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Before their eyes in sudden view appear
The secrets of the hoary deep, a dark
Illimitable ocean without bound,
Without dimension, where length, breadth, and height,
And time and place are lost; where eldest Night
And Chaos, ancestors of Nature, hold
Eternal anarchy, amidst the noise
Of endless wars, and by confusion stand.



John Milton, Paradise Lost


 



 



The decisive decade for European exploration of the world was the 1490s, when Christopher Columbus, acting on behalf of the king and queen of Spain, reached the West Indies and the Caribbean Sea became the setting for what Germán Arciniegas called a grandiose drama similar to the transition from the third day to the fourth day in the Creation myth, for space was discovered that seemed to the Europeans of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to be limitless. The Mediterranean suddenly shrank into a lake and their horizons widened, as the Caribbean became the focus of a New World.1


The term ‘Caribbean’ usually pertains to the sea, comparable in size to the Mediterranean, that stretches from the islands known as the Greater Antilles - Cuba, Española (Hispaniola, now Haiti and the Dominican Republic), Jamaica and Puerto Rico - south-east through the great arc of the Lesser Antilles extending from the Virgin Islands down to Trinidad. It then carries on west and north along the coasts of South and Central America to the Yucuta’n Channel, which separates Mexico from Cuba. These islands together with the Bahamas are known as the West Indies. It is a region of tremendous cultural and political diversity, the product of several centuries of history since European colonisation and rivalry began to be played out in the region. The Caribbean islands are volcanic in origin and are, in effect, the tops of an undersea mountain range rising to more than 5,000 feet on  Mount Diablotin on Dominica. Although there is little of the plateau formation that would make agriculture easy, the soil is very fertile and the climate warm and fairly uniform all year, being tempered by the north-east trade winds (which actually vary between north-east and south-east) that blow almost continuously. For, unlike the inner sea, the Caribbean is very much a part of the Atlantic Ocean, with treacherous and dangerous currents. Heavy rainfall occurs in summer and autumn, while the hurricane season that lasts from June to November often leaves trails of destruction across the islands, inhibiting shipping which tends to stick to well-known sea lanes.

The effect of the wind and current system on navigation for sailing ships was to impede and circumscribe it. This served to restrict contact within the region, and particularly to isolate east from west, which in turn affected how the region was colonised. Ships leaving Spain would follow the Moroccan coast as far as the Canaries where they would take on water. They would then pick up the north-east trade winds to cross the Atlantic in about a month, arriving at the Windward Islandsa  (usually between Dominica and Guadeloupe). The return journey made use of the Gulf Stream via the treacherous Florida Straits picking up south-west trade winds to Europe, taking perhaps two or three months and possibly broken by a stop at Madeira or the Azores. The Lesser Antilles are therefore well to windward of the Greater Antilles and continental South America (the Main, known as Tierra Firme) and act almost like a row of fortresses separating the Atlantic from the Caribbean, while remaining relatively safe from attack themselves from ships having to beat into the wind from the Greater Antilles. But these tiny islands held no easily exploitable riches for the Spanish, no gold or silver, and were inhabited by warlike Carib natives. Not wanting them for settlement and not realising their importance for defence, the Spanish ignored them.2


Throughout the period but especially early on, Spain treated the New World as a source of income for little or no work or investment. By 1600 she had already shipped three times the total quantity of gold and silver existing in Europe when Columbus sailed; but during the same period her trade and industry withered and unemployment became so bad that the church and state provided practically the only jobs. A vast bureaucracy controlled the ships, bullion and trade of the Indies, and the people were governed with an iron hand which guaranteed that nobody in the New World used their own initiative, but instead sought permission from Spain first, a procedure that often took more than a year. Gold from Nueva España (New Spain, modern Mexico) was gathered for shipment at Veracruz while silver from Ecuador, Chile, Bolivia and the great Potos’ı mines in Peru was brought up the Pacific coast (known at the time as the South Sea) then loaded on to mule trains to be carried across the Central American isthmus to the Caribbean (or North Sea) where it was transferred on to silver fleets for carriage to Spain. At first it was taken to Nombre de Dios in Panamá but later, when it was found that the River Chagres allowed half the journey to be made by boat during the rainy season, it went to Portobelo.3 But both of these ports were shallow, and the great defensive harbour for Tierra Firme was built at Cartagena in modern Colombia, some 250 miles to the north-east.

The rendezvous for treasure ships from Nueva España and the Main was Havana in Cuba, whence they would sail for home in convoy usually exiting the Caribbean through the Florida Channel, or the Windward Passage between Cuba and Española. And as Havana and Cartagena became nodes for the bullion trade so the Spanish largely turned away from other areas, ignoring minor ports or channels to windward. Into this New World foreigners soon came, looking for trade as well as plunder, for although the pope moved quickly to defuse rivalry between Spain’s and Portugal’s existing claims on the world, he could not solve the rivalry between Spain and the rest of Europe, which manifested itself from the early sixteenth century when Spain - which had only just completed the expulsion of the Moors from her own territory - failed to incorporate this vast and heterogeneous new region into the realm. This was hardly surprising, since so much of Spain’s energy had been expended in the long wars against the Moors, action that would continue into the new century.

To the Spanish all foreign interlopers were always simply piratos  (pirates) or corsarios luteranos (Lutheran corsairs). The irony is that her  own conquest of the Americas was a huge act of piracy by modern definition - an act of robbery on or by descent from the sea. What is attempted here is to tell the story of a particular group of pirates, or rather privateers - that is to say, ‘private men-of-war’, meaning both ships carrying commissions or letters of marque from a legitimate government and the men that sailed in them. By the middle of the seventeenth century these privateer-pirates had become known to the English by the name ‘buccaneers’. (The French term was flibustiers, derived in turn from the English ‘freebooter’, meaning a soldier who served for booty rather than regular pay; the Dutch term was vrijbuiters, or zeerovers - sea rovers.) For as Kris E. Lane has noted, no other group of pirates in history ‘has been more celebrated, hated, romanticized, demonized, or otherwise misrepresented than the late-seventeenth-century buccaneers’.4 But the definition of piracy has always been prone to different national historical perspectives and, very often, bias. And just as the English terms ‘buccaneer’ and ‘pirate’ have become interchangeable since the seventeenth century, so the difference between a privateer and a pirate has always been opaque, and buccaneers were motivated by what has always most interested pirates down the centuries - plunder.

Even contemporaries understood that the buccaneers were a phenomenon of greater significance, and by the time buccaneering reached a conclusion in 1697 these hardy adventurers had helped to set three more European nations - English, French and Dutch - on the road to empire, and to subsequent worldwide rivalry. This process grew from an early addiction to plunder, originating in the wars of religion of the sixteenth century, in the Dutch struggle for independence from Spanish rule and, for Elizabethan England, in the long war with Spain (1585- 1603). All this took place against a backdrop of a steady decline in Spanish fortunes, something which has not just been recognised by historians after the event, but which formed the context in which policy-makers operated at the time.5 By the time the brethren of the coast, as the buccaneers called themselves, rose to prominence in the middle of the seventeenth century, Spain had fallen a long way. And for some forty years they fought a sporadic private war with her, maintaining tenuous alliances with non-Spanish Caribbean colonies - symbiotic arrangements that provided them with a place to dispose of  plunder and obtain supplies, while the colonists gained protection from the Spanish.

The early part of the seventeenth century was a chaotic period in Europe: the northern Netherlands were asserting their independence from Spain, and entering what would become known as the Golden Age; France was embroiled in religious wars which were followed by the rise of King Louis XIV, the Sun King; and the British Isles were in turmoil, culminating in the Cromwellian dictatorship and the Restoration. But it was England’s achievements - for among the British nations the Welsh were subsumed into England, the Scots excluded, and the Irish suppressed and exploited - that were most significant in the Caribbean during the latter half of the seventeenth century. Eric Williams, the historian who later became prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago, described the West Indian islands as the ‘hub of Empire’.6  Indeed, by the end of the seventeenth century England’s West Indian possessions were regarded by such contemporaries as Charles Davenant, Josiah Child and Dalby Thomas as her most profitable overseas investments.

By Adam Smith’s time at the end of the eighteenth century, sugar dominated the Caribbean economy; sugar plantations were an economic success, even if a dismal social failure, and the British empire was firmly established. But Adam Smith got it wrong: the prosperity of Britain’s Caribbean possessions was not due to ‘the great riches of England of which a part had overflowed’.7 Initially it was down to Spanish silver, stolen or traded for by foreigners in defiance of what was then still the greatest empire in the world. Only later would the islands generate further wealth, wrung from the sweat and blood of Africans to help fuel the industrial revolution that would propel Britain towards victory in the Napoleonic Wars, a conflict in which French rivalry in the Caribbean was effectively ended, and which in turn enabled Britain to expand her empire across the globe ultimately to cover a quarter of its land surface.

The rise of the buccaneers of the Caribbean, therefore, was an essential part of the rise of Britain, and it coincided with the decline of Spain, first as the dominant player in European and Mediterranean politics and later as an economic superpower, which weakened her ability to defend her American colonies and left them vulnerable to  buccaneer depredations. John Lynch argues that Spain lost her colonial wealth due not so much to foreign encroachment as to Spanish America appropriating it for herself; that between 1600 and 1810 Spanish America in effect preserved her own territory and defended imperial communications and was the guardian of empire, so this is also the story of the recession of Spain within the Hispanic world rather than the recession of that world.8 Certainly England’s most fruitful periods of colonisation (1624-30 and 1655-60) both came during wars with Spain, while at other times the lack of central control over the colonies allowed English enterprise in the Caribbean to flourish, and the local mode of warfare was just another form of this. Because the buccaneers were something more than mere raiders, and the term should be understood in that context, their operations were designed not to profit by Spanish decline but to exploit opportunities whenever they arose.9 They always maintained, or tried to maintain at any rate, a thin veneer of legitimacy which supposedly raised their activities above mere piracy. And two factors separate the buccaneers from other privateers through history: first was their tendency to band together and work towards common objectives, with a strong democratic element in both their command and their reward structures; second was their propensity for amphibious operations - they were always as much concerned with raiding onshore as with taking prizes at sea, and when it suited them they also indulged in hunting and cutting dye woods, or smuggling and other forms of illicit trade with Spanish settlements. For trade was the dominant political theme of the period and was probably a more important factor than any other in generating conflict. Spanish silver would prove to be, in effect, the gunpowder on which worldwide trade exploded like a Roman candle.




1

A NEW WORLD

Drake he’s in his hammock an’ a thousand mile away,
(Capten, art tha sleepin’ there below?)
Slung atween the round shot in Nombre Dios Bay,
An’ dreamin’ arl the time o’ Plymouth Hoe.
Yarnder lumes the island, yarnder lie the ships,
Wi’ sailor lads a-dancin’ heel-an’-toe,
An’ the shore-lights flashin’, an’ the night-tide dashin’
He sees et arl so plainly as he saw et long ago.



Sir Henry Newbolt, Drake’s Drum


 



The world changed for ever when Christopher Columbus stepped ashore in the Bahamas on 12 October 1492, after a seventy-day voyage across the Atlantic. Subsequently he sailed south to Cuba and east before returning to Spain to report his discoveries. A second voyage took him to Dominica and along the West Indian island chain to Española and Jamaica where he landed on 5 May 1494 in St Ann’s Bay, and it was these mountainous islands that would become the principal bases for the buccaneers. Meanwhile in May 1493 Pope Alexander VI hurried to solve the problem of Spanish-Portuguese rivalry by dividing the world in two. He attempted this at first with his Inter caetera bull separating their claim 300 miles west of the Cape Verde islands, and then with the Treaty of Tordesillas of 7 June 1494, which established the ‘lines of amity’ at approximately 45° west.1


Spain now claimed the New World entirely and exclusively, and with papal blessing regarded it as God’s gift to exploit for the greater glory of the Catholic church, as much as for the temporal glory of the Crown of Castile. However, not only did this inexactly defined meridian unintentionally put Brazil in the Portuguese section, it encouraged both nations to believe that they had religious authority to all land without a settled Christian government, and that they could monopolise trade with these territories.2 And just as these  claims were never universally accepted by the rest of Europe, so the religious upheaval of the Reformation during the following century would undermine them completely. Meanwhile, still searching for a sea passage to India and the spice islands of the east, Columbus travelled along the Venezuelan coast and into the Gulf of Darién on his third and fourth voyages. In 1497 John Cabot discovered North America, and in 1498 Vasco da Gama sailed around the Cape of Good Hope. Although Columbus had failed in his stated mission of finding a route to the east, the Spanish authorities were not slow to act upon his achievements; in 1502 a permanent settlement was established on Española and another colony was founded at Bulboa on the American mainland near Panamá. Española was the first, and for sixteen years the only, Spanish colony - the heart of the Spanish empire - and it became the key to its history.

For the first two decades of Spanish rule the colony was run by a commercial company controlled by Columbus and the crown as joint partners, but by 1510 gold production had reached a peak. Thereafter the economy declined, and many Spaniards departed looking for other sources of gold, and for Indians to exploit. The crown had established the Casa de Contratación at Sevilla in 1503 to regulate trade with the New World, thereby investing Sevilla with a monopoly in that trade which, during the sixteenth century at least, would remain largely effective.3 Since Sevilla lies sixty miles up the River Guadalquivir this ignored the enormous and excellent anchorage at Cádiz, but it also reserved the riches of the Americas for Spain. Eventually the loss of numerous ships on the bar at Sanlúcar de Borromeo at the river mouth saw the regulations modified, but American trade remained managed by the crown and merchants of Sevilla exclusively for their joint benefit and not for that of the colonies. Apart from one interruption in the 1550s the city enjoyed a huge increase of shipping that continued until the second decade of the seventeenth century. In America the enterprise was run on authoritarian lines as towns sprang up to exploit the accessible gold, but it also created the conditions for massive contraband trade and this would increasingly undermine the business.4  But it was the expedition which followed that would really transform the New World and begin to shape it to a European vision, bent to the will of a group of military adventurers who either lacked or ignored  specific instructions. Their sovereign was immensely puzzled by the process, and actually suspected some of them of planning to secede and set up independent states; he was mollified only by the immense wealth in gold and silver they sent back to Spain.

In 1519 a small force of 600 soldiers under the command of Hernán Cortés landed near the modern town of Veracruz in Mexico. Armed mainly with swords, pikes and crossbows, a few small guns and thirteen muskets, the expedition was accompanied by sixteen horses. It marched inland through steamy coastal jungle and up mountain passes to the high plateau of central Mexico, with Cortés using a mixture of diplomacy and force to obtain supplies from the villages they encountered. He learned that the country was ruled by the Aztecs, a warlike people who extracted tribute in the form of food and forced labour from the villagers. The Aztec civilisation was highly developed with advanced agriculture, hieroglyph writing and stunning architecture, particularly the temples, where human sacrifices were carried out that horrified the invaders. But the Aztecs did not possess the wheel, nor did they use horses or oxen, and the discovery that the country was rich in gold and silver which Aztec craftsmen worked into beautiful jewellery and ornaments was compelling to Cortés and his men, and within two years they had conquered it. Cortés besieged and took the Aztec capital, Tenochitlan, built on islands around the shores of a lake, destroyed it and began to build what would become Mexico City. The Aztec king, Montezuma, was stoned to death by his own people, but, for the subjects of what was now Nueva España, tribute to the Aztecs was simply replaced with tribute to the kings of Spain, as ever increasing quantities of gold and silver were shipped home.5


The conquistadores thus gave their lord, generally referred to as the Holy Roman Emperor Carlos V (Charles V to the English), possessions of a new sort, since his existing European territories already constituted an empire. But overseas territories added a new complexity to a variegated political entity held together only by the allegiance of his subjects rather than by a common language or institutions. The European world was in turmoil and a new religion was springing up, leading to war that would spill across the Atlantic as Spain’s European rivals began to seek a share of the glorious wealth of the Americas. If licensed private warfare in the form of  buccaneering came to fruition during the Stuart and Commonwealth periods, its origins can be traced back to the time of the Tudors. By 1522 French privateers were causing so much damage to the Spanish Atlantic trade that the crown imposed a tax - the aver’ía - to pay for its defence.6 But such taxes, and the imposition of responsibility for defence on to the victims of piracy, did little to ease the problem and sowed the seed of discontent.

In England after 1525 the attitude of England’s King Henry VIII to naval matters began to change, not out of some newfound love of sea power, but driven by the exigencies of his foreign policies. During the early part of his reign he employed ships only in an auxiliary capacity, but the failure of various adventures increasingly forced him to rely upon them as a fundamental pillar in defence of what remained a weak and unstable country, a strategy that Scotland had already adopted. Foremost among the factors driving this change was the succession question. Desperate to secure an heir, Henry began considering divorce from Catherine of Aragon. But it seemed unlikely that Pope Clement VII would grant this; he was virtually a prisoner to Carlos V, who was not prepared to sacrifice his aunt Catherine, especially as this might free Henry to marry a French princess. Soon afterwards Henry became infatuated with Anne Boleyn, and the stage was set for the breach with Rome which was to have such far-ranging consequences.

On 25 November 1527 came the first recorded breach of Inter caetera  when an English ship, Mary Guilford, appeared off Española’s capital Santo Domingo looking for water and provisions. She had been, apparently, part of an exploratory expedition towards Newfoundland in search of a passage to the Far East, although Henry was also curious about the source of Spain’s new wealth, having recently changed sides in the great struggle between the Habsburgs of Spain and the Valois of France. Carlos V was under no illusions about the significance of this impudent intrusion into Spanish territory, flouting as it did both his and papal authority, and within a year he had received reports that a French ship had raided San Germán on the western end of Puerto Rico, a true portent of things to come.7


Henry’s turbulent love life brought him two daughters, a third wife in Jane Seymour, and at last, in 1537, a male heir. That year French pirates were once more harrying Spanish shipping and settlements in  the Caribbean, including Havana in Cuba, Santo Domingo and the growing ports of Cartagena and Nombre de Dios.8 By now Henry had broken with Rome and dissolved the monasteries, gaining a considerable cash windfall, but at the cost of increasing isolation from the continent. And although he lived and died a Catholic in all but name, he had effectively prepared the country for more virulent forms of Protestantism and undermined the legitimacy of his successors.9 Scotland remained both Catholic and allied to France, a potential source of instability in the north, and when France and the Holy Roman Empire went back to war in 1542, Henry was determined to strike at the heart of the Franco-Scottish alliance. He agreed to participate with Carlos V in a combined invasion of France, and in December 1544 he issued a proclamation allowing unrestricted warfare at sea. This, however, led to unintended consequences; Spanish ships sailing between Spain and Spanish Flanders found themselves prey to English pirates, often backed by courtiers and others close to Henry, and the Spanish retaliated in kind. English piracy, not for the first time, was causing Spain serious problems.10 And not only did English merchants begin heartily to dislike Spanish officials, but the pirates themselves began to cast greedy eyes on Spain’s overseas empire and the trade that it created. But they were not the first to do so.

French Huguenots (Protestants) had been raiding the West Indies since the 1520s and in 1537 Jean d’Ango of Dieppe took nine ships from a Spanish treasure convoy; in 1543 French pirates captured the port of Cartagena. When war officially resumed between France and Spain in 1552 it made the Caribbean a significant theatre of international war for the first time, and by the end of this round of hostilities the French had taken Santiago de Cuba (1553) and Havana (1555), as well as Cartagena again in 1559.11 In that latter year France and Spain concluded the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis with a clause which stated that fighting west of the Azores or south of the Tropic of Cancer would not give cause for war in Europe, a provision crisply rendered as ‘no peace beyond the line’. This recognised both that the Spanish would not admit that anybody was entitled to challenge papal authority on the matter, and that nobody else would take it seriously.12 Meanwhile Henry died in 1547 and there followed a period of upheaval and setback while England was effectively ruled by Edward Seymour, Duke of  Somerset, acting as lord protector and regent to the young King Edward VI. But Somerset’s foreign policy was as disastrous as Henry’s had been; when England withdrew from the war in 1550 the country was practically bankrupt, utterly isolated, exhausted and threatened with economic and political crisis.13 And in 1553, before Edward had the chance to show he was not the reincarnation of Henry V, that the Hundred Years War really was over, he died, aged just fifteen.

The succession of Henry’s staunchly Catholic elder daughter Mary added religious turmoil to the mixture. Her ill-fated marriage to Felipe (Philip), Carlos V’s widowed son and, soon afterwards, King Felipe II of Spain, proved a disaster both personally and for the nation. Her death in November 1558 was greeted with relief, and the succession of her sister Elizabeth with popular approval. But Elizabeth’s grasp on power was, and would remain, precarious: England’s only sure defence was the sea and her ships; only they could hold France and Spain at arm’s length, and for every pirate bent on plunder or explorer seeking adventure, there were a thousand Englishmen reliant on the cloth trade and determined on peace with Spain.14 ‘Bend your force, credit and device to maintain and increase your navy by all the means you can possible,’ the secretary of state was advised in 1560, ‘for in this time, considering all circumstances, it is the flower of England’s garland . . . and your best and best cheap defence and most redoubted of your enemies and doubtful friends.’15


An efficient navy and good luck allowed Elizabeth to neutralise the greatest threat to her position; in December 1560 King François II of France died and was replaced by the ten-year-old Charles IX, severing the dynastic connection between France and Scotland.16 By the following year the Spanish had regularised the system of bullion convoys that had first been first organised in 1526 to bring American treasure safely back home. At first there had usually been one convoy per year, but from 1555 the idea evolved for two fleets, one for Nueva España and one for Tierra Firme due to leave every year in April and August respectively, under compulsory escort by warships of the armada de la guardia paid for out of the aver’ía. Although a schedule was established for such convoys, in reality the New Spain fleet (flota) generally left Cádiz in July reaching Nueva España in September, and the Tierra Firme fleet (later called the galeones) would depart some time between  March and May and, having reached Cartagena in about two months, then take another two months to move along the coast to Nombre de Dios where it would spend the winter. During the sixteenth century the fleets generally returned separately, although both would try to make it through the Florida Channel by the end of August.17 From the sixteenth century until well into the eighteenth, it was a dream of both English and French to capture the phenomenal wealth of a treasure fleet, and it would become a dominant theme in English naval strategy, though neither ever succeeded in achieving it. If anything, the bold acts of corsairs and privateers showed the effectiveness of the Spanish colonial system in the sixteenth century, requiring more and more daring moves to penetrate its defence.18


In Europe, with France embroiled in civil war until 1564 and Elizabeth supporting the Huguenot faction, naval operations were marked by the first extensive issuing of letters of reprisal - providing a thin veneer of legal cover to English and French pirates against merchant shipping of all countries. So the established connections between Protestantism and piracy grew, reinforced by Elizabeth’s proclamation of 1563 permitting general privateering.19 But in Elizabethan terms the word ‘privateering’ is not strictly appropriate. It was only coined in the following century to describe a legal status just then emerging from obscurity. In sixteenth-century England, there were only two ways by which the law allowed private vessels to capture other ships for profit. First was by general proclamation against a named enemy in wartime, to which in principle captures were limited, although there was no means of enforcing these terms. And given that Elizabethan local government was in the hands of unpaid nobility and gentry, it was extremely difficult for the crown to prevent a breach of the law should these notables choose to effect one; the elder Sir Walter Raleigh, vice-admiral of Devon, was an active pirate, and Sir Edward Horsey, captain of the Isle of Wight, was a patron to pirates of all nations, and made the island a base for Channel pirates.20


The second way derived from England’s medieval marcher law by which a merchant, traveller or shipowner who had been robbed in the territory of or by subjects of a foreign prince in peacetime, but was unable to obtain redress through the courts of that country, could be authorised by a court (the court of admiralty in the case of a shipowner)  to recoup his losses up to a specified sum by seizing the property of subjects of that country. For this purpose he was issued with a letter of reprisal or lettre de marque.21 This was, however, very different from the ‘letter of marque’ issued from the seventeenth century onwards by an admiralty court in time of war to provide private vessels with legal safeguard to cruise against enemy shipping, and subsequently to sell the prizes once they had been condemned as enemy property by the court. This is the classic definition of privateering as practised in wartime, while the letter of reprisal was issued only in time of peace. But sixteenth-century ‘peace’ embraced numerous undeclared wars, civil wars and rebellions which gave grasping and unscrupulous authorities the excuse to issue letters indiscriminately, and the English lords admiral were notoriously willing to permit activities from which they derived a 10 per cent cut.22 In Scotland letters of reprisal were inheritable property that could remain in force for generations; Captain Patrick Blackadder was still taking Portuguese prizes in 1561 thanks to a letter granted in 1476.23


Although England and Spain were at peace during the 1570s, continuous encroachments by English pirates and adventurers - John Hawkins and his family notable among them from the late 1560s - progressively undermined good relations, a situation complicated by Elizabeth’s ambiguous involvement with these exponents of private enterprise.24 For Hawkins certainly acted with at least the tacit approval of his sovereign, and trade was always the prime interest of this most respectable of pirates. Before Hawkins, English ships had ventured into the Caribbean at least twice, but these were isolated incidents of little significance.25 Spain’s American colonies had been importing slaves since the beginning of the century, with Española being the main market after the first three decades of Spanish rule gutted not only the island’s accessible gold, but its native population as well. The gentle Arawak people Columbus found there had numbered at least a million, but by 1520 they were almost extinct and settlers increasingly looked to slave-grown sugar for their prosperity.26 Smuggling was soon well established as the Spanish authorities tried to restrict trade to Sevilla via the enforced monopoly with heavy taxes on exports. But this was counter-productive as it forced up prices, and the Spanish could never hope to exclude all foreign interlopers, nor prevent their own citizens  dealing in cheaper contraband, most of which arrived in caravelsb  from the Canary Islands where Spanish merchants traded freely with Portuguese, Italian, Flemish, French and English merchants.27


Hawkins’ first expedition in 1562 saw him sail to Africa to buy slaves which he took to the Caribbean and there made a tidy profit. When he repeated the journey in 1564 he found the reception much less welcoming as the officers who had traded with him had been punished, and in 1568 he met a visiting Spanish flota at San Juan de Ul’a and was lucky to escape alive. He decided it was time to quit this dangerous business, although he felt he deserved recognition for trying to open a new line of enterprise, and subsequently put a slave on his coat of arms. However, a cousin of his who also survived the fighting at San Juan was the uncompromisingly Protestant Francis Drake, who would choose a much more aggressive response to the situation in poorly defended America.28 For although the savage thoroughness with which Spain extirpated the French Huguenot settlements in Florida showed her determination when roused, she concentrated her efforts in Europe where the forces of Protestantism were rising, and did little to protect America where neither crown revenues nor sovereignty were seriously threatened by bit-part raiders.29


The Netherlands at this time formed a complex congeries of states and towns loosely federated in seventeen provinces under the sovereignty of Carlos V. Although various strains of Protestantism had begun to make an appearance the majority of the population remained Catholic. Discontent had nevertheless been growing for some time in the Low Countries as Carlos V’s religious intolerance dismayed Flemings, Hollanders and Zeelanders unable to understand such sentiments in a fellow Netherlander. And by separating the seventeen provinces from their many ties in Germany Carlos made a serious blunder; in entrusting them to his son, Felipe II of Spain, he made another, for given his political and religious aims this was the last man on earth suitable to rule the Dutch. The personal union with Spain was, according to one historian, ‘an unmixed evil’.30 By now the Dutch were developing into a significant power as stripped-down fat-hulled herring buses and vlieboots (fly-boats) became ubiquitous, dominating the North Sea, Baltic and Iberian trade with Dutch freight rates among the lowest around. These ships were manned by skeleton crews on minimal rations and wages, as Dutch thrift combined with Calvinism encouraged reinvestment of savings and profits over conspicuous consumption among the burgher-oligarchs, producing a distinctive maritime culture.31


When Willem of Orange raised the first makeshift forces of rebellion to rid the country of Spanish rule and religious persecution in 1568, it was easily defeated by the Duque de Alva. But what appeared to be a little local difficulty for the Habsburgs was, in fact, the beginning of what would become known as the Eighty Years War, or the Dutch Revolt, which would transform this unexceptional corner of north-west Europe into a nation that would rival the Spanish in the Caribbean, and make Amsterdam the most important commercial centre in the world.32 And it would fall to a fleet of maritime vagabonds, the so-called Sea Beggars, to lead the liberation after they fled the terror unleashed on heretics by Alva. Known as pechelinguas to the Spanish, a word supposedly derived from the important port of Vlissingen (Flushing), the Sea Beggar fleet quickly grew, making a North Sea that already swarmed with English and French pirates even more unsafe as Willem issued kaperbrieven - letters of marque.33


Privateering would provide both a grounding in seamanship and necessary funds for war, but Alva did not understand the importance of the war at sea, and neglected the defence of the coastal towns; the success of the Beggars in turn fed the discontent necessary for the rebellion to succeed. Spanish persecution drove the richest merchants and the ablest artisans northwards, and when Felipe exulted in the capture of Antwerp in 1585, he did not know that within two years 20,000 people would emigrate, creating a loss of money and intellect from which the port city would take two centuries to recover. By 1590 one-third of Antwerp’s houses were for sale as international business relocated northwards or went bankrupt. By 1648 the Bourse, once a babel of noise, with every tongue of Europe to be heard there, was silent, transformed into a library.34


Meanwhile, although the Portuguese controlled the coast of Brazil  and Spanish rule was firmly established throughout the Caribbean basin and the Central American Main, settlements remained small and scattered along the seaboard, with a only few larger towns inland. Thus, apart from a few hides and dyes, and the gold and silver it yielded, the Spanish empire was poor and unproductive. By the 1570s the production of gold was already in decline, but silver was increasing, especially from the great Potos’ı mine of the Andes. The silver was carried north along the Pacific coast to the city of Panamá, then by mule-train through the jungles of the isthmus to Nombre de Dios for collection by a convoy to carry it back to Spain. Between 1570 and 1577 there were at least thirteen English expeditions to the Caribbean as the English openly adopted the search for plunder, at first joining and then outstripping the French; all this was undertaken without licence, authority or letters of reprisal and was, therefore, a campaign of outright piracy.35  The raiders were very keen to cut the Spanish silver route at what appeared to be its most vulnerable point - the crossing of the Panamanian Isthmus at Nombre de Dios.

In 1571 this became Drake’s target, although he attacked too late in the year when the silver had departed, and his actual assault miscarried. Undaunted, he made contact with escaped slaves - cimarrones - and mounted a successful raid on a mule train in February 1573, earning fame and riches. Although the quantity of silver he secured amounted to no more than 5 per cent of the annual shipment, the moral effect of this success was to have enormous repercussions in both Spain and England.36 Other raiders followed unsuccessfully in Drake’s footsteps, and the Spanish suppressed the cimarrones. But in 1578 Drake passed through the Straits of Magellan into the Pacific to raid Peru and Ecuador, then crossed the Pacific and returned to Plymouth in 1580. He brought with him booty worth perhaps £600,000 on which the investors in the expedition, including the secretary of state Sir Francis Walsingham, the earls of Leicester and Lincoln and other aggressive Protestant courtiers, not to mention Her Majesty the Queen, made a 4,700 per cent return. It was therefore hardly surprising that Elizabeth knighted the ‘master thief of the unknown world’ on his own deck, since her share enabled her to pay off her entire foreign debt and still leave £42,000 to invest in the new Levant Company.37


In the twenty-first century it is difficult to imagine the truly  astonishing nature of this feat; only Magellan’s ship had ever achieved it before, and Magellan had not survived to tell the tale. If anyone was likely to repeat such a voyage it would surely be another Portuguese, a Spaniard or perhaps a Frenchman, the recognised masters of oceanic navigation. The Scots had more experience than the English of open-ocean voyaging, having developed close links with Dieppe and Le Havre where a brilliant school of Huguenot navigators, adventurers and pirates flourished. The Scots were involved in raiding the Caribbean by 1547 at the latest, and in 1567 accompanied a French raid on Burburata in Venezuela.38 The first English ship to cross the equator had done so only in 1555, and no Englishman was capable of navigating unaided to the Caribbean when Elizabeth ascended the throne in 1558, with only one capable of it ten years later. Drake’s achievement, barely a decade further on, excited the unrestrained admiration of the greatest navigators of the day. But, more important, it created a political fire-storm; suddenly the entire country was inflamed ‘with a desire to adventure unto the seas’.39 And the extreme vulnerability of the Spanish empire had been laid bare, just as the threat of Spanish power was growing and political developments on the continent were increasingly threatening England.

During the 1580s the pressure on England mounted steadily. France, the natural counterweight to Spain, was now in religious and political turmoil; the Dutch rebellion was being gradually reduced by Alexander Farnese, Duke of Parma (although the seven northern United Provinces declared their total independence in 1581, and fought on); Ireland was in revolt; and the death of the last king of Portugal saw Felipe II occupy that country, adding to Spain’s wealth. Felipe’s annual revenue was some ten times that of Elizabeth, and, convinced - almost certainly wrongly - that Felipe had committed himself to an attack on England, in 1584 the queen pledged aid to the Dutch rebels and accepted a plan from John Hawkins to raid the Caribbean. Once more financed by private investors, but also carrying Elizabeth’s commission, Drake seized Santo Domingo on Española, the oldest Spanish city in the New World, on the last day of 1585. He sailed a month later to capture Cartagena, and on 4 April came within hours of intercepting a flota  carrying £700,000 bound for Spain, creating a profound shock among the Spanish. A wretched pirate from an insignificant northern island  had demonstrated Spain’s real vulnerability, and such impudence would have to be punished. Far from deterring war by bold action, Elizabeth had provoked it.40


The following year Drake was once more at sea, this time leading an expedition to lurk off Cape St Vincent in Southern Portugal, long notorious for pirates, and known to Spanish sailors as the ‘cape of surprises’. Although he achieved little by way of material damage, admitting that he had done no more than ‘singe the King of Spain’s beard’, the humiliation was too much for that prince to bear. Protesting that ‘with this corsair at sea in such strength, we cannot protect any island or coast, nor predict where he may attack’, Felipe resolved that the only way to eradicate this threat was to root it out at source.41  But this was a war that neither side wanted: Elizabeth sought only a compromise that would keep Spanish armies out of the Low Countries and preserve her throne; for Felipe, England was a natural ally he would never have attacked unless he believed his own interests to be under mortal threat. However strongly he felt about the Catholic faith, he had, until now, resisted all blandishments by the Pope or Catholic exiles to act.42 As the two countries lacked any land boundary at home or overseas it would be a naval war, though neither side had any experience of such an undertaking. The story of the Armada and its subsequent destruction has become one of the iconic tales of English history, and while the cause of its failure has been shrouded in myths ever since, it was unquestionably a catastrophe for Spain that both emboldened the English to make fresh attacks and put fresh heart into Spain’s enemies elsewhere. If there is a moment when the tide of Spanish expansion began to turn, then 1588 is that moment.43


Flush with the euphoria of victory, the English continued the war with a series of grand expeditions, often aimed at capturing a treasure fleet, but without success. Felipe now took steps to remedy his lack of sea power, building many ships in the ten years following the Armada and creating a nascent admiralty board, or Junta de Armadas, in 1594.44  In 1595 Drake proposed another major expedition to the Caribbean, comprising twenty-seven ships, six of which were provided by the queen, who also stumped up two-thirds of the necessary money, some £33,000. This force raided the R’ıo de la Hacha and Santa María in Venezuela and took Nombre de Dios, but the troops were beaten back  by the Spanish as they attempted to cross the isthmus, and as the fleet approached Portobelo Drake succumbed to dysentery, dying on 28 January 1596. Although it was later intercepted by a Spanish fleet, the expedition managed to return home with little damage. But the failure of this mission showed that the West Indies were effectively out of range of a large-scale Elizabethan expeditionary force.45 However, it did help spur the Spanish crown’s first attempt at building an armada de barlovento or Windward Squadron to defend the Caribbean, although this came to nothing when the initial shipbuilding programme exceeded its budget.46


Far more significant was the successful raid on Cádiz by a combined Anglo-Dutch force under Lord Howard of Effingham in June 1596. This was a monumental catastrophe for Spain, a humiliation of unprecedented magnitude, and Felipe’s response was to order a retaliatory assault on England.47 A second Armada of 126 ships was assembled in remarkably short order, but on 28 October it was caught on a lee shore off Galicia; thirty large ships were lost and the remainder were driven into port. The following year another attempt was made by the Spanish, who this time assembled 136 ships carrying 9,000 troops. It approached to within thirty miles of the Lizard before being struck by another powerful storm on 12 October 1597, which sank twenty-eight of the vessels. Meanwhile news of this expedition took the English court completely by surprise.48 But the significance of these major ventures must be seen in the context of the continuous erosion of Spain’s position by a host of lesser men, for, as James Williamson noted, British maritime achievement rested ‘not only upon the great names which History records in her most lurid passages, but also upon the accumulated exploits of the infinite number of small men, but for whom the Drakes and the Hawkinses, the masters of the sea, would never have been’.49


Fortunately for Elizabeth and England, Felipe was dying and Spain’s finances were on the verge of collapse. The war drew to a close through exhaustion on both sides, with distractions taking place elsewhere, such as the rebellion in Ireland of Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. In 1598 the crown passed to Felipe III, a man of pacifist leanings who longed to end the seemingly interminable wars. With the succession in 1603 of the pious and pacific King James VI of Scotland as King James  I of England, the ‘wisest fool in Christendom’ was wise enough to seek peace, and a conference was soon convened headed by Lord Howard on the English side. Supported by Sir Robert Cecil, Howard proposed that England be allowed to trade freely with the Indies and to set up bases in the Caribbean to that end, although he knew that Spain would never accept this; eventually the English moderated their demands as James made plain his desire to avoid foreign conflicts. For her part Spain wanted peace with England in order to isolate the Netherlands and concentrate on subduing the rebels of the United Provinces, so Felipe III was prepared to make concessions. When the Peace of London was signed in 1604 the Spanish agreed that England could trade anywhere except America, and secured a commitment from James that he would punish by death any of his subjects who sailed to the Indies.50


Throughout the Spanish war the vast majority of privateering effort had been concentrated in European waters, against shipping bringing the valuable Baltic commodities - grain, timber, copper and naval stores - on which Spain depended. Although attacks on Hanseatic, Dutch, Scottish, Polish, Swedish and other neutral ships created diplomatic difficulties, and also damaged English trade, they took a heavy and unremitting toll on Spain’s merchant fleet, particularly affecting the Basque and Cantabrian ports on which that fleet was based. Spain had not recovered her strength of the 1570s even 300 years later, and this would clearly affect her ability to support her American empire in the seventeenth century.51 Although only a small number of privateers operated in the Caribbean, they could be supported over a season and, of more than 150 voyages during the course of the war, most sailed individually or in small groups, of rarely more than four. Between 1585 and 1603 there are known to have been at least seventy-four ventures sent to the Caribbean, comprising a total of 183 ships. Unable to protect her own trade or damage the enemy’s, Spain could do nothing to prevent her colonies on the eastern Main swiftly becoming dependent on foreign trade. The cumulative effect on Spanish trade and settlements away from the major cities was literally devastating; by the war’s end much of the Spanish Caribbean was depopulated and in a state of ruin, leaving local trade largely in English, Dutch and French hands.52 Plunder and trade were never separate activities, and by 1600  Española’s trade was dominated by English and Dutch smugglers.53


The most significant development from the 1590s onwards was the rise in Dutch maritime trade that amazed contemporaries and still baffles posterity. ‘The prodigious increase in the Netherlands in their domestic and foreign trade, riches and multitude of shipping’, wrote Sir Josiah Child in 1669, ‘is the envy of the present and may be the wonder of future generations.’54 Much to the consternation of Spanish officials who were trying to fortify major ports and protect bullion fleets against Elizabethan privateers, less easily controlled items such as hides, sugar, ginger and canafistula (a purgative drug similar to senna) were being shipped to the Netherlands from the Caribbean, and ever more seizures were being made in the eastern Atlantic as well. Between 1592 and 1596 seven Dutch contraband ships were said to have stopped off at the island of La Margarita off the coast of Venezuela.55  By this time the smugglers were working through tangomangos, or middlemen, usually individuals working alone who in return for large commissions took orders and transmitted them to the smugglers, and who when caught simply paid their fines and carried on, ignoring the authorities. On Española, for example, controls had been imposed on salt so that only sufficient quantities to produce a specific amount of leather were supplied, and the sale of leather was subsequently controlled; but beyond the control of the capital the whole island collaborated in the export of leather - the entire population was involved.56


However, privateering was to have another, equally profound effect: it transformed the English merchant fleet and the merchant class that owned it. If, before the war, England’s mercantile prosperity was intimately bound to the cloth trade by means of Antwerp, now her fleet had both the skills and the ships to undertake long-distance trade and a newfound desire to use them. When Felipe II married Mary in 1558 he sent Stephen Borough to study at the navigation school of the Casa de Contraci’n in Sevilla, and Borough returned with the standard Spanish textbook, Martin Cortés’ Arte de navegar which was immediately translated. The competence of English navigators improved noticeably from then on, spurred by piracy and privateering. From the 1590s when English privateers began to appear in great numbers in the Mediterranean, they made little attempt to distinguish between enemies like  Spain and neutrals like Venice, and soon earned England a reputation as nothing less than a pirate nation.57


The war produced such a large class of skilled navigators that English scholars were now making rapid original advances in mathematics and navigation, so that in the course of a generation they passed from being pupils of the Spanish to being teachers of the Dutch, although navigation was still a very inexact science.58 England might remain, according to the Earl of Essex, ‘little in territory, not extraordinarily rich and defended only by itself’, but twenty years of war had radically transformed not merely her outlook, but her very maritime fabric.59  At the same time the men of Dieppe, Le Havre, Cherbourg, Saint-Malo, Brest and La Rochelle descended in increasing numbers on ‘Pe’rou’, to barter Normandy linens (known as rouens in French, or  ruanes in Spanish) for hides from Española.60 And if the Spanish and Portuguese regarded interloping, smuggling and piracy in the Americas as all one and the same thing, it was hardly surprising that foreigners chose not to distinguish them. Even if the only intention was trade, foreign ships must needs be armed and ready to fight if there truly was ‘no peace beyond the line’. Spain simply could not expect to keep the New World or the Caribbean to herself.
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TOBACCO AND SALT

What vertues in the noble weed do rest,
What Constitutions it agrees with best,
And what diseases it will cure, is now
Thy Task, my Muse, Rub my contracted brow,
And waken all the heat that’s in my Brain,
To adde a Genius to another strain.
 Tabaco, King of Plants I well may call;
Others have single virtues, this hath all.



Raphäl Thorius, Hymnus Tabaci (Hymn to Tobacco)

 



During the sixteenth century Spanish American trade was so important that ‘all of European life and the life of the entire world . . . could be said to have depended’ on it.1 But the exploitation of immense riches in precious metals would eventually prove a curse in disguise for Spain; the concentration on production from the mines focused crown attention to such an extent that the industry which alone could keep and absorb such wealth was neglected. War with the Netherlands drained the resources of Castile and her empire as her ‘bullionist’ commercial system, designed to maintain her monopoly, instead undermined it and inhibited development.2


If, in the early decades of the sixteenth century, the resources of Andalusia and Castile were sufficient to provide most of the needs of the Spanish colonists, as they became increasingly self-sufficient in primary products so the demand for manufactures, textiles and metal goods grew. Many of these were brought into Sevilla from Italy, Germany, France, the Netherlands, England and elsewhere, and accounted for an increasing proportion of outward-bound cargoes. These goods rose rapidly in price with taxes levied on top at every stage of the journey, so that by the time it reached faraway Chile a  packet of paper cost 100 pesos,c the equivalent of fifty head of cattle.3  Naturally goods could be acquired far more cheaply from original sources, leading the audiencia (appellate court) at Santo Domingo as early as 1549 to plead with Carlos V to license Flemish vessels to come to Española to trade.4 But the eyes of the crown and the merchants were fixed firmly on the treasure; they demanded quick returns and were uninterested in investing in the colonies in any way, thus steadily undermining them. Spain did not realise her good fortune, for though the French, Dutch and English wanted booty and profit by trade they did not covet one square foot of Spanish territory - at least, not yet.

Since trade in the Caribbean was poorly serviced, inevitably someone filled the gap. From the middle of the sixteenth century this was via the Canary Islanders, partly through a system of licences (asientos) and later through smuggling. When the smugglers turned out to be French and English this produced a different order of indignation from the authorities, especially as these interlopers were just as likely to plunder as to trade. Smugglers brought slaves and all sorts of manufactured goods, and were usually welcomed by monopoly-weary colonists, but it still involved risk on the part of the smugglers, since no Spaniard wanted to be denounced as a traitor by carrying on illegal trade. In 1568 a certain Captain Borgoing of Le Havre, an experienced smuggler who even carried a licence on this voyage, put into La Margarita Island north of Venezuela seeking pearls. A Spanish vecino or urban householder called Carillo, who normally engaged in such trade, invited the French ashore with guarantees of safety. But ten or twelve days later, seemingly out of pure capriciousness or possibly as the result of some insult, he attacked them with other settlers. Some sixteen Frenchmen were killed and their bodies strung up along the coast for show, demonstrating that the colonists were not the only ones taking risks from such trade.5 Only the main ports were fortified so these were paired with smugglers’ retreats, like Baru near Cartagena and El Garote near Portobelo.6 But because there was practically no direct contact between metropolitan and secondary ports, rescates were quick to fill the gap caused by lack of supply and exorbitant prices, and the Spanish were not alone in suffering this way. In 1619 the governor of Bermuda, Nathaniel Butler, complained that the island’s company sent only one ship that year, and barely a month after its departure he was forced to authorise trade with a Zeelander from Middelburg who had corn, shoes, clothing and other vitally necessary items.7


At the turn of the century the French probably had the largest share of the trade, and in describing the situation in 1604 at Manzanillo, the port of Bayamo in southern Cuba, the governor of Jamaica reported a veritable international smugglers’ convention. An eyewitness informed him that:there are nine ships of Flemings, French and English engaged in contraband, and in Guanalhibes in Española another five, and that the French plunder with one hand and trade with the other, and that the mouth of the River Cauto in Bayamo is occupied so that no ship may leave without safe-conduct from the smugglers . . . Those who are most strongly established there are Pompilio the Genoese; Cavallon, a Frenchman; Captain Arceo, a Frenchman; Abraham, a Fleming; Jacques, a Fleming; a Lombard captain; one Mota, who is married in Puerto Princípe [Cuba], a Portuguese who has joined the French and lives by robbery; and two Englishmen who are selling goods taken from ships bound from Spain to Havana.8





The Spanish authorities’ ambivalent attitude to the colonists was reciprocated, illustrated by the word rescates, often used in the singular and as a term of abuse. It has no simple translation but lies somewhere between trade and criminal enterprise, and might mean exchange, barter, smuggling or ransom; in due course the word rescatadore would become synonymous with pirate.9 And rescatadores could expect brutal treatment if caught. In 1604 the Venetian ambassador to England reported that the Spanish had captured two English ships in the West Indies.

They cut off the hands, feet, nose and ears of the crew and smeared them with honey, and tied them to trees to be tortured by flies and other beasts. The Spanish here plead that they were pirates, not  merchants, and did not know of the peace. But the barbarity makes people here cry out.10



Such cruelty would eventually come back to haunt the Spanish.

In 1604 they made a plan to depopulate the northern part of Española by removing its people to the area around Santo Domingo, prompted by the revelation that Protestant Bibles were among the items being brought in by the smugglers. On 2 August 1605 the governor suddenly appeared at Bayahá on the north-western coast of the island and read a  c’dula (royal proclamation) issued in January. In it His Catholic Majesty complained of ‘inveterate and pernicious traffic’ with foreign smugglers and ordered the residents to transfer to the south of the island, and, to enforce the order, soldiers were on hand to torch the buildings. The process was then repeated at Puerto Plata, Monte Christi and La Yaguana while the inhabitants ran riot, and the Dutch tried to provoke them to rebel.11


The consequences of this forced migration were terrible. Of the 110,000 head of cattle only 8,000 could be rounded up, and shortage of pasture meant that only 2,000 of these survived, producing a severe meat shortage as the rest ran wild. A third of the population of Bayaguana died from starvation and disease, and in 1609 the remains of the town were razed to the ground. It became necessary to hold mass before dawn so that those without clothes could hide in the darkness, and many homeless people resorted to cattle-rustling as vast areas of the island were abandoned, later to be occupied by French and English evicted from other places and giving rise to the buccaneers.12 A similar policy was carried out in Nueva Ecija, and severely damaged the economic development of what is now Venezuela, as the short-sighted determination of Don Francisco Gómez de Sandoval y Rojas, Duque de Lerma and his puppet, King Felipe III, to maintain a mare clausum (closed sea) would only undermine Spain’s position. By refusing to develop her colonies Spain would have to supply them herself, but this she could not do, therefore defeating the very point of her holding them. By 1608 the governor of Caracas, Venezuela, Sancho de Alquiza, was complaining that shortages were so bad he had no paper on which to write his letters of complaint.13


Now that the English were making peace with Spain it was left to the Dutch to inflict on her the final defeats that would bring the long wars to a close, albeit a temporary one. In 1606 they destroyed a powerful Portugese fleet off Malacca, and the following year a Spanish one off Gibraltar. Thus ended a period in which, while maintaining the finest tradition of the Sea Beggars, they had been transformed from rugged pirates into a national fleet that Spain could not defeat. As the fighting along the Flanders frontier became bogged down in inconclusive stalemate, Prince Maurits of Nassau could smirk: ‘So you come to negotiate with the Beggars?’14 This astonishing success was symptomatic; it was the Dutch and not the English who would break the back of Spanish sea power in the early part of the seventeenth century. The seas of Europe were already familiar with their banner of horizontal bars of red, white and blue, and it was soon swarming over other seas where it heralded the startling emergence of a new empire. Fortified by their Protestant faith in a world before rationalism, the Dutch thanked the blessing of providence for their freedom.15 For now the chief stumbling block to a truce was their insistence on the right to trade in both East and West Indies. Their negotiators, headed by veteran statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, were left in no doubt that the price of full peace and recognition of their republic was the sacrifice of Dutch ambitions in the Indies, and the inhibition of moves to set up a West India Company. These obstacles were avoided only with a carefully worded Article V that allowed the Dutch to trade with the peninsular ports as far as the line of Tordesillas, and left a relatively free hand in the east but implied that the Americas remained a Spanish preserve, to penetrate which they needed the express permission of Felipe III. 16 But the article contained a proviso that this restriction would not be valid in countries ‘that chose to grant permission, even beyond the stipulated limits’. This was practically guaranteed to generate further conflict, since the Dutch interpreted the willingness of colonies to accept contraband as third-country permission to trade.17  Both before and after the truce, they sailed westward carrying cutlery, wines, cheese, butter and African slaves, returning with sugar, tobacco, hides, ginger, canafistula, pearls, sarsparilla, cochineal, indigo, dye-woods and cacao, or nothing at all if their luck fell that way. Whatever rights they might have acquired under the truce, in the Caribbean they  remained pirates, foreigners and heretics with whom business could only be conducted surreptitiously.

The conclusion of the Truce of Antwerp in 1609 was a tacit admission of defeat by Lerma and Felipe III, and was soon seen as a political humiliation; it was a recognition that the United Provinces was a free and independent nation, one that already demonstrated considerable prosperity.18 Although the Spanish crown did not formally abandon its claim to sovereignty over the northern Netherlands until 1648, it was a claim the world did not take seriously. But neither had a single square foot of territory been wrested from Iberian control in the New World, and while foreigners might be a nuisance, it still remained for them to seize the basis of an empire.19 But while attempts by the French, Dutch and English to break the Spanish monopoly in the Americas had failed, at least superficially, Spain was seriously weakened by those wars driven by dynastic or religious zeal, particularly in the Low Countries. At home she was forced into a humiliating reliance upon Hanseatic and even Dutch vessels, which ensured a large increase in north European shipping in Andalusian ports bringing an abundance of Scandinavian timber and northern manufactures. These products were key elements in the further expansion of Sevilla’s monopoly with the Americas between 1609 and 1620, which was characterised by a growth in exports, or rather re-exports .20 Furthermore, illicit trade with foreigners at Sevilla and Cádiz, and in the New World itself, had seen Spain’s gold and silver drain away and her real wealth decline, while domestic craftsmanship had withered. Although there was as yet no question of losing control of the main Indies trade routes, Spain’s power was being eroded at the margins and, with practically all sources of revenue mortgaged to the hilt, her strength was an illusion.21


In England the smooth accession of King James I to the throne was managed by the Cecil-Howard faction that dominated English politics. As Cecil in a private capacity and Howard, now Earl of Nottingham, in a public capacity as lord admiral represented the powerful privateering interest, this introduced a measure of tension. The king disliked pirates as much as he did any other men of violence, and he soon stopped the mounting campaign of privateering on both sides of the Atlantic, and relieved the pressure on the Caribbean, enabling  the Spanish to target smuggling with both physical measures and diplomatic pressure in London.22 In October 1605 the Spanish again decided to build the armada de barlovento, a special squadron of eight galleons and four sloops to defend the Windward Islands, and Felipe III launched an aggressive, if not very successful, campaign against pirates, illegal traders and smugglers and the colonists who collaborated with them. He authorised the colonists to keep confiscated merchandise, and at the same time drastic measures were taken to remove entire populations who protected smugglers, a policy that devastated whole regions. The naval structure was altered and fortifications were built.23


London merchants, if not the seamen of the West Country, could at least react to this campaign by transferring their interest to trade in the Mediterranean through the Levant Company, or in the Far East through the newly formed East India Company. The almost total cessation of hostilities between the Dutch and Spanish in 1607 also greatly reduced the Dutch presence in the Caribbean, giving Spain a brief respite if not solving her fundamental economic and defence problems. But the cost of war in Europe was prohibitive; Spain found that the 130,000 ducatsd needed for Caribbean defence was beyond her and the armada de barlovento was abandoned at Havana in 1609.24 But piracy was a residual problem just about everywhere, including around the coast of Britain. The new Venetian ambassador fell prey to them on his way to England in 1603, and the king’s brother-in-law, Christian IV of Denmark, suffered likewise in 1614. Captain John Smith explained why so many men turned to piracy:King James who from his infancie had reigned in Peace with all Nations had no imployment for those men of warre so that those that were rich rested with what they had; those that were poore and had nothing but from hand to mouth, turned Pirats; some, because became sleighted of those for whom they had got much wealth; some for that they could not get their due; some, all that lived bravely, would not abase themselves to poverty; some, vainly, only to get a name; others for revenge, covetousness, or as ill.25





Indeed, the period 1608-14 was something of a golden one for English and Dutch pirates in the north Atlantic, operating on a large scale and over a wide area; but thereafter the appearance of Barbary corsairs from Algiers and Tunis served to focus minds on the problem, even if a suitable solution remained elusive.26 ‘With regard to the mass of the populace, which has amassed such wealth by privateering, and among the common people in particular,’ noted the Venetian ambassador in 1620, pirates ‘are not held in ill-repute.’27 But piracy now started to decline dramatically.

The Dutch-Spanish truce signalled the start of a period of relative calm in the Caribbean, with only occasional alarms caused by French and English pirates raiding and trading in the Greater Antilles. Rescatadores  were always to be found along the thinly populated coasts of western Cuba or Jamaica. In 1606 a Spanish official wrote to the king in exasperation of the colonists of Española: ‘They are the most disloyal and rebellious vassals that any king or prince in the world ever had, and if your highness were to appear among them, they would sell your highness for three yards of Rouen silk or even for nothing.’28 There never was any shortage of intruders looking for trade or plunder. Haunting the islands and coasts, they patrolled the sea lanes on which the colonies depended for their trade and livelihood - frigates, caravels and round ships that carried sugar, hides, tobacco, ginger, sarsparilla and pearls bound for Spain, and linens, manufactures and other goods inbound. In the summer of 1609 a French man-of-war allegedly of 150 tons, with a crew of 130 including Englishmen, took a Canarian prize in the Virgin Islands, and set the company ashore at St Christopher (St Kitts) which seems to have been used as the vessel’s temporary base. French pirates were also reported to be operating off Cuba. This may have been one of several ships including English and Dutch vessels that appeared at this time in the bay of Isla Vaca (Cow Island ) off Española to supply arms and ammunition to a secret settlement of rebels supposedly three leaguese inland, of mixed blacks, whites and mulattos known as genta levantada.29


From before the end of the sixteenth century tobacco was the ruling colonial product in the New World; it was used for barter and as payment in kind to defray rents, wages and taxes. In Bermuda in 1621 brides were sold for 100 pounds of tobacco apiece.30 Prices in the 1590s ranged from 12 shillings to as much as 90 shillings per pound, but towards the end of the century the market for tobacco in north-west Europe expanded considerably, being especially strong in England as early as 1597.31 By the time King James published A Counter-Blaste to Tobacco in 1604, it had become in his adopted country far more than a mere aristocratic fad or apothecary’s cure-all. ‘No, it is become in place of a cure, a point of good fellowship, and he that will refuse to take a pipe of Tobacco among his fellows . . . is accounted peevish and no good company.’32 Officially valued for customs purposes at half a mark (6s 8d) per pound in the new Book of Rates issued by the English Treasury in 1604, by 1610 it was a major import commodity with an annual value estimated at over £60,000; a year later a Spanish observer noted that English consumption had risen to 100,000 pounds per annum, worth approximately £100,000.33 Serious tobacco smuggling out of Trinidad got under way soon after peace was declared between the English and Spanish governments. Reports from the authorities in Venezuela during the final years of war expressed alarm at the dominance of tobacco cultivation over all other forms of agriculture, and dismay at the increasing number of English, Dutch and French pirates attracted by it.

By 1607 smuggling was in full swing, and in December the governor of Cumaná reported that ‘now tobacco is cleared from all these provinces except San Tome’ and the island of Trinidad . . . a great quantity of goods is smuggled and that English and Dutch ships are never lacking there’.34 Thomas Hickory estimated that in 1608-9 some twenty vessels called to collect tobacco from Trinidad and between summer and spring of 1609-10 thirty foreign vessels arrived in Port of Spain.35  An attempt was made to colonise Guiana (modern Guyana) for tobacco cultivation between 1609 and 1612; and Robert Harcourt, who took part in this venture, predicted a brilliant future, claiming it ‘will bring as great a benefit and profit to the undertakers, as ever the Spaniards gained by the best and richest silver mine in all the Indies’.36 But most attempts at settlement failed within two or three years, and the  increasing infiltration into the area finally produced a strong Spanish reaction. The Dutch and English established a substantial tobacco trade based on the Orinoco and Trinidad to avoid anti-smuggling measures at Cumaná which was well established by 1609, and by 1611-12 Trinidad was said to be the outlet for all the tobacco in Venezuela, and the inlet for European wares to Cartagena and beyond.37 Letters from the Spanish ambassador in London stressed the increasing numbers of English ships involved as the 1611-12 season saw this lucrative trade reach its climax, so that worried members of the Junta de Guerra del Consejo de Indias (War Council of the Indies) reported in March 1612 that ‘great quantities of enemy ships of different nations, particularly Dutch and English, resort to the island of Trinidad to contraband with the residents for the fruits of the soil and above all tobacco . . . and all this is done so freely that ordinarily there are ten or twelve ships there’.38


Trinidad was not the only focus of smuggling operations, however. In 1612 the governor of Cuba complained that:all these years these coasts have been infested with small pirate vessels, from which our majesty’s subjects who live by trade and navigation have suffered much damage, and it is understood from some who have been robbed and put ashore that they are becoming as attached to rescates as to pillage.39
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