest the new lords freed many of the slaves whom they found on the estates which they seized, and these then joined the ranks of the lower peasantry. ‘Domesday Book’ records only 25,000 servi, or about a tenth of the labour force (many were ploughmen, living completely at the lord’s disposal, and in his house). But the Norman Conquest was the first such invasion of England which did not increase the number of slaves in the country. Thereafter the feudal system was introduced, in a more coherent way than anywhere on the Continent, by the King and his tenants, the new lords. By 1200 slavery had disappeared in England, even if William Wilberforce, in a famous speech 600 years later, introducing in the English House of Commons a discussion of the slave trade, talked of child slaves from Bristol being sold to Ireland as late as the reign of Henry VII – an aspect of the troubles of the latter island which has not otherwise received attention.5





The state of slavery was, however, quite different in Southern Europe. In all the countries which bordered the Mediterranean the institution prospered in the Middle Ages. The reasons were, first, that that sea, and its shore, constituted a permanent war zone between Christians and Muslims; and, second, that slaves continued to be a priority in Islam. Christians and Muslims alike in the Mediterranean still considered that the institution of slavery had a firm basis in Roman and canon law, in the Bible, and also in the Koran – though the latter specifically, and often, proclaimed that to free a slave was one of the most praiseworthy of acts. The third Caliph Othman had done so: he was said to have bought over 2,000 captives simply for the purpose of liberating them.




Just as the entire population of Carthage had been enslaved after its capture by Rome, so, in the early eighth century, the swift conquest of Visigothic Spain by the Moors was followed by mass enslavements of Christians. Thirty thousand Christian slaves are said to have been sent to Damascus, as the prescribed fifth of the booty due to the Caliph after the fall of the Visigoths. These slaves were fortunate, since the Koran allowed the killing of all males in cities which resisted, and merely the enslavement of their wives and children. Years later, Willibald, a Kentish pilgrim to the Holy Land, was helped by a Spanish ‘Chamberlain to the King of the Saracens’, who may have been a survivor of these. In Medina it was for a long time easy to meet Christian slaves of Spanish origin. Abd ar-Rahman III, the most gifted of the caliphs in Córdoba, in Spain itself, employed nearly 4,000 Christian slaves in his palace of Madinat az-Zahra, outside that city. The great al-Mansur, Grand Vizier of that caliphate in the late tenth century, launched over fifty attacks on Christian territories, from all of which he brought back slaves: 30,000, it is said, after his conquest of León. When he died, at Medinaceli in 1002, his friends lamented that ‘our provider of slaves is no more’.6 As late as 1311 Aragonese ambassadors at the General Council of the Church at Vienne claimed that there were still 30,000 Christian slaves in the kingdom of Granada.


Islam in fact accepted slavery as an unquestionable part of human organization. Indeed, Mahomet took over the system of slavery upon which ancient society was based, without question. The greatest of Arab historians, Ibn-Khaldun, believed that it was through slavery that some of the strongest Muslims, such as the Turks, learned ‘the glory and the blessing and [had become] exposed to divine providence’. By Islamic law, if a people were to convert to Islam before a battle against a Muslim army, their lives, goods, and liberty had to be respected. There were also some tolerant rules, such as that ‘it is essential that a captured polytheist [the Koran’s euphemism for a Christian] receives his nourishment and good treatment up till the time that his fate is decided’.7 Slave children were not to be separated from their mothers till they had attained the age of seven. Thus the laws of Islam were in some ways more benign in respect of slavery even than those of Rome. Slaves were not to be treated as if they were animals. Slaves and freemen were equal from the point of view of God. The master did not have power of life and death over his slave property.


Not all Christians in Moorish Spain were enslaved after their subjection. Some Christian princes to begin with could even keep their own slaves. But they were not permitted to have Muslim ones, or black ones: the latter were especially coveted by Muslim noblemen, since they were in short supply.


The Muslims of Spain carried on their pursuit of slaves beyond the borders of the old Visigothic realm. For example, they raided France for



captives from a base in the Camargue, and they made razzias to Arles in 842, to Marseilles in 838, and to Valence in 869. Throughout the High Middle Ages there were also innumerable acts of Mediterranean piracy in which Christians were seized by Muslims (or Muslims by Christians), the captures being followed by long negotiations for ransoms. Entire religious orders, such as the Mercedarians, were founded in Christian Spain to deal with the matter. How often did innocuous-seeming little ships set off from the northern coasts of Africa in order to seize Christians from the shores of the North! And how often, too, did similar ships leave from Barcelona or Majorca with a similar goal.


The Muslims of Spain also bought slaves, and on a large scale. One important source, after the revival of prosperity under the Carolingians, was the still largely pagan Slav territories (the people lent their name to the institution, and the word ‘Slav’ later became a synonym in Arabic for ‘eunuch’). Merchants in the eastern marches of Germany would drive captives to markets in the Mediterranean – sometimes via Walenstad in Austria – or Venice – sometimes via Koblenz, on the Rhine, or Verdun. These prisoners might also travel south, down the Saône and the Rhône, and be embarked at Arles. Thence, crossing the Mediterranean in a middle passage as disagreeable as, if shorter than, that of the Atlantic in later days, they would be landed at Almería, the main port of Muslim Spain. They might be shipped thence to any Muslim port, even to Baghdad or Trebizond, Cairo or Algiers.


There grew up, too, a thriving two-way commerce in slaves between Christian merchants of Europe, such as Normans (the Vikings often carried away slaves), and the Muslims of the Mediterranean and of the Atlantic coast. Christian representatives in Arab ports sought to obtain treaties, and consuls, to protect themselves. Sometimes they were successful. But they were prevented from penetrating the African interior by the Arab merchants who controlled the trade there. Those middlemen offered sought-after African products as well as slaves – gold, ivory, ebony, dyed goatskins, chillies, or malaguetta peppers (the ‘grains of paradise’) in return for European treasures such as glass beads, weapons, and woollen goods. Sometimes black slaves from Guinea might be exchanged for blond ones from Poland.


Thus in the early Middle Ages, at all the Muslim Mediterranean courts and especially those of al-Andalus, there were gathered together, as in an international brigade of servitude, Greek, Slav, German, Russian, Sudanese, and black slaves. These latter, the sought-after black men and women from Guinea, would have been brought across the Sahara from Timbuktu to Sijilmasa, an important market town in southern Morocco.*



With them came ivory which was used by the famous Islamic school of ivory carving at Cuenca. One historian of al-Andalus writes of the ‘vast hordes of slaves’ brought in during the tenth century. Among the merchants who dealt in these slaves from Guinea was the father of the Andalusian historian Ahmad ar-Razi, who was not the last such writer to have financed his research by a fortune accumulated by a slaving forebear.


The Umayyad rulers of Córdoba, acting in imitation of the Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad, began to employ slaves as soldiers, and by the middle of the ninth century the Caliph there had a slave army of 60,000 ‘silent ones’, so named because being German, English, or Slav they spoke no Arabic. Yusef Ibn-Tashufun the Almoravid favoured the use of these Christian slaves against Christian rulers: they fought well. Even though Muslim power was in decay by the end of the fourteenth century, Christian slaves also worked on the Alhambra in Granada.


Slaves could prosper in Muslim courts, and the son of one such, the Slav Badr, became Governor of Córdoba. Many caliphs had children by slave mistresses, and so it was that Abd ar-Rahman III was the son of a Christian slave girl. Some of the rulers of the Taifas, the tiny principalities which sprang up in Spain after the collapse of the caliphate of Córdoba in the eleventh century, were slaves in origin: for example, Sabur, the slave King in Badajoz, was probably born Sapor, a Persian; and the ruler of Denia, near Valencia, may once have been a Sardinian slave.


Perhaps some black slaves were included in the largely Berber army of Gebel el-Tarik which crossed to Spain in 711. Abd ar-Rahman I, the founder of the Umayyad caliphate in Córdoba, employed a black slave to manage his harem. Al-Hakam I, in the ninth century, surrounded himself with ‘mamelukes [Egyptians] and blacks’. Al-Hakam II, a hundred years later, had a black slave bodyguard, as did the most powerful King of Granada, Muhammad V, in the mid-fourteenth century.


The Christians in Spain emulated Muslim behaviour. True, they began their reconquest of the peninsula by killing the Muslim populations of the towns which they seized. But by the end of the eighth century captured women and children were made into slaves, as were some men. Execution began to seem a waste of a resource. A prime purpose of Christian adventurers and municipal councils in penetrating Muslim territory indeed soon became to find slaves. In 1143 a Castilian king, Alfonso VII, made an expedition to Andalusia, and brought back Muslim slaves from Carmona, near Seville, as from Almería. Slaves (principally from Eastern Europe) also began to be given as presents, along with gold, to Christian kings of Spain by Muslim tributaries. Muslim slaves were at work on the rebuilding of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela about 1150, just as Christian slaves were working on the Mosque of Kutubiyya at Marrakesh.




Castilian razzias, copying Muslim ones, increased in the thirteenth century. The recovery of the great cities of al-Andalus led to the enslavement of thousands who were received with enthusiasm by the conquerors and their followers. Many of the Muslims’ slaves from all over the Mediterranean and beyond also passed directly into Castilian hands. King Alfonso III of Aragon is also said to have sold 40,000 Moors after his capture of Minorca (in 1287); and the best historian of this subject has suggested that it might be enough merely to halve that figure in order to establish the truth.8 It must have been easy for Ramon Llull, the Majorcan mystic and agitator, to buy a Muslim slave about that time, who would teach him Arabic. The extraordinary Arab traveller Ibn-Battuta described a Christian raid in 1352 for slaves on the coast of al-Andalus between Marbella and Málaga, perhaps at the fishing port of Torremolinos. The raid must have been similar to that of the Portuguese a hundred years later in West Africa, which brought the Azanaghi back to Prince Henry and the Algarve.


Thus it is no surprise that slavery, though apparently in decline about AD 1000, as it was north of the Pyrenees, received detailed attention two hundred and fifty years later in the major Spanish legal code, the ‘Siete Partidas’ of King Alfonso the Wise. That famous document specified that a man became a slave by being captured in war, by being born the child of a slave, or by letting himself be sold. The code, compiled in the 1260s, confirmed Roman definitions of slavery, though in some respects it was more tolerant (certainly it was more so than the rough Visigothic laws), for example, allowing that a slave might marry against his master’s will, and that, once married, couples could not be separated. If marriages occurred between slaves with different masters, an effort had to be made to let them work in the same place. If a compromise could not be achieved, the Church had to buy both slaves. Children would take the status of their mothers, so that, if the latter were free, the children could be also. A slave who was badly treated could complain to a judge, and a master who killed a slave could be tried for murder. Castration was forbidden as a punishment. Slaves were to be allowed to inherit property. There was no suggestion in the code that slavery might be an evil in itself. But manumission was possible, and slaves who could afford it could buy their liberty. King Alfonso also provided, bearing in mind that medieval Spain was a country of several cultures, that neither Jews, Moors, nor heretics could legally own Christian slaves.9


These provisions in theory governed Spanish-owned slaves not just for the remainder of the Middle Ages but, however inadequately applied, or explicitly amended, in one way or another until the nineteenth century.


By 1100 there were in Christian Spain (or Portugal) few slaves who had the same faith as their masters but many Muslim ones, living alongside a small class of free Muslims. Most of the captives were in one way or



another servants in noble households, though some worked in workshops or on farms. Many of them were sold, often outside Spain. Thus in the thirteenth century, Arles, Montpellier, Narbonne, Antibes, and Nice were important markets for slaves obtained from Africa. Venetian, Genoese, or Florentine merchants often did the selling. Barcelona was important too, its traders busily selling ‘sarrasines’ or ‘Moors’ to buyers in Sicily and Genoa. Palma de Mallorca ran Barcelona close as a slaving port in the fifteenth century. Thus we hear how Thomas Vincentius of Tarragona, settled in Genoa, bought there, in the course of the summer of 1318, two white slaves (probably Moors), two olive-skinned ones, one slave from the Crimea, two Turks, and a Greek. Greek slaves were then fashionable in Barcelona, being easily obtained in the Catalan Duchy of Athens; and slaves from the Crimea were as easily acquired thanks to the Genoese colony at Kaffa (the modern Feodosiya). Other important sources for slaves were Sardinia and Russia: thus, we read how on ‘24 April 1409, Johannes Vilahut, notary of the royal chancellery and bourgeois of Barcelona, was sold to Narciso Jutglat, bourgeois of Palma, a Russian neophyte, aged 27, named Helen’. There were Circassian, Armenian, and Turkish slaves as well as Balkans of all sorts and particularly Albanians (in 1450, ‘Jacobus d’Alois, coral fisherman of Barcelona, sold to the widow of a merchant of the same city an Albanian named Erma, aged 25’). The ethnic diversity was nearly as remarkable as it was in al-Andalus.10


Ports in Aragon’s southern Italian dominions were also slave ports in the fifteenth century, above all Naples and Palermo. Sales there by Spanish merchants were frequent.


In Aragon and Valencia, though Christian razzias and kidnappings, especially at sea, continued, commerce played a more important part in providing slaves for Europe. No doubt that should be seen as a step towards civilization.


After the fall of Constantinople in 1453 slaves imported from Russia or the Black Sea became more rare. The conquest of Crimea by the Ottomans brought an end to the Genoese trading post at Kaffa. The shortage was compensated for in Spain by imports of slaves from the recently discovered (or rediscovered) Canary Islands. For example, after the ‘revolt’ of Tenerife, a single merchant of Valencia brought back eighty-seven guanches (Canary Island natives) on one ship.


Black African slaves were also becoming quite numerous, on the Mediterranean coast of Spain and elsewhere. In the 1250s, already, Moorish traders were to be found offering black slaves from Guinea at fairs in Guimarães, in northern Portugal; and blacks bought in North Africa were being sold in Cádiz at the end of that century. In 1306, two inhabitants of Cerbère, on the Spanish-French border, sold ‘to Bernard Gispert, of Santa Coloma de Queralt, in Catalonia, a “black Saracen”, called Alibez, for 335 sous’. At the end of the fourteenth century, in 1395, King Juan I of Aragon reclaimed two ‘Ethiopians’ (a generic word still



used for all Africans) who had hidden in the Monastery of Santa María de Besalú – one of them claiming that he was the son of the King of Ethiopia. Then in 1416 Jaume Gil, hotelier of Igualada, no distance from Santa Coloma, bought ‘an Ethiopian negress’, Marguerite, known as Axa before she was baptized, from Elisenda, the widow of an apothecary, for 139 Aragonese gold florins. The records of the markets of those days indeed seem to contain increasing mention of ‘black Tartars’, of Algerians, even of black Christians from Tunis, and some from Sudan or Cyrenaica. The Africans of Barcelona were numerous enough, in the mid-fifteenth century, to form there a black cofradia, a black Christian brotherhood, such as existed already in both Seville and Valencia – though the direction of these must always have been in the hands of freemen.11


There were more slaves in Seville – the ‘needle’s eye’, in a later judge’s phrase – in the fifteenth century than anywhere else in Spain.12 They were to be found in the Arenal, where ships for trading were loaded, even selling goods in public squares and in market places. Moors and Moriscos (white slaves, esclavos blancos), had usually been captives in war (either from Granada or captured in Mediterranean wars) and were often disliked; but blacks (esclavos negros), who often became Christians and accepted Spanish culture, were easily absorbed.


Slaves were also to be found in Italy: not just in commercially adventurous cities such as Genoa, Venice, and Florence, but also in Rome. A law of 1441 in Genoa showed how seriously the slave trade was taken then: a slave ship with one deck could henceforth only carry thirty slaves; with two it could carry forty-five; and one with three, sixty. (These were regulations of a kind which Northern Europe, after it had re-entered the slave traffic in the seventeenth century, would not repeat till 1790 on the occasion of Sir William Dolben’s bill in England.) It was laid down in Florence in 1364 that all kinds of slaves might be imported, provided they were not Catholics. Most of those brought in were Tartars from Kaffa; at least one Florentine firm, that of the family of Marchionni, had a foothold there in a prominently Genoese-dominated city. Between 1366 and 1397 nearly 400 slaves were sold in Florence (mostly women). Many Greek slaves were also sold in Italy, along with Albanians, Russians, Turks, and ‘Moors’. In the late fifteenth century Venetians probably enjoyed the services of about 3,000 slaves from North Africa or Tartary. Anxiety was sometimes expressed because there were too few slaves (for example, in a debate in the Senate in Venice in 1459); but there was also fear lest slaves might become so numerous as to constitute a danger to the city: a familiar cry in later slave societies in the Americas.





The southern shore of the Mediterranean afforded an even larger market for slaves in the late Middle Ages than the northern one. No doubt Christian captives dominated the field, mostly kidnapped on the high



seas or in maritime raids on Spanish or Italian ports or villages. All the same for hundreds of years black slaves, especially girls and young men, had also been sought after by Arab merchants for use in Muslim courts, from Córdoba to Baghdad, as servants, concubines, or warriors. The slave girls of Awdaghost, on the Upper Niger, were prized as cooks, particularly skilled, reported the traveller al-Bakri, at making exquisite pastries out of a mixture of nuts and honey. In the fourteenth century, another traveller, al-Umari, described the empire of Mali, the largest West African monarchy of the time, also on the Upper Niger, as deriving great profit from ‘its merchandise and its seizures by razzias in the land of the infidel’. The successors of the Mali, the emperors of the Songhai, would customarily give presents of slaves to their guests. In Fez, in the early sixteenth century, the Emperor gave Leo the African, a Moor born in Granada who later lived at the brilliant court of Pope Leo X in Rome, ‘fifty male slaves and fifty female slaves brought out of the land of the blacks, ten eunuchs, twelve camels, one giraffe, twenty civet-cats. . . .  Twenty of the male slaves’, he added, ‘cost twenty ducats apiece, and so did fifteen of the female slaves.’ The eunuchs were worth forty ducats, the camels fifty, and the civet-cats 200 – the high cost of the last item being due to their use in making scent.13


Egypt had a taste for black eunuchs in the tenth century. Admittedly, they were largely able to satisfy this caprice by trading with the territories to their immediate south. A treaty of AD 651 obliged the Nubians to deliver 360 slaves a year to Egypt, and there were Muslim conventions with other conquered peoples in North Africa. Then many of those who set off northwards from the sub-Saharan Sudan would take with them black slaves, whom they would customarily sell when they arrived at their destination.


The enthusiasm for blacks was, to be sure, nothing like a private interest of the Muslims: they were also popular as slaves in Java and India in the Middle Ages; even the Chinese seem to have liked East African slaves, a desire presumably satisfied by Muslim merchants in Canton.


The numbers involved in trans-Saharan trading are difficult to estimate. Could there have been 7,000 black eunuchs in Baghdad in the tenth century? Was it the sheer number of black slaves in the fields of Mesopotamia which inspired there the great rebellion of slaves led by Ali Ibn-Muhammed at the end of the ninth century? Princes in Bahrain in the eleventh century are credited with holding 30,000 black slaves, mostly employed in gardening or at least domestic agriculture. In 1275 10,000 natives of the region of the Upper Niger are said to have been sold in Egypt ‘after a military campaign’.14 The chief buyers would have been the slave soldiers the Mamelukes, who seized power in Egypt in 1250 and in the fourteenth century dominated the Near East. An Egyptian claimed that Mansa Musa, the most remarkable Sultan of the Niger empire of



Mali, sold, during his pilgrimage to Mecca of 1324, 14,000 female slaves in Cairo in order to meet his travelling costs. The exaggeration in statistics in all societies before the twentieth century, from the size of armies to deaths in action, is notorious. Still, anything between 5,000 and 20,000 slaves may have been carried north annually from the region of the Niger to the harems, the barracks, the kitchens, or the farms of the Muslim Mediterranean and Near East during the late Middle Ages; and not just to North Africa, since Sicily, Sardinia, Genoa, Venice, and even parts of Christian Spain had, as has been suggested, their black slaves in the fifteenth century. The enslavement of black Africans recently converted to Islam might be forbidden to Muslims. All the same, the caliphs and emirs turned a blind eye to it. Thus the black King of Bornu, in what is now Nigeria, complained bitterly to the Sultan of Egypt in the 1390s that Arab tribesmen were always seizing ‘our people as merchandise’.15





This trans-Saharan trade, between West and North Africa, probably began in one form or another as early as 1000 BC, when the desert was sometimes crossed by oxen and carts drawn by horses. The commerce was encouraged by both the Carthaginians and the Romans. After the introduction of the camel, the essential element in communications in Africa till the advent of motor vehicles in the 1920s, it prospered even more. The most important route in Roman days was that which led to Muzuk, the capital of Fezzan, in what is now southern Libya. That linked Tripolitania and Egypt with the cities on the central bend of the Niger. There were, however, even in antiquity, other roads to the Mediterranean. With the fall of Rome, this trade, such as it was, evaporated. But it revived when in 533–5 Byzantium reconquered North Africa. Probably a few slaves were always brought along these routes, including in classical times.


The Arab conquests of North Africa in the seventh century, though at first destructive, eventually contributed to the restoration and expansion of the trans-Saharan trade.


Leo the African, who travelled in this region, spoke of twenty cities between Morocco and Tripoli which enjoyed ‘great traffic into the land of the blacks’.16 The most important of these places – Fez, Sijilmasa, and Ghadames – were inland towns, whose merchants never traded directly with the Christian Catalans, Italians, and Majorcans who were established on the coast. Christian traders were allowed to settle in Marrakesh but nowhere else. The medieval European monarchies in consequence knew little of the details of this flourishing trade between the Maghreb and the people of Guinea.


The main medieval Arab route across the Sahara to Morocco was that from Timbuktu to Sijilmasa. Though Muslim merchants were the most important traders, a few Jewish, Berber, and black ones also played a part.



This commerce was limited, first, by the length of the journey – seventy to ninety days or longer – and, second, by the requirement that all goods (other than slaves) had a high value in relation to their weight. The crossing was dangerous, and could not be made at certain times of the year: there were sandstorms in the summer, as well as sharp changes in the temperature from day to night. Water was always short, and marauders were frequent. It was easy to become lost. It may easily be that as many as a quarter of the slaves died en route.


Of the other goods carried, gold was significant, at least from AD 800. It became more and more important (in the eleventh and twelfth centuries) after first the Muslim countries of the Mediterranean, and then several European ones, adopted that metal as their currency. West Africa was Europe’s main source of gold in the late Middle Ages, although the place itself was quite unknown to Europe.





The racial mixture in West Africa was interesting. Before the Arab invasions, the land was principally inhabited by two peoples: in the north-west, the Hamites – called Libyans or Barbari by the Romans, and Berbers by the Arabs, a word actually deriving from Barbari – and black people to the south of the desert. The arrival of the Arabs brought a most troubling extra element. All the same, the Berbers retained most of their individual characteristics, as highland tillers of the soil and lovers of freedom. They were rarely moved by religious enthusiasm, and were able, on the whole, to preserve their purity of race. But in the south there was much mixture. Thus the people of Timbuktu had black skin but much Berber blood. They thought of the black Songhai, in the Middle Niger Valley, as savages, though the powerful ruling dynasty of that monarchy was Berber in origin. In the desert the Hamitic Tuaregs were the dominant people at the time of the coming of the Arabs, who named them ‘the veiled people’, though in truth they adopted the use of veils only after the year 600. They may have had a time as Christians, for even after they adopted Islam their favourite emblem was a cross, and they continued to be monogamous. In the fifteenth century they controlled, and maintained, the desert’s oases and pastures, and they levied tolls on the caravan routes crossing the Sahara. In the confusion which attended the collapse of the Roman empire they also acquired the large herds of camels which were the basis of their strength.


The distinguishing feature of West Africa was that it was a territory in which the peoples from the desert, such as these Tuaregs, were in the habit of making constant raids on settled communities in the well-watered and prosperous peripheries – on the Mandingos, for example, or the Songhai, from whom, among other things, they stole slaves. The desert peoples hated agriculture and needed slaves to tend the oases. The Tuaregs and the Arabs liked to employ blacks in this capacity, even



though they despised them: a tenth-century traveller from Baghdad, Ibn-Hawkal, wrote that he had ‘not described the country of the African blacks . . . of the torrid zone . . . because, naturally loving wisdom, ingenuity, religion, justice and regular government, how could I notice such people as these . . . ?’17 Ibn-Battuta, who has been mentioned before, was also horrified to find that the blacks, whom he had in the past known as slaves, were the masters in their own country. He complained of the food he found there, and thought that this bad food showed that ‘there was no good to be hoped for from these people’. But he comforted himself all the same by travelling back to Fez with a caravan of 600 black slaves.18


Raiding in what the Arabs named ‘the Country of the Blacks’, the Beled es-Sudan, the tropical rainforest of the Guinea coast, also became a traditional occcupation of Muslims of the plains, especially during dry weather.


Arab power expanded the trade in slaves. By the fifteenth century Muslim merchants, usually mullahs, dominated the marketing of them, as of most other things. These holy men constituted an international brotherhood, for they were not attached to any kingdom. They obtained their captives much as the Muslims had done in Spain and elsewhere: by razzias into nearby towns, whose inhabitants they stole without bothering about a pretext. But they also bought slaves, which meant little more than that they let others do the stealing for them.


Medieval West Africa, after all, constituted a part of the civilization of Islam, if only a frontier zone. That Muslim connection had many positive sides. Indeed, the coming of Islam explains why, by the fifteenth century, the region had mostly advanced beyond a subsistence economy to one using production for exchange. The architect Es-Sahili had come there from Moorish Spain to introduce the idea of stone buildings into the land of Guinea. Craftsmen and hunters as well as fishermen and farmers by then sustained a vigorous commercial life extending over long distances, not just to the Mediterranean. Markets existed, often arranged according to an elaborate plan by which sellers met in rotation, large commercial exchanges being held once a fortnight, smaller ones once a week. Iron of different sizes, copper bars, copper wristlets, manillas (rings of metal used as necklaces or bracelets), and even cowries from the Maldive Islands in the Indian Ocean, all items which would play a part in the Atlantic slave trade, were widely used as currency. The slave dimension of West Africa was stimulated also by the extension of Islam into the region.


West Africa itself had known slavery on a small scale before the coming of Islam, and had done so since the establishment there of settled agricultural societies. African kings who collected and sold slaves for lucrative export to the north usually kept a few for their own use. But the Islamic monarchs, such as the emperors of Mali or their successors to



great power on the Middle Niger, the Songhai, ushered in a new stage: these rulers were powerful men, with large armies at their disposal, and considerable territories to exploit. Many of their monarchs employed slaves as a kind of Praetorian Guard, on the assumption that if they were foreigners they must be reliable.


In the early sixteenth century Leo the African found that at Bornu, just beyond the Songhai empire, on the southern end of the easternmost, Garamantian road to the Mediterranean, slaves were usually exchanged for horses: fifteen or twenty slaves for a single Arab horse. The low cost was because the Songhai had an almost limitless stock of captives: they had only to raid their weaker neighbours to the south in order to obtain all that they needed. Slaves were used for all kinds of purposes: for example, the commerce in gum on the River Sénégal was made possible by the use of slaves in the harvest from March till July. Slaves were also used in mines: the Lisbon typographer and translator Valentim Fernandes, a traveller of Moravian origin who would go to Benin in the 1490s, described how seven kings, possessors of seven mines of gold, ‘have slaves which they put into the mines, and they are given wives; and they engender and raise children in the mines. . . .’ He added mysteriously, ‘The slaves who find the gold are all black but if, by a miracle, they manage to escape from them, they become white because colour is modified in the mines.’19


When in what is now western Nigeria the Oyo kingdom of the Yorubas came into being (perhaps during the early fifteenth century), there were several thousand palace slaves. Many slaves worked in agriculture: in the 1450s the Venetian Alvise Ca’da Mosto found that kings on the River Sénégal, tributaries of the Songhai, and before them of the Mali, had numerous slaves, obtained by pillage, ‘which they make use of in various ways, above all to cultivate their lands. . . .’20


In West Africa, slaves seem to have been the only form of private property recognized by African custom. They also represented the most striking manifestation of personal wealth.


This was the world touched at the periphery by de Freitas’s expedition in 1444, which, the ships aside, must have seemed to the Africans a conventional, not a revolutionary, event.





Some of the slaves seen by Zurara on that day at Lagos in the Algarve became ‘good and true Christians’: the Azanaghi wore their Mohammedanism lightly, and were more easy to convert to other religions than those living further inland in Africa. Some were freed. Some were put to work on the sugar estates founded further south in Portugal, often by Genoese investors. Four of those present on that day in Lagos in 1444 were given to monasteries or churches. Of these, one was merely resold by the church to which he had been presented, for it needed money with which to buy



decorations. One other, sent to the Monastery of São Vicente do Cabo, became a Franciscan friar.


The expressions of regret and pity by Zurara, though they may now seem modest, were among the few to be recorded not just at that time but for several centuries. Perhaps the goddess Fortune, to whom the chronicler prayed, was a greater friend of man than more sophisticated deities.





* The name ‘Guinea’ appears to be a corruption of ‘Jenné’ (Djenné), a trading town on the River Bani, a tributary of the Upper Niger; or, of the Berber word for ‘black’, namely, aguinaou.
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THE PORTUGUESE SERVED FOR SETTING DOGS TO SPRING THE GAME




‘The Portuguese served for setting dogs to spring the game, which as soon as they had done was seized by others.’


Willem Bosman, 1704





THE EVENTS OF THAT early summer morning in 1444 in the Algarve when over 200 slaves were first offered to the Portuguese had their beginnings centuries before, during the earliest attempts of European peoples to explore Africa.


In the sixth century BC, the Pharaoh Necho sent down the Red Sea an expedition which returned, two years later, through the Strait of Gibraltar. Herodotus tells the story. But there is little other evidence of such an early circumnavigation.


The Carthaginians attempted a similar expedition a hundred years later, but down the West Coast. They sent out a large party under Hanno, one of the two magistrates of the state. He may have founded some colonies and, passing the River Sénégal, perhaps reached Sierra Leone, where he discovered an island full of apes, mostly females. He returned to say that he had founded a port and named it Cerne. The story was recorded in the Temple of Moloch in Carthage, but the exploit was soon forgotten.


Later the Persian Sataspes sailed down the coast of West Africa with another fleet and found, he reported, small black people with clothes made of palm leaves.


No further such adventure seems to have been mounted until the fifteenth century AD. For these incurious generations, the assumption was that Africa was impossible to circumnavigate, since the Indian Ocean was believed to be landlocked. Some Arab journeys undoubtedly were made, but it is quite unclear where they went.




It was for many generations supposed that Cape Bojador, to the south of Cape Juby in what is now the Rio de Oro, was the ne plus ultra of wise seamen. Beyond it, white sailors were supposed to turn black, and a Green Sea of Darkness was believed to open up. One might expect to meet sea monsters, and rocks which could turn into serpents. The sun would send down sheets of liquid flame, the mist would be impenetrable, and the currents and reefs unnavigable. But, then, no one quite knew the whereabouts of Cape Bojador; it was even confused with Cape Juby.


A new era of discoveries was begun by Italians, in the late Middle Ages the most enlightened of European peoples. In 1291 Ugolino and Vadino Vivaldi and probably Teodosio Doria, from Genoa, set out with a flotilla of galleys to reach India by way of West Africa. Their declared aim was to outmanoeuvre the Venetians, who had secured control over trade through Egypt from the east. They thus established the agenda, so to say, of nautical ambition for the next 200 years. Their ships were lost, but the memory of their attempt remained – though it has been suggested that in truth they set out west, for the New World rather than south for the Old. Then, about 1320, another Genoese, Lanzarotto Malocello, an adventurous captain who had had dealings with Cherbourg, in the remote English Channel, and the Low Countries, as also with the closer Ceuta, in Morocco, went to look for the Vivaldis and planted a Spanish flag in the Canary Isles (known to antiquity as the Fortunate Isles, or the Garden of the Hesperides, and never quite forgotten). Malocello gave his Christian name to one island of that archipelago, which it retains to this day. Other Mediterranean cities were soon interested. The Florentine Boccaccio tells how a journey was made about 1340 to West Africa by a group of adventurers which included Portuguese, Spaniards, Genoese, and Florentines (the commander was Angiolino del Teggia, of Florence), who communicated as they sailed by whistling. They brought back four inhabitants of Tenerife – guanches, who presumably ended their days as slaves – as well as redwood, sheepskins, and tallow.


In those days, Jewish merchants in Majorca had many dealings with their co-religionary trading partners in the ports of North Africa. Those Jews, it will be remembered, had more freedom to move about in the Arab world than their Christian counterparts. They were goldsmiths in Fez, and some Jewish colonies were established still further south, even in the oases of the Sahara, their members sometimes marrying local Berbers or blacks, such as the Fulani in Senegambia. There were, too, some Catalan merchants in the sultanate of Tlemcen, forty miles inland from the Mediterranean, near Oran.


Much information, therefore, became available in Spain, and the famous cartographers of Majorca put it to good use. So Angelino Dulcert, probably of Palma, was in 1339 able to design a sea chart which gave accurate pride of place to an African monarch, Mansa Musa of Mali, known for his wealth and for that extravagant hadj of 1324 of which



mention has been made. Dulcert also depicted a ‘road to the land of the blacks’, as well as a ‘Saracen King’ beyond the Atlas Mountains who owned mines ‘abounding in gold’.1 The idea was intoxicating! So it was scarcely surprising that Jaume Ferrer, also from Majorca, should set off in 1346 to look for a much talked of River of Gold (the territory now known as Rio de Oro); but he, too, vanished, as the Vivaldis and Doria had done.


Across the Mediterranean, in Aragon, an anonymous Franciscan wrote a book which described an imaginary voyage down the West African coast to that River of Gold, which seemed to lead to the presumed land of Prester John, a legendary Christian emperor cut off from Europe by infidel Muslims: that land was Ethiopia, whose monarchs had indeed joined the Christian Church in its early days (St Augustine had written, ‘Aethiopia credit Deo.’) The author, like many others, confused Ethiopia, for long a synonym for Africa, with Mali, but much in his book was correct. Not long after, about 1400, Abraham Cresques, also a Majorcan, in a remarkably accurate map (the ‘Catalan Map’, as it has become known) drew attention to a gap in the Atlas Mountains and wrote, ‘Through here pass the merchants who come from the lands of the blacks of Guinea.’2


The expeditions to the Canary Isles were not concerned exclusively with gold. Thus in the fourteenth century occasional cargoes of islanders were carried as slaves to both Portuguese and Andalusian ports. In 1402 Jean de Béthencourt and some French friends, also on their way to the River of Gold, brought back to Seville some indigenous slaves after their conquest of the larger Canary Islands in the name of Castile. They were sold in Cádiz and seem to have been taken to Aragon and some ended their days in Genoa.


The turning point for European journeys to West Africa came in 1415 when the Portuguese mounted a military expedition and took Ceuta, then one of the greatest commercial entrepôts on the south coast of the Mediterranean, and the northern terminus of several caravan routes in Africa. The Genoese had recorded commerce with Ceuta for 250 years, and the conquest may have been suggested by them, though there were many motives behind the decision to attack – the political ambitions of the Portuguese princes, and a highly developed sense of destiny inspired among them by chivalrous literature. These half-English infantes, the future King Duarte and his brother Henry the Navigator, who with their father, King João I, had earned their spurs as knights in this enterprise, are said to have heard from some Moorish prisoners of the details of the passage of trains of merchants and camels, carrying beads made in Ceuta, among other things, for exchange with gold and slaves, to Timbuktu on the Niger and to Cantor on the Gambia, news that inspired Henry ‘to seek the lands by the way of the sea’.3


If he did not know of them before, Henry also learned at Ceuta of the black slaves available from Guinea, for he observed in the battle, as many



Portuguese did, the special prowess in the fighting of a tall African, one of the innumerable slave soldiers in whom Muslim monarchs placed so much faith.


Henry the Navigator is an important pioneer in the history of the transatlantic slave trade. He might be said to be a representative European of his day, since he had both English ancestors – through his maternal grandfather, John of Gaunt – and much Spanish and French blood. He is, though, a curiously elusive hero, a gregarious bachelor who liked neither wine nor women, a patriot, yet more a businessman than a typical prince. But he was persistent and energetic, as well as charming and open-minded. He had both curiosity and religious zeal. He was austere, but combined the pride of a nobleman with the determination of an entrepreneur. Henry, despite his swarthy complexion, probably never shook off the lowering influence of his dominating English mother who, it was said, found the court in Lisbon a sewer, and left it a nunnery.


As the Portuguese should have anticipated, the principal centre of trade in North Africa was moved by the Muslims from Ceuta, after its fall to the Christians, to other places, so the routes across the Sahara did not pass under Portuguese control. But Prince Henry decided for himself that the source of African gold, the coast of Guinea, might be reached by sea (he may have been influenced, as was Columbus later, by Florentine cosmographers). There might be other commercial benefits which in the long run would make an effort at exploration worthwhile: the hope of obtaining slaves may have loomed in his calculations, and the peppers – ‘grains of paradise’, or malaguetta – from the future Grain Coast (approximately the modern Liberia) were already known in European markets, because of the trans-Saharan trade.


The ‘gold of Guinea’ was in truth produced in remote zones: near the upper waters of the Sénégal; at Bambuk, between the Rivers Sénégal and Falémé; and 200 miles away, at Bure, near the junction of the Niger and its tributary, the Tinkisso. Other gold fields were in the forests of what later became known as Ashanti, and Lobi, on the higher waters of the Black Volta. But the Portuguese assumed that they could reach those magic sites by sea.


The idea of a land campaign to find the sources of the gold of Guinea did not occur to Prince Henry – fortunately, since no doubt it would have been doomed to failure, just as Arab and Moorish expeditions south from Sijilmasa along the ancient caravan road had been, when mounted in, respectively, the eighth and the eleventh centuries.


Prince Henry eventually established his headquarters on Cape St Vincent in the extreme south-west of Portugal, at Sagres, and built a palace, a chapel, an observatory, and a village for workers. The notion that he gathered around him a school of cosmographers and astronomers is a legend, but he did have the services of experts such as Jacome or



Jaime Ribas, a Catalan cartographer of distinction. He also ordered the expansion of the port of Lagos, twenty miles away to the east of Sagres, and there were built ‘the best sailing ships afloat’, as the Venetian Ca’da Mosto would put it later.4


Prince Henry’s doings were partly financed by his own clever investments in, for instance, the monopoly of fishing for tuna along the coast of the Algarve, and in a fishery on the Tagus; and partly from subsidies from the Order of Christ, a knightly association founded in Portugal concerned to carry on the war against Islam in their own territory with money obtained from the Templars, when that undertaking had been dissolved a century before. Prince Henry was grand master of the order, a post which carried the added benefit that he gained the profits from its fairs, held at Tomar, as well as from leasing houses and shops round the fairground.


The first ventures of the Prince were the seizure of the deserted islands of Madeira, and the Azores. Madeira may have been occupied partly to prevent the Spaniards from doing the same: a motive for imperial expansion which would be often repeated in the history of Europe. Prince Henry became the Governor (in absentia), and managed the place thereafter. Both Madeira and the Azores were lightly colonized by Portuguese from the Algarve, along with some Flemings: the Azores were even known as the Flemish Islands for a time, when Jacome de Bruges was the first Governor there. Both yielded dye material: ‘dragon’s blood’, a resin, and orchil, obtained from lichen. Madeira (so called from the Portuguese for ‘wood’ because of its timber-bearing forest) could also offer wax and honey, as well as wood. Like the Azores (‘the Hawks’), it had no men to seize, for it had been uninhabited before. The settlers there were conscious of the innovation; the first children to be born on the main island were duly named Adam and Eve.


Prince Henry was always as interested in these Atlantic islands as he was in Africa: they were certain moneymakers, and the African adventures were more speculative. All the same, he continued to send probing voyages along the African coast, as far as Cape Juby, where Béthencourt had anchored for a few days after his conquest of the Canaries (Cape Juby is visible from the Canary island of Fuerteventura). In 1434, Gil Eannes, a native of the Algarve and one of the best sailors in Portugal, was charged to go and look for gold from beyond Cape Bojador: in ‘seas none had sailed before’, in the phrase of Camoëns, though possibly some Genoese had done so, as of course had Hanno and his sailors. Gil Eannes probably sailed in a simple square-rigged single-masted barca, partly decked if decked at all, of only about thirty tons, flat-bottomed, with a shallow draft, and with a crew of about fifteen, who would have expected to row much of the time – the same kind of ship as had been used often before in unsuccessful attempts to round the promontory (wherever indeed it was).




Eannes rounded what he took to be the evil cape, to find that his white sailors did not turn black, the Green Sea of Darkness was on that day ‘as easy to sail in as the waters at home’, the sun did not set down sheets of liquid flame, and even the currents and reefs seemed navigable, provided that one did not sail too close to the shore. Eannes brought back to Portugal a sprig of rosemary gathered on the shore south of the landmark.5


Rosemary promised little in the way of trade. Nevertheless, a year later, Eannes set off again, this time accompanied by Afonso Gonçalves Baldaia, the royal cupbearer, and reached a spot about 150 miles south of the cape. Here they saw with satisfaction the footprints of both men and camels, at a point which they named Angra dos Ruivos (Creek of Red-Haired Men, now Garnet Bay). In 1436 Gonçalves Baldaia sailed again and, after two of his men engaged in a pointless fight with some inhabitants, at last reached the long sought-after Rio do Ouro, which turned out to be a bay and not a river, nor to be the centre of any trade in gold. Gonçalves Baldaia went further on, halting only at a rock which he called Galha Point, Point of the Galley (now Piedra de Gala), a little short of a promontory soon to be known as Cabo Branco (Blanco).


For several years after 1436 Prince Henry was occupied with matters nearer to home, such as the disastrous siege of Tangier. But in 1441, two new Portuguese captains, Antão Gonçalves and Nuno Tristão, set out, separately, to Cabo Branco, a designation which they gave the place because of the white of the sand before it. (It is in the extreme north of the modern state of Mauritania.) Here some hills began to rise for the first time out of the desert, but at first sight there was still nothing but sand to be seen. Yet on the south side of the cape they found a market run by Muslim traders, and a halt for the camels and caravans of the interior. The people were black but, being Muslim, were dressed in Moorish style, in white robes and turbans. Here the Portuguese received a small quantity of gold dust, as well as some ostrich eggs; and, as Gonçalves had always desired, his men also seized some black Africans, twelve in number, to take back to Portugal (‘What a beautiful thing it would be’, this commander had told his men, ‘if we could capture some of the natives to lay before the face of our Prince’).6


These people were nearly all Azanaghi, as would be most of those sold in Lagos in 1444. They seem not to have been carried off to serve as slaves – though one of them, a woman, was a black slave, presumably from somewhere in the region of Guinea. They were taken as exhibits to show Prince Henry, much as Columbus would bring back some Indians, fifty years later, from his first journey to the Caribbean.*




The Portuguese at home showed no special interest. Black slaves were known, as has been amply shown; already in 1425 a Portuguese vessel had seized a Moroccan slave ship off Larache, with fifty-three black men and three black women, all from Guinea, who had been profitably disposed of in Portugal. But Prince Henry, according to the sycophantic chronicler Zurara, was very pleased: ‘How great his joy must have been . . . not for the number of those captives, but for the hope, O sainted Prince, you had for others in the future.’7


These new captives included a local chief, Adahu, who spoke Arabic. He negotiated his own release, and that of a boy from his own family, on the understanding that if he were taken back to where he had been found he would deliver some black slaves in exchange.


So the next year, 1442, Antão Gonçalves sailed back to Cabo Branco and from there, or from just below it to the south in the Bay of Arguin, brought not only some gold dust from West Africa, some fine salt, and a few ostrich eggs, but about ten black Africans, ‘from various countries’ (that is, presumably, some from a long way away), who were presented to him, apparently, by an Arab mounted on a white camel. It became evident to the Europeans that Cabo Branco and the Bay of Arguin to the south of it were, with their islands, important trading places.


This news fired the interest of Prince Henry, for whom any slave, black or white, obtained from an African was a slave saved from a fate worse than death; and so the next year, 1443, Nuno returned to anchor off an island in the Bay of Arguin. Here he found an ‘infinite number of herons, of which he and his crew made good cheer’, presumably in a stewpot; and they captured fourteen men, off canoes which they were rowing using their feet as oars. Tristão and his men made these men into slaves without feeling any need to negotiate their purchase. They later gathered another fifteen captives, the crew regretting that ‘their boat was so small that they were not able to take such a cargo as they desired’.8


Then a year later, in 1444, Lançarote de Freitas’s company for trade to Africa was formed at Lagos. Trade with Africa remained a royal monopoly; so de Freitas, like hundreds of others after him, had first to seek a licence to travel. He was accompanied by Gil Eannes, the first captain to have passed Cape Bojador.





There are several reasons why the Portuguese should have been the first Europeans to embark on these interesting journeys. Theirs, in a sense, were the seas in which the first discoveries were made, even if they shared them with Castile; and Castile, in the fifteenth century, was a country turned in on itself, always on the brink of civil war. The same was true of England, busy fighting in the early fifteenth century to preserve her possessions in France, and in the second half divided by a fratricidal conflict between Prince Henry’s cousins. Portugal was



generally maritime; her coasts were dotted with little fishing villages; her Jewish and Genoese visitors had endowed Portuguese merchants and captains with a respect for maps, as for magnetic compasses, apparently an Italian invention of the twelfth century.


Meantime, since 1317 the Portuguese fleet had always been managed by the Pessagno family from Genoa, whose contract with the King in Lisbon specified that he should always have available twenty experienced Genoese captains (one of them, indeed, was for a time that Lanzarotto Malocello who rediscovered the Canaries).


The Portuguese were also good shipbuilders. The lateen-rigged caravel was their modification of the Moorish vessel that had long been sailing off North-west Africa; it could sail closer to the wind than any others, though it was less useful in a following wind than a ship with square sails. Portuguese fishermen, too, had been busy off Moroccan coasts for generations. The country had a confident middle class, whose influence had increased at the end of the fourteenth century, when the old nobility had been destroyed in civil wars. The monarchs of the Aviz family, with their bastard blood, had favoured merchants by a series of fiscal concessions, and the curious royal capitalism which then developed meant that Portuguese merchants abroad were really royal consuls. Portugal was far from isolated: there were so many merchants trading in Seville in the early fourteenth century that there was a street named ‘Calle de los Portugueses’. The whole country seemed a ‘wharf between two seas’, for it was in Lisbon or Oporto that Northern Europe could obtain Mediterranean produce such as dried cod, olive oil, salt, wine, and almonds. There were, too, English, Flemish, and Florentine merchants in Lisbon as well as Genoese ones: and as early as 1338 the Bardi of Florence had special privileges as corsairs – to seize captives at sea for ransoms from North Africa.





From 1444 onwards Zurara’s history mentions in every chapter kidnappings of more and more Africans by Portuguese captains in ever more southern latitudes. ‘How they returned to the shore and of the Moors that they took’ and ‘How they took ten Moors’ are typical chapter headings in the work. Zurara describes the events as if the Portuguese were carrying out a great feat: winning new souls for God. Ca’da Mosto, the Venetian adventurer who travelled with the Portuguese, wrote, a little later: ‘The Portuguese caravels, sometimes four, sometimes more, used to come to the Gulf of Arguin, well armed, and, landing by night, surprised some fishermen’s villages. . . .’9


The technique of these captures was inherited from attacks on Moors in Portugal or in Spain: there was little innovative about it. For this side of the African adventure had not been foreseen by those who began it. After all, it had been assumed that to the south of the desert there was a great Christian monarchy. Yet the early history of the Western discoveries on



the African coast went hand in hand with that of a new Atlantic slave trade. This brought money to Prince Henry and other promoters of the expeditions. Sometimes the captures were easy but sometimes, Zurara said, ‘our men had very great toil in the capture of those who were swimming, for they dived like cormorants, so that they could not get hold of them; and the capture of the second man caused them to lose all the others. For he was so valiant that two men, strong as they were, could not drag him into the boat until they took a boathook and caught him above one eye, and the pain of this made him abate his courage, and allow himself to be put inside the boat. . . .’10


These ventures continued to be private ones, for which the merchant had to obtain a licence from the Crown – that is, from Prince Henry. Most of the new entrepreneurs were businessmen from Lisbon, though in 1446 the Bishop of the Algarve fitted out a caravel for the slave trade (it sailed as one ship among nine). Always these vessels were accompanied by a notary sent by Prince Henry to ensure that he received his fifth of the booty.


The seizure of these desirable African slaves did not delay scientific discovery, for it made exploration financially worthwhile. Thus in 1444 Dinis Dias, a new captain with imagination, discovered the Sénégal, the first great tropical river to be found by Europeans as yet, and by far the biggest which the Portuguese had encountered since leaving the Mediterranean. It was a waterway leading to (for it flowed directly from) the richest of the West African gold fields, whence the ‘silent trade in gold’ was carried. With the impetuous currents which it caused at sea, the Portuguese supposed the Sénégal somehow to be a branch of the Nile, as did most others at that time, because of its alluvial behaviour in summer. It had been on an island in the lower reaches of the River Sénégal that five centuries before the Tuareg Ibn-Yasin conceived the popular austerity of the Almoravid movement, from which had derived their formidable conquests in Spain and Portugal during the early twelfth century.


The north bank of the river was a territory of Azanaghi; and the south bank, at least near the mouth, was in the 1440s inhabited by two peoples, the Wolofs and the Serers, both with reasonably large populations. The Portuguese thereafter saw the Sénégal, identified by two palm trees on the southern bank, as the dividing line in West Africa, separating the Moors from the ‘fertile land of the blacks’, in Ca’da Mosto’s words. ‘It appears to me’, that Venetian went on, ‘a very marvellous thing that, beyond the river, all men are very black, tall and big, their bodies well formed; and the whole country green, full of trees, and fertile; while, on this side, the men are brownish, small, lean, ill-nourished, and small in stature.’11


The whole territory was a pleasure to the Portuguese, who found there something of the promised land which they had been expecting:



cultivated fields, and a tropical savannah, natives very different from those whom they knew in the Mediterranean, offering the travellers the flesh of elephants to eat and ivory to take home. Ca’da Mosto said that the King of the Wolofs was poor, a youth of about his own age, who supported himself largely by raiding neighbours and selling the captives to Moorish or even Azanaghi merchants.


Further on, Dias came upon a green and beautiful headland covered with trees, running far out into the ocean; there the desert came to an end, and the lusher tropics began. He named it Cabo Verde. That is where the equinox also begins, for here the days and nights always have equal length. When, a few miles to the south, Dias reached the island of Gorée (he called it Ilha da Palma), off what is now Dakar, he realized that thereafter the coast of Africa began to turn east.


By this time the Africans were beginning to learn how to defend themselves against the Europeans, using their wooden longboats, made from tree trunks, with considerable intelligence. Being powered by paddles, they did not depend on the winds. One of Prince Henry’s protégés, Gonçalo de Sintra, ‘who had been his stirrup boy’, lost his life looking for slaves on one of these expeditions, as did one of the pioneers of earlier days, Nuno Tristão. A Danish nobleman, Vallarte, the first Northern European to sail to West Africa, who had joined Prince Henry’s court, was also captured and killed, off Gorée, in 1448. Thus the promised land was shown to have many snares. Nor was every expedition a financial success: one armada of twenty-seven ships, which had been assembled from several Portuguese ports – Madeira and Lisbon, as well as Lagos – and was captained again by Lançarote de Freitas, spent a long time off the coast in 1445, and brought back only about sixty slaves.


The Portuguese soon began to buy rather than kidnap slaves. A captain named João Fernandes apparently initiated this change, on the explicit orders of Prince Henry. He offered to stay behind on the coast of the Bay of Arguin in 1445 in order to gather information, in temporary exchange for an old leader of the region. Fernandes did remain in Africa for a year, won over the local people, and learned of markets where both slaves and gold might be exchanged for quite modest European goods. A year later he told Antão Gonçalves, who relieved him, that he had met Ahude Meymam, a Muslim merchant, who owned some black slaves whom he wished to sell. Gonçalves bought nine of these blacks, as well as some gold dust, in return for ‘some things which pleased the chief . . . (though they were small and of little value)’. Arguin was the centre of this transaction, the first of hundreds of thousands of such carried out by Europeans over the next 400 years.12


These events on the West African coast introduced the Portuguese to that interesting phenomenon, the Muslim merchant who was also a holy man. Free, austere in style of life, and as a rule the only literate



persons in the region, these merchants were endogamous, self-sufficient, and well informed. Although they were described as Moorish by the Portuguese, many of them were black. They usually lived as a state within the state (whatever state it was), practising strict Islam, and trading black pagans as slaves, rarely Berber Muslims. Belief in Islam implied a useful communion with the other long-range operators. Nothing shows better the cosmopolitan nature of Islam than the discovery by the fourteenth-century traveller (or romancer) Ibn-Battuta in Sijilmasa, in southern Morocco, that his host was the brother of a man whom he had met a few years before in China.


The slaves whom these merchants had to offer the Portuguese were no doubt usually – as most slaves were, in that region as elsewhere, as they had been in antiquity and in medieval Spain – captives in war, or in raids. The Tuaregs had been used for so long to raid the black principalities to their south for slaves that at first sight (even in the nineteenth century) freemen seemed to be ‘white’, or Berber, and slaves black. But there were always a few ‘white’ slaves, some of whom would have lost their liberty as a result of punishment for crimes or who had been sold by their parents into slavery. Had the Portuguese not bought the captives offered by the mullahs, these would have been sold to merchants operating the Sahara trade; and one or two of them just could have ended up in Spain or Portugal by that route, as a few slaves from Africa had already done.


The attitude of the Africans to transactions of this kind with the Europeans can only be guessed. The sale by any ruler of a person of his own people would have been looked on as a severe punishment; when African kings or others sold prisoners of war, they regarded the persons concerned as aliens, about whose destiny they did not care, and whom they might hate. For there was no sense of kinship between different African peoples. Such prisoners, however obtained, were the lowest people in society and even in Africa would have been used to do heavy work, for example in gold mines.





By 1448 about 1,000 slaves had been carried back by sea to Portugal or to the Portuguese islands (the Azores, Madeira). Most had been procured by privately financed expeditions, one or two by Genoese, such as Luca Cassano – the earliest example of a non-Portuguese in the Atlantic slave trade, who set himself up on the island of Terceira, in the Azores. To serve the traffic a castle as well as a trading post was being built on the biggest island in the Bay of Arguin (it was finished in 1461). It was a dour place, lying between the limitless ocean (as it then seemed) and the sands of the Sahara, but it had good water and, for a century, it was the most important European gateway into the western Sahara. Arguin was both a revival of the Phoenician model of a fortified trading post, and the forerunner of a whole chain of similar establishments along



the African coast. Its construction enabled the Portuguese, in a regular fashion, to lay their hands on at least some of the gold of Bambuk, on the River Falémé, which had in the past been carried across the Sahara to the North African coast. Elsewhere the trade in slaves, as in gold and other things, was carried on, as it would be in many places off Africa for many centuries, from ship to shore.


The indigenous people of these territories, to the south of the Sénégal, the Wolofs and the Serers, were no doubt astonished at some manifestations of Portuguese enterprise: at the boats, for example, some thinking them at first to be fish, others birds, or perhaps just phantoms. But, in the end, the Portuguese wanted to trade – slaves, gold dust, or whatever else might be of interest – and these demands represented continuity rather than innovation. Had not the Arabs been accustomed to exchange Berber horses for slaves? The Portuguese did the same. In the 1450s the Venetian Ca’da Mosto reported, in the first realistic account of West Africa by an explorer, how he received ten or fifteen slaves in Guinea in return for one horse: a price that may have seemed good to anyone who recalled a Salic Law that had laid down that a single male slave had the equivalent value of a stallion, a female one a mare. (But slaves were exchanged in the Oyo empire for Arab horses at an even better price.) No wonder Ca’da Mosto later wrote that he went to trade in ‘Guinea’ because of the profit that could be made ‘among these new people, turning one soldo into seven or ten’ (his family had ruined itself in Venice).


These exchanges naturally led to an increase in the number of horses in the region so that, by the end of the century, the King of the Wolofs, in his capital 200 miles inland (he was overlord of five coastal peoples), would be able to mount a substantial force of cavalry, even though by then prices had fallen and the Portuguese had often to accept an exchange of six or seven slaves for a horse.


By the mid-1450s other arrangements for this extension of the African trade had been settled satisfactorily, with European goods from numerous countries (woollen and linen cloth, silver, tapestries, and grain) being regularly bartered for slaves. Ca’da Mosto thought that in this decade 1,000 slaves were exported annually to Europe from the African coast.


The Venetian spent a day or two with a Wolof king, the Damel Budomel of Cayor, on the Sénégal, who treated his subjects with arrogance, they being obliged to approach him naked, prostrate themselves, and throw dirt over their shoulders. This monarch always had with him about 200 followers and appeared to have ‘good powers of reasoning and deep understanding of men’. In his realm, slavery was often a punishment for even moderate offences.13


In a local market men and women crowded round the Venetian, rubbing him with spit to see if the white of his skin ‘was dye or flesh’.



Budomel also asked Ca’da Mosto whether he knew ‘the means whereby he could satisfy many women, for which information he offered me a great reward’.


Later the Venetian traveller reached the mouth of the River Gambia. This second great navigable waterway of Africa discovered by Europeans allowed traders to penetrate the interior of the continent, for it was deep enough for a ship drawing fifteen feet of water to sail over 150 miles inland. In most ways it is more manageable than the Sénégal, its sister river to the north. The tidal reaches on the estuary were known for their salt, so desired in the interior; while the river flows a long time through a flat land with pasture for both wild and domestic animals. Near its source, also, there were the mountains at Bure, on the headwaters of the Niger, which really did produce gold. The metal could be obtained at the market town of Cantor on the Gambia.


The following year, 1456, Ca’da Mosto returned, and on that occasion sailed up the Gambia sixty miles, his intention being to reach the land of the Songhai. He did reach a town ruled by one of the vassals of that empire, a certain Battimaussa, where the river was still a mile in breadth, and where its lively commercial atmosphere and trading recalled to the Venetian ‘the Rhône near Lyons’. He did a good deal of trading, including for slaves, and also accompanied a leader of the Nomi on a hunt for elephants near the mouth of the river. He observed horses in use, even if there were ‘very few’ of them.


Returning to the open sea, Ca’da Mosto again turned south, and saw further rivers. He did not turn back till he reached one he called the Rio Grande, now known as the Jeba; from there he could see the Bissagos Islands, a major source of slaves for Europeans for many generations.


This intelligent traveller requested permission from Sonni Ali, the ruthless Emperor of the Songhai, to send a mission to Timbuktu, but nothing came of the idea. What interest had that ‘master-tyrant, libertine and scoundrel’, as he was described by Es-Sadi, the historian of the western Sudan, in trading with white Europeans? His main trading partners were the Arabs in the Maghreb, with whom he could exchange more beneficially his eunuchs and other slaves in much greater numbers than he could sell to the Portuguese in their pretty boats.14





At that time, south of the River Gambia, and south too of the Wolof kingdoms, the coastal polities of Africa were small, often only about 1,000–2,000 square miles, rarely consisting of more than one entity, though perhaps with several semi-dependent autonomous settlements. That was especially so in the territory between the Rivers Gambia and Sierra Leone, where the towns of small ethnic groups such as the Baga, the Pepel, the Diola, and the Balante were really overgrown villages, kraals, of about forty houses. There were some towns where Portuguese could without embarrassment talk of the leader as the king. The most



usual form of government seems, however, to have been what Ca’da Mosto called a despotism of the richest and most powerful caste.


Always the Portuguese would enter into negotiation with the local rulers, either small-scale or grand, and these became as it were allies with the newcomers, jointly concerned to make profits from trade. These peoples of the region south of the Sahara with whom the Portuguese were in touch were far from unsophisticated: they wove and used cotton and linen, they fished from well-built light canoes (an essential element in economic life), pottery had been practised for centuries, they had recognizable chiefs, and of course they traded. Cotton goods had long been an object of commerce in inland Senegambia: ‘Every house had its cotton bush’, an observer of 1068 had written, in regard to Mali, and ‘cloths of fine cotton’ were exchanged, often for salt, the most sought-after product of the coast, in the view of the empires of the savannahs of the interior, where there was none of it.15 Millet, fish, butter, and meat were also traded, as were dyes from indigo. On the upper River Sénégal, gum from acacia trees was well established in the markets. The fact that the banana, which seems to derive from Asia, had reached West Africa before the Europeans suggests an international interconnection of great range.


In the far interior, there were, and had been for many generations, much more formidable states: above all, the empire of the Songhai, who on the ruins of the swiftly vanishing Mali with her 10,000 horsemen, had by now established an empire that dominated most of the western Sudan. This was one of the most sumptuous political enterprises ever to be established by black people. The capital at Gao, on the Middle Niger, was a vast unwalled city with rich markets where slaves, obtained by razzias from neighbouring peoples, as well as horses, scarlet Venetian cloth, spurs, saddles, bridles, and gold, were all sold – and had been long before the Portuguese had begun to trade on the coast. Like the Mali, and indeed the Ghanaian, empire which had preceded it, the Songhai controlled trade between West and North Africa. As far as slaves were concerned, they obtained them from the land of the ‘pagans’ – that is, the non-Muslims. There was a boast that within a single day a prince could bring back 1,000 by raiding the south. The Songhai used them on royal farms when they were not selling them to the Arabs of the Maghreb.


The establishment by the Portuguese of a small trading post, feitoria, at Arguin, and the export thence of a few thousand slaves, seemed neither significant nor outrageous.


As befitted an imperial people, the Songhai used gold for money, though without any inscriptions; elsewhere, cloth (in Timbuktu, the turquidi cloth of the Hausa city of Kano), bars of salt, cattle, dates, and millet were employed as substitutes. Horses had been bred for hundreds of years; they were to be seen in West Africa as early as the tenth century AD. Cities on the Niger, such as Segu, Kankan, Timbuktu, and Djenné, as well as Gao, numbered over 10,000 people in 1440, some being perhaps



as large as 30,000. The Hausa cities of Katsina and Kano, on its high rock, had perhaps 100,000 each. Other settlements had been established along the edge of the forest in the south, such as Bono-Mansu and Kong. All had substantial markets, even if the houses and mosques were mud-built.


The smelting of iron and steel in West Africa was similar to that in Europe in the thirteenth century, before the advent of power driven by the waterwheel. Senegambia* had iron and copper industries, and the quality of African steel approached that of Toledo before the fifteenth century. These metals equipped most African households with knives, spears, axes, and hoes. Goldsmithery was of a high quality: ‘The thread and texture of their hatbands and chainings is so fine that . . . our ablest European artists would find it difficult to imitate them’, a Dutch captain wrote in 1700.16 It is true that the West Africans did not have wheeled vehicles, but those were still rare in Europe. Nor did they use horses for carrying goods long distances, since they were vulnerable to the tsetse fly in the forests near the coast. But it would be false to depict West Africa, at the moment of its contact with Portugal, and Europe, as lived in by primitive peoples. In many respects, they were at a higher level than those whom the Spaniards and Portuguese would soon meet in the New World.





A new character to Portuguese exploration was given by the early settling in West Africa of traders from Lisbon, including some exiled criminals, who set themselves up on the estuaries of rivers, sometimes making homes for themselves in the interior. A few settled in villages where they took black girls as wives, and they and their mulatto descendants often joined African society fully, taking part in the appropriate celebrations, abandoning Western clothes, tattooing their bodies, and becoming every year less European. These so-called lançados (lançados em tierra, men who had thrown themselves onshore), or tango-mãos (a European trader who had had his body tattooed), were resented by the Portuguese authorities, principally since they were able to escape all the regulations which the Crown imposed on overseas trade, including taxes. But the lançados were in general well received by the Africans, who went out of their way to make them happy: in return they were naturally expected to conform to their hosts’ customs. They played an essential part in cementing commercial relations between the Europeans and the Africans.


Casual sexual relations seem to have begun early between the Portuguese and the Africans: Valentim Fernandes wrote in 1510, ‘If one of our white people arrives at the house of a black, even if it is the King, and asks for a woman or a girl to sleep with, the man there gives him several to choose from, and the whole thing is done in friendship and not by force.’17




The slaves imported from Guinea were received, with all other goods from Africa, by the Casa da Guiné in Lagos. An elaborate ritual for reception was formulated, including inspections and paying of duty before sale. It was at that time supposed that the country suffered from a shortage of labourers. So African slaves were soon being bought by bishops and noblemen, artisans and court officials, and sometimes even by working men. By 1460 the holding of black slaves had become a mark of distinction for Portuguese households, as it had been in the past for Muslim ones; and Africans were from the beginning preferred to the ‘good for nothing, rebellious and fugitive’ white slaves (Muslims)18 – unless they were black Muslims, as were many Wolofs. Africans, after all, were usually potential Christians. Had not one of the Three Kings, Balthasar, been black?


African slaves began to perform many functions in Portugal: they became ferrymen in Lisbon and other cities, or were hired out for heavy physical labour, as stevedores or as builders, in hospitals or in monasteries. Some slaves were to be found in sugar plantations, though these were not very successful in Portugal: the cane took too much richness from the soil, and plantings could not be repeated. Slaves were sometimes also employed as interpreters in Lisbon and on ships going to Africa; in theory at least, when one of these slaves secured four slaves for his owner, he would be given his freedom.


When it was realized that the Africans liked music, African bands of drummers and flute players were encouraged in Lisbon. These slaves brought to Portugal a little of their music and some of their dances, and many maintained their own language, adapting it to create a pidgin Portuguese, fala da Guiné or fala dos negros. Some soon adapted to a purer Portuguese – especially, of course, those born in Portugal. Slaves were from now on to be seen at Portuguese ceremonies. In 1451 black dancers performed at the wedding by proxy of the Infanta Leonora, Prince Henry’s niece, to the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III. A slave posing as a black monarch from Senegambia sang in African-Portuguese at the wedding of the Infanta Joana in 1455 to King Enrique IV of Spain (an ill-fated wedding, as it turned out). Some Portuguese masters freed their slaves at their death. Others seduced them (though that was illegal) and freed any subsequent children, sometimes obtaining legitimization for them. Every variety of sexual relationship was practised with black slaves; and a few white women took them as lovers.





Portugal secured approval from three popes for these activities. First, in 1442, the Venetian Pope Eugenius IV approved Prince Henry’s expeditions to Africa (in the bull Illius Qui). Since other European monarchs had shown themselves unenthusiastic about joining in such an adventure, and since the Portuguese were incurring many expenses, as Prince Henry’s representatives in Rome insisted, Pope Eugenius did not hesitate



to grant to Portugal exclusive rights over her African discoveries. Then in the 1450s Popes Nicholas V and Calixtus III gave an even warmer approval for the undertakings in three further bulls.


No two popes were more different in manners than these. The first was a great humanist, the second was austere; the first was a patron of the arts, the second was concerned to assist his relations. One was a Genoese, the other a Valencian. But their policy towards Portugal in Africa was much the same – possibly since neither gave much time to the question.


Nicholas V – Tommaso Parentucelli, a native of Sarzana, on the riviera in the Genoese republic – was the son of an impoverished doctor. He had been librarian to the Bishop of Bologna, Niccolò Albergati, whom he had succeeded. No pope since the Carolingian era built as much as Nicholas. He conceived the idea of building a new Cathedral of St Peter, inspired the translation of innumerable Greek texts into Latin, and founded the Vatican Library: an institution that lasted even longer than the Portuguese slave trade.


Calixtus III was a septuagenarian Spaniard, born Alfonso de Borgia, from Játiva near Valencia, a professor of canon law, a royal counsellor, and for many years Archbishop of Valencia, a city which then had an important market for slaves. Borgia had been a severe bishop, but though in no way a humanist he was also known as generous and kind, especially, admittedly, to his nephew, the future Pope Alexander VI, to whom he gave the purple at the age of twenty-five.


Nicholas tried to enlist Christendom to unite against the threat of Islam. When this attempt failed, he issued the bull Dum Diversas in 1452, which allowed the King of Portugal to subdue Saracens, pagans, and other unbelievers – even to reduce them to perpetual slavery. This clause was obviously intended to include the natives of West Africa. Nicholas followed that bull with Romanus Pontifex of 8 January 1454, which approved what Prince Henry and the Portuguese had done up till then, hoped that native populations might soon be converted to Christianity, and gave formal support for a Portuguese monopoly of trading with Africa – not just the region of Ceuta but all the territory south of Cape Bojador. The conquests in the latter lands were to be perpetually Portuguese, as well as ‘all the coast of Guinea and including the Indies’ – the last word then indicating, more or less, everywhere supposed to be on the way to China. The bull approved of the conversion of the men from Guinea. It also supported Henry’s desire to circumnavigate Africa and find a new way to India, and spoke of the benign consequences to be expected from enslaving pagans.19


This bull was solemnly proclaimed in the Cathedral of Lisbon, in Portuguese as well as in Latin.


Between the emission of the first and second of the bulls Constantinople had fallen to the Turks, leaving the Pope the uncontested first



prince of Christendom (a Russian cardinal, Isidore, had been captured and sold as a slave after that catastrophe, though he had reached Rome within six months). The fall of Constantinople had one unexpected consequence: it stimulated the Genoese, whose trade in the Black and Aegean Seas was seriously interrupted if not destroyed, to intensify their interest in the West and the Atlantic (Venetian business was less affected, since it had concentrated on Egypt). So the Genoese now financed the development of alum deposits at Tolfa, near Rome, to make up for the loss of those at Phocaea, near Smyrna; they invested in new plantations of sugar cane in the Algarve, in Andalusia, and then in Madeira. Nothing suggests a direct connection between the merchants of Genoa and the Genoese Pope. All the same, the family of that Prince of the Church was in commerce, and Nicholas must have been aware of the interests of his fellow citizens.


His successor, Calixtus III, issued the bull Inter Caetera in March 1456. That agreed that the administration of the new Portuguese dominions and interests should be directed by the Order of Christ, the knightly association of which Prince Henry the Navigator was the leader.


These bulls represented a triumph for Portuguese diplomacy: Prince Henry had been alarmed at Spanish interference in what he looked on as his, or Portuguese, waters. The King of Castile had in 1449 given a licence to the Duke of Medina Sidonia, the lord of the port of Sanlúcar de Barrameda, where the River Guadalquivir reaches the Atlantic, to exploit the land facing the Canary Islands as far south as Cape Bojador. In 1454 a Castilian ship bound for Guinea was seized by the Portuguese. The Castilian King Juan II protested. The Portuguese replied that Pope Eugenius had agreed that Guinea was theirs. Prince Henry’s diplomats in Rome prevailed on the Pope to say that he knew that Portugal had conquered Africa as far as Guinea: a wildly imaginative concept. They also spread the rumour that it was impossible for any ordinary boat to beat its way out of the Gulf of Guinea and return to Europe. They sought too to reserve all the charts for their own use, and seized ships without a licence and hanged the crews. A Spanish captain named de Prado whom the Portuguese found selling arms to the Africans was burned alive in order to discourage others. Such actions did not entirely prevent Genoese and Spanish interlopers; and Diogo Gomes, sent to West Africa by Prince Henry to establish good relations with the rulers, reported in 1460 that these foreign merchants were damaging Portuguese trade a great deal: ‘For the natives used to give twelve Negroes for one horse, now they gave only six.’20


All these famous bulls underwriting the Portuguese endeavours were decided upon because of the perceived need to act forcefully against Islam, seen, after the fall of Constantinople, as now menacing Italy itself, as well as Central Europe. Calixtus III bound himself by a solemn vow to recover Constantinople and restore the Christian position in the eastern Mediterranean. He did his best to organize a last crusade to achieve that



aim. The schemes of Prince Henry fitted into that plan. All the same, it will always seem surprising that it should have been a pope from Spain, Calixtus III, who confirmed the grand destiny of that country’s despised neighbour, in Africa and beyond.





* The Azanaghi had remained in touch with Europe through trade with the Muslim kingdom of Granada; thence, thanks to Genoese merchants in Málaga, they imported so many white china cups made in Venice that these became almost a currency.


* The region between the two rivers Sénégal and Gambia.
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I HERDED THEM AS IF THEY HAD BEEN CATTLE




’Twenty-two people . . . were sleeping, I herded them as if they had been cattle towards the boats.’


Diogo Gomes, c. 1460, on the River Gambia





THE PORTUGUESE SEARCH for new lands, and the discovery of new peoples and crops, continued during the 1450s, even though Prince Henry’s practical mind was increasingly on his business interests in Madeira and in the Azores. Thus an uninhabited volcanic archipelago some 300 miles to the west off Cape Verde was glimpsed in 1456 by the Venetian Alvise Ca’da Mosto on his second voyage, sailing under Portuguese protection.


These Cape Verde Islands became, after 1462, an essential part of the Portuguese enterprise in Africa. The largest of the islands, given the name of Santiago, was soon colonized and cultivated. The beneficiaries of the discovery were an experienced captain, Diogo Afonso, a squire of the household of Prince Henry’s brother Fernão, who discovered most of the islands; and a Genoese, Antonio di Noli, Governor of the islands until his death in 1496.


Within a generation cotton was planted. But the main value of these settlements was to hold slaves from the African coast facing them, and the islands established a protectorate over the region for that purpose. They were soon inhabited by mulatto lançados.


In 1458, meantime, Prince Henry had dispatched Diogo Gomes, with three caravels, to negotiate treaties with the Africans. His mission was to assure the rulers that the Portuguese would henceforth not steal slaves nor anything else on a regular basis, but would barter for them, like honest men. He was also to arrange for visits from Africans to Portugal. Gomes made his way even further up the Gambia than his predecessors had done, as far as the then legendary market city of Cantor, 200 miles from the sea, completely under Songhai rule. When the news came that



‘the Christians’ had arrived, many neighbouring peoples sent curious observers, and Gomes was given a vivid indication of the quality of the gold which might become available there. He also received a great many presents, including ivory. He had some curious religious conversations, in the course of which one king, Nomimansa, who ruled the headland by the mouth of the river, boldly declared himself a Christian, without more ado. Gomes, of course, also took back some black slaves. He seems to have gone beyond his own self-denying ordinance not to kidnap: he recalled that he took ‘twenty-two people who were sleeping, I herded them as if they had been cattle towards the boats. And we all did the same, and we captured on that day . . . nearly 650 people, and we went back to Portugal, to Lagos in the Algarve, where the Prince was, and he rejoiced with us.’1


A new expedition of discovery in 1460, the last mounted during the lifetime of Prince Henry, and led by Pedro de Sintra, discovered a point 500 miles beyond the Gambia, which was named Sierra Leone, apparently because of the shape of the mountain there. Henry was dead before he could hear of this.


As well as slaves, the Portuguese were still interested in gold, ivory, and the peppery ‘Guinea grains’ which came from the stretch of territory to be known in consequence as the Grain Coast, covering modern Liberia. Portuguese captains negotiated for these on the River Gambia, and Genoese merchants of Lisbon marketed them as a substitute in Europe for the peppers obtained through Venice from the East Indies. As for gold, it could be bartered for easily enough at Cantor, on the Gambia.


The goods exchanged with African leaders were European and Mediterranean, not only Portuguese. Cloth taken to Africa by the Portuguese came from Flanders, France, even England. Damask delighted the Africans. Some wheat was carried from Northern Europe. Brass goods came from Germany – especially ‘armilles’, bracelets, which began to be made in Bavaria specially for this trade, and there was also a demand for monstrous ornaments of solid brass, and brass pots and basins, often later melted down and recast according to indigenous tastes. Glass came from Venice in the form of beads. Spiced wine from the Canaries, or Jerez in Spain, was also popular, as were knives, hatchets, Spanish swords, iron bars, conch shells from the Canaries, and especially copper rods, for which the appetite of some African communities was insatiable. Candles were as interesting to Africans as they later were to the Mexicans, and many African monarchs became fond of trumpets. Finally, one of the great favourites in many harbours of West Africa in the early days of the slave trade were ‘lambens’, striped woollen shawls made in Tunis or Oran, which had long been known to the West Africans, thanks to the Sahara caravans. All these goods were easily obtained in Lisbon or, if not, in Antwerp, and carried to Portugal by the ubiquitous Genoese traders.


After the journey of Pedro de Sintra to Sierra Leone, and the death of



Prince Henry in 1460 (he left only eleven slaves), exploration was discontinued for ten years. The Portuguese settled down to the commercial exploitation of the territories which they had already discovered. King Afonso V seemed more interested in regulating the trade which Prince Henry had made possible than in expanding it. He was also concerned with the conquest of Morocco. At the same time, some of the slaves in Portugal seemed for a time to be giving trouble. In 1461, for instance, the representatives to the Cortes (the Portuguese parliament) of the city of Santarém, forty miles up the Tagus from Lisbon, complained that to serve the feasts which the slaves of the town organized to celebrate Sunday and other religious festivals some chickens, ducks, and even lambs had been stolen, and plans for escape had been hatched. So the Cortes forbade the slaves to hold such parties. Preventing black Africans from assembling in groups would be an obsession in Portugal for generations.


All the same, the black slaves of Portugal continued to take part in religious ceremonies, fitting in with the customs of the country – dancing in churches being one of them. There was a brotherhood of the Virgin of the Rosary, a specifically black community, in Lisbon by 1460.


The most interesting economic development was the growing prosperity of Madeira. Sugar cane had been planted successfully there in 1452, by Diogo de Teive, on the initiative of Prince Henry, to whom de Teive was an equerry. The cane was brought from Valencia, which had grown sugar while it was still under Muslim rule. Several merchants belonging to the best commercial families of Genoa – Luis Doria, Antonio Spinola, Urbano and Bautista Lomellino, Luis Centurione – came from Seville to establish plantations. The Islamic advance in the eastern Mediterranean, after all, was threatening the Venetian sugar plantations in Crete and Cyprus; the Crusaders’ plantations in Palestine had long been lost to Islam; and Sicily, a producer of sugar from cane for several generations, was also menaced. Portuguese sugar plantations had never fulfilled their promise. Now Madeira seemed the best alternative. Well-watered terraces were therefore built, some by guanche slaves, from Tenerife; and African slaves were introduced there at much the same time as cane – the famous marriage between sugar and slaves, which has played such a tragic part in history, being celebrated for the first time in this Atlantic island. As would happen in Barbados and elsewhere in the Caribbean 200 years later, the earlier-established farmers of other crops were driven into bankruptcy.


The sugar mills of Madeira used a modern system of two rollers, powered either by water, men, oxen, or horses, cogged to one another so that the cane could be squeezed between them. That method had been devised in Sicily.


By 1460 sugar was already being exported from Madeira to Flanders and to England; by 1500 the island would have about eighty sugar mills (and over 200 growers of cane) and be the biggest exporter of sugar in the



world, producing annually 100,000 arrobas of white sugar.* Most planters by then were Portuguese, but there remained a few Florentines, Flemings, and Genoese, while the Lomellino family of Genoa were responsible for the marketing of the product.


Another crop carried by the Genoese to Madeira was the Cretan Malvoisie grape, which led to the production of the great wine of that name – Malmsey wine, to the English – which has never lost its charm, and was sometimes carried to Africa as another export for exchange with slaves.


Yet one more economically promising island under Portuguese rule was soon Santiago in the Cape Verde Islands, whose settlers had gained for themselves the right to collect slaves from the coast of Africa facing the archipelago. They shortly extended their range to include the Wolofs on the River Sénégal. Because of its good security, Santiago would become the biggest slave depot (‘factory’) of the sixteenth century, and the various tiny Portuguese bases on the coast – on, for example, the River Cacheu – became in effect colonies of that island. But efforts to turn one or another of the Cape Verde Islands into centres of sugar cultivation, on the model of Madeira, were unsuccessful. Rainfall was unreliable, and even the well-protected Santiago seemed at risk to Spanish attack. The little sugar grown on there came to be used exclusively for making rum, which thus began its great history as a commercial product traded on the African coast.


A modest consideration of the philosophy of capturing and holding these new African slaves began too. There was, for example, A Garden of Noble Maidens, a guide for young ladies, written about 1460 by Fray Martín Alfonso de Córdoba, an Augustinian friar (who, judging from his name, was probably a converted Jew, a converso). This collection of pious precepts was commissioned by Isabella, the Portuguese Queen of Castile, niece of Prince Henry, and mother of Queen Isabella the Catholic, who read it as a girl. On the subject of slavery, Córdoba argued that ‘the barbarians are those who live without the law; the Latins, those who have law; for it is the law of nations that men who live and are ruled by law shall be lords of those who have none. Wherefore they may seize and enslave them, because they are by nature the slaves of the wise.’2 The argument would later be rejected by Queen Isabella when considering her American indigenous subjects. But it seems to have governed her attitude to black and Moorish slaves.


There was one somewhat ambiguous condemnation of the new trade in slaves in these years, this time from papal authority. The intelligent, far-sighted, and cultivated Pius II, Aeneas Sylvius (Piccolomini), wrote on 7 October 1462 to a titular Bishop of Ruvo in Italy (who had assumed responsibility for Portuguese Christians in West Africa) in which he



criticized the slave trade in terms which obviously applied to the Portuguese in Guinea. Taking a position somewhat different from that of his predecessors, Nicholas V and Calixtus III, Pius threatened severe punishments to all who should take new converts into slavery.* But the Pope did not condemn the slave trade as such; he only criticized the enslaving of those who had been converted, who of course were a tiny minority of those brought back to Portugal;† and other evidence about Pius’s acceptance of slavery in Italy shows that the Pontiff was not censorious about the institution in general. He was, after all, a great Renaissance prince; the Renaissance implied the recovery of the practices and traditions of ‘the Golden Age’, of antiquity; and antiquity, as has been amply shown, never questioned slavery, nor the slave trade, on humanitarian grounds. Indeed, it relied on it. Thus painters of the Renaissance would depict slavery as a normal part of modern, as of classical, life. Carpaccio in 1496 seems to have painted a black slave rowing a gondola in his Healing of a Possessed Man. The revival of the slave trade was to be an integral part of the recovery of the ideas of antiquity.


On the death of Prince Henry responsibility for Africa and the Cape Verde Islands was given to the Infante Fernão, his nephew; but he was uninterested, as was his brother King Afonso V. The latter eventually handed over the opportunity, and the responsibility, for Africa to a well-known entrepreneur of Lisbon, Fernão Gomes, for an annual payment of 200,000 réis, on the interesting condition that every year he explore another 300 miles (100 leagues) of new coastline. This unusual scheme was remarkably successful. Starting from Sierra Leone, captains sailing under Gomes’s direction swiftly found the Grain Coast (southern Sierra Leone and what is now Liberia), and then, sailing directly east, the Ivory Coast (Cape Palmas to Cape Three Points, the modern Côte d’Ivoire); and the coast that the Portuguese at first called El Mina,‡ where they were at last close to gold mines, those of the Akan forest, which had been developed by the Dyula (Mandingo) traders in the fourteenth century; most of their product had hitherto been carried north to Europe by those same Dyulas across the Sahara. The territory eventually became known as the Gold Coast (running about 200 miles east from Cape Three Points to Cape St Paul).


Fernão Gomes, father of a new generation of explorers – and slave traders – was already a rich merchant of Lisbon when he was offered this great opening. He had served in the Ceuta campaign as a boy, as later in



that of Tangier, had travelled to Africa, and even came to dance well that sad African dance the mangana. When he was later granted a coat of arms he took the device of three heads of Africans on a silver background, each with golden rings in the ears and nose, and a collar of gold round the neck; his descendants were known as the Gomes da Mina.


Further east, beyond the Gold Coast lay the so-called Slave Coast (Dahomey and Togoland, between Cape St Paul and Lagos), though no slaves were taken from there till the sixteenth century. The people had no tradition of maritime activity, because of the heavy surf and the long sandbar that runs parallel to the coast for some 200 miles. Further still to the east, where the land begins to turn southward, lay the dangerous Bight of Benin, into which five rivers ran: the so-called Rio Primeiro (the First River), the Rio Fermoso (the Beautiful, or the Benin, River), the Rio dos Escravos (the Slave River), the Rio dos Forcados (the Swallowtail River), and the Rio dos Ramos (the Creek River).


By 1475 the Portuguese were to be found not only buying slaves in the estuaries of these waterways, for transport back to Portugal or Madeira, but also taking them to be sold to Africans at Elmina, where they were traded for gold – usually gold ornaments, for ‘the gold merchants gave twice the value for them obtained’ in Portugal3 – and the African merchants preferred, or insisted on, receiving part of the price for the gold in slaves.


This trading in the Gulf of Benin was managed on the African side by two peoples of the coastal region, the Ijo and the Itsekiri, who bought their slaves at inland auctions or sold criminals of their own community. For a time the leaders of the powerful state of Benin itself stayed apart from, and may even have been unaware of, this Portuguese coastal activity, for their merchants mostly traded with the interior, not with their poorer cousins on the sea.


In 1471 one of Gomes’s lieutenants, Fernão do Po, discovered, in addition, the delta of the Niger, and a little beyond it eastwards an island which he called Fermoso, the Beautiful, though it was subsequently called after him (Fernando Po, as it has become known in Spanish), inhabited by a people called the Bubis. Other captains, João de Santarém and Pero de Escobar, discovered uninhabited islands which they christened O Principe (17 January 1472), Ano Bom (1 January 1472) and São Tomé (21 December 1471, first called San Antonio), to the south. They then crossed the equator. Either in 1475 or 1476, the year when Gomes’s contract ran out, one of his captains, Rui de Sequeira, reached a cape which he named for Saint Catherine, well south of the River Gabon. By now the verb ‘to discover’, descobrir, was coming to be used for the first time in connection with these remarkable explorations.


All these journeys were difficult, with currents which assisted the captain during the outward, south and eastward passage, but made the return dangerous; the pole star disappeared near the equator, and



near the shores there were mists and many dangerous shallows. The achievements of the Portuguese in these years were therefore all the more remarkable. Still, Gomes, however far his men had gone, would not have been able to fight off Spanish and other interlopers; so it was no doubt as well, for Portugal at least, that the heir to the throne, Prince João, in 1474 asked for, and gained, the African proprietorship. This revived a much needed royal interest in Africa.


The Spaniards were indeed still exploring Africa. Despite the papal reservation of the entire coast to Portugal in the 1450s, Diego de Herrera from Seville, successor to the Medina Sidonias as controller of the three eastward-facing islands of the Canaries, with his son Sancho, had begun to make systematic raids on the neighbouring coast of Africa. From there, they seem to have repeatedly kidnapped Berbers. Perhaps this adventurer made forty-six African landings in all, sometimes, as in 1476, carrying back in a single ship 158 ‘Moors’.


The demand for African slaves was growing in Spain. In 1462, for instance, a Portuguese merchant, Diogo Valarinho, was given permission to sell slaves from Lisbon in Seville. (Most were originally from the coast between the River Sénégal and Sierra Leone, probably Wolofs.) By 1475 there were enough black slaves in Spain to demand a special judge for blacks and mulattos (loros). This magistrate, Juan de Valladolid, himself a black, had previously been attached to the court.


But this trading with Spain was not popular in Portugal: the parliament of the country, fearful of losing control over the new labour force, complained to the King of the practice of selling black slaves abroad. They were speaking in what they conceived to be the interests of Portuguese agriculture. A special use, for example, had been found for Africans in draining marshes. A few black slaves were still working on Portuguese sugar plantations established in the Algarve by Genoese merchants, such as Giovanni di Palma, to whom a property had been given as long ago as 1401, on condition that he plant sugar. But the Portuguese King benefited from the trade to Spain, and sales of slaves continued. A Czech traveller, Václav Sasek, noticed in 1466 that the King of Portugal was making more money selling slaves to foreigners ‘than from all the taxes levied on the entire kingdom’.*4


The commercial interest in slaves made it understandable that when the monarchs of Castile and Portugal went to war with one another, in the 1470s, the former was even more free with licences to Spanish captains to break into Guinea. Numerous journeys were made there from Seville and the ports of the Rio Tinto, bringing back slaves as well as gold and ivory. ‘Everybody was scheming to go to that country’, wrote the Castilian



chronicler Hernando del Pulgar, a friend of the court.5 On one such occasion, a Spanish captain from Palos, the port whence eventually Columbus would sail to the Caribbean, set off to Senegambia and traded some slaves for a cargo of brass rings, small daggers, and coloured cloths. The Spanish captain invited the African ruler concerned in these negotiations to dine aboard his ship; the African accepted, with his chief advisers and some of his brothers. As happened on several other occasions in the long history of the traffic in slaves from West Africa by Europeans, the guests were captured and carried off to Spain. There the African ruler insisted on his eminent position and talked so persuasively to Gonzalo de Stúñiga, the commander of the fort of Palos, that he was sent home to Africa, and some of his relations were also later exchanged. (But the remainder of these slaves were marched to Seville, a long enough journey, and sold there.) Another Castilian, Carlos de Valera, set out in 1476 with a fleet of twenty to thirty caravels and brought back 400 slaves; he also captured Antonio di Noli, the Genoese Governor of Santiago, in the Cape Verde Islands – for whom his friends paid a ransom. Both the Duke of Alba and the Count of Benavente sent forty-five-ton ships to Elmina the same year; how many slaves they brought back is unknown, but Benavente’s captain brought back an elephant, much admired in Medina del Río Seco for many years. A Catalan, Berenguer Granell, and a Florentine, Francesco Buonaguisi, were also conceded licences by the Queen of Castile to trade in Guinea in 1477; while the Catholic Kings themselves sent an armada of twenty caravels in early 1479, under Pedro de Covides. To show the seriousness of the interest, Fray Alfonso de Bolaños was named as special nuncio to convert the infidels ‘in the Canaries and in Africa and in all the Ocean Sea’.6


These Spanish adventures did not all prosper. Thus, in 1475, one Castilian vessel, crewed by Flemings, set off for Guinea to look for slaves, but the whole ship’s company was captured by Africans and, apparently, eaten. The royal fleet, with all its stores provided by the merchants Granell and Buonaguisi, was seized by the Portuguese. In 1479 Eustache de la Fosse of Tournai set off for Guinea on the Mondanina, a Castilian ship. He recalled from Mina: ‘They led us many women and children which we bought, and then we resold them there’ (an early testimony of slaves’ being sold, as well as bought, in Africa). The exchange was that two slaves – a mother and her son – were bought in Sierra Leone for a barber’s basin and three or four large bronze bracelets; and they were sold for twelve or fourteen weights of gold at Shama, at the mouth of the modern Ghanaian River Pra.7


But in January 1480 four Portuguese ships commanded by Diogo Cão, subsequently one of the greatest Portuguese explorers, surrounded the Mondanina, and captured de la Fosse and his merchandise. The Fleming was condemned to death in Portugal for going to Guinea without permission, but he escaped and made his way home to Bruges.


All the same, three or four Spanish expeditions a year were



successful in the late 1470s and brought back black Africans for the Spanish domestic market.


Nor were Spaniards the only interlopers: English merchants wanted to enter the African trade in 1481, and were only excluded after a special Portuguese embassy to King Edward IV in London which thereby must be seen as having delayed the beginning of the English slave trade several generations.


The difficult relations between Spain and Portugal were regularized in 1480 when, at a treaty of peace signed at Alcáçovas, near Évora, in the Alentejo, in return for Portugal’s surrender of all claims to the throne of Spain, the Queen of Castile recognized the Portuguese monopoly in Africa: indeed, the Spaniards also accepted Portuguese control of commerce in Fez, Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde Islands. Spanish ships would thenceforth not venture without permission into ‘the islands or lands of Guinea’. In return, Portugal would leave the Canary Islands, as well as a stretch of African coast facing it between Cape de Aguer and Cape Bojador, to be exploited by Castile.


This was more of a Portuguese triumph than it seemed at the time, and it permanently affected the history of Africa and the slave trade.


Spain saw the treaty both as a licence to fish for her much-desired hake off the coast of Africa, and as an approval to continue Herrera’s slaving expeditions in the same territory. There, opposite Fuerteventura, they built a small fortress, Santa Cruz de la Mar Pequeña, which acted as a centre for much small-scale slave-trading in the last quarter of the fifteenth century. Las Palmas became an important slave market. When Diego García de Herrera died in 1485, his sons and his son-in-law continued his work. They did generally keep, though, to the zones where Castile was legally entitled to trade. Only a few ventured to the south to Sénégal. Sometimes, too, thenceforward, Portuguese captains would stop at the Canary Islands on the way home, despite their Spanish administration; and a few black slaves previously taken to those islands entered the Portuguese dominions in that way. After the establishment of the Cape Verde Islands as a major centre for Portuguese trade, both Canary Islanders and Spanish traders from Seville would often go there to buy black slaves (the brothers Fernando and Juan de Covarrubias, from Burgos, for example, would soon have their own factor there). Another source of slaves for Andalusia was the raids which the Christian knights of Castile, especially from Jerez, made on the coast of the Maghreb. Similar raids were made by the Portuguese, operating from Ceuta.


One consequence of importing these slaves was to inspire the Canary Islands to grow sugar much as Madeira had done, especially in Tenerife, capital being contributed not only by Genoese and Portuguese but also by German bankers, such as the Welsers of Augsburg. The first sugar mill was set up in 1484, the islands began to produce as much sugar as



Madeira in the early sixteenth century, and African slaves were soon used there too on a large scale.


One or two Italians sought to enter this tempting Guinea trade by overland journeys. For example, Antonio Malfante, a determined merchant from Genoa, reached Tuat, a group of oases of which Tamentit is capital, acting for the Centurione bank; and a Florentine, Benedetto Dei, who worked for the rival bankers Portinari, set himself up for a time in the 1470s in Timbuktu, selling Tuscan and Lombard fabrics.


The Portuguese, meantime, were establishing themselves ever more firmly on the coast of Africa. Prince João became King João II in 1481, and, henceforth, Portuguese adventure was part of an interesting innovation: monarchical capitalism. João was called ‘the perfect prince’, and he almost deserves that title, being not only a modern ruler in the school of his contemporaries Louis XI of France and Henry VII of England, but he was also the great-nephew and spiritual heir of Henry the Navigator. In African developments his policies were consistent and far-reaching, returning to the exploratory tradition of Prince Henry, without, however, having to think of the implications for his own properties.


This monarch’s first move in Africa was spectacular. In 1481, the first year of his reign, Diogo da Azambuja, an experienced official who had long served the royal family, was dispatched to build a fortress at Elmina on the Gold Coast (São Jorge da Mina), the first substantial European building in the tropics. Azambuja appeared off shore with a hundred masons and carpenters, as well as quantities of timber, bricks, and lime, and above all stone. The purpose was primarily to check European interlopers, but the place was also close to the auriferous River Ankobra, and to a road leading to the gold supplies in the Akan forests. It was on the border of two small local principalities, those of Komenda and Fetu.


King João took the decision to go ahead with this investment against the advice of his chief advisory council, whose members thought the place too precarious. Azambuja had, however, investigated the coast before he chose the site, a promontory at the mouth of the bay. A beach to the east provided an excellent landing place for ships of up to 300 tons; careenage could be carried out to the north-west, on the river. The castle much increased the safety of Portuguese fleets, for ships no longer had to lie offshore for weeks while the African traders bartered slowly; at least on this coast, henceforth, goods brought from Portugal could quickly be carried into the castle, and the cargo for the return journey – including slaves – could be held in store rooms. The stay of a merchant ship could be much shorter. That reduced both costs and the risk of disease. Being on the sea, Elmina had few mosquitoes and thus (though the interconnection was not understood) little malaria. Fresh water was maintained in a brick-built reservoir, with pipes contrived to lead directly to ships’ barrels.


The corner towers were solid, built on Italian designs to resist bombardment from, say, heavy artillery. New salients in the form of



Italian-style bastions were added in the next few years. Portugal soon maintained a governor, a factor, and a garrison of fifty troops.


A local prince, Caramança ‘King Ansa’ – it is unclear if he was a king of Komenda or a nobleman – had been reluctant to allow this establishment, as might have been expected, but Azambuja secured his grudging agreement – a foretaste of many subsequent arrangements between Europeans and Africans over the centuries. Elmina was self-consciously a royal establishment: private merchants were not allowed near it.


A few other, smaller, Portuguese trading posts were soon established nearby, at Shama, Accra, and, seventy miles west of Elmina, Axim, of which the last named was built as a fort in 1503–8 (Shama was given a fort in 1560). Though the justification for these fortresses was the pursuit of gold and the defeat of Spanish pretensions, they were all soon being used as depots for captives, many of whom were held there for long periods. Some slaves continued to be bought from people in the delta of the Niger and sold to local African merchants. Others were held for work at the fortresses: in the smithies, in the carpenters’ shops, and in the kitchens.


At home, Lagos on the Algarve was now abandoned as Portugal’s main African port, and matters were regularized in Lisbon for the reception of African goods, including slaves. In 1473 a law had been introduced providing that all slaves brought from Africa were to be taken first to Portugal, not sold elsewhere first. The requirement for such a law suggests that many Portuguese captains were really selling elsewhere – perhaps in Seville, perhaps in Valencia. After 1481 all ships setting off for Africa were asked to register in Lisbon, in the Casa da Mina, a converted warehouse on the ground floor of the Royal Palace, on the waterfront. A subsection of this, the House of Slaves (Casa dos Escravos), was founded in 1486 in the Praça da Tanoaria, also on the Tagus, with João do Porto as its first Director. This royal official was named the ‘receiver of all Moors and Mooresses and whatever other things which, God willing, may come to us from our trade in Guinea’.*8


These institutions, influenced by Genoese precedents (and themselves influencing Spain after 1500), were responsible for ensuring that the slaves reached the markets, that duty was paid, and that permits to trade were issued. About 1,000 slaves a year were probably still being shipped to Portugal, though, since the imports were irregular, the figures could have been higher; no records seem to have survived the famous and destructive earthquake of 1755.


The likelihood is that many of the slaves continued to be sold in Castile, even if they were first registered in Lisbon; and in 1489 a



Portuguese merchant, Pedro Dias, established himself in Barcelona, actively selling slaves from Guinea. (One buyer explained that he had bought from Dias a black woman and her daughter, who had been captured in a ‘just war’.)9


The explorations continued. Gomes’s captains had been dismayed to find that after the delta of the Niger the African coast ran south for as far as anyone could see, so that the route to India was still none too close.


In 1486 the Portuguese sent João Afonso Aveiro to explore further the five ‘slave rivers’ of the Benin coast which seemed to the previous voyagers at once so full of menace as well as of commercial promise. By that time the explorers had learned something of the Kingdom of Benin itself, probably through buying slaves who had the information. The requirements of the slave trade at Elmina also dictated a greater need for knowledge of where the slaves which the Portuguese captains had been buying came from. Ozulua, the Oba (King) of Benin, had also learned something of the pretensions of the remote Portuguese monarch who was claiming a monopoly of trade from Europe to West Africa, who seemed to be so indefatigably interested in finding the whereabouts of a certain Prester John (who was of the same Christian religion), and who had recently had the impudence to name himself ‘Lord of Guinea’ – though the title would have meant nothing to the ruler of Benin.


Aveiro found the ‘great city of Benin’ a revelation, almost as Cortés, thirty-five years later, was astounded by Mexico-Tenochtitlán. He was interested in the ‘tailed peppers’ of Benin, which he rightly thought would be a better competitor of Indian pepper than malaguetta. Aveiro was glad to hear of a king in the east, the oghene, who concealed himself behind silk curtains and apparently held the cross in veneration, to whom even the obas of Benin customarily paid reverence: surely that must at last be Prester John? Oba Ozulua, after a talk with the explorers, agreed to send ‘a man of good speech and wisdom’, the Chief of Ughoton – the port of Benin, as it were – to Lisbon to become acquainted with the Christian way of life.


This Chief of Ughoton did go to Lisbon and returned, bringing to his king an (alas now unknown) ‘rich present of such things as he would greatly prize’, having agreed, on behalf of the Oba, that a trading centre should be established at Benin. Aveiro returned with him to set up this outpost.10


A contract to trade on the Benin River between 1486 and 1495 was leased by the Crown to a Florentine banker long resident in Lisbon, Bartolommeo Marchionni. Probably he carried slaves back from the Slave River directly to his plantations in Madeira as well as to Lisbon, and then sold some in Seville, where he also had many commercial operations.


There was one other Portuguese political intervention on the African coast in these days, but far to the north, on the River Sénégal. There in 1486 a dispute occurred in the succession to one of the Wolof monarchies. King Bemoin asked for help, and ‘the Perfect Prince’ João agreed to give it, on the condition that Bemoin convert to Christianity. The Portuguese sent missionaries, but Bemoin vacillated. The emissaries were ordered home. Bemoin then panicked, and sending King João 100 slaves begged his European friends to continue their help. Before that could be forthcoming, Bemoin was forced to flee from his throne, and took refuge in Arguin, whence he was carried to Portugal. There he was baptized with the name of João II and awarded a coat of arms. He returned to Sénégal, accompanied by Pero Vaz da Cunha, an intemperate courtier, with the support needed to establish a fortress for himself. But no sooner had they reached the territory of the Wolofs than Cunha accused Bemoin of treachery and had him executed. The former returned to Portugal without more ado. The affair had no immediate sequel.


In 1486 the Portuguese began the settlement of São Tomé, the ‘large and magnificent’ island, always with ‘the benefit of a fine fresh breeze’, on the equator, in the Gulf of Guinea, facing the River Gabon. This island had been discovered fifteen years before, by Santarém and Escobar, but it now received a formal letter naming it a captaincy. There were no indigenous African inhabitants. The first settlers were apparently deported Portuguese criminals, but Alvaro de Caminha, the third Governor, took with him 2,000 ‘young Jews’ – that is, children separated from their parents. These were the children of Jews expelled from Spain and enslaved by the King of Portugal since their parents had not paid enough to ensure their residence in his territory. Caminha was also given a licence to import 1,080 slaves over five years to serve the plantations which the Court hoped would be established. Most of these came from Benin or one or other of the five ‘slave rivers’ nearby. He also brought a few sugar specialists from Madeira.


From the earliest years, these plantations grew sugar cane, making use of the many streams to provide power for watermills. As had once occurred in Crete and Cyprus under Venetian direction, and on Madeira and the Canaries more recently, all used slave labour. São Tomé thus constituted one more stepping stone between Mediterranean and American sugar development: a real harbinger of the Caribbean. In 1500, to encourage further Portuguese settlement, a monopoly of trading slaves and other goods with coastal Africans from the mainland opposite was granted to the colonists of São Tomé; and in the early sixteenth century slaves would also be assembled at the island, to be taken up the coast of West Africa on a journey of thirty days or so to be sold at Elmina (for a time, a slave ship with 100 to 120 captives on board would leave São Tomé for Elmina every fifty days).


Long before these developments – indeed, just after the building of Elmina, in 1482–3 – Diogo Cão, an old associate of Prince Henry, from an old family of the northern province of Tras-os-Montes, the captain who had captured the Mondanina in the war with Spain in 1480, set off to



continue the voyages of exploration. Sailing south from Santa Catarina, which had been reached by Rui de Sequeira seven years before, he anchored first off the beautiful Bay of Loango, then the trading port of the powerful kingdom run by the people known as the Vili; and next, to the south, he found the colossal River Congo, which he called first the Rio Poderoso, then Rio do Padrão – for he left behind on the estuary at Mpinda a stone or wooden column, a padrão, which he had specially brought for the purpose.11


After a few months of local exploration, which included some journeys upriver, and some ineffective conversations with the Sonyo people, Cão set off again south for what is now known as Angola.


Leaving another column at Cabo de Santa María, south of Benguela, he returned to Portugal with slaves from there, along with other presents, not to speak of some Mwissikongo hostages, whom he had seized as a guarantee of the safety of his own expedition. He had failed, however, to carry out his purpose of circumnavigating Africa, though it was supposed, on his return to Lisbon, that he had been ‘close to the Arabian Gulf’.


In 1485 Cão went back to Angola and sailed still further to the south, this time leaving other columns at a point which he named Montenegro, near Cabo de Santa María, and at Cabo Cruz, in Damaraland. He also returned the hostages whom he had taken on his earlier voyage, and ascended the main stream of the Congo for nearly one hundred miles, navigating the whirlpool known as Hell’s Cauldron. After some time, he entered into a complicated relationship with Nzinga, the King of Congo (Kongo), a more substantial ruler than any whom he or his countrymen had hitherto found in Africa. That monarch’s capital was Mbanza Kongo, fifty miles east of Hell’s Cauldron and about thirty miles south of it. Congo was a Bantu state which had been established in the fourteenth century. The King lived in a palace in the centre of a maze and was attended by drummers and trumpeters using ivory instruments; if he ate with his fingers, he ate well, as did, separately, his Queen, who was customarily surrounded by slaves; when she travelled, they clicked their fingers as if they were castanets. The provincial subdivisions of Congo were sophisticated, and there was a currency consisting of nzimbu shells found on the island of Luanda, though sometimes raffia-palm cloth was used as well. The monarchy, a relatively recent establishment (in that way comparable to the empires of the Mexica and the Inca in America), subsisted on a complex system of tribute. The Congo used both copper and iron, and the women made salt by boiling sea water. Slaves were well established as one of several kinds of tribute, but the monarchy had not been tempted to trade them on the large scale which the trans-Saharan route made possible for the rulers of Guinea.


Cão (he may have made three journeys, not just two) returned to Portugal with more slaves, as well as an emissary of the Congolese named Caçuta who, baptized in Lisbon as João da Silva, soon learned



Portuguese and returned with an ambassador of Portugal, Gonçalo de Sousa. The Portuguese formally recognized the Congolese monarch as a brother-in-arms and an ally. They tried to convert the people by sending missionaries and sought to educate some Congolese young men in the fundamentals of Christianity at the Monastery of São Eloi in Lisbon. Craftsmen, agricultural labourers, masons, and even housewives were sent from Portugal to Congo to give lessons in carpentry, building, and housekeeping while in the 1490s two printers from Nuremberg travelled to São Tomé, probably intending to work for the Congolese. Finally, King Nzinga was baptized as King João I on 3 May 1491, along with six chiefs who took the name of Portuguese noblemen.


This conversion represented a triumph of Portuguese endeavour, but did not fulfil its promise. Congolese Christianity was marked by a merger of African with European saints and images, not the conquest of the former by the latter. Another consequence was the development of a new source of slaves for Portugal.


Cão died after his voyages to Congo and so, in the end, it was not he but Bartolomeu Dias who set off in 1487 on the famous journey from Lisbon to find India. Some of the royal counsellors thought that the voyage would be too expensive and that Portugal would do better to continue to trade slaves and seek gold in the kingdoms bordering the Atlantic than to venture into the unknown of the Indian Ocean – if indeed that sea existed. But, benefiting from the achievements of his predecessors, especially those of Cão, Dias sailed straight to Congo, steering clear of the Gulf of Guinea, and left a column at Cabo da Volta (the modern Lüderitz, in Namibia). His fleet was blown round the Cape of Good Hope, and he then sailed north along the coast of East Africa as far as Cabo Padrone (where he left another column) before his crew insisted on returning. Only on his way back did they see that ‘for so many ages unknown promontory’, the southern cone of Africa.


The main sources for the African slave trade to the Americas for 350 years, from the Bay of Arguin to beyond the Cape of Good Hope, were thus discovered by Europeans five years before the Genoese Columbus set off on his famous voyage. The Portuguese also knew by 1492 how the Rivers Gambia and Sénégal served as connections with a rich empire far inland, and how the River Congo was a colossal waterway. Five years after Columbus’s first voyage, the often underestimated East African sources of slaves were also found, when Vasco da Gama, en route for India, stopped at such important future slaving ports as Quilimane, Kilwa, Malindi, and Mozambique Island – indeed to observe that in these ‘very large and beautiful’ cities a flourishing trade in black slaves was already carried on. Mombasa, for instance, employed 500 archer slaves, much as Athens had once done – except that these were black.


All the same, the Portuguese knowledge of Africa was confined to the coast. The interior was still, and would continue to be for many



generations, barred to them by malarial mangrove swamps and impenetrable rainforests.


As far as the home country was concerned, a routine had been established which would be emulated in respect of journeys to America: the right to carry slaves was given to a succession of privileged merchants, who were obliged to pay an annual tax established by the Crown, which was thereby committed to the enterprise.


Part of the reason for the Portuguese success in these early dealings was that they were prepared to act as middlemen carrying all kinds of goods along the coast in their excellent caravels. The Portuguese could thus be seen in some ways as intruding effectively, if brusquely, into an already established commercial network. Leo the African would later describe, in his geography, written in Rome for the Renaissance Pope Leo X, how the kings in West Africa particularly liked rosaries made from a bright-blue stone which the Portuguese took them from the Congo.


All the black slaves traded in Portugal, Spain, and Africa were regarded then as just one more form of commodity, and though prized, not as an especially unusual one. Treaties had by then been established with most of the kings or other leaders on the West African littoral, to whom a succession of Portuguese monarchs would regularly send presents. Portuguese merchants made substantial profits from the slave trade; and though the details are missing, in 1488 King João told Pope Innocent VIII, the Genoese Giovanni Cibo, that the profits from the slave trade were helping to finance the wars against Islam in North Africa. Meantime, numerous African aristocrats or princes were to be found in Portugal at the end of the fifteenth century – probably more so than at any time later.


In Spain itself the institution of slavery was given an impetus by the last wars between Spain and the Muslim monarchy of Granada. Thus, in 1481, the successful Moorish attack on Zahara, in the foothills of the Sierra de Ronda, led to the enslavement of several thousand Christians; in reply, King Ferdinand enslaved the whole population of the nearby rebellious city of Benemaquez. He did the same when he conquered Málaga in 1487: a third of the captives were sent to Africa, in exchange for Christian prisoners held there; a third (over 4,000) were sold by the Spanish Crown to help to pay for the cost of the war; and a third were distributed throughout Christendom as presents – a hundred went to Pope Innocent VIII, fifty girls were sent to Isabella, the Queen of Naples, and thirty to Leonora, the Queen of Portugal. There is a record of a consistory held outside Rome in February 1488, at which Pope Innocent distributed his share of captives as presents to the assembled clergy.*




After the end of the war in Granada, in 1492, Queen Isabella had several female Muslim slaves in her service; and a traveller would note that the Marquis of Cádiz, one of the heroes of that conflict, had the same on his estates. It was, therefore, perhaps appropriate that the decisive division within the Moorish kingdom of Granada, which led to the Christian triumph, should have derived from the affection of the penultimate monarch there, Abdul Hassan, for a beautiful Greek slave, Zoraya.


The trade in slaves from the Canary Islands was also prospering. Although in the 1470s Queen Isabella had declared the natives to be under her protection and free from enslavement, the inhabitants of the island of Gomera were in 1488 reduced to slavery after what was seen as a rebellion; and the same occurred in Gran Canaria in 1493, when Alonso de Lugo conquered that island and made at least 1,200 slaves of the inhabitants. He probably enslaved even more in Tenerife. The rebellions were scarcely serious affairs, and the punishments were quite out of proportion to the protest. Genoese merchants living in Seville or Sanlúcar de Barrameda seem to have sold these Canary Islanders.


But the slave trade in Seville, in blacks and Muslims as well as in Canary Islanders, was now dominated by Florentines: for example, Bartolommeo Marchionni and the Berardi brothers, friends of Columbus (though there were even a few English: Robert Thorne, Thomas Mallart). In 1496, the Berardis concluded a contract with Lugo after the conquest and colonization of the smallest island of the Canaries, La Palma: slaves, cattle, and other goods were to be shared half-and-half between them and the conquerer.


The dominant personality in this traffic in slaves at the end of the fifteenth century was undoubtedly Bartolommeo Marchionni, of Florence. A member of the Marchionnis who had traded extensively in Kaffa, in the Crimea – a great source of Tartar slaves in the early fifteenth century – he had slave trading in his blood. He had gone to Portugal in 1470 as garzone, office boy, to the Cambini family, merchant bankers of his home city, which had many connections with Lisbon, as with the Medici bank: one of the fathers of the firm, Niccolò di Francesco Cambini, for example, had been the Medicis’ representative in Naples in the early years of the century. The Cambinis in Lisbon dealt in leather from Ireland, sugar from Madeira, silk from Spain, not to speak of grain from Sintra and Olivenza (then part of Portugal), and no doubt some of their goods were supplied to captains sailing for Africa to barter for slaves. Marchionni, fitting in easily among the other Florentines in the great city on the Tagus, such as Girolamo Sernighi and Giovanni Guidetti, made money in the late 1470s, when Spain and Portugal were at war. Perhaps he was inspired to move into slaving by Antoniotto Uso di Mare, a Genoese who had served Henry the Navigator in the 1450s by buying Africans on the River Gambia; he died in 1462 – while an agent for the Marchionni family in Kaffa. At all events, Bartolommeo Marchionni



helped to finance some of the ‘Perfect Prince’ João’s expeditions to Africa. So did his fellow Florentine Tommaso Portinari, much to the disgust of the latter’s master, Lorenzo de’ Medici, the Magnificent, for Portinari left him many debts. Marchionni then established sugar plantations in Madeira. In 1480 the King of Portugal allowed him and Girolamo Sernighi to be listed as citizens of Portugal, a rare concession at that time. The same year the King sold to Marchionni the right to trade slaves from Guinea and spices for the sum of 40,000 cruzados. Thus began the slaving career of one of the most protean of merchants, the range of whose activity would scarcely be equalled in the four centuries during which the traffic lasted. Marchionni’s licence, which included the right to trade elephant tusks, was repeated in 1486, this time covering the Slave River in the Gulf of Benin, and it was later extended to 1495, in return for further large payments.*


Marchionni had agents in Seville, João and Juanotto Berardi, as early as 1480, with privileges guaranteed by the Catholic Kings. These Florentines were friends of Columbus and were later also agents in that city of Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici of Cafaggiolo, the head of the younger (and subsequently the dominating) branch of the Medicis. Marchionni had too a representative in Florence (Guidetti), especially concerned with the sale there of ‘teste nere’, ‘black heads’.


In the late fifteenth century the average import of black slaves to the market of Valencia alone was 250 a year. As usual, Marchionni had Florentine agents acting for him in that prosperous city, in this case the brothers Costantino and Cesare de’ Barchi. The former sold over 2,000 African slaves between 1489 and 1497, apparently all Wolofs. (They came via Santiago, in the Cape Verde Islands, where the Barchis had a concession.) Some continued to reach Valencia direct in Portuguese ships which, illegally, evaded contact with Lisbon.


Occasionally there were acts of piracy against these slave vessels, and the Catholic Kings even once had to pronounce against some Basque marauders (‘Biscayans or Guipuzcoans’) who seized a ship belonging to ‘our dear’ Marchionni, with 127 slaves on board. (The expression suggests that Marchionni’s relations with the Catholic Kings were almost as good as those he had with the monarch of Portugal.)


After 1497 the slave market slumped in Valencia, fewer than ten slaves a year being sold by Cesare Barchi. But, all the same, Barchi had successors in the city, who also worked for Marchionni, such as the Portuguese João de Brandis and the Spaniard Antonio Jacobo de Ancona, with slaves from Benin figuring among their cargoes. There were also substantial sales of Africans in Valladolid, Toledo, and Medina del Campo, as well as in Barcelona and Seville.




The German traveller Thomas Münzer, briefly in Lisbon in the 1490s, reported that all slaves sold in Portugal for export ‘passed through Marchionni’s hands, being afterwards sold on all the southern coasts of Spain or Italy’.12 Münzer exaggerated: between 1493 and 1495, about 3,600 new slaves were registered with the Casa dos Escravos in Lisbon, while the number that can be attributed definitely to Marchionni reached only 1,648. Still, he was by then the largest entrepreneur in the field. Marchionni was thought to be ‘the richest banker in Lisbon’, an intimate of the King, in ‘the best position to know all his secrets’. Assuredly, his properties in Madeira used slaves from the Canary Islands as well as from Africa.


Marchionni was interested in everything. He provided a letter of credit to King João which enabled the intrepid Afonso de Paiva and Pero da Covilhã to go to Ethiopia in 1487; he owned the Santiago, one of the ships taken by Vasco da Gama to India in 1498; in 1500 he provided another ship, the Anunciada, which sailed with Cabral on the second Portuguese journey to India, discovering Brazil on the way (the Anunciada was later used in the Valencian slave trade). Marchionni invested heavily also in subsequent voyages to India, and in 1501 the fleet of João da Nova not only included ships partly owned by Marchionni but carried his first representative, Leonardo Nardi, to the East; and it was also apparently Marchionni who suggested to King Manuel of Portugal that his fellow Florentine, already known as a great cartographer and explorer, Amerigo Vespucci, who had been living in Seville as another correspondent of Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici, and who had already been once to the New World, should go back there, this time on Portugal’s behalf in 1501. This he did; and Marchionni probably financed that great expedition which discovered so much of Brazil and convinced Vespucci, and soon the world, that the Europeans had encountered a new continent, not an outlying cape of India or China. The career of this extraordinary individual is a reminder that Max Weber and R. H. Tawney were mistaken in thinking that international capitalists were the product of Protestant Northern Europe. Yet his personality is elusive. No portrait of him survives, nor does any anecdote which illuminates his character. All the same, it will not seem surprising that, in the next century, it should have been this same Florentine Marchionni who would provide the first substantial supplies of slaves that the King of Spain would allow to be sent to the New World, which had by then been discovered by a Genoese.13





* An arroba was equivalent to about 12 kilos (26½ pounds).


* His phrase was ‘Tum ad Christianos nefarios, qui neophytos in servitutem abstrahebant, coercendos, tantum scelus ausuros censuris ecclesiasticis perculit.’


† So the New Catholic Encyclopedia (1967, vol. 13, p. 264) is misleading when it claims, ‘The slave trade continued for four centuries, in spite of its condemnation by the Papacy, beginning with Pius II on October 7, 1462.’


‡ ‘El Mina’ may be a corruption of ‘A Mina,’ ‘the mine’ in Portuguese, but more likely it comes from ‘el-Minnah,’ Arabic for ‘the port’.


* The names of some of the Spanish merchants concerned in buying these slaves and reselling them (Hernán de Córdoba, Alfonso de Córdoba, Johan de Ceja, perhaps really Écija, and Manuel de Jaén) suggest that they were conversos.


* Slave duties were substantial. There was first a vintena, a 5 per cent duty on all goods including slaves; but there was also a quarto, or 25 per cent, always taken in kind. When shippers of slaves began to be charged these duties in the Cape Verde Islands or São Tomé, other duties were charged in Lisbon – for example, the dízima and sisa.


* The fall of Málaga also meant that the well-established Genoese merchants there, such as the Centurioni and the Spinolas, used to selling European goods to Muslim traders (English woollen goods as well as paper from Genoa), had to adapt. Most left for Seville.


* Marchionni paid 6,300,000 réis for each year that he held a contract, 1493–5, a 1,000 per cent increase on the previous term.
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THE BEST AND STRONGEST SLAVES AVAILABLE




King Ferdinand the Catholic ordering that 200 Africans be sent to the New World, 1510





THE GREAT DREAMER Christopher Columbus lived for a time on Portugal’s plantation island of Madeira, with its then ample population of slaves. He married the daughter of Bartolomé Perestrello – an elderly fellow Genoese who had been a protégé of Prince Henry and was the Governor of the second-largest island of the archipelago, Porto Santo. Columbus had also worked as a sugar buyer for the Genoese banking family of the Centuriones; and he had visited the Portuguese fort of Elmina, on the coast of Guinea, probably in 1482, soon after its foundation – ten years before he made his first crossing of the ‘Green Sea of Darkness’. Columbus must have seen slaves in the Canary Islands, working on the sugar plantations which he himself knew well, as also in Seville and Lisbon.


Columbus, therefore, was a product of the new Atlantic slave-powered society, and made evident his knowledge of the trade in Africans in a letter to the Catholic Kings in 1496, in which he pointed out that when he was in the Cape Verde Islands slaves had sold at 8,000 maravedís a head. So it would not have been surprising if he had carried a few black slaves to the Caribbean on his first or second voyage. But there is no indication that he did so, though Alonso Pietro, the pilot of his favourite ship, Niña, on which he returned from the first voyage, is said to have been a mulatto; and a free black African is sometimes said to have accompanied Columbus on his second voyage, in 1493. On his third voyage to the Caribbean Columbus sailed via the Cape Verde Islands, and he might easily have picked up an African or two from that entrepôt. Some unrecorded black slaves are supposed to have reached the New World before the end of the fifteenth century, but, again, there is no evidence of it.




Meantime, in 1493, Pope Alexander VI, a nephew of the first Borgia pope, Calixtus III, drew a line across the world to indicate the zone of influence of Spain as opposed to that of Portugal. So what one Borgia began, another completed. The subsequent Treaty of Tordesillas divided the world in a way which influenced it for ever, though the division, setting a line 270 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands, was disputed till 1777.


Determined to show some reason for his discoveries, and with gold in short supply in the Caribbean, Columbus sent back from Santo Domingo to his Florentine friend in Seville, Juanotto Berardi, associate of Marchionni, the first known cargo of slaves to cross the Atlantic: Taino Indians, and in a west–east direction. These men and women were not natives of Hispaniola, but captives from other islands whom Columbus considered, merely because they resisted him, to be cannibals, though they ate the flesh of their captives merely in order to appropriate their valour to themselves, as they believed. Of this consignment, carried to Spain by Antonio de Torres,* nothing more seems to be known, but Torres returned to the Caribbean and, the following year, brought back another, larger, consignment, of 400 slaves. Half of these died when the ships entered Spanish waters: ‘The cause I believe to be the unaccustomed cold,’ wrote Michele Cuneo, a Genoese on board. The rest were received by Amerigo Vespucci, then still working for Berardi. The King ordered these slaves to be sold in Seville on 12 April 1495, but next day the sale was annulled, because of doubts about the legality of the scheme. Cuneo thought, ‘They are not people suited to hard work, they suffer from the cold, and they do not have a long life.’1


In 1496 Columbus himself returned to Spain with thirty Indians whom he hoped to dispose of as slaves. They were sold at 1,500 maravedís each, but the Queen ordered Juan Rodríguez de Fonseca, a young deacon of good family in Seville, already her chief adviser on matters relating to the Indies, to delay the sale once more till the legal implications could be settled. All the same, a few slaves from these boatloads were dispatched to row in the royal galleys. In the late 1490s Columbus was thinking of sending back to Spain 4,000 slaves a year, which would bring in 20,000,000 maravedís, he thought, with an outlay of only 3,000,000. That Columbus thought that Hispaniola could continue to produce so many slaves regularly suggests that the Indian population had not yet begun anything in the way of a vertiginous decline.


The trade in the Indians never reached the dimensions promised by Columbus, but all the same 300 disappointed Spanish immigrants to Hispaniola returned to Seville in 1499, each with an Indian slave as a



leaving present from Columbus. The Queen was annoyed: ‘What power from me has the Admiral to give anyone my vassals?’ she is supposed to have asked in anger.2 In 1500 the survivors were released and sent home, on the Queen’s order.


Three years later, Isabella, though repeating that no Indians under her dominion were to be hurt or captured, decreed nevertheless that ‘a certain people called “cannibals”’ might be fairly fought and, if captured, enslaved, ‘as punishment for crimes committed against my subjects’.3 This was not the first nor the last time a ruler would seem to be influenced by two separate sets of advisers. The Queen obviously had been told a series of tales about the evil of cannibals, who were said not only to eat her subjects but to resist their Christian teaching. That designation ‘cannibals’ must have covered the slaves whom Alonso de Hojeda and Amerigo Vespucci brought back from the Bahamas after their journeys of discovery along the north coast of South America in 1499. (‘We agreed to seize shiploads of the inhabitants as slaves, and to load the ships with them and turn toward Spain. We went to certain islands and took by force 232 persons and set course for Castile.’4 Two hundred survived the journey, to be sold in Cádiz.) Cristóbal Guerra also ‘took and killed certain Indian men and women in the island of Bonaire . . . and sold many of them in the cities of Seville and Cádiz and Jerez and Córdoba and other places’.5 Vespucci returned with slaves from his voyage along the coast of Brazil, and these Cristóbal Guerra also sold in Cádiz, Jerez, and Córdoba.


Among those who remembered these ‘Indians’ in Seville was the future apostle of the Indies, Bartolomé de Las Casas, whose father had been to Hispaniola on Columbus’s second voyage, and who came home at this time.


Very slowly, black slaves also began to be seen in the new Spanish imperial possessions. But this occurred without fanfare, and with false starts. Thus a decree of 1501 forbade imports to the Indies of slaves born in Spain, as well as Jews, Moors, and New Christians – that is, converted Jews. The purpose of this, the first of many Castilian prohibitions on the subject in the Indies which were not fulfilled, was to prevent the contamination of the natives by people who already knew the language of empire. All the same, some merchants and captains privately gained permission to carry to the Indies occasional black slaves, from the large stock of them available in Seville or elsewhere in southern Spain. The first such trader seems to have been a rich converso, a silversmith, Juan de Córdoba, a friend of Columbus, and later of Cortés, who in 1502 sent a black slave with some other agents to sell goods on his behalf – clothes, no doubt – in Hispaniola. With Luis Fernández de Alfaro, a former captain of merchant ships, Córdoba would found the Yucatán company which traded to the newly discovered Spanish dominion of New Spain (Mexico). Both were friends and allies of the conquistador Hernán Cortés.



Other merchants who secured licences for slaves in 1502 included Juan Sánchez and Alonso Bravo, also of Seville, apparently both old Christians.


That same year, an efficient and far-sighted, if ruthless and hard-hearted governor-general, Nicolás de Ovando, was sent to the Caribbean. He was ordered to compel the natives of the islands to work: ‘Because of excessive liberty’, his royal instructions curiously said, ‘the Indians flee from the Christians and do not work. They are, therefore, to be compelled to work . . . to be paid a daily wage, and well treated, as the free persons such as they are, rather than as slaves.’6 Ovando was also allowed to carry with him black slaves born in the power of Christians – that is, those born in Spain or Portugal; and we must presume that some of them arrived because a few months later the new Governor, already in Santo Domingo, changed his mind about them. He asked that their import be suspended, since they not only seemed to be taking every opportunity to run away but were encouraging the Indians to rebellion; and when, in 1504, the Spanish Crown allowed ten years’ free commerce with Hispaniola the trade in slaves was excepted, along with gold, silver, arms, and horses – all presumably because they were needed in Europe.


The issue of whether or not to allow African slaves to the Indies dogged the governorship-general of Ovando, and there were several more changes of policy. In 1504, for example, Alonso de Hojeda was permitted to take across five white slaves (that is, Muslims). In 1505 seventeen black slaves were permitted to be sent to Hispaniola, with a promise of more; yet the next year Ovando was ordered to expel ‘Berber and pagan slaves’.7 In 1509 the example of Juan de Córdoba was followed by Dr Diego Álvarez Chanca, an erudite royal physician from Seville who had accompanied Columbus on his second voyage: he, too, commissioned a black slave, Juan de Zafra, to sell goods in the New World on his behalf. Ponce de León, meantime, took some Africans with him in the conquest of Puerto Rico in 1508; and, two years later, Gerónimo de Bruselas, presumably a Fleming, who worked as a founder of precious metals on that island, was given authority to import two black slaves there to assist his labours.


Sugar cane seems to have been already brought, incidentally, in a very modest way, to the Caribbean: perhaps even by Columbus on his second voyage, in 1493. A colonist named Aguilón was anyway growing cane in Concepción de la Vega, Santo Domingo, by 1505; he is said by Las Casas to have ground the cane with ‘certain wooden instruments which obtained juice’.8 No doubt these were brought from Madeira or the Canary Islands.


A decisive change of strategy occurred in respect of slaves in the New World soon after Ovando left his governorship in 1509. Diego Colón, Columbus’s son, amiable and intelligent but weak and improvident, succeeded him in command of the ‘empire’, an enterprise which still consisted only of Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, even if it already had



pretensions to the north coast of South America. The native Indians were by then in rapid decline, less from the diseases brought by the Europeans (the first epidemic was that of smallpox in 1518) than from loss of faith in the future and from the overwork to which they were submitted in the mines and fields. Whatever the original population of Hispaniola in 1492, there were in 1510 only about 25,000 people able to work. These Indians had already shown themselves to be nothing like such good workers as black Africans, many of whom were accustomed to domestic animals and who also resisted diseases well. Africans, too, were better able to work with horses than were indigenous Indians, for the Mandingo, the Fula, and the Wolof peoples, at least, had an equestrian tradition. A 1511 report to the King would declare that the work of one black slave was equal to that of four Indians. The gold mines, especially those in the Sierra Cibao and San Cristóbal, both in the centre of the island, preoccupied the Spanish Crown. Diego Colón wrote to King Ferdinand about the shortage of labour at the end of 1509, explaining that the Indians found it very hard work ‘to break the rocks in which the gold was found’.9 The King was annoyed. Only in May, he had given carte blanche to Colón to import all the natives from the neighbouring islands that he wanted: they could be kidnapped in, say, the Bahamas, ‘in the manner [in] which they have been brought on other occasions, so that those needed will be placed in our enterprises, and the others be given in allotment, in Hispaniola, in the manner that has been used until now’.10 A commercial partnership in Concepción fitted out ships for the kidnappings. But Indian slaves did not constitute the answer to the problem of labour in Santo Domingo, even if their price went up from 50 to 150 gold pesos. Many Lucayans, as the natives of the Bahamas were then called, died on the journey to Hispaniola. Other Spanish kidnappings in the still unconquered island of Cuba were no more profitable. The only part of the newly discovered territories where the Spaniards restrained themselves from stealing slaves was the island of Margarita, where they wanted the indigenous people to continue diving for pearls.


So it was not surprising that in Valladolid, on 22 January 1510, King Ferdinand should have given authority for fifty slaves to go to Hispaniola for the benefit of the mines – they had ‘to be the best and strongest available’.11 Then three weeks later, on 14 February, in Madrid, the King asked the Casa de Contratación – the new bureaucracy in Seville which managed Spanish maritime activities – to send another 200 slaves as soon as possible, to be sold in Santo Domingo ‘little by little’ to whomsoever desired to buy them. The documents signed by the King do not specify that these slaves should be Africans, so in theory they could have been Moorish or even Canary Islanders, but there is no doubt that Africans, though Africans already in Europe, were intended. Henceforth the sale of all such captives would be regulated, as was the payment of taxes (two ducats per head to the Crown) for a licence. Regulation, as always, led to



contraband. But the requirement to buy this permit would become an important source of income for the Crown.


This was the beginning of slave traffic to the Americas. Gold in Hispaniola was the lure.


King Ferdinand was not a man to hesitate over the fate of slaves or the slave trade. Despite his grand titles of ‘Athlete of Christ’ and ‘Catholic King’, awarded him by Pope Alexander VI, he was a practical politician, not an idealist. As such, he was as much admired by Machiavelli, his contemporary, who saw him as having risen to ‘being for fame and glory the first king of Christendom’, as he would be by Spanish Carlists in the twentieth century, one of whose polemicists, Victor Pradera, would end a description of what he hoped for from a ‘new state’ with the hollow expectation that it would resemble the Spain of the Catholic Kings.12 In regard to human beings, Ferdinand had already deported substantial sections of the Jewish and Moorish populations of his realm, and enslaved many of the latter. He had approved slaving expeditions in the Caribbean for ‘Carib’ or ‘cannibal’ Indians. His treatment of his unfortunate daughter, Juana, who was too sensitive to be a princess of that era, was cold-hearted. He would have remembered the participation of Castilians in the trade to Guinea during the war with Portugal in the 1470s and, probably, he had employed some of the slaves then made.


In 1510 Ferdinand was in truth concerned less with the New World than with the conquest of Tripoli, on which he had embarked in order to remove the threat of piracy from the western Mediterranean. He mentioned that engagement in his first letter to Diego Colón about the slaves. He was also disturbed that his unpopular if attractive second wife, Germaine de Foix, had not produced a male heir for him. Ferdinand would have spent little time considering the fate of a few hundred black slaves being moved, as he probably thought would be the case, from one part of his dominions to another. Being surrounded by slaves in Spain, he would have seen no reason why such captives should not be sent to the Americas. Three hundred and eighty-two Muslim slaves had been sold in Valencia the previous year, most of them deriving from Cardinal Cisneros’s conquest of Oran; indeed, the capture of that city had even produced for Spanish masters a number of Jewish slaves. ‘Indian’ slaves were also still to be found in Spain, including in these days some from Brazil, and Canary Islanders were also available.


The chief influence with the King, virtually the Minister for the Indies, was that perplexing bishop and bureaucrat, Juan Rodríguez de Fonseca. Fonseca, then Bishop of Palencia, was empowered to act almost independently in matters concerning the new empire. A protégé of Queen Isabella but an enemy of Columbus as of Cortés, he was a man who put every obstacle in the way of imaginative ventures in the New World, yet who sought to get as much money for the Crown from it as he could. He was cultivated and intelligent, for he had been a student of the great



humanist Lebrija at Salamanca, and he encouraged many Flemish artists to Spain. A master of detail, with a remarkable memory, Fonseca would have recalled how in 1496 Queen Isabella had asked him to arrange for some of the Tainos brought back from the Caribbean by Columbus after his second voyage to row in the royal galleys; and how few had survived. He must have known from personal experience in Seville – he had been Archdeacon there at the beginning of his swift rise to preferment – that black slaves were different.


It would be foolish to make this dedicated public servant into a villain, to blame for all that went wrong in the Spanish Indies during the first years after Columbus’s voyage; all the same, while he was a power in Spain, the instruction of the late Queen, his patroness, that only cannibal Indians should be enslaved was interpreted very broadly: one had only to declare such-and-such an island as ‘Carib’ to ensure that the slave trade there was approved.


There were others concerned in these fateful decisions. For example, an Aragonese secretary of Ferdinand’s, Lope Conchillos (his signature is on both the documents approving the dispatch of slaves, along with that of the King), a converso, worked closely with Fonseca, and he probably saw that the slave trade might be a method of increasing royal revenue; perhaps his own, too. After all, the King of Portugal had made 2,000,000 réis in 1506 from the slave trade, from taxes and duties; and that news must have been known at the Spanish court.


Both Fonseca and Conchillos, as well as the King, incidentally, had a direct interest in the dispatch of these slaves, since they would two years later have groups of Indians personally allocated to them in a new division carried out in Hispaniola which meant – in effect if not in law – a grant of land and mines, since the properties concerned were in the main districts where gold had been found.


The senior official of the Casa de Contratación, the Chief Pilot, was now the imaginative and much-travelled Florentine Amerigo Vespucci. He would also have given his advice on all these matters, for he knew the shortcomings of the indigenous Indians of the Caribbean at first hand. Just a year before, Vespucci had advised Archbishop Ximénez de Cisneros on the question of taxation of commerce with the New World: should goods shipped to the Indies be managed exclusively by a single individual? Or should there be unrestricted trade, in which case how would the taxes be collected? The argument would later affect slaves as much as cloth.


One man who would have been pleased at the King’s decision and was concerned in the execution of the policy was the present representative in Seville of Bartolommeo Marchionni, Piero Rondinelli, another Florentine, who had succeeded Juanotto Berardi as the most influential merchant in Seville. Rondinelli by now had interests in sugar in the Canary Islands, in silk, in velvet, and English cloth, as well as in supplying the Indies with dried beef, clothing, and slaves. He probably



obtained most of the slaves made possible by Ferdinand’s licence from Marchionni in Lisbon: a document in the Archivo de Indias shows that to carry out the King’s plans, a hundred black slaves were bought in Lisbon and sent to Diego Colón in Santo Domingo, for he was to organize the sale there. Another hundred were sent direct from Seville in the Trinidad, as part of an expedition led by Diego Nicuesa, a conquistador who was lost at sea off Panama – though not before he had delivered his slaves.


After this decision by Ferdinand, a few black Africans were sent every year to the Americas – perhaps fifty annually, and usually in ones and twos. For example, a permit was given to a certain Gaspar de Villadiego for ten slaves, to a colonist named Alonso de Rueda for three, to Juan Ponce de León for another six. There were obviously some remaining doubts about the desirability of this innovation: in July 1510 the King asked Luis de Lizarazo, a conquistador who already held a property with fifty Indians, to explain ‘what point there was in carrying more slaves to the New World’.13 Surely those first 400 granted in 1510 were enough. The King also wondered why the blacks whom he had had sent had died so fast: ‘Look after them well,’ he added.14 One or two more white (Muslim) slaves were also sent, as requested by a conquistador, Hernando de Peralta, in 1512.


The advent of black slaves did not mean an end to the local Indian slave trade. Thus King Ferdinand gave approval in a new ordinance of June 1510 to more seizures from other islands of Indians, who were to be brought to work in Santo Domingo; and indeed a steady flow of these unfortunates continued to Hispaniola, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. The Governor of Cuba, Diego Velázquez, sent an expedition to the Bay Islands off Central America in 1516, and after some setbacks onshore brought back 400 slaves. One such enterprise went badly wrong, however: while their boat was lying off what is now Havana the Indians rebelled, killed the Spanish crew, and sailed themselves home – an early example of a successful slave rebellion. The island of Barbados probably got its name from these slave-raiding activities, since the slaves found there, and sometimes sent to Madeira, were unlike the other Tainos bearded.


A few of the first generation of black slaves in the Americas played a part in the next wave of conquests. Diego Velázquez had had a few African slaves with him in 1511–12 in his occupation of Cuba, an island which would eventually develop a black culture more profound than anywhere else in the Spanish empire. Vasco Núñez de Balboa had a black slave, Nuflo de Olano, with him (as well as a dog) when he first saw the Pacific, and he soon had thirty of them building boats on that ocean. Pedrarias probably had Africans with him when he established the first European colony on the American mainland, in Panama. Cortés was accompanied by two or three slaves in his conquest of Mexico, as a picture of him in Fray Diego Durán’s book suggests. Survivors of ancient Mexico living in the 1550s later assured Fray Bernardino de Sahagún that there



were indeed a number of ‘curly-haired’ black men among the first 500 conquistadores who came with ‘Don Hernando’.15 African slaves also went to ‘New Spain’ with Pánfilo de Narváez, the conquistador who sought unsuccessfully to supplant Cortés, and one of them, Francisco de Eguía, seems to have been the first to carry smallpox to that country, in 1519. The most famous black African in Cortés’s expedition was, however, a free man, Juan Garrido, who was later known as the first ‘European’ to plant wheat in Mexico, on his farm at Coyoacán. Later a ‘black Moor’ from Morocco, Esteban, accompanied Cabeza de Vaca on his heroic walk from Florida to Mexico between 1528 and 1536 – the first serious exploration of North America. Pedro de Heredia also had a substantial body of slaves from Africa when he founded Cartagena de Indias in the early 1530s. So did Diego García, Sebastian Cabot, and Domingo Martínez de Urala in the first Spanish approaches to Buenos Aires.


During these years, following a denunciation of the colonists of Hispaniola from the pulpit by the Dominican Fray Antonio de Montesinos in 1511, a complicated controversy was beginning about the treatment of the indigenous peoples of America. The arguments lasted forty years, and it is much to the credit of Spain that there was such a debate. What other empire can boast such a discussion, and at so high a level? During the years 1511–13 the most searching questions that any imperial nation can ask of itself were at least posed. But the discussion as to whether the Indians were men, and whether it was permissible to enslave them, completely ignored the status of black African slaves, with their greater experience of agriculture, their greater endurance, and their longer connection with Europe.


In Spain, meantime, licences to carry African slaves to the Americas continued to be granted. One was given in 1517 to Jorge de Portugal, son of Álvaro de Portugal, the Portuguese Ambassador to Spain (an illegitimate son of the Portuguese royal Duke of Braganza), and a close friend of the late Queen Isabella, to import 400 black slaves to the Indies. No taxes were to be paid. But it does not seem that this nobleman did much about the matter: Jorge de Portugal was at the time the commander of the castle of Triana in Seville, and was preoccupied with local politics there. His father, incidentally, had been a business associate of Marchionni, so perhaps the idea of his son’s entering the slave trade derived from him.


Soon the complete collapse of the population of the Caribbean changed the African slave trade to the Americas into a major enterprise. The great efforts made to substitute the labour of the population of the islands by enslaving people on the mainland, in the Bahamas, and elsewhere was proving unsuccessful, though some slaving expeditions of the conquistadores in these years continued: Juan Bono, a Basque shipmaster, one of the hardest men in the Spanish Indies, who afterwards took part in Pánfilo de Narváez’s expedition against Cortés, mounted a particularly



scandalous raid in Trinidad in 1517; and the first Spanish expedition to Mexico, that of Hernández de Córdoba the same year, was sent at least partly to find slaves, perhaps from the Bay Islands. A substantial trade in Indian slaves from the mainland, from what is now Nicaragua, would do something to make up for the shortages of labour in the Spanish Caribbean in the 1530s; but that terrible chapter in the history of America was only just beginning.


At all events, early in the reign of the new King Charles, soon to be the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, in 1518, the Spaniards in the islands requested their government to permit the dispatch of more black slaves, to compensate for the loss of the indigenous population. These requests came both from the hard-bitten leaders of the deeply distressed colony on the main Spanish island, Hispaniola, and from those who might at first sight have seemed to be among the most liberal of Spaniards. For example, in January 1518 Judge Alonso Zuazo, who was seriously concerned about the fall in the Indian population, wrote to Charles V about ways to increase the workers of the New World. He said that the land there was the best in the world, ‘where there is neither cold nor too much heat nor anything to complain of. Everything is green, and everything grows, just as when Christ, in the great Augustan peace, came to redeem the old world.’ Now, the judge went on unctuously to say, there was something similar in the arrival of Charles, who could redeem the New World. Zuazo’s recommendation was that a general licence should be given for the ‘import of negros, ideal people for the work here, in contrast to the natives, who are so feeble that they are only suitable for light work’. It was foolish, Zuazo added, to suppose that, if brought there, ‘these blacks would rebel: after all, there is a widow in the isles belonging to Portugal [Madeira, no doubt] who has 800 slaves. Everything depends on how they are governed. I found on coming here that there were some robber blacks, others having fled to the mountains. I whipped some, cut the ears off others and, in consequence, there are no more complaints.’ Zuazo added that already there were excellent plantations of sugar cane. Some grew cane as thick as a man’s wrist. How wonderful it would be if large factories for making sugar could also be built!16


A similar request for black slaves was made by the four Jeronymite priors who were, most surprisingly, the Crown’s governors in the islands at that time. One of these holy men, Fray Manzanedo, wrote to Charles V that ‘all the citizens of Hispaniola demand Your Majesty to give them a licence to be able to import blacks, because the Indians are insufficient to sustain them in the island’.17 He argued that as many women should be sent as men, and they had to be bozales – that is, slaves straight from Africa – for slaves bred in Castile might turn out rebellious. They had to come from ‘the best territories’ in Africa, by which he meant anywhere south of the River Sénégal, in order to avoid any Muslim taint.




These requests were strongly supported by Fray Bartolomé de las Casas, already the self-constituted advocate of the interests of the indigenous population. His desire to protect the Indians from ill-treatment blinded him for many years to the need to guard against similar mistreatment of Africans. Like all enlightened men of his time, he believed that an African enslaved by Christians was more fortunate than an African in domestic circumstances.


At first, Las Casas was concerned to send a few – twenty only – of the slaves who were already in Seville to the Americas, rather than pursue new ones in Africa, as recommended by his colleagues. Later, however, he would suggest larger numbers: thus in 1535 he sent a letter to the King saying that ‘the remedy of the Christians is this, that His Majesty should think it right to send to each one of the islands 500 or 600 blacks or whatever other number seems appropriate’.18 Only later still, in the 1550s, when writing his Historia de las Indias, did he explain that he had realized that it was wrong to seek to replace one form of slavery with another – though the book was not published for another 350 years.19


King Charles accepted the recommendations of Zuazo, Las Casas, and the priors. The court was then at Saragossa, the King being eager to placate the Aragonese. Subsequently the most conscientious of Holy Roman Emperors, Charles was at that time only eighteen years old. So far as policy in the Americas was concerned, he was in the hands of his advisers. Of these, the closest with regard to the Indies was still the implacable, ubiquitous, meticulous, and indefatigable Rodríguez de Fonseca, who had by now become Bishop of Burgos.


The consequence was that on 18 August 1518 permission to import black slaves into the New World was granted to a friend of the King’s, one of those clever Flemish courtiers who inspired such suspicion among Spaniards, Lorenzo de Gorrevod (Laurent de Gouvenot, or Garrebod), Governor of Bresse in Burgundy, and the Emperor’s major-domo.20 He was born a Savoyard, having been brought, with other counsellors of the Crown, to the Low Countries by the Emperor’s aunt, the Regent Margaret, who had previously been married to Count Philibert of that Alpine territory. ‘The second most avaricious of the Flemings’, as he was considered by the Spaniards, he had wanted to receive, as a perpetual fief for himself, the whole of the new territory of New Spain, Mexico, which Cortés was about to offer to the Emperor. But, as a compensation for not receiving that grant he was now to be allowed to import no fewer than 4,000 blacks, direct from Africa, if need be, into the new territories of the Spanish empire. A subsequent document (signed by the King, Fonseca, and secretaries Cobos and García de Padilla) told the royal officials not to collect taxes on the import of these slaves.


The background of this decision, like that of King Ferdinand in 1510 to allow a mere 400 slaves to be taken to the New World, is difficult to reconstruct. No surviving document describes any discussion, no chronicler



dwells on the matter, nothing suggests that any courtier or adviser, nobleman or merchant, disagreed.* There was certainly some opposition among Spaniards such as Las Casas to the grant of such a licence to a foreigner; but not about the principle of the policy. The King signed the document approving Gorrevod’s contract, but if he thought twice about the matter he would have considered that he was acting to save the lives of American Indians by agreeing to the petitions of the eloquent Las Casas and of the Jeronymite priors.


Gorrevod was interested in the money to be made from his licence, not in the actual consequences, good or evil. He immediately sold his privilege to Juan López de Recalde, the Treasurer of the Casa de Contratación in Seville. That official resold it in turn to others, using Alonso Gutiérrez, Treasurer of Madrid, as an intermediary. The final buyers were, predictably, a group of Genoese merchants established in Seville, by now so experienced in Spanish commerce. They bought the rights for 25,000 ducats – that is, six ducats a slave. These Genoese were Domingo de Forne (Fornes), who acquired the right to carry 1,000 slaves, Agustín de Ribaldo (Vivaldo), a nephew of the rich Cypriot Ribaldos, and Fernando Vázquez, who were jointly able to carry 3,000 slaves. These merchants named as their agents Juan de la Torre, of Medina del Campo, the greatest of Castilian internal markets; Gaspar Centurione (another Genoese, though a Castilianized one); and Juan Fernández de Castro, of Seville.


This first major consignment of slaves for the Americas was thus in every sense a European enterprise: the grant of the Flemish-born Emperor was to a Savoyard, who sold his rights, through a Castilian, to Genoese merchants – who, in turn, would of course have to arrange for the Portuguese to deliver the slaves. For no Spanish ship could legally go to Guinea, the monarchs of the two countries were then allies; and anyway only the Portuguese could supply slaves in that quantity.


This grant was not for an absolute monopoly: many minor licences to carry slaves to the Indies continued to be given; for example, Álvaro Pérez Osorio, Marquis of Astorga, also obtained a licence in 1518 to send 400 black slaves to the New World – which permission he too sold to Genoese bankers.


Some of these slaves were destined for the new sugar farms. The planter Aguilón, who already had such a farm on Santo Domingo in 1505, had been by now joined by others, assisted by sugar masters from the Canary Islands; the historian Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo brought back some sugar to show to King Ferdinand in 1515, on his deathbed; for it was beginning to be found that sugar cane could be grown in



the Caribbean as easily as the indigenous crops of the country. Cristóbal de Tapia (Cortés’s enemy in 1522) applied from Santo Domingo to import fifteen slaves to work on his new sugar mill there – a vertical three-roller mill, powered by oxen.* By the 1530s Santo Domingo would have the luxury of thirty-four such mills, all worked primarily by Africans and three owned by Genoese (Vivaldo Fornes, Jacome de Castellón, and Esteban Justiniani), all of whom had been concerned in trading slaves also.


Later grants allowed the sugar industry to start up in Puerto Rico: the first mill was built there in 1523 by Tomás de Castellón, a brother of the pioneer in Santo Domingo, in what was then called the plains of San Germán, now Añasco, which was from the beginning worked by slaves. (By 1530 there were nearly 3,000 slaves on that island, and only 327 whites.) There was at least one sugar mill in Jamaica by 1527, founded by the second governor, Francisco de Garay, while the first mill in Mexico seems to have been established by Hernán Cortés in 1524. Again, Genoese were concerned in both furnishing the slaves for this property and in selling the sugar produced.


Mines also demanded slaves. In 1524 permission was granted to import 300 African slaves into Cuba to work in the gold mines at Jagua. That the Church of Rome was as interested in importing Africans as any conquistador can be seen from a petition of the Bishop of Puerto Rico and Inquisitor-General of the Indies, Alonso Manzo, for permission to bring in twenty blacks. This was granted. Their task was to dig for gold, required to finance the projected Cathedral of San Juan (which they would also help to build). Franciscans and priests also often had black slaves as servants. So did simple conquistadores. Time and again we hear how this or that adventurer arrived with ‘his horses and slaves’, ready for some unexpected homeric contest.


Another important colonial enterprise which involved the use of black slaves was a fantastic scheme of Las Casas for the north coast of South America. The plan was that forty Spanish colonists should set off with ten black slaves each, to avoid any temptation of misusing Indians. The idea was approved, but most of the settlers were dispersed in the Caribbean before they reached the intended site of the colony. Those who did go were all slaughtered, with their slaves, by Indians who had not yet learned to distinguish between good and bad Spaniards.


Gorrevod’s grant for the transport of slaves ran out in 1526. The Spanish Crown’s preference was still to give licences to specific merchants, along with, sometimes, the benefit of not paying the usual taxes. So Charles V granted his new secretary, Francisco de los Cobos, a licence to send to the Indies, including to New Spain, 200 black slaves, exempt from all import charges. Of course, no one expected that that



permission would be taken advantage of by Cobos in person. Sure enough, he sold it to two German merchants then in Seville, Jerónimo Sayles (Hieronymous Seyler, or Seiler) and Enrique Guesler (Heinrich Ehinger), both of Constance, who were the representatives of the famous bankers of Augsburg, the Welsers; and to three more Genoese (Leonardo Cataño, Batista Justiniani, and Pedro Benito de Bastiniano). The two Germans were also the beneficiaries of a new, larger licence granted by the Emperor in February 1528, to import 4,000 further slaves over the next four years to be sold at forty ducats each. That was the year when the Welsers also received a commission to govern the territory known as New Andalusia, now Venezuela, as a partial repayment of the Emperor’s debts to them.


Sayles and Guesler paid 20,000 ducats for this second privilege, but the usual Portuguese middlemen (the principal being a factor in Santo Domingo, Andrea Ferrer) delivered Africans whom the Spaniards thought inferior, and there were not enough of them. Licenciado Serrano wrote in 1530: ‘The Germans bring in very bad blacks, so much so that, despite the great necessity that we have for them, no one buys.’21


This setback was followed by a monopoly contract granted to one only of the two Germans, Guesler, though he was soon associated with a citizen of the mercantile city of Medina del Campo, Rodrigo de Dueñas. But his deliveries still did not satisfy the settlers of Santo Domingo. The Bishop of the colony wrote in 1530 to the King in Castile that the survival not just of his island but that of Puerto Rico and Cuba depended on the availability of African slaves; he suggested that the colonies be allowed to import them without licences.


For a time there was no attempt to limit the market. Already in 1527, Alfonso Núñez, a merchant of Seville, in the name of Comendador Alonso de Torres of Lisbon, undertook to sell to Luis Fernández de Alfaro, a friend of Hernán Cortés, one hundred black slaves, of whom four-fifths had to be men, the rest women. They would be procured in Santiago, in the Cape Verde Islands, and, after being taken to Spain, sold in Santo Domingo. Two years later Fernández de Alfaro himself sent to buy slaves in the Cape Verde Islands, for he had a contract with Juan Gutiérrez of San Salvador, Triana, to supply another hundred blacks for Santo Domingo. Actually, a Portuguese decree of 1512 had ordered that all slaves procured in the Cape Verde Islands or elsewhere had to be sent direct to Lisbon, but that rule, like so many emanating from that capital, was often ignored, as innumerable licences issued at the Casa de Contratación in Seville suggest. Then in 1530 a well-known lawyer from Seville, himself experienced in the Caribbean, Alonso de Parada, proposed to the King a new policy: that he should regularly arrange to buy from his brother monarch in Portugal all the slaves who were needed in the Spanish empire (to begin with, about 4,000 slaves) and ship half of them to Hispaniola, 1,500 or 1,600 to Cuba, and the remainder to Jamaica. Half



of the total should be women, so that the men should feel at home and perpetuate themselves in the New World.


Nothing was decided, and so the way was open for a series of slave merchants based in Seville. The first of these was Juan de la Barrera, who, returning from the Indies to Seville about 1530, already wealthy from the sale of cloth and food, became after the collapse of the German monopoly one of the richest men in his home city, with factories (that is, deposits) for slaves as well as other goods, in Cartagena de Indias, Peru, Honduras, Cuba, and New Spain. Unlike nearly all other slave merchants, he himself made the regular Seville–Cape Verde–Veracruz journey in one of his own boats.
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