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Introduction



ON THE EVE of the French Revolution, all of Europe’s major maritime powers, and a number of thriving colonies in the Americas, were keen to have a share of the transatlantic business of slavery. Shipping Africans to the Americas and using them (and their offspring) to labour mainly in agricultural work was a lucrative concern, which no one seemed able to resist. A century later, those same nations had banned the slave trade, had freed all their former slaves and were now vehemently opposed to slavery. Not only was their antipathy expressed in the upper echelons of power (in formal politics, government and diplomacy) but it had also caught the imagination of millions of ordinary people: people who were increasingly well informed via the explosion of literacy and the world of cheap print. To make the point more crudely: in the late eighteenth century, most Atlantic slave owners and slave traders felt confident that they could ride out any criticism of slavery; by the late nineteenth century, they had all vanished and only an eccentric would have felt confident to defend slavery publicly in the West.


* * *


At its height, the Atlantic slave system formed a massive international industry that linked Europe, Africa and the Americas. For all its crude violence, it was a finely tuned commercial enterprise that generated prosperity at all points of the Atlantic compass (and beyond). It was a matter of major commercial and strategic concern for all of Europe’s maritime powers, and for the emergent economies of the Americas. Equally, it became a source of economic importance in Africa itself, to the merchants, traders and heads of state who pandered to the demands of the slave ships. From the earliest days when Iberians shipped Africans to Spain and Portugal, to the last days of the trade to Brazil and Cuba, it was a commerce that attracted entrepreneurs and speculators (both large and small) and it seduced governments who were keen to enhance their nations’ power, wealth and status. But slavery was a commercial system fraught with human and natural dangers. European powers fought each other for slave colonies, for essential trading posts on both sides of the Atlantic and for control of the shipping routes that bound the system together. In addition to the great risks of oceanic travel and settlement, Europe’s slaving powers faced the unavoidable dangers of African diseases and the threats posed by their maritime and strategic rivals. Above all, however, all faced the inescapable dangers posed by the slaves themselves.


Europe’s Atlantic trade scattered millions of enslaved Africans across the Americas. From the Chesapeake Bay to the River Plate, a string of American colonies disgorged a host of lucrative commodities (sugar and rum, tobacco and cotton, coffee, timber and many others), which transformed the taste and consumption habits of millions of people. In the process, new economies emerged in Europe, Africa and the Americas. The entire system rested on the Africans, taken from their diverse homelands, shipped to the Americas and finally turned over to a lifetime’s arduous toil mainly in tropical and semi-tropical settlements. The numbers involved are astounding. Between the early sixteenth century and 1866 more than twelve million Africans were loaded onto Atlantic slave ships, and more than eleven million survived to landfall in the Americas. That oceanic journey – the ‘Middle Passage’ of popular parlance – was a unique and hellish experience, which left deep-seated physical and personal scars on every African who stepped ashore in the Americas. It was a brutal transportation, the memory of which lay at the heart of all slave communities, and was refreshed, year after year, by new groups of Africans joining existing slave communities, fresh from the Atlantic crossing.


The Africans, and their descendants born in the Americas, were kept at work by a system of control and management that was ruthless, callous and extremely brutal. Those who stepped out of line – slaves who resisted or refused to comply – were subject to a range of draconian punishments. There was, moreover, nothing secret about how the slave system worked. What happened on the slave ships and plantations was openly discussed both in the American colonies and in the European heartlands. Yet the severity and cruelties of slavery went largely unchallenged for much of its history. There were, it is true, occasional doubts raised about slavery from the early days, but criticisms of cruelty, or about whether slavery was an efficient labour system, were isolated voices drowned out by the commercial success of the system. Morality and religion counted for little when weighed in the balance against the huge commercial benefits generated by slavery.


The wellbeing and development of Western societies from around the seventeenth century was in large measure paralleled by their involvement with slavery. For more than two centuries, slavery marched in step with Western material progress, though other factors were also at work, notably the West’s ability to tap possessions and trading systems in Africa, India and Asia. But slavery stood out as the dominant form of labour that, alone, seemed capable of bringing the luxuriant lands of the Americas to profitable cultivation. It was a form of slavery – chattel slavery – like no other.


The Africans toiling in the Americas had been bought and traded, each with a price on his or her head, from Africa to the slave ships, from the quaysides of the Americas to auction blocks and sales rooms clean across the Caribbean and the continental mainlands. They found themselves inherited and bequeathed, exchanged and bartered, just like other items of trade in any commercial transactions. The surviving paperwork of slavery provides stark evidence of this at every turn. In slave ships’ logs, the ships’ masters tabulated Africans by number – not by name. In plantation ledgers, sugar planters listed their slaves alongside the beasts of the field. Nor was this merely the march of impersonal economics: the slave’s status as an object, as an item of trade, was supported by the law. Legislation and courtrooms on both sides of the Atlantic gave legal shape to slavery. The essential heart of this range of legal transactions – from papal law, through diplomatic agreements to a multitude of statutes – was the status of the African slave as an item of trade: as things.


Just as the law had shaped the origins and development of slavery, it also pronounced the formal death sentence on slavery. When the slave trade was banned, and when slaves were emancipated, each step involved changes in the law. Legislation, proclamations, court cases and constitutional changes conferred formal freedom – but that tells only one side of a complex story. When black freedom was viewed in this light, it was even possible to regard emancipation as a gift, conferred on the slaves, by others. But what we need to know is why those changes came about. Behind the various legal enactments of freedom lay deep-seated changes in attitudes towards slavery. And at the heart of those changes were the actions of the slaves themselves.


If we focus not on the emancipators and their political backers, but on the slaves – if we consider slave emancipation as an aspect of slave activity, as something that took place because of what the slaves did – the story of emancipation begins to look quite different. What follows, then, is an attempt to explore how slaves were the critical element in securing their own freedom. The intention is to place slaves centre-stage in explaining why the massive and previously unchallenged slave empires of the Americas were overthrown.


To understand how that happened, and to see more clearly the role slaves played in overthrowing slavery itself, we need first to come to terms with two major issues. Firstly, why and how were so many millions of Africans shipped into the Americas? Secondly, what role did those Africans play in the remarkable development of the Americas? When we grasp the enormity of both those issues – the transatlantic trade in Africans and the impact of African slave labour in the shaping of the early Americas – we are in a better position to assess the role of Africans in bringing slavery to an end.





1



People as Things: The Slave Trade


MORE THAN ELEVEN million Africans landed in the Americas as slaves. All of them had endured the torments of enslavement in Africa followed by many months of agonies on the Atlantic slave ships. This experience, of capture and transportation, was the seminal and defining experience of every single African shipped to the slave colonies between the late fifteenth century and 1867 (when the last Africans landed in Cuba). Each carried with them not only memories of the world they had left behind – their lives in Africa – but what had happened to them (and others who did not survive) as they were forcibly moved, by land and then by sea, to the bewildering world of America. The millions of survivors of the Atlantic slave trade were the people who formed slave communities that quickly proliferated from the colonies of North America to the River Plate – and most places in between. Even before settling into the rigours of American slavery, they had undergone a traumatic experience that had no real precedence in human history. There had, of course, been many previous slave trades. But none like this.


Civilisations that made extensive use of slave labour often had to rely on the arrival of fresh slaves to replenish the enslaved communities. These human supplies came from slave traders who pillaged societies across whole continents in search of human plunder. Conquered peoples were force-marched, shipped and traded from one end of Europe to another. Victorious Roman armies, for instance, marched their captives ahead of the legions as they entered Rome. Vikings moved slaves from western Europe to the Black Sea and beyond to central Asia: Arab and African traders shifted captives across the hostile vastness of the Sahara to the slave markets of the Mediterranean and Cairo. Wherever slavery thrived, there we find slave traders happy to supply enslaved peoples.


There was, however, little in the history of slavery that approached slave trading in the Atlantic world between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. This oceanic trade was unique in its size, its geographic reach and its global influence. It lasted for four centuries in which time more than twelve million people were loaded onto ships destined for the Americas; one million would not survive the journey. It also created an increasingly complex social and economic network that linked Europe, Africa and the Americas, and involved, in varying degrees, all the major maritime nations of Europe and the Americas.


Of all the people (Europeans and Africans) who landed in the Americas before 1820, the Atlantic slave ships transported 80 per cent. African slaves were the major pioneers of great expanses of the Americas. The misery and suffering on the slave vessels, first widely exposed in the late eighteenth century, have haunted the public imagination ever since. Yet, despite the slave ships’ fearsome death rate, and despite the damage they inflicted on the survivors, the Atlantic slave trade laid the foundations for an astonishing commercial success. The survivors of the Atlantic crossing, in the words of David Brion Davis, ‘became indispensable in creating the prosperous New World that by the mid-nineteenth century began attracting millions of voluntary European immigrants’.[1] African slaves were the foundations on which later societies were built.


Europeans had been familiar with Africans long before the Atlantic slave trade, and with enslaved Africans, mainly via ancient trading links across the Mediterranean. They had also long been curious about the riches of Africa itself, especially the spices and precious metals – gold above all else – that were so valued in Europe and which came overland from Africa. The rise of Islam, however, created a barrier and prompted the need to find new maritime routes to Africa’s riches, so, in the fifteenth century, the kingdoms of Portugal and Castile embarked on those exploratory maritime voyages that gradually established sailing routes along Africa’s Atlantic coast, round the Cape and thence to the riches of India and beyond – and across the Atlantic.


The Portuguese led the way, establishing trading posts and new societies on the Atlantic islands and along the African coast. By the end of the fifteenth century, they had rounded the Cape and opened up the seaborne routes to Asia. They began trading with Africa at the northern trading post of Arguin, which had inland links all the way to Ethiopia. There, and at the multitude of settlements and trading posts dotted along the Atlantic coast, they found Africans keen to trade for the variety of European and Asian goods on offer. In return, they provided numerous goods – including African slaves.


From the first, Africa seemed a commercial cornucopia, but it was also dangerous. Sailing there, and exploring the treacherous coastline, posed a multitude of hazards, but most dangerous of all were Africa’s diseases. The men sent to work at the European posts died in great numbers – many within months. The survivors found themselves wedged between the threats of Africa and the dangerous enormity of the Atlantic. Yet for four centuries, those settlers and traders, and the men who sailed in and out on the Atlantic vessels, thought it worth the risks. Trade with Africa was lucrative, and in time nothing was more lucrative than the trade in African humanity. At first, however, other prizes beckoned, especially the gold (hence the Gold Coast). The potential rewards began to outweigh the natural risks, and by the end of the sixteenth century, Europe’s major maritime powers all sought their share of trade on the African coast, each nibbling away at what the Portuguese claimed was their monopoly.


The first slave traders shipped Africans from one coastal region of Africa to another; from the Niger Delta, from the Portuguese bases in Congo and Angola, to bases on the Gold Coast. There the slaves were traded for local gold. In time, Europeans constructed sixty forts along that stretch of coast to provide a defence against Africans, against European foes and, increasingly, as holding pens for the slaves awaiting transfer to the Atlantic ships. Today, the major forts are tourist sites, visited by tens of thousands of people every year.


The major forts became the local commercial HQs for European trading companies, which were initially monopoly ‘charter companies’ designed to secure the vital flow of African slaves to their slave colonies in the Americas, and to keep other Europeans out. The initial attempts to provide slaves via national monopolies proved inadequate: the slave colonies wanted more Africans than the companies could provide and, eventually, this led to a more open trade. The forts survived, often changing hands as European powers jostled and fought for strategic and commercial dominance on the slave coast (and in other parts of the world). As the slave trade expanded, so too did the major forts. The original Portuguese fort at Elmina, for example, was transformed into a major fortification, with resident and local staff of skilled craftsmen, clerics and administrators. Soon it had its own local community of Africans, Europeans and their mixed-race descendants – all dependent on work in and around the fort. In time, the fort became the massive castle we are familiar with today – a building that seems more suited to a medieval European kingdom. Successive generations of European owners – by turns Portuguese, Dutch and British – nonetheless found it well-suited to their colonial and trading presence on the Gold Coast.


All the early European traders followed this pattern. Portuguese, Dutch, British, French, Danish, Germans – all constructed fortified trading posts and HQs along the Gold Coast. They also developed fortified positions at other spots on or near the coast: at Bunce and James Island (Gambia), at Sherbro (Sierra Leone), on Gorée Island (Senegal), at Accra (Ghana), Ouidah (Benin) and São Tomé. Some soon faded, others were little more than temporary and quickly became overgrown.[2] Of course, this type of development was not unique to West Africa and major fortifications sprouted in all corners of the world where European imperial powers put down military or commercial roots. They were (and are still) visible in the Caribbean and North America, in India and south-east Asia. But on Africa’s Atlantic coast the forts offered Europeans a unique mix of advantages: they were defensive and strategic sites (in a world of global conflict), trading posts (for a massive Atlantic economy) – and they were prisons for armies of Africans destined for the slave ships.


The larger forts were indeed European castles transplanted to the African coast. The design, construction and defences were European in style. The designers and craftsmen were European, and so was much of the fabric – the building materials. Vast quantities of bricks to construct the forts were shipped from Europe as ballast. The yellow/greenish bricks used at Elmina can be seen in many Dutch courtyards. The Danes, Germans and English did the same, constructing key features of their own forts with bricks, lime, mortar, tiles and metalware imported from their homelands.[3]


As demand for slaves in the Americas increased, Europeans began gathering Africans from a wide range of African locations. By the end of the slave trade, in the 1860s, Africans had been rounded up at myriad points along a coastal expanse stretching from Senegambia in the north, to Angola, and even round the Cape to Mozambique. Slaving locations changed from time to time, as colonial powers waxed and waned in Africa, and as Europeans developed new bases on the coast – much depending on internal African events (such as warfare, famine and changes in state power). Some slave-trading positions were not even on the coast, but on offshore islands, on inland lagoons or even deep within Africa’s massive river systems.


***


At first, the Portuguese delivered small batches of Africans from Congo to the Gold Coast, and some to Lisbon and Seville, where they worked as domestic servants or on agricultural projects. The story was completely transformed by the impact of sugar, transplanted first to Madeira (from Sicily) and the Canaries. Madeira first satisfied Europe’s rising sugar demands – and it did so using African slaves, alongside people of mixed race, with a Portuguese managerial elite in charge. When Portugal colonised São Tomé and Príncipe in the Gulf of Guinea after 1471, sugar again transformed the entire story of the islands. São Tomé attracted settlers familiar with sugar cultivation, and backed by Italian finance. The African coast, only 200 miles away, began to provide slave labour. A pattern was quickly established that was to dominate the sugar industry for the next three centuries: sugar plantations, managed by experienced Europeans, supported by European financiers and their output eagerly devoured by a voracious European market for sweetness. Most critically, the strenuous labour in the sugar fields was undertaken by African slaves. By 1550 perhaps two thousand African slaves were working on São Tomé’s sugar plantations. Though the numbers involved look miniscule compared to what followed, it established the blueprint. African slave labour more than proved itself in creating a lucrative export crop for the eager European demand. Sugar planters wanted ever more slaves, and the slave traders provided them – at a price. What emerged was an Atlantic slave system that has entered popular consciousness like no other aspect of slavery. When people think of slavery, they are likely to imagine a sailing ship packed with Africans.


Though the early Spanish conquerors in the New World concentrated on Central and South America, by the mid-seventeenth century, the real potential of the Americas was to be found in Brazil and the Caribbean. That meant sugar cultivated by slave labour, all provided by the Atlantic slave ships. Two distinct Atlantic systems developed, each determined by prevailing winds and current. In the South Atlantic, the anti-clockwise system directed the maritime and commercial flow of trading ships between West-Central Africa and Brazil south of the Amazon. In the North Atlantic, a clockwise system saw the development of the European trade with the African coastline north of the Congo, thence to the Caribbean and North America.


Africans were taken from eight major regions: Senegambia, Sierra Leone, the Windward Coast, the Gold Coast, the Bight of Benin, Bight of Biafra, West-Central Africa (focused on the Congo) and south-east Africa (Mozambique). But the largest group – almost half of the twelve million total – was drawn from West-Central Africa. These millions of people were then scattered across the face of the Americas, from the Chesapeake Bay in the north, to the River Plate in the South. Although slave ships made landfall at dozens of locations, 95 per cent of all Africans were landed either in Brazil or the Caribbean; and fewer than 4 per cent landed in what became the USA.[4]


This oceanic trade in humanity quickly proved its commercial value and attracted a host of merchants and traders – from both sides of the Atlantic. Odd as it may seem to the modern eye, it was a business that attracted little moral condemnation throughout much of its history. What to us seems an ethical and religious outrage passed largely unnoticed, not least because slave trading became so widespread and pervasive among all the maritime nations in the Atlantic world. The initial coastal trade in Africans gave way to a transatlantic system, feeding Africans into Spain’s early settlements in the Caribbean and Central America. By 1641, 418,000 Africans had embarked on ships from Lisbon and Seville. By then, 340,000 had been shipped to Brazil, first in Portuguese ships, but later in Brazilian vessels. When the nations of northern Europe began their own colonial ventures, they too moved into the Atlantic slave trade. In little more than a century and a half after 1642, the Dutch, British and French carried more than five million Africans across the Atlantic. When, in the nineteenth century, these same nations turned their back on slaving, the trade was taken over by traders based largely in Brazil and Cuba, and the scale of African transportations eclipsed even the daunting figures of northern European traders before abolition in 1807; some two million Africans were transported in the fifty years to 1850.[5]


The slave trade was so profitable that other, smaller powers joined in: the Danes, Swedes, Germans (Brandenburgers). Although theirs was a minor contribution, this confirms that anyone able to organise a slaving voyage was keen to do so. We know of 188 ports that were involved in slave trading, but 93 per cent of all slave voyages originated in only 20 ports. Particular ports came to dominate their nation’s slave trading though other, lesser and sometimes unlikely places dispatched a local vessel to the African coast for slaves. Ships from Rio de Janeiro and Salvador were the largest carrier of slaves (1.5 and 1.36 million); Liverpool was the third largest with 1.32 million. Port cities with well-established commercial foundations were suitably placed to enter the slave trade. Established ports were able to use existing financial systems and commodities traded from Asia (textiles, for example) to create new commercial connections to Africa. But there were plenty of newcomers keen to elbow their way into the lucrative market, if only for an occasional or infrequent venture. Who, today, would think of Cowes, Poole, Lyme Regis, Oulton, Whitehaven or Lancaster dispatching a ship to trade for African slaves? Merchants with existing links to other forms of trade in the Atlantic had no hesitation in turning their attention to the trade in Africans. Here were commercial riches, which lured all sorts of merchants and investors, including minor, local ones. Locations that offered good access to Atlantic sailing routes enabled previously small ports to become ascendant slaving cities (Liverpool and Nantes, for example).[6]


London was geographically well away from obvious shipping routes to Africa, yet ships from there carried more than one million Africans, primarily because the city was the hub of a thriving system of finance and insurance (which became increasingly important in the slave trade.) In addition, London became the centre of global maritime experience and an entrepôt for a multitude of goods and commodities with which to tempt African slave traders. The city’s outbound vessels were thus loaded with mixed cargoes of essentials and luxuries, all ideal to be exchanged for African slaves. Slave ships from Bristol transported half a million Africans, and that port (primarily serving Jamaica) had become Europe’s second largest slaving port by the mid-eighteenth century. Thereafter it was eclipsed by the rapid emergence of Liverpool, which by 1807 had risen to a newfound civic and commercial prominence on the back of the Africans carried in Liverpool ships. It was well placed for the sailing routes to Africa, had good links to internal British markets and its slave captains quickly developed important networks of contacts among African traders.


Most of Europe’s major ports responded to the commercial prospects of the slave trade. Le Havre was the first French port to develop a significant slave trade, carrying 135,000 Africans mainly to St-Domingue. Bordeaux carried a similar number to St-Domingue and to French islands in the Indian Ocean. But the dominant French slaving port was Nantes, whose ships carried almost half a million Africans destined to French possessions in the Caribbean.


Until recently, the study of the Atlantic slave trade tended to see the system as one dominated by Europe. We now know that, as port cities developed in the Americas, a number of them came to play a major role in the slave trade: 46 per cent of all slave voyages originated in ports in the Americas, dotted along the entire eastern rim from New England in the far north to Montevideo in the south. That said, most American slaving voyages originated from a small number of major ports, most of them in Brazil. Even before 1807, ships from Recife loaded more than a half million Africans, while another one and a quarter million embarked on ships that originated in Salvador. Almost 700,000 were embarked on ships from Rio. By the time the Cuban slave trade ended in 1867, slave ships from Havana had transported 683,000 Africans.


By comparison with these immense Brazilian figures, the numbers of Africans embarked on vessels from other American ports before 1807 seem small scale. Ships from the British Caribbean carried 125,000 while 33,000 were transported on French Caribbean ships and 131,000 on ships from Rhode Island.[7]


The first European slave voyages had been piratical ventures, with Africans seized and bundled aboard. Sir John Hawkins’ first English slaving voyage described it perfectly. He acquired 300 Africans in Sierra Leone, ‘partly by the sworde and partly by other meanes’, and took them to Hispaniola.[8] Such piracy had obvious, natural limits (people would flee at the sight of an arriving sailing ship). The transactions for African slaves quickly developed into routine commercial dealings. For that, the European, and later the American traders, needed to offer attractive deals. They haggled for enslaved Africans using those imported goods preferred and valued by local African merchants and traders. It was, after all, a trade. The point of enslavement – the moment when Africans were actually seized or captured and enslaved – was clearly a moment of violent seizure. But in the great majority of cases that initial seizure was not the work of men from the slave ships. They had sailed to Africa to trade for Africans who were already enslaved. They acquired their cargoes of Africans from local traders, from people who were eager to get their hands on imported goods. Much like any other trading vessel, the ships heading to west Africa – from Europe or the Americas – arrived with their holds filled with items expected to be the basis of trade on arrival.


The slave ships’ captains were critical players in the entire project. They had to be a master-mariner in dangerous, unpredictable waters, in charge of a generally difficult crew and, on the African coast, they became the main commercial negotiator. Once enslaved Africans came on board, the captain became head jailor of a floating prison. For their part, African traders and rulers quickly developed a keen sense of what to expect from masters of the slave ships. The days soon passed when Africans could be bought off with cheap trinkets; they learned how to judge and value the goods on offer against the worth of the slaves they provided in return. Soon, commodities from the wider world were traded. Both Lisbon and Amsterdam became the crossroads for cargoes of tempting goods: from the Indian Ocean, from India, China and Indonesia – in addition to the Americas – and many of those items, along with local and European goods, were shipped on outbound slave ships to west Africa.


Dutch slave traders to Upper Guinea offered textiles from Flanders, England and Spain, woollen goods from France, calico from Gujarat and other cloths from Bengal and Seurat. They offered satin from Persia, taffeta from China, woven goods from North Africa. They also traded beads and precious stones – coral, cowries and pearls – salt fish from Newfoundland, fruits and French brandy. All alongside more mundane items of clothing – hats, shoes, belts and cloaks. A similar pattern was repeated from one slave ship to another and, with variations, from one slaving nation to the next. The Bristol ship, Fly, on the Windward Coast in 1786–7, traded for slaves with a cargo that included brandy, Virginian tobacco, a range of Indian textiles, brass kettles and pans, pewter basins, firearms from France and Denmark, iron bars, linen from Ireland, knives, swivel guns, beads and earthenware.[9]


Like Amsterdam before it, London became the financial, commercial and political bedrock on which the nation’s slave system developed and thrived. From the mid-seventeenth century the growing number of British ships heading to West Africa carried mixed cargoes from a range of British industries and from far afield: textiles of all kinds (from Yorkshire, Lancashire and India), metal goods – iron bars from Sweden – and firearms in enormous volumes. No single country could provide all the goods demanded by African traders and hence the British (and all the others trading on the African coast) had to assemble their cargoes from their homeland, from Europe, from Asia and the Americas. French brandies, Brazilian tobacco and Caribbean rum, all and more were eagerly awaited by African traders along Africa’s Atlantic coast.


When the early monopoly trading companies gave way to freer trade in Africans, London’s initial dominance in the British trade gave way, first to Bristol, then, by the mid-eighteenth century, to the rapidly growing city of Liverpool. London’s financial importance, however, remained a fixture in the subsequent history of British slave trading. What happened to Liverpool provides a glimpse into the importance of the slave trade not only in the development of that city but in the economic development of Liverpool’s wider hinterland. The slave trade from Liverpool spawned a commercial and financial web throughout Lancashire and was important in the subsequent growth of the nearby city of Manchester and a host of regional towns. The trade between Liverpool and west Africa in search of Africans was to be an important element in the transformation of Lancashire’s economy.


In 1709 only one Liverpool ship, of a mere 30 tons, traded to west Africa. A century later, that had grown to 134 ships. The cargoes carried to Africa were more valuable than cargoes on most other ships from Liverpool, because they consisted largely of the manufactured items sought by African slave traders. One Africa-bound slave ship after another carried similar cargoes: textiles, metal goods, firearms, pipes, luxury drinks. Many of those goods were manufactured by local craftsmen, who, along with the local shipbuilding trades, formed a workforce of some 10,000 people (from a population of 80,000) dependent on the trade to west Africa. Eventually, an estimated 40 per cent of Liverpool’s income was derived from its slaving business to and from west Africa.[10] Liverpool is just one example of a phenomenon we can find at all points of the Atlantic slaving system. Each major slave port spawned trades and businesses within the city itself and its wider hinterland, which fed upon the Atlantic slave trade. This was also true of slave ships departing from American ports: fish from Canadian waters, rum from Barbados, tobacco from Brazil – all found their way to the bargaining sessions between sea captains and African slave traders. The latter often rejected out of hand goods they simply did not want. (There were times when slave captains returned home with cargo rejected by African traders.) As the trade evolved, the maritime slave traders developed a keen sense of which goods would suit their purpose. They even developed long-standing commercial dealings with particular Africans, nurturing their goodwill with valuable or much-sought-after gifts.


***


Slave ships themselves came in all shapes and sizes. The Liverpool ship, the Brookes, gave us perhaps the most famous image of a slave ship. Launched in 1781, the 207-ton Brookes collected 5,163 Africans (of whom 4,559 survived) on ten voyages. The engraving of that ship, cleverly used as abolitionist propaganda after 1788, showed 482 Africans packed like sardines. Yet two years earlier, that same ship had crossed the Atlantic carrying 740 Africans, i.e. 258 more than we see in that pestilential drawing.


Overcrowding was a well-known problem, and there had been early efforts to control the ‘packing’ of slaves. The Spanish had limited numbers to one slave per ship’s ton in 1586. By the late seventeenth century the Portuguese sought to establish a limit of 2.5 slaves per ton on their vessels. The Brookes, sailing at the peak of Liverpool’s slave-trading success, carried five times that ratio. There was a marked deterioration in the shipboard condition of the Africans. Yet the data is confusing.


We know of one tiny vessel of a mere 11 tons, while another Liverpool slave ship was a massive 566 tons. The pioneering Dutch first used ships drawn from other areas of maritime trade and gradually came to rely on small frigates, which were adapted by the ship’s carpenters to accommodate Africans as they were bought on the coast. By the late eighteenth century, when Liverpool dominated the North Atlantic trade, all of Europe’s major slave ships were much bigger than earlier vessels. A substantial proportion of Liverpool’s vessels had been built in the city itself, notably of the ‘Guineamen’ type built specifically to carry slaves. But as slave ships got bigger, the space provided for each person contracted. Even so, the level of ‘packing’ on slave ships was not the main cause of slave mortality. The key factor was the length of time Africans spent on board a ship: the longer they remained incarcerated there, the higher the mortality. As Atlantic crossings got swifter, the mortality rate dropped.


The exception to this was in the last ‘illicit’ phase of slave trading (post-1807) when crowded Cuban and Brazilian vessels, pursued by British and American naval patrols, packed in as many Africans as possible before making a seaborne dash for the Americas. It was then, on grossly overcrowded ships, that we find the most terrible of all transatlantic conditions. Excessive crowding, brutal treatment, bad provisioning, all creating a string of harrowing stories – of suffering and death rates at horrifying levels.


To modern eyes, all the slave ships – including the biggest ones used by the Brazilians in the nineteenth century – seem tiny; 200 to 300 tons, not much longer than a cricket pitch, and perhaps only 7 metres wide. But they were the floating prison, for months on end, for hundreds of Africans. At sea, the Africans were steeped in the filth below decks, not knowing where they were or where they heading: the sick and the dead chained together in a stew of violated humanity. There had been nothing like it, on this scale, before, and no other recorded or contemporary account of sea travel provides such horrifying data. But even the raw data of the Atlantic crossings fails to evoke the experience of life on a slave ship. The noise, the stench, the violent movement of a sailing ship in rough weather, the fears – all this and more was the everyday, commonplace experience of every one of the twelve million Africans who boarded a slave ship.


The Atlantic crossing was the latest stage of a prolonged journey, albeit the most punishing and brutal leg. Many Africans had reached the Atlantic coast after travelling from inland communities. As far as we can tell, most were driven there by a variety of factors; famine, poverty, but, overwhelmingly, by acts of violence. Moreover, the networks of enslavement expanded, geographically, as demand on the coast for enslaved Africans increased. Contemporary, mainly late eighteenth century, accounts and a few surviving illustrations reveal that the victims were force-marched and sometimes taken by river craft, in coffles, in pairs or small groups, and generally shackled in some way in metal or wooden fetters.


Although the trade was scattered along an enormous expanse of African coastline, almost two-thirds of all Africans embarked on slave ships at a mere ten locations (Anomabu, Ouidah, Bonny, Old Calabar, Luanda, Benguela, Cabinda, Malembo, Loango and Quilimane), and an astounding 4.7 million left from just four of those places (Loango, Cabinda, Luanda and Benguela).[11] The centre of this trade also shifted across time, waxing and waning with the rise and fall of the colonial powers and of their maritime or trading strength.


Slave traders from particular countries, even from specific ports, had favourite locations for their dealing with African traders. What emerged, at many African trading locations, were well-established relations between the seaborne traders (or in some cases their local representatives) and African dealers. This created important commercial and trading networks that linked the slave ships to a deeper African economic hinterland. It also had the effect of funnelling large numbers of particular African peoples into certain regions of the Americas, with profound consequences for the development of American slave communities – from the languages they spoke and the food they ate to the gods they worshipped.


As if to make their torments worse, the enslaved Africans were guarded by sailors who were themselves often terrified. The crew of slave ships were always greatly outnumbered, and always worried about slave violence and revolt. Large numbers of the crew would become sick or die, especially on the African coast. Working a slaver was renowned for its dangers, and the crew were drawn from the bottom of the seafaring barrel: only the desperate, the ignorant or the drunk would sign up. Over the course of the British involvement in the slave trade, an estimated 350,000 men worked on the slave ships. In 1788, the abolitionist Thomas Clarkson proved that fewer than half the men who left Britain on slave ships returned. Far from being a nursery for the Royal Navy (as was often claimed), it was a graveyard. Though the crew consisted of a mix of nationalities (and ethnicities) the bulk of sailors were drawn from ports and communities within Britain’s slaving system, so there could have been no secrecy about the deadly environment of the slave ships. And yet, it continued for centuries . . .





***


Perhaps the best-known feature of the slave trade – the image that remains to this day – is the misery of the Atlantic crossing: the Middle Passage. The experiences on the slave ships have entered popular folklore. Indeed, the imagery of a crowded ship has become part and parcel of a collective memory. It is vivid in the mind’s eye because it has been so frequently portrayed in the mass media in recent years, with pictures of a crowded ship used in all sorts of advertisements, posters, flyers, dustjackets and billboards to portray an enormous range of issues – some tacky and tasteless – but all confirming the basic horror of the slave ships.


Although most contemporary images of slave ships display a human cargo dominated by men and boys, that was not always typical. Some carried more women than men, while the number of child slaves varied enormously. In time, the proportion of child slaves – and males – increased. What happened to all those people on the Atlantic crossing depended largely on the time it took to cross the ocean, and that depended on the weather – and good fortune.


Africans often spent longer on board a slave ship anchored off the coast of Africa than in crossing the Atlantic. The ships accumulated their human cargoes slowly, from place to place. Where there were no facilities for holding Africans on shore, the ship acted as a floating prison until the master decided that he had enough enslaved people to set out across the Atlantic. Some ships – little more than hulks – acted as permanent offshore prisons, passing on their captives to other ships ready to sail. In the seventeenth century, Dutch ships spent an average of 120 days on the coast; British ships 94. A century later, the Dutch spent an average of 200 days on the coast; French ships 143. In the mid- and late-eighteenth century, British ships spent 173 days on the African coast.


One stark fact stands out from this welter of information: millions of Africans spent months at sea before the Atlantic crossing began. As they waited (not knowing what was to happen to them, but hearing rumours that swirled around the slave decks and gossip that was sometimes gleaned from crewmen), many fell ill, some died – most of them were bemused or terrified. The ship’s crew were now warders in a floating prison.


Africans boarded the ships stripped of their names and given numbers. Whatever they called each other, and whatever their original names, was lost to the accountancy of slaving. Slave captains entered the Africans as numbers in their logs: ‘1 woman, 2 boys, and 3 girls, all small, No. 38 to 43.’ When they died, they were deleted as numbers. ‘In the morning buried a boy slave (No. 66) who was ill with a violent flux.’[12] The Africans now became human cargo, at the mercy of the elements and the crew.


Careless sailors and slipshod management of tools and equipment could lead to a disastrous slave insurgency, as we shall see later. The slave ship was a human brew of fear and animosity, with Africans shackled below – though released in small batches, weather permitting, for exercise. The yards of chains and metal fetters, loaded at the ship’s home port, now came into their own, shackling the Africans to prevent upheaval. Without the metal restraints there could be no guarantee of security. If the worst happened, strategically located guns covered the hatches to the slave decks.


Though the speed of an Atlantic crossing was largely dictated by winds and currents, navigational and other errors sometimes intervened. Sailing from Upper Guinea to the Caribbean or North America might be completed in six weeks. So too a journey from West-Central Africa to Brazil. Voyages that crossed from one prevailing weather system to another were more protracted, with their slaves having to endure a crossing of three months. Of course, all sailing ships were at risk from the unpredictable freaks of weather, of storms and doldrums, and of maritime errors that sometimes sent them to their doom.


Every slave captain knew that the key to a successful voyage was a quick passage and did what he could to speed the journey. There were times when a ship was reduced to a pestilential vessel. The filth of the slave decks, the contamination of eating and drinking in fouled conditions, created a perfect breeding ground for a string of ailments, none more virulent and commonplace than amoebic dysentery – the ‘bloody flux’. Although Africans had been crudely inspected for obvious physical defects or unhealthy symptoms, before boarding, illness was often brought on board, spreading quickly among the crowded slaves. Despite the efforts to sustain the human cargo in reasonable condition until landfall, Africans succumbed to a series of complaints en route. The sick were documented in the master’s log, and the dead were deleted from his list, their remains cast overboard to the following sharks.


All this poses a bizarre puzzle. It was in the slave traders’ interests to maintain the Africans in a healthy state until they reached the American auction block. The foul conditions on a storm-tossed slave ship were not planned or intended, and the master and crew were struggling against conditions they could not always control. It is true that slave ships were marked by violence, often on a barbaric scale, and by sexual assaults and capricious cruelty. In addition, the crew themselves were subject to traditional shipboard physical punishment for any acts of personal violence against the slaves. Slave ships became a lethal brew of resentment and terror: among the slaves, between the slaves and the crew, and sometimes between the master and his men. The longer the voyage, the more severe the sufferings of the Africans, often made worse by the attrition among the crew. (Slave masters tried to conceal crew losses from the slaves. If Africans noticed the shortfall in sailors, they were more likely to take advantage of the diminished crew.)


Like all sailing ships, slavers were at risk of oceanic and coastal dangers. Storms could simply swallow the ship and all on board. We know of 148 cases of the total loss of slave ships – of crew and Africans. The doldrums caused enormous human damage. So too could bad planning before departure, or navigational errors en route. On unexpectedly prolonged journeys, food and water simply ran out – that was the cause in 1781 of the murderous disaster on board the Zong, when over a hundred slaves were thrown overboard. Most savage of all were the disasters when the crew abandoned the vessel in a shipwreck. Sailors struggling to save themselves rarely tried to save the manacled Africans (who might overwhelm them in the fight for survival). Africans remained shackled on a sinking ship driven onto rocks: one case in 1738 led to the death of 702 Africans.[13] A further 443 vessels were shipwrecked. Some slaves were rescued by other ships – only to be sold when they made landfall. In addition there was the danger of European warfare, played out in the waters of the Atlantic and the Caribbean, when slave ships were seized by enemy vessels, and the slaves then sold by different slave traders. The Zong itself had originally been a Dutch slave ship (the Zorgue) before falling into British hands during the conflict with the American colonies.





***


Long-distance oceanic travel was always a physical and sometimes a frightening ordeal, but nothing came close to the prolonged physical and mental torments of months on board an Atlantic slave ship. No other ship smelled like a slave ship. They were infamous, among their own men and even among fellow sailors on distant vessels, for their stink. They stank like a floating cesspit and could be detected miles away, downwind.


What did the enslaved Africans make of all this? Even when conditions allowed them to be brought on deck for exercise, what sense did they make of the watery vastness all around them? As far as the eye could see, for months on end, they saw nothing but the immensity of the Atlantic Ocean. Moreover, they were Africans drawn from inland regions who, in the main, had not seen the sea before they were marched to the coast. Now there was no escape from the sea. It was rarely silent. Even at night, or in those stormy fetid days when the Africans were incarcerated below, they could hear the sea, incessantly battering the vessel on all sides – only inches from where they lay.


One major problem facing historians is that the facts and figures of the crossings can easily appear sterile and devoid of human feeling. How do we create a human story from the abundance of data we now possess? How do we conjure forth any sense of what all this meant for the millions of Africans involved? The one million who died on the crossing, and all the survivors – every single one of the eleven million Africans – had endured an experience of such deep and abiding trauma that it remains difficult, even now, to convey the full horror involved. What memories of the crossing did these survivors carry with them as they settled into their new homes across the Americas?


The Africans landed as troubled people. Often sick, most were deeply distressed by the ordeal of their enslavement followed by months at sea. Slave owners buying Africans off the slave ships recognised they had to treat them carefully. Some had even lost the will to live. At first sight, then, the new arrivals looked like a defeated people: battered into physical and mental submission by a terrifying and violent experience. But that ordeal fostered embers of subsequent slave defiance. Every survivor drew their own conclusions from the slave ships, the most bitter being the knowledge of what happened to defiant slaves who resisted openly – and failed. But the Africans’ determination was not so easily quelled, and the subsequent history of slavery throughout the Americas is a complex story of slave defiance. In time, that defiance became a key factor in the overthrow of slavery itself.





2



Sinews of Empire: Africans and the Making of the American Empires


ALTHOUGH SPAIN HAD been the first colonial power to dabble with African slavery in the Americas, it was the Portuguese establishment of sugar plantations in Brazil that launched the westward flow of Africans. The Portuguese sugar plantations on São Tomé and Príncipe had employed perhaps two thousand African slaves by the mid-sixteenth century. What happened to those slaves was the apprenticeship for the millions who were to follow them – but on the far side of the Atlantic. They produced crude cane sugar, which was then shipped to the early refineries in Europe’s major port cities, thence, once refined, to the fashionable tables of Europe’s well-to-do elites.


The boundless prospect of Brazil persuaded sugar planters to quit the Atlantic islands and head west – accompanied by their slaves. Sugar was an obvious crop to transplant into the tropical lands of the Americas (Columbus had taken sugar cane with him on his second voyage in 1493) because it had already proved its commercial value in São Tomé and Príncipe. After initial experiments with various other export items (timber notably), from the 1530s Portuguese settlers in Brazil turned to sugar. Encouraged by royal support (in the form of land grants), Brazilian sugar entrepreneurs took hold around Pernambuco, then, more securely, in and around Salvador. São Tomé’s sugar industry vanished almost as quickly as it had emerged, undermined by Brazilian sugar.
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