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Introduction



FOR THE BEST part of four centuries, enslaved Africans were an inescapable and ubiquitous presence in the Atlantic world. The millions of Africans, loaded onto the Atlantic slave ships (and the legions who did not even survive to reach Africa’s Atlantic coast) were the human cogs in a vast machine which transformed the face of the Americas, enhanced the well-being of the Western world, and created cultural habits we are familiar with today. This colossal enforced movement of humanity had consequences which reverberate down to the present day. For decades, scholars have argued about slavery and today there is a widespread acceptance that, from the late seventeenth century onwards, slavery was fundamental to the way the West emerged. Less well-known, however, is the fact that slavery exerted an influence far beyond the Western world. In its mature, complex forms (which varied greatly across the Americas) enslaved African labour created tentacles of economic activity which crept into distant corners of the world not normally associated with slavery. The networks spawned by slavery stretched from the edges of European entanglement with the native peoples of the Americas, to remote islands in the Indian Ocean, and onwards even to the economies of China and Japan. The slave economies came to exercise a powerful, at times irresistible, gravitational pull which drew to itself the products and markets of widely scattered societies. We can catch a sense of this by simply looking at the varied items carried as cargoes of outbound ships from Europe and the Americas heading to Africa. It is obvious too in the details kept in ledgers of American plantations, not to mention the vast quantities of slave-grown commodities – from tobacco to sugar – consumed by people in all corners of the world. By the time slavery was finally outlawed in Brazil in 1888, the world had become addicted to commodities which owed their origins to enslaved Africans.


For centuries, slavery in the Americas depended on the Atlantic slave ships for a continuing supply of enslaved labour. As the Atlantic trade grew in volume and importance, it became increasingly complex. Yet it was, from start to finish, a trading system that was brutal in the extreme. Though it delivered more than eleven million Africans to the Americas, it also killed huge numbers, damaged many more, and left all its survivors with traumatic memories of the oceanic crossing. It remains one of the strange contradictions of slavery that a system which involved violation and oppression on an extraordinary scale, was an essential aspect of a highly complex and sophisticated form of global trade, finance and record-keeping. As Atlantic slavery evolved, it generated a stunning volume of paperwork – and that paperwork enables us to reconstruct histories of slavery. Here lies one of the many great ironies of slavery: the very system which silenced the voices of the enslaved, which treated them as mere items of trade, also described and documented each and every aspect of their lives, their sufferings and their dying. The end result is that we know more about the enslaved than we do about almost any of their free labouring contemporaries, for the simple reason that an enslaved person was treated, from start to finish, as a thing: an object, a chattel. And as an object he or she entered the commercial documentation. The enslaved were registered, described and accounted for, from their first encounter with Atlantic slave traders, to the moment they died – at sea or on land. We know about their physical conditions, appearances, ailments, peculiarities, their abilities and personal characteristics, we know about their relationships and their children, their working lives and their dying days. All this is recorded in ways rarely documented for free labouring people of the same eras.


I began my own investigation into slavery in 1967, poring over the lives of an enslaved group of sugar workers in Jamaica. Their lives were entered in huge plantation ledgers, kept at the time on the estate itself. The first, most obvious and revealing fact – which leapt off the crumbling pages – was that the enslaved were listed and tallied just as the beasts of the field and were listed on opposite pages in the ledgers. They were mere items to be recorded alongside other possessions of the plantation owners (who by then were living in England). Many of those slaves had been born in Jamaica, but most were African, acquired by barter and trade, thousands of miles away, and all had been shipped to Jamaica on a slave ship.1 The Africans living on Worthy Park in the1780s were but one small sample of millions of others cast ashore in the Americas by an international fleet of slave ships. Today, the slave ship is a familiar image, used time and again to represent slavery itself. Those ships, counted in their many thousands, did more than transport Africans. They also carried huge cargoes of manufactured goods (from Europe, Asia and the Americas) to Africa, and returned to their home ports from the Americas freighted with slave-grown produce. Slave ships were supported by an armada of other merchant ships ferrying goods around the Atlantic’s shipping lanes. But the slave ship was the prime engine of the entire system.


Here was a massive commerce in humanity and goods with ramifications in all corners of the globe. It was a business which attracted all of Europe’s major maritime nations, and eventually, merchants and investors from Brazil and North America. It scattered Africans and their offspring to all corners of the world and, by the late eighteenth century, they could be found on the precarious frontiers of the Americas to the early settlements of Australia. They had, against their wishes, become global citizens.


***


On 5 July 1803, Captain Meriwether Lewis set offalone on what was to become an epic overland journey from Washington D.C. to the Pacific coast. Instructed by President Jefferson to form an expedition, Lewis gathered men and equipment as he moved westward. At Louisville he was joined by an old friend and military comrade, William Clark, who brought along a gang of seven men to accompany them, collecting more military and civilian personnel as they travelled on. By the time they set off along the Missouri River in May 1804, the expedition had grown to more than forty men, nosing into unfamiliar Indian territory, negotiating with native people who had little or no experience of outsiders. One man in particular attracted great curiosity among the Indians. Clark’s personal servant – York – was a giant of a man. He was also a black slave. As the expedition progressed, they encountered Indians who had never before seen a black human being, and York become an object of bemused wonder. The Indians marvelled at the white man’s weaponry, compass, magnets and quadrant – but they were astonished by York. In the words of a French trader who was dealing with the Arikara Indians on the Missouri River, the Indians were stunned by the sight of ‘a large, fine man, black as a bear, who spoke and acted as one.’2


York proved much more than a curiosity as the expedition’s hazardous journey progressed: he became indispensable. Possessed of great physical strength and endurance, York was to be even more important as an arbiter and mediator between the expedition and some of the native peoples they encountered. There were moments when the expedition faced annihilation by suspicious Indians but they were saved by the Indians’ fear of York’s imaginary magical powers: he was quite unlike any other person they knew.


For all that, York was a slave, just one among a vast army of enslaved people scattered across the Americas. At the time the Arikara Indians first looked in amazement at York there were almost 900,000 living in the young American Republic, the great majority located in the region between Delaware and Georgia (the impact of cotton was soon to change that by shifting the population south.3) In the first years of the new century, here was a man with African parents helping his master and companions to survive and to complete their mission while leaving native Indians dumbfounded.


York was born around 1771. (Frederick Douglass later wrote, ‘I never met with a slave who could tell me how old he was.’) His parents were Africans owned by William Clark’s father. York’s father was known as Old York (possibly after the York River in Virginia where Africans were landed to work in the local tobacco fields): his enslaved mother was named Rose.4 York grew up enjoying the boyhood companionship of his master’s son – William Clark – who was of a similar age. Eventually York became Clark’s personal servant, accompanying him on his business travels between Virginia and Kentucky. Theirs was a distinctive bond which developed between master and man, sharing the close human intimacy of life and work together, travelling extensively on horseback and along the mighty river systems of the Ohio and Mississippi. At one point William became acquainted with President Jefferson, introduced by his old army friend, Meriwether Lewis – Jefferson’s private secretary.5


In July 1803, Clark joined the expedition to explore an overland route to the Pacific. The expedition needed men who were physically tough, accustomed to the rigours of life in the wilds and capable of enduring extreme, testing conditions. York fitted the bill perfectly. Thus it was that an African-American slave found himself heading west, servant to the man he had known since childhood, but who was now joint leader of an expedition that would transform the history of the USA. Whatever expectations the two men held of York, they were more than amply confirmed.


York’s presence on the very edges of exploration in the North American wilderness ought not to surprise us, because by then the Atlantic slave ships had scattered millions of Africans and their children not merely to the eastern shores of the Americas but clean round the world. By the late eighteenth century Africans were being shipped across the Atlantic in greater numbers than ever, and they could be found wherever European adventure, trade and imperial expansion took hold. Africans and their offspring were everywhere.


***


For centuries, great swathes of European settlements in the Americas were maintained by a massive oceanic trade in humanity. But the slave ships taking enslaved Africans to the Americas formed only one aspect of an even larger maritime commerce which sustained economic and social life on both sides of the Atlantic – and far beyond. There were hundreds of ports and anchorages, some of them little more than a quayside – some major urban centres – but all part of the crossroads for people, animals and goods from around the world. Slave ships came from all points of the seafaring Atlantic (almost half of them from ports in the Americas) and their crews were equally international. Though all oceanic trade was harsh and dangerous, slave ships offered the most vile form of maritime work, combining the dangers of deep-water sailing with the inescapable threat posed by cargoes of angry Africans – the whole stinking brew laced with disease and death. Not surprisingly, the slave ships had persistent problems recruiting men for the worst leg of the journey – heading west across the Atlantic packed with Africans. Only the desperate, the drunk or the indebted stepped forward. John Newton, a Liverpool slave captain, thought his men ‘the refuse and dregs of the Nation.’


Sailors joined British ships from throughout the British Isles, and from the far reaches of British dominion and trade. There were lascars from India, Swedes and Sicilians, alongside Africans and freed slaves from the Americas. It may seem odd at first glance to find Africans working on slave ships but they were essential. Disease on the African coast often depleted the ship’s complement at the very time when all hands were required to control and manage growing numbers of Africans incarcerated below decks, and Africans were recruited to work on the difficult and dangerous transatlantic crossing. The men on ocean-going ships formed an international and cosmopolitan society. For some, the sea offered freedom: disguised as a sailor, an enslaved man might escape. Most famously, Frederick Douglass donned sailor’s clothing to sail north to freedom in the USA in 1838. But for more than twelve million Africans, the ocean was a hellish introduction to a life of bondage.


Today, perhaps the most famous of former slaves who found a career at sea was Olaudah Equiano. Best known for his memoir (Narrative) with its account of his remarkable life as a slave and a freeman, Equiano’s seafaring career provides a vivid insight into the international experiences of seaborne slaves. He served on no fewer than eighteen ships, both mercantile and Royal Navy, on voyages which took him from the eastern Mediterranean to North and Central America, and to a string of Caribbean islands. Most unusual of all, however, Equiano was almost certainly the first African we know of to sail to the Arctic. That perilous expedition in 1773 was dominated by hair-raising dangers and experiences; of arctic animals and sea life, of pack ice, icebergs and intense cold – with plenty of narrow escapes from disaster – before returning to Deptford, ‘a voyage which had proved the impracticability of finding a passage that way to India.’6


Equiano was a very well-travelled man, but he was only one example of the Africans to be found on quaysides, in port cities throughout the Atlantic world, and at sea on the shipping lanes that laced the world’s commercial systems. African faces could be seen in all corners of the globe – from the desolate waste of the Arctic to the treacherous American borderlands which separated invading Europeans (and their accompanying slaves) and native American people.


Equiano died in 1797, his late years marked by a short-lived public fame (and modest prosperity) thanks to his self-published memoir, and his tireless advocacy for abolition of the slave trade. Not the first African to denounce slavery to an English-reading public, Equiano was certainly the best known (though his name quickly faded from public view after his death). Much less successful – but now remembered for very different reasons – was Billie Blue. Born in 1767 of African parentage in Jamaica, New York, by 1796 Billie Blue lived in Deptford, London – part of that city’s small black community and working as a chocolate-maker and dockside labourer. That year Billie was convicted at Maidstone of stealing sugar and sentenced to seven years’ transportation. After four years in convict hulks, he was transported to Australia in 1801 – and there he prospered. He married Elizabeth Williams, a female convict, and they had six children, living in the Rocks area of Sydney. Billie worked hard and by 1811 he was appointed a harbour watchman and constable, ferrying people around Sydney harbour. But his prosperous times ended when he was again convicted of theft. There followed various scrapes with the law, and Billie Blue slid into eccentric old age – dubbing himself ‘commodore’, he took to wearing a bizarre naval uniform, greeting arriving ships as if an appointed official. He also developed the habit of haranguing people in the streets and was periodically brought to court for various small offences. He died in 1834. His reputation has evolved in recent years as an eccentric early settler and one of the founders of Australia’s small African community.7


An exact contemporary of Billie Blue was a woman who, in sharp contrast to Billie Blue, was to enjoy modern global fame (though in a much fictionalised form) via a major movie – Belle (2013). She was born in Jamaica in 1761 to an enslaved African mother: her father, Sir John Lindsay, was a Royal Navy officer stationed in the Caribbean. He returned to England with the child, entrusting her upbringing to relatives, Lord and Lady Mansfield, at their home, Kenwood House, north of London. The child was baptised Dido Elizabeth Belle in 1765 and raised and educated alongside a niece of a similar age at Kenwood. As she grew, Belle was given various tasks around the house and became part of the family’s fashionable social life, mixing with guests after dinner and in the garden. Lord Mansfield, perhaps most famous as Lord Chief Justice for his various rulings on slavery, died in 1793, bequeathing an annuity and a lump sum to Belle. He also asserted:


I confirm to Dido Elizabeth Belle her freedom.


He was clearly aware that, despite his legal rulings, the freedom of black people in England remained uncertain.


In December 1793 Belle married a Frenchman, John Davinier, in the fashionable church of St George’s, Hanover Square. They had three sons, but Belle died in 1804 aged forty-three. Her husband later remarried and returned to France. Belle’s last known descendant died in South Africa in 1975. Her London grave, in St George’s Fields, disappeared in the 1970s, torn up in the redevelopment of roads in London’s Bayswater.


She had vanished, joining millions of Africans and their offspring all consigned to unknown burial sites on both sides of the Atlantic. She survives, however, as a contemporary beauty, in the portrait (once thought to be by Zoffany) which hangs in the Mansfield family seat at Scone in Scotland.8


York, Equiano, Billie Blue and Dido Elizabeth Belle: here was a small group of people of African parentage – who may seem, at first glance, to have little else in common. York helped to forge a path across North America to the Pacific. Equiano created a respectable life for himself from what few opportunities came his way. Billie Blue ended his days on the far side of the globe, part of a distinctive black presence among the very first outside settlers in Australia. Dido Elizabeth Belle, born to an enslaved African mother, became a striking figure in the fashionable high society in England. These four people offer some important clues to a process that was, in their lifetimes, utterly transforming the human face of the world at large. They were four individual cases of a vast and seemingly endless tide of Africans forcibly removed from their myriad homelands and scattered ashore in distant (and to them totally unknown) places. And all for the benefit of alien people who bought and sold them as if they were mere beasts of the field. It was a slave system which had its origins in the relationship between two major European powers – Spain and Portugal – and was at the heart of their tortuous competition to lay claim to great stretches of the wider world.





_______________


1 The terminology used for writing about slavery has changed quite rapidly in recent years. The word ‘slave’ suggests that the status of the enslaved is defined solely by their enslavement. I have tried to use the word sparingly and opt for alternative words. There are places, however, where the alternatives create literary clumsiness and I use the word for clarity and when it seems more useful.


2 Robert B. Betts, In Search of York: The slave who went to the Pacific with Lewis and Clark, Boulder, Colorado, 1985, pp.57–58.


3 M. R. Haines and R. H. Steckel, eds., A Population History of North America, Cambridge, 2000, Table 10.2, pp.438–439.


4 Robert B. Betts, In Search of York, pp.84–87.


5 Robert B. Betts, In Search of York, p.107.


6 Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, Vincent Carretta, ed., London 1995 edn, p.177.


7 Margaret Park, Blue, William (Billy) (c. 1767–1834), Australian Dictionary of Biography.


8 James Walvin, Slavery in Small Things, Oxford, 2017, pp.155–158; Paula Byrne, Belle: The True Story of Dido Belle, London 2014.










Part One



THE TRADE










1



The Scattering of People


IN MARCH 1400, Maria de Luna, the devout Queen of Aragon, notable for her piety and her acceptance (unusual at the time) of Jews and Muslims, sent a very special gift to Carlos III, the King of Navarre: an enslaved African child named Sofia. She was dressed in a beautiful red cloak (at the time, red was thought to be the most beautiful of colours) made from the finest of Venetian silk. Sofia was to hold a special place in the king’s court and was paraded alongside an array of other eye-catching sights: tiny people, peacocks, elaborately dressed troubadours and musicians – all of them intended to proclaim their monarch’s lavish wealth and elevated status.


Sofia was not unique; indeed by then, small numbers of Africans were to be found scattered across Europe’s royal households and courts. African musicians played at the courts of the Queens of Portugal and Austria and Henry VIII later had a Black trumpeter, John Blanke – who appeared in court documents and illustrations in 1509 and 1511. He too wore elaborate clothing – and a brown and yellow turban. Like Sofia before him, John Blanke was dressed in red – for the coronation of Henry VIII. Later the monarch gave him a gown of velvet cloth and a bonnet and hat as a wedding gift.1 The lavishly dressed African musicians in royal courts testify to an eye-catching African presence in European royal circles. They naturally enjoyed a privileged life, far beyond the dreams of most other servants: their special treatment, roles and dress a reflection of their owners’ high status. Yet for all that, they were slaves.


Many of the Africans who appear in such rarefied positions are likely to have arrived in Europe via the trans-Saharan caravan routes to North Africa. We know that Africans had then been taken onwards from North Africa, to Sicily, to Spain and Portugal and, later, to the wealthy homes of merchants in Italian city states. They were, however, rare and costly, but by the mid-fifteenth century that began to change with the arrival in Europe of growing numbers of enslaved Africans, ferried along the expanding sea routes between Europe and West Africa. The dazzling sight of a silk-clad Sofia in 1400 stands in stark contrast to the misery of the first enslaved Africans to arrive in Portugal a mere forty-four years later. Gomes Eannes de Zurara described the landing of 235 Africans, arriving by sea from West Africa at Lagos Bay in southern Portugal in 1444. Some of them:




kept their heads low, and their faces bathed in tears . . . Other stood groaning very dolorously looking up to the height of heaven, fixing their eyes upon it, crying out loudly . . . 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.2





The slave traders promptly separated them: ‘fathers from sons, husbands from wives, brothers from brothers.’


This distressing account could stand as a signpost to the trade that was to endure for the next four centuries. Consider the account by a British doctor on entering a slave ship, just arrived in Brazil from Africa in 1843 – exactly four centuries after the first arrivals in Portugal. He was confronted by 362 Africans packed into the vessel:




With disease, want, and misery stamped upon them with such painful intensity as utterly beggars all powers of description.3





Two eye-witness accounts, four centuries apart, yet describing identical miseries. Who, looking at those Africans in Lagos Bay in 1444, could possibly have imagined that here was the start of a maritime commerce that would become the largest enforced movement of humanity in recorded history? It was a trade that transformed the human face of the Americas, inflicted incalculable damage across swathes of Africa – and yet brought astonishing prosperity to the Western world.


***


The numbers of people involved never fail to shock modern readers, and the historical sweep of their story is far-reaching. From the first days of Europe’s early expansion to make maritime contact with the wider world (Vikings notwithstanding) through to the age of steam-powered oceanic travel in the nineteenth century, millions of Africans were scattered across the world. The driving force behind this phenomenon was the European (later the American) ambition to profit from distant markets and economies, and to find suitable labour to exploit the new-found lands of the Americas. It was to be Africa’s fate (and long-term wound) to be the unwilling supplier of that labour. What followed was an unprecedented scattering of African people on an unique scale and with unprecedented consequences.


There was, of course, nothing new in slavery and slave trading. Both had been essential to any number of ancient civilisations and had been commonplace throughout Europe and the Mediterranean. When Columbus sailed westward in 1492, slavery was widespread in the Mediterranean, and was most notable in the vast lands of the Ottoman empire stretching from Basra to the Crimea and to Egypt. Slavery went unquestioned across North Africa: in Egypt, Tripoli, Tunisia, Algiers and Morocco. Barbary pirates raided mainland Europe for slaves. Between 1500 and 1580, for example, more than a quarter of a million white slaves were seized by Barbary pirates (at a time when fifty thousand Africans had been transported to the Americas). In the following century, an estimated 850,000 white slaves fell victims to the same pirates. Even later, between 1680 and 1800, as many as 175,000 were enslaved by Barbary pirates. Slavery was not, however, a monopoly of Muslim societies. A number of Christian societies in the Mediterranean – Spain, Portugal and Venice – accepted slavery in their midst. Much further afield, sub-Saharan Africa had its own myriad slaving systems, the best known being the trans-Saharan caravan routes which for centuries had moved tens of thousands of Africans into a life of bondage in and around the Mediterranean. But everywhere we look, slaves tended to form only a relatively small proportion of local populations.4


Slave societies were generally serviced and kept alive by enforced migrations of slaves: slave trading was an umbilical cord which sustained slave systems everywhere. Societies absorbed enslaved people from distant places, using them to maintain their military forces, to work their land or ships, to toil at tasks others would not, or could not, even attempt – or to service the sexual pleasures of elites. Long-distance trafficking of slaves was essential for slave societies in the Old World long before it became a vital feature of the New. What happened in the Americas, however, shifted the story to an entirely different level.


A few simple facts stand out. Over the entire history of the Atlantic slave trade, the slave ships embarked twelve and a half million Africans. Indeed, before 1820 African arrivals in the Americas greatly outnumbered European settlers by three to one. European arrivals barely kept pace. In the three centuries to 1800, two and one third million white people crossed the Atlantic, but in the same period, eight and a half million Africans landed – against their will. Of course, Africans were scattered unevenly across the Americas and were concentrated mainly in tropical and semi-tropical regions where their labour was most needed in agriculture. In the process, two major catastrophes ensued. The sharp decline (in places the total collapse) of the native populations of the Americas – most striking in the Caribbean – paved the way for massive arrivals of Africans. Parts of the Americas, most strikingly Brazil and the Caribbean, were in effect Africanised. However, there were regions, notably in North America, where there were relatively few Africans, and where Europeans formed the bedrock of local society. Nonetheless it is important to remember that the African was the crucial pioneer settler in huge areas of the Americas. Without them, the Americas could never have been settled, still less developed and prospered, as it was.


In time, major settlements in the Americas came to need Africans, and the Atlantic slave traders needed African merchants to provide the enslaved labour destined for the slave ships. Apart from early piratical raids for African slaves, European traders were swift to develop personal and commercial relations with African traders and governing elites to acquire enslaved Africans. The numbers involved – more than six and a half million in the eighteenth century alone – could never have been achieved without the existence of a well-oiled trading system along an immense coastal stretch, which linked Africa to the slave ships. What drove so many Africans towards the slave ships were the fluctuating patterns of political and civil life within Africa. But those patterns, in their turn, were intimately linked to the demand created by events in the Americas. All this – internal African political and social forces, outside traders arriving by sea in search of slaves, and the labour demands of American markets – came to form a web of economic and human interdependency which shaped slavery in the Americas.


But why Africans? Why ship so many people, thousands of miles across a dangerous ocean? Why not use the indigenous peoples of the Americas? Why not use local Indians? In fact, from his first landfall, Columbus’s encounter with Indians in Hispaniola prompted dreams of an unlimited supply of enslaved Indian labour, ideal for Spanish exploitation. In the event, the arrival of Columbus – and those who followed him – spelled disaster for the Indians. Ultimately it also proved disastrous for millions of Africans.





_______________


1 Nuria Silleras-Fernandez, ‘Black Slaves in the Court of a Fourteenth-Century Aragones Queen,’ Medieval Encounters, 13, 2000, pp.545–565; See illustrations in Miranda Kaufman, Black Tudors, London, 2017; David Olusoga, Black and British: A Forgotten History, London, 2016, pp.59–60.


2 Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade: The History of the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1440–1870, London, 1997, p.21.


3 Robert Edgar Conrad, Children of God’s Fire: A Documentary History of Black Slavery in Brazil, University Park, Pennsylvania, 1994 edn, p.43.


4 David Richardson, ‘Involuntary Migrations in the Early Modern World, 1500–1899’, in D. Eltis, et al., The Cambridge World History of Slavery, Vol. 3, Cambridge, 2011, Ch.22.
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Spanish Origins


THE DEVELOPMENT OF European maritime and commercial links to West Africa and beyond – to India and Asia – was pioneered by Portugal. But the role of Spain (technically Castile until 1512) in the origins of slavery in the Atlantic has generally been overlooked. The belief that Spain’s imperial ambitions were limited to the Americas and the Pacific has caused its interest both in Africa itself, and in enslaved Africans, to be overlooked. Columbus returned from his first voyage to the Americas promising Isabella and Ferdinand potential colonies brimming with ‘many mines of metal’ and a large population to labour at whatever the conquerors demanded:




I believe we could take many of the males every year and an infinite number of women . . . May you also believe that one of them would be worth more than three black slaves from Guinea in strength and ingenuity.





Columbus clearly had ideas of turning the Caribbean into the kind of place he had seen on an earlier voyage to Africa (where the first fort at Mina – now Elmina – provided a base for the enslavement of local people). A year later, in February 1495, Columbus shipped 550 Taino Indians from Hispaniola to slave markets in Spain. Two hundred died en route and one half of the survivors were weak and sick on arrival in Europe. It was a terrible prelude to what was to unfold in the Atlantic in coming centuries.1


For all of Columbus’s tempting promises, Spain was unsure where the best prospects lay: west in the Americas, or south – in Africa. Spain had dubious historical claims to ‘Guinea’ and to the trade in gold and enslaved Africans which stretched from Morocco to Arabia. Despite these claims, Spain’s rulers remained undecided: should they look for major oceanic trade and conquest to the Americas – or to Africa? We now know of course that they opted for the Americas – and with devastating results. A mere fifty years after Columbus’s first landfall, Spain had wiped out the people of the Caribbean, had destroyed the two most powerful empires in the Americas, the Aztec and the Inca, and claimed sovereignty over a vast stretch of the hemisphere – from California to Florida, south to Chile and the River Plate, along with important islands in the Caribbean. Plus their even more far-flung successes in the Philippines. The riches of this enormous empire soon poured back to the Iberian Peninsula, and in the process, Africa receded in Spanish ambitions. However, what Spain had already pioneered on the coast of Africa had created a human and commercial blueprint that was to help transform utterly the wider Atlantic world.


The key to the neglected story of Spain and Africa lay in that small collection of Atlantic islands lying almost 1,000 km from Spain, but only 161 km off the African coast – the Canaries. The local population of Guanches people had remained untouched by the outside world until 1325 when a group of Genoese merchants arrived, to trade and settle. They were soon followed by Spanish, Portuguese and Italian expeditions. In 1344, Spain claimed the islands, establishing a foothold there and hoping to gain access to the fabled ‘river of gold’ in nearby Africa. They were supported by Rome, keen to convert the indigenous people. But the Papal Bull issued by Pope Benedict VII in 1403 classified the native people as infidel heretics, thus rendering them liable to enslavement. Thereafter, Spain’s presence in the Canaries was totally changed.2


The Papacy had, however, created a major confusion: were the Guanches of the Canaries to be converted, by newly arrived priests, or were they to be enslaved because they were pagans? In the event, they fell victim to increasing numbers of slave traders who raided the islands with growing frequency. Though Papal policy, in 1344, had specified that baptism of the Guanches and of Africans who had been brought to the islands, protected them from enslavement, the practice of enslavement increased. Spain also invaded and conquered Las Palmas and Tenerife and local people keen to resist Spanish conquest were similarly designated as rebels, captured and enslaved.


Spain had in effect conquered the Canaries using the traditional justification of the medieval Crusades, declaring local people to be infidels, who were then liable for enslavement. Shipped to Spain, or used for the development of the islands themselves, the slaves of the Canaries provided Spain with an invaluable apprenticeship in establishing a system of enslavement and slave trading. Though relatively small-scale and far removed from the massive Atlantic slave industry that followed, the enslavement of the people of the Canaries proved to be a ‘stepping stone’ into the world of Atlantic slavery.


The source of early interest in the Atlantic islands was gold, because both Spain and Portugal believed that African gold supplies lay somewhere in the Maghreb – a region to which Spain laid claim via the ancient Roman and Islamic links between North Africa and Spain. The Canaries now provided Spain with a base for expeditions to find that gold (they may even have ventured south along the sub-Saharan African coastline). But the crucial oceanic progress south was made by the Portuguese in a series of voyages which reached Madeira in 1419, the Azores in 1439 and Cape Verde in 1456. As they sailed ever further south, the Portuguese traded enslaved Moorish people for Africans, and it soon became apparent that African slaves offered new and promising commercial bounty. By 1450, a trade in enslaved Africans had become Portugal’s most profitable commerce with Africa.3


Papal Bulls of 1452, which authorised Portugal’s enslavement of Africans (as ‘pagans’) were altogether more severe than the Bulls supporting Spain in the Canaries. Portugal’s request for Papal support for its activities in Africa was also designed to keep Spain out of the region. Here lay the origins of the belief that Spain was apparently uninterested in Africa – yet Spain had made repeated, though unsuccessful, efforts to establish control of, or gain access to, the lucrative trade crossing the Sahara. Spain had also tried to develop trade and dominion on the African Atlantic coast. Repeated royal claims of interest in Africa (and a number of voyages) are clear indications of Spain’s ambitions towards sub-Saharan Africa. But its African ambitions were thwarted, and they failed to develop safe trading and military links. Once its American empire began to flourish and to lure Spain’s main trading and military efforts to the far side of the Atlantic, Spain’s direct involvement in Africa was quickly overshadowed – and even forgotten. At much the same time, and as Spain looked west, Portugal’s expeditions on the African coast had exposed plentiful supplies of enslaved Africans and many were shipped for sale in Portugal or to the islands of São Tomé and Principe, where they formed the labour gangs of a new and thriving sugar plantations industry.


The story thereafter becomes much more familiar. Portugal consolidated its presence on the African coast by building elaborate defences and forts, designed initially to protect gold and personnel from the dangers posed by Africans but, more especially, from other Europeans. All of Europe’s major maritime powers were keen to follow suit, with a rapid proliferation of defensive and trading posts dotting that stretch of the African coast (the Gold Coast). Those forts and trading posts became the conduit for the flow of gold from the interior Ashanti gold fields. They also became the depots for enslaved Africans destined for the slave ships and thence to the Americas.


Spain did not readily abandon its ambitions in Africa. A series of expeditions, clashes with Portugal, and dynastic conflicts culminated in war between the two nations. That war, ended by the Treaty of Alcáçovas in 1479, confirmed Portugal’s sphere of influence in sub-Saharan Africa (or at least the coastal regions) and effectively cut Spain off from the main supply of enslaved Africans. Unable to develop its own Atlantic slave trade, Spain henceforth had to acquire Africans via other nations, and other agreements.


The Treaty of Alcáçovas was drafted before the ‘discovery’ of the Americas, and its clauses left both Spain and Portugal claiming total rights to the Americas. The Papacy acted as arbiter, issuing new Bulls (1493) dividing the Atlantic world between the two Iberian powers. In 1494 Spain, Portugal and the Papacy signed the Treaty of Todesillas, confirming a revised division of the Atlantic world. Reality on the ground, and at sea, gave a different shape to future events.


By now, Portugal had a thriving commercial interest both in African slaves and gold, but its adventurous fleets looked far beyond West Africa They sailed south, round the Cape and thence into the tempting commercial and strategic waters and locations of the Indian Ocean and beyond. African gold, and enslaved Africans were critical factors in enabling Portugal to look eastward to the riches of India and China – and even to Japan. The result, by the early sixteenth century, was that Lisbon became a global entrepôt: a city awash with commodities, people and animals from Africa and Asia. Prosperous homes boasted artefacts from Africa, Ceylon, India and China: African spoons, Chinese porcelain, Ceylonese carvings, and the streets of Lisbon were populated by more Africans (mostly enslaved) than anywhere outside Africa.


Though Spain found itself excluded – boxed out – of Africa, the Americas was a dazzling new world, replete (or so Columbus told his royal backers) with boundless potential. The gold, spices, timbers – and local Indian slaves – which Columbus talked of after his landings in Hispaniola promised bounty beyond the dreams of Spanish avarice. Spain had already benefitted greatly from the slave trade to and from the Canaries and now seemed poised to develop a new slave trade in Amerindians to Spain.4 But the fate of those enslaved people was terrible in the extreme – and it also sealed the fate of future generations of Africans.


Within a single generation of Europeans arriving in Hispaniola, a catastrophe had overwhelmed the native people. By 1515, there were only ten thousand left on the island. Much the same was disastrously true for the people of the other Caribbean islands. They died quickly, horribly and in huge numbers, succumbing to violence, overwork and then to diseases. By 1542, when Bartolomé de Las Casas (an early settler in Hispaniola in 1502, but later a senior cleric and defender of the Indians) wrote his account of the destruction of Indian life, a tidal wave of suffering and devastation had swept across the islands, leaving a desolate human vacuum. It also left a labouring void for the new Spanish settlers who had hoped to use local labour for the various tasks in the new settlements. There is a shocking irony which forms a prelude to this story. The suffering and the genocide of the Taino peoples of the Caribbean led inexorably to the sufferings of millions of Africans who found themselves dragooned in growing numbers onto the Atlantic slave ships, thence to the misery of labour on American plantations (or to the mines in Hispaniola).


Among the first to report on these disasters was Las Casas, now a Dominican Friar, the first Bishop of Chiapas and ‘Protector of the Indians’:




I myself who am writing this and saw it and know most about it can hardly believe that such was possible.5





Las Casas was describing the cataclysmic death rates which were directly related to the excessive work regimes imposed by Spanish settlers. It was also clear that they urgently needed a new source of labour. Las Casas, back in Spain in 1517, persuaded Charles V to grant a licence permitting African slaves to be shipped direct from Africa to the Caribbean. The trade was subcontracted to merchants from Genoa who agreed to transport four thousand Africans to Hispaniola. In fact Africans had already been transported to Hispaniola. In 1505, King Ferdinand had sent one hundred slaves direct to the island to work in the mines: fifty more followed in 1510. In 1519 a licence had allowed a merchant to establish a trading depot on Cape Verde specifically for exporting slaves to the Caribbean and by 1550 there were fears that the growing numbers of Africans might even lead to slave revolt. Though it is difficult to calculate accurately the numbers shipped from Cape Verde, these early voyages clearly transported more Africans to Spanish America than historians have previously reckoned. By the mid-sixteenth century, in the words of Toby Green, it was ‘a process which would not be reversed’. Moreover, the merchants involved were keen to increase the flow of Africans across the Atlantic.


We now know that enslaved Africans had been shipped across the Atlantic from the early days of Spanish settlement and that the Portuguese had developed their own slave trade between various African coastal regions, in addition to shipping Africans back to Portugal. Spain too had developed its own system of African slaving, to and from the Atlantic islands, and it was this trade – the commercial experience and brute practice of trading in African humanity – which formed the springboard for the critical transformation in this entire story: the carefully planned enforced migration of vast numbers of Africans westward across the Atlantic. Although the later Atlantic crossings were on a totally different scale, the system had been firmly grounded in the experiences, commercial optimism and the brutal manhandling of the much smaller trade in Africans pioneered in the eastern Atlantic.6


***


The labour force which Columbus thought he had discovered among native Indians in the Caribbean had, within a half century, been Africanised. By 1560 Las Casas reckoned that thirty thousand Africans had been imported into Hispaniola over the past forty-two years. He calculated one hundred thousand had been landed in the Indies as a whole. By the end of the sixteenth century, something like two thousand Africans a year were landing in Hispaniola, though many were transhipped onwards, to other parts of Spanish America. This pattern was to become a central feature of the Spanish empire thereafter; Africans arriving in one place, but destined for enslaved labour in more distant locations.


This trade in Africans became a complex, industrial system which ensnared millions of people. It was transformed, initially, by the introduction into the tropical Americas of sugar cultivation. Spanish settlers in the Caribbean, but especially Portuguese settlers in Brazil, soon realised that plans for sugar plantations could never come to commercial fruition without regular and reliable supplies of labour. And in both the Caribbean and Brazil, native labour simply vanished (it died, fell sick or fled) leaving settlers with the one human resource they had perfected on the far side of the Atlantic: enslaved Africans. This nexus – African slaves in newly conquered lands – had already been tested and proved to be enormously viable in the Iberian Peninsula and on the Atlantic islands. It now came into its own in the Americas.


Within a century of Columbus’s first landfall, African slaves had become part of the warp and weft of Spanish life in the Americas. Africans, enslaved and free, had been familiar in Iberian life long before the European expansion into the Americas: they were used extensively, for instance, in the punitive work of land reclamation in the Algarve. Not surprisingly, Africans accompanied Europeans in their early probes into the Americas. In fact Africans were a striking feature of all of Spain’s major settlements, conquests and conflicts across the Americas. Wherever Spain fought, conquered and settled, there too we find Africans. Africans had become an inescapable human feature of the changing face of the Americas.





_______________


1 For full details see Andres Resendez, The Other Slavery: The Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in America, New York, 2017, Ch.1, and B. W. Higman, A Concise History of The Caribbean, Cambridge, 2011, Ch.3.


2 Emily Burquist Soule, ‘From Africa to the Ocean Sea: Atlantic Slavery in the origins of the Spanish Empire’, Atlantic Studies, vol. 15, No. 1, 2018, p.21.


3 Emily Burquist Soule, ‘From Africa to the Ocean Sea’, p.25.


4 Emily Burquist Soule, ‘From Africa to the Ocean Sea’, p. 30.


5 Quoted in Andres Resendez, The Other Slavery, p.39.


6 Toby Green, The Rise of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade in West Africa, 2012, Ch.6, and A Fistful of Shells: West Africa from the Rise of the Slave Trade to the Age of Revolution, London, 2019, pp.143–148.
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Spain and the Other Slavery


SPAIN’S EARLY INTEREST in the Americas was in the Caribbean islands. According to Las Casas, the islands were a ‘beehive of people’ and, he claimed, ‘were densely populated with natives called Indians.’ Sixty years later, the local Taino population – described by Columbus as ‘affectionate and without malice’ – had effectively ceased to exist.1 Theirs was a savage fate and the depopulation of the Caribbean islands persuaded Spain to look elsewhere for vital labour. The four voyages of Columbus had set in train a transformation of those islands first by destroying their native peoples and then by prompting the importation and settlement of peoples, animals and plants from the far corners of the globe. In Barry Higman’s words the Caribbean became ‘the testing ground for models of tropical colonisation, [and] the islands served also as a staging post for the Spanish-American empire.’ What happened in Hispaniola was soon followed in Puerto Rico, Jamaica and Cuba. Spanish control, though resisted by the Taino people, was imposed by ferocious Spanish violence. Once established in the Caribbean, Spain was able to move to new settlements in Florida, Mexico, Panama, Cartagena and then Peru – all from their springboard in the Caribbean. The new world order of the Spanish empire in the Americas came into being – but it did so on the bones of the Taino people.2


It might have been possible for the Taino people to repel the Spanish invaders. But they were awestruck – dumbfounded – by the arrival of European ships and men along with their fearsome firepower. When Taino resisted Spanish aggression, they were met by extreme violence – and enslavement. A famine – and the later impact of disease – weakened and then totally undermined the Taino people. A military Spanish campaign in Hispaniola in 1503 to 1504 destroyed Taino settlements, killing or relocating the population into towns, and by 1508 only those Taino who had fled remained outside Spanish control. They were, however, in precipitous decline, hastened by the Spanish labour demands in gold mining and agriculture. As Taino labour withered, Spain began to raid other islands for labour. The Lucayan people of the Bahamas were rounded up for labour and shipped elsewhere while similar raids in Florida and the Yucatan dragooned labour for Cuba. From one place to another, violent Spanish attacks greatly depleted local populations among a huge arc of societies from Trinidad in the south, to Florida in the north. In only a few years, the populations of Barbados and the Bahamas disappeared (at the same time, the Spanish populations of the new towns and settlements in Hispaniola expanded and thrived). There were places where Taino and their cultural habits survived – or survived by absorption into and adaptation to local Spanish life – often via marriage. But this has to be set against the disaster that swept across the Taino people in general. Spanish violence and killings, the excessively arduous labour demands of Spanish settlers and the collapse of indigenous food supplies produced a massive depletion of the native people of the islands. All this was completed by the later impact of disease.3


Historians have widely assumed that the demographic collapse in the Caribbean (and elsewhere in the Americas) was caused by the unconscious importation of diseases to which indigenous people had little or no resistance. The finger of blame has usually been pointed at smallpox. We now know, however, that the population collapse began before the impact of major diseases. Smallpox flared a full generation after Columbus arrived – and by then the population decline was already catastrophic. Las Casas, again, offers an eyewitness account. He arrived a mere decade after Columbus’s first landing and believed that greed was why Spaniards ‘murdered on such a vast scale’ killing ‘anyone and everyone who has shown the slightest sign of resistance.’ He thought that the enslaved Taino were treated ‘worse than animals.’ Even King Ferdinand believed that native people died because of excessive work. Having no beasts to help them, settlers ‘forced the Indians to carry excessive loads until they broke them down.’ The figures tell a horrifying story. When the Spaniards first landed, the population of Hispaniola is thought to have been in the region of two to three hundred thousand. By 1508 (i.e. a decade before smallpox was recorded there) the population had slid to sixty thousand. Six years later it was only twenty-six thousand, and by 1517, the population stood at eleven thousand, i.e. a mere 5 per cent of the numbers when Columbus had arrived. The impact of smallpox shortly afterwards did not cause the population collapse, but ‘appeared to deliver the coup de grâce.’ The epidemics of 1518 and 1519 completed what Spanish settlers had set in train earlier. The end result was that, between 1492 and 1550, ‘a nexus of slavery, overwork, and famine’ killed more Indians than disease, and ‘among these human factors, slavery has emerged as a major killer.’ By 1570 there were only a few hundred Tainos left on the island of Hispaniola.4


A similar pattern was repeated on other islands across the Caribbean. The Indian people of Jamaica were turned over to the strenuous work required by the Spanish settlers, and by 1520 the island’s indigenous population had vanished. But Spain had not yet finished with the enslavement of the Indian peoples of the Americas. As their empire expanded into North America, across Central America and south along the Pacific coast, they needed labour for a multitude of arduous tasks: to forge new settlements, towns and mines and to expand agriculture. The violent enslavement of local Indians was followed by their enforced movement, often on long distance and draining routes as they criss-crossed Spanish America. The numbers involved are, again, enormous, though the scale of the phenomenon has only recently been fully grasped. The most exhaustive study suggests that between 1492 and 1900 somewhere between 2.4 million and almost 5 million Indian people were enslaved across the Americas. In the Caribbean, where the process began, upwards of half a million Indians were enslaved. In North America – and starting much later – between 147,000 and a third of a million Indians were enslaved. By far the largest numbers were to be found in South America where, excluding Brazil, an estimated 965,000 to 1.7 million Indians were enslaved. Brazil’s enslaved Indian population was between 490,000 and 900,000. Even more striking are the figures (between 590,000 and 1.4 million) to be found in Mexico and Central America. This enslavement of Indian peoples began before the arrival of significant numbers of Africans and was to continue long after the Atlantic slave trade had ended. When we add together these astonishing figures to the numbers now available for the Atlantic slave trade, the role of slavery in the shaping of the Americas becomes ever more startling.5


The treatment of Indian slaves was every bit as brutal and savage as we find in the history of African slavery. Moreover, Spanish settlers were offered slaves by other native Americans. At first they handed over small groups of captives but that grew into larger gangs of enslaved people as predatory Indians acquired more powerful weaponry from the Spaniards and were able to attack and round up growing numbers of victims. Tens of thousands of Indians, for example, were dragooned for the booming silver mines of Mexico and Peru. The silver mines of Peru required such enormous supplies of labour that the Spaniards introduced a system known as the mita which imposed levies on two hundred Indian communities scattered across present-day Peru and Bolivia, obliging them to send one seventh of their menfolk to work in the silver mines of Potosi, Huancavelica and Cailloma.6


The use of Indian slaves in the guano industry in Peru was the origin of a massive industry which later spread to Pacific islands in the nineteenth century and aided the agricultural development of both Australia and New Zealand.7


The enslavement of Indians was accompanied by all the features that were to become so common to African slavery: brutal treatment – to goad, to punish and intimidate – and the widespread use of shackles and chains, especially as gangs of Indians were being moved to their new homes and workplaces. Huge numbers were recruited in Chile then moved north to the labour markets of Peru and on to the mining regions. Paraguay and Tucuman yielded another rich source of Indian slaves, who were then moved elsewhere via the Rio Plata region. Further north, Indian slaves were captured in Colombia and Venezuela (where European traders were greatly assisted by the slave-raiding of local Indians). Northern Mexico yielded rich returns for slave raiders and traders (despite a formal legal ban on Indian slavery) with slaves being passed on to the mines and towns of northern Mexico – and south to Mexico City. But perhaps the largest region for the enslavement of native peoples within Spain’s empire was much further afield – the Philippines. There, ‘Europeans had stumbled on a dazzling world of slaves.’ Some were born into slavery, others were victims of local warfare – but more were captured by slavers who fed the expanding Spanish appetite for slaves after the Spanish conquest. ‘A variety of slaves were offered in the markets of Manila, and many were transported across the Pacific on the Spanish galleons bound for Mexico.’8


There was in effect a massive network of slaving regions covering the whole expanse of Spain’s enormous empire. Wherever Spaniards acquired their Indian slaves they were operating among people who had an existing slave system of their own. ‘All of them had possessed traditions of Indian bondage harking back to pre-contact times.’ Here was a reflection of what unfolded on the slaving coast of West Africa, with europeans tapping into existing forms of trade and bondage, but transforming them into something quite different. Wherever Indian slavery thrived in Spanish America, there we find all the characteristics we see in the more familiar story of African slavery: the brutal dragooning of people over long distances, the commonplace use of violence as an essential element in control and labour, and the universal break-up of enslaved families whenever it suited the interests of the slave traders or slave owners. Similarly, the story of Indian slavery in Spanish America did not go unchallenged. It was a history marked throughout by resistance among the enslaved: individual flight, foot-dragging, violent reaction and outright revolt. The most striking of revolts was that of the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico in 1680 with ‘an audacious plan of liberation.’9


The killing of some four hundred people – about 20 per cent of the Spanish population of New Mexico – and the flight of survivors left New Mexico to the Indians – but the Spaniards returned twelve years later. Though the revolt was directed primarily against Spanish officials, the church and priests, it was also paralleled by a growing unease about slavery among Spain’s intellectual and religious elite. The total collapse of some Indian populations, the grotesque enslavement and brutalisation of armies of others – all and more fed an early Spanish abolition voice which, though unsuccessful in the main, thrived a full century before the better-known abolition campaigns in Britain and North America. By 1680, as the Spaniards fled New Mexico in terror, Indian slavery had taken root securely across the enormity of Spain’s New World empire. And it was paralleled by the better-known slavery of Africans in the same regions.


By the time of the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, the Atlantic slave ships had delivered more than half a million enslaved Africans to the Spanish Americas. Although Spain turned to African slaves as a major labour supply, they continued to run both systems side by side: enslaved Africans and enslaved local Indians, often literally working side by side, in all major regions of Spanish America. They became part of the human fabric of that astonishing empire, working, settling alongside each other, mingling as fellow labourers, as social beings and as families, and bringing together the peoples of Europe, Africa and the Americas into a human mix that was to characterise the hemisphere down to the present day. (The precise chemistry of those combinations of people are, today, more easily and precisely explained by the emergence of DNA testing.)10


The European arrival in the Caribbean had heralded an astonishing transformation in the way the world’s population was to develop henceforth. It pitched together indigenous peoples of the Americas with people from Europe, Africa, and later from Asia. It was a mixture from which there emerged cultures that were hybrid – creole: ‘rooted in the Caribbean, but created from elements that were universal rather than localized.’ It was a momentous change because this new settlement of the Caribbean was a driving force in a massive redistribution of global population. What was put in place in the Caribbean was soon to be replicated across the Americas, in localised form, with subsequent transformations in populations, social systems, agricultural systems and even in the very flora and fauna of the natural world.


***


Africans caught in the net of Atlantic slavery endured one traumatic experience after another and from which there seemed no escape. Much the same was true of their children, born into slavery in the Americas, who, though spared the nightmare of the slave ship, also fell victim to recurring threats. If we freeze the life of the enslaved at any one moment or phase of their lives, we can easily miss the totality of their experiences. The lives of the enslaved formed a continuing pattern of dangers which lasted a lifetime: from African enslavement (or childhood in the Americas) to old age. Each phase of their lives brought its own distinctive woes and dangers. Moreover, their lives were overshadowed, throughout, by a cloud of deep uncertainty: they never knew what might happen next. Not one of the millions of slaves throughout the Americas was safe or secure: no one could be certain that their life would not be convulsed – for the worse – and all in the blink of an eye. Slave families apparently safely rooted on a particular property, or an individual working at a particular task, could, in an instant, be uprooted, removed, sold and force marched hundreds of miles away. And all by the unpredictable change of circumstance among their owners: of death, ill-fortune, economic distress – or warfare. It is impossible to know how to assess this basic fact, but it is important to recognise that slaves, everywhere, lived out their lives in an atmosphere of insecurity. Not one of them could guarantee what tomorrow might bring. Often it brought upheaval and further grief.


It began in Africa with the confusion and terror of enslavement. People were enslaved via warfare, slave raiding, famine, debt bondage and more. Each person had their own individual horror story to tell, and all before being force marched to the Atlantic coast or to a riverside location where slave traders waited. The popular imagination has the Africans corralled into the slave forts, though in fact, many more Africans were passed onto the slave ships from beaches, barracoons (holding pens for the enslaved) or a variety of other coastal facilities. Moreover, for most enslaved Africans the first experience of the Atlantic was not on the slave ship, but on the canoes and small boats which ferried captives from the shore to the slave ship riding at anchor in deeper waters.


What happened on the slave ships remains a familiar and deeply troubling story: one which more than eleven million Africans survived. Even when a slave ship arrived at its American destination relatively untroubled by dangers and threats from the enslaved on board, the Africans had undergone a personal and communal trauma like no other. What happened immediately after their arrival in the Americas has gone largely unnoticed. Landfall may seem to have been the end of their sufferings – at least they were now spared further oceanic misery: back on terra firma, perhaps the worst was behind them. In fact, they were confronted by torments of a different kind. For most Africans, the initial landfall heralded merely a temporary respite: a way station before the next leg of a journey that would see many of them taken back to sea, before landing at even more distant locations in the Americas. Africans spilled out of the slave ships only to be moved onwards, to the very edges of colonial settlement: from the high Andes to the Brazilian and North American frontiers. They were scattered along a vast network of riverine and sea routes, along overland trails, following in the wake of European settlement (and Indian destruction). It is as if the Africans had become the human flotsam and jetsam of European exploration and settlement in the Americas. The Africans shipped to Spanish America found themselves scattered enormous distances across that huge empire.


Spain’s empire stretched from California to Buenos Aires. It was also the destination for the first (1505) and the last (1867) Atlantic slave voyage. After Brazil, Spanish America received more enslaved Africans than any other region in the Americas. More than one and a half million people landed there direct from Africa, while more than half a million arrived via other colonies, notably from Brazil and Jamaica. Recent scholarship has established beyond all doubt that the African presence was vital in the development of colonial Spanish America, before, say, 1800. In the nineteenth century, the arrival of yet more Africans, in Puerto Rico and Cuba, transformed the economies of both those islands. Spanish America thrived on enslaved Africans. Moreover, what happened to Africans and their descendants in Spanish America provides some of the most compelling evidence about the remarkable enforced onward migrations, and personal upheavals endured by Africans after they left the Atlantic slave ships.


Many of the Africans who were disembarked in what is now Buenos Aires and the River Plate region were moved, overland, across the vastness of the southern continent, high into the Spanish settlements of the Andes. There they worked alongside local Indians in agriculture and in mining. Others were landed in the Caribbean, in Santo Domingo, Havana, Vera Cruz and Cartagena.


The merchants involved in this trade within Spanish America, like those involved elsewhere, made intimate physical inspections of the African victims, choosing only those likely to survive the next, punishing journey. Despite their attention, disease inevitably attacked the African captives. Though the health risks of this Spanish intercolonial slave trade were much lower than on the Atlantic crossing, they were nonetheless real and terrifying. Little could be done about storms, shipwrecks, catastrophic maritime accidents (fires and explosions), to say nothing of African uprisings, or the damage caused by the capricious violence of the crewmen. The 360 Africans who arrived at Kingston in May 1729 on the Freke Galley were sold to agents planning to ship them to Cuba. One hundred and eighty had been transferred onto a sloop, the Ruby, when an accident with the ship’s guns and powder led to a massive explosion which totally destroyed the vessel, killing sixty crew members and some 140 Africans. Most of the survivors were badly wounded and ‘in a miserable Condition.’11 Even without such catastrophes, the onward journeys into the Spanish empire were daunting and sapping both of moral and physical strength.12 Yet this was the reality for those Africans scattered across Spain’s vast empire. In truth, upheavals and enforced removals remained a feature of slavery everywhere: they were part of the very nature of slavery itself.
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