



  [image: cover]




  

  




  [image: ]




  





  For Chris




  





  Contents




  Maps of the West Indies




  List of Illustrations




  Introduction




  One – A Passage to the Indies




  Two – Stepping Stones to the New World




  Three – Pirates and Protestants




  Four – Sugar




  Five – The Rise of Slavery




  Six – A World at War




  Seven – Haiti, or the Beginning of the End




  Eight – Cuba and the Contradictions of Freedom




  Nine – Banana Wars and Global Battles




  Ten – The Road to Independence




  Eleven – The Cold War in the Tropics




  Twelve – Island Life




  Thirteen – Import/Export




  Fourteen – Invented Paradise




  Conclusion




  Timeline: Key Events in the Caribbean




  Gazetteer: The Caribbean (and surroundings)




  Acknowledgements




  Selected Bibliography




  Notes




  Index




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  








  List of Illustrations




  

    1. The Catalan Atlas of 1375 is attributed to mapmaker Abraham Cresques and was presented to France’s Charles V. Its detail of Europe, the

    Mediterranean, and North Africa made it one of the most cartographically advanced maps of its time. (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, France/Index/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    2. Christopher Columbus landing on the island of Hispaniola for the first time, as later imagined by Flemish printmaker Pieter Balthazar Bouttats

    (1666–1755). (Hubbard Collection/Library of Congress)




    3. ‘Carib’ Indians, from an engraving in a 1593 account by Johannes Lerii, complete with ceremonial tobacco pipes though no obvious

    cannibalism. (Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    4. A portrait of Welsh-born pirate Henry Morgan, who attacked Spanish settlements in Cuba, Panama, and Venezuela, and was later named

    lieutenant-governor of Jamaica in 1674. (Private Collection/Peter Newark Historical Pictures/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    5. A Dutch engraving (1678) depicting Henry Morgan’s devastating attack on Panama City in 1671, where he and his men spent three weeks

    pillaging the Spanish city, taking as much treasure as they could find. (Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    6. A seventeenth-century map of Santo Domingo, on Hispaniola, which was by that point the capital of the island. (De Agostini Picture Library/G.

    Dagli Orti/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    7. Detail of a Mexican ‘casta’ painting (c. 1715), this one showing the ‘mestizo’ offspring of a Spanish man and an

    indigenous woman. (Breamore House, Hampshire, UK/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    8. The sixteenth-century Alcázar de Colón, in Santo Domingo, was built to house Diego Columbus, the son of Christopher, who became the

    island’s governor in 1509. (By courtesy of the author)




    9. An engraving (c. 1585) of Dutch traders arriving in West Africa (Guinea) to negotiate a shipment of slaves. (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris,

    France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    10. Gold mining in Hispaniola, as imagined in the nineteenth century. The mines were so dangerous that the brutal conditions often quickly killed

    the indigenous people and African slaves who worked in them. (Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    11. A romanticized depiction of sugar cane harvesting in Antigua, c. 1820s, displaying none of the brutality that was part of daily life for

    slaves. (British Library, London, UK/© British Library Board. All Rights Reserved/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    12. An engraving of the sugar refining process in the mid-seventeenth-century French West Indies. (Library of Congress)




    13. Havana harbour in the aftermath of the British battle in 1762, during the Seven Years War, complete with sinking masts of defeated ships.

    (Library of Congress)




    14. The taking of the French island of St Lucia by the British in 1778, during the American War of Independence. In addition to fighting the

    patriots in the thirteen colonies, Britain faced hostility from Spain, France, and the Dutch in the Caribbean. (Library of Congress)




    15. Mr and Mrs Hill, as painted by Arthur Devis (c. 1750–51). Although little is known about the subjects, they represent the growing and

    aspirational middle-class consumer – complete with tea cups laid out for visitors, and of course, a sugar bowl. (Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, USA/The Bridgeman Art

    Library)




    16. James Gillray’s ‘Barbarities in the West Indies’, which depicts an incident mentioned during the 1791 debate on the motion to

    abolish the slave trade. (© Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    17. An English portrait from 1802 of Toussaint Louverture, the Saint-Domingue general who fought to free the island’s slaves. He was

    imprisoned by the French and died before the republic of Haiti was established in 1804. (English School/Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    18. The burning of Le Cap, Saint-Domingue – the port city faced numerous attacks throughout the Haitian revolution, including a devastating

    one in 1793. (Private Collection/Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    19. George Cruikshank’s ‘The New Union Club’ (1819) evokes the worst nineteenth-century stereotypes about black people, and the

    work parodies the aim of white abolitionists who expressed their desire to ‘civilize’ slaves and ex-slaves. (Private Collection/© Michael Graham-Stewart/The Bridgeman Art

    Library)




    20. Abolitionist William Wilberforce, who campaigned to end the slave trade, which became law in 1807. He died in 1833, only a few days after an

    act to free slaves in the British Empire passed the House of Commons. (Library of Congress)




    21. Agostino Brunias’s ‘A Linen Market’ depicts the world of the free people of colour in the British Windward Islands c. 1780.

    (Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, USA)




    22. & 23. Costumes worn during the 1837 ‘Christmas Amusements’ in Jamaica, as captured by the artist Isaac Mendes Belisario. Jaw-Bone, or House John-Canoe, donned by former and soon-to-be-freed slaves; Queen or

    ‘Maam’ of the Set-Girls. (Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, USA/The Bridgeman Art Library)




    24. Banana workers cutting fruit on a plantation in Costa Rica, c. 1910. (Frank and Frances Carpenter Collection/Library of Congress)




    25. A hut belonging to Indian (also called ‘coolie’) indentured labourers, in Jamaica. Many people from India and China arrived in the

    Caribbean for work, from the mid-1850s onwards, mostly settling in Jamaica, Cuba, Trinidad, and Guiana. (M. H .Zahner/Griffith & Griffith/Library of Congress)




    26. Sugar workers in Yabucoa, Puerto Rico gather at a meeting in support of a strike at the sugar mill, in 1941. (Jack Delano/U.S. Farm Security

    Administration/Office of War Information/Library of Congress)




    27. Marcus Garvey c. 1924, around the time the success of the Jamaica-born Universal Negro Improvement Association founder began to unravel and he

    was sentenced for mail fraud in the United States. (George Grantham Bain Collection/Library of Congress)




    28. RAF airman Carl Aitken, from Jamaica, was one of thousands of men from the West Indies to volunteer to fight in the Second World War. Sally

    Lopez, also from Jamaica, volunteered to join the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. (Popperfoto/Getty Images)




    29. Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in Havana, Cuba in 1958 – the following year Castro would be in charge of the island, with Guevara as one of

    his top ministers. (Photo by Gerard SIOEN/Gamma-Rapho via Getty Images)




    30. Dr Eric Williams in 1961, the year before Trinidad and Tobago was granted its independence and he became Prime Minister, a role he kept until

    his death in 1981. (Photo by Popperfoto/Getty Images)




    31. A 1950s travel poster – the onset of the jet age meant that people from Europe and the US could travel to the Caribbean in far less time,

    and some of the islands were quick to develop a tourism industry.




    32. A tourist in Kingston, Jamaica poses with locals around the turn of the twentieth century. (George Grantham Bain Collection/Library of

    Congress)




    33. Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 2012, two years after the cataclysmic earthquake that caused thousands of deaths and nearly destroyed the capital. In

    the background is the National Palace, which was razed later that year rather than repaired. (By courtesy of the author)




    34. The courthouse in Plymouth, Montserrat, after the Soufrière Hills volcano erupted in 1995, destroying much of the island. (Photo by

    Christopher Pillitz/Exclusive by Getty Images)


  




  







  Introduction




  On the mountainous island of Martinique, at the edge of La Savane park, in the capital, Fort-de-France, there is a statue of a headless woman. Under the shade of leafy trees,

  and mounted on a sturdy plinth, she is dressed in the type of empire-waist gown that was fashionable in the late eighteenth century. In her right hand she holds a rose to her chest, her left is

  resting on top of a large cameo, on it carved the profile of Napoleon Bonaparte. The statue is of his first wife, Marie-Josèphe-Rose Tascher de la Pagerie, perhaps the most famous (or,

  indeed, infamous) daughter of Martinique. She was born to sugar-planter parents in Trois-Îlets, across the bay from Fort-de-France.




  No one is certain when she was decapitated, but the head is long gone and there has never been any effort to fashion a new one for the Rose of Martinique, as she was known. Lashings of red paint

  now adorn her body. The antipathy from Martinicans comes not just from the fact that she was a planter’s daughter, or that she was Napoleon’s wife, but from the convergence of the two:

  many islanders believe she convinced him to reinstate slavery in the French colonies eight years after its abolition in 1794 in order to protect her family’s fortunes. There is no evidence

  that she said anything to Napoleon about slavery, but the myth lives on.




  Something about this story captures almost every element of Caribbean history: the connection between the tiny island and powerful people in Europe; the legacy of slavery; the persistence of

  myths and legends; and the idiosyncratic way that it has been memorialized. The statue remains in the island’s capital, headless and daubed with paint, facing the sea.


 






*


  ‘Empire’ might seem an anachronistic term to use in the title of this book. The trend in scholarly arenas is for the more encompassing ‘global’, which

  conjures fewer images of pith-helmeted imperialism, and allows for the inclusion of a wider range of nations and people. But the reality is that the modern Caribbean, from 1492 onwards, was the

  product of an encounter between Europeans and other peoples. That is not to say Europeans made the islands what they are, but that they started a process both destructive and constructive

  that has led them to become what they are today. Europeans eradicated most of the islands’ indigenous past. Indeed, it is increasingly accepted that Columbus did not ‘discover’

  the Americas, but rather that he led a march on their people while thinking he was in the Far East. The early period of West Indian, and by extension American, discovery and settlement was a time

  of upheaval made all the more unusual and deadly because of the toxic combination of guns and germs. To be sure, disease did its part in wiping out large swathes of the Amerindian population, but

  Europeans did not stand idly by as smallpox swept through. They took advantage of the situation. The clash between the new and old worlds brought about death and destruction, of course, but it also

  allowed for the development of new processes, including transatlantic slavery. It was the creation, quite literally, of new worlds on top of old lands that gives the islands their unique place in

  history. This was also aided by the fact that so little was known, understood, or recorded about indigenous life on the islands, whereas, in contrast, a great deal more of the nearby Aztec and Inca

  states survived and was discussed – not always without problems.




  However, the credit for making the diverse islands of the West Indies what they are today lies with the people: the surviving Amerindians, the large number of Africans, the smattering of

  Europeans, and, later, the people born and raised in the Caribbean, the ‘creoles’. This is reflected by a diversity throughout the islands’ music, food, art, dance and other

  cultural forms – but also, paradoxically, between the shared history of that diversity. Yet even the recognition of this has been a long time coming. Europeans were hardly kind in writing

  about the islands, or the people in them. The English novelist Anthony Trollope, in an 1859 account of his tour around the islands, wrote about the island-born people of African descent he met in

  Jamaica: ‘They have no country of their own, yet have they not hitherto any country of their adoption for, whether as slaves in Cuba, or as free labourers in the British isles, they are in

  each case a servile people in a foreign land. They have no language of their own . . . they have no idea of country, and no pride of race.’1 St Lucian poet Derek Walcott, in his Nobel Lecture of 1992, made reference to ‘Trollope’s “non-people”’ in a passage about Port of Spain, a

  city in which it was possible to embrace what Trollope had rejected. The city, Walcott wrote, had ‘a downtown babel of shop signs and streets, mongrelized, polyglot, a ferment without a

  history, like heaven. Because that is what such a city is, in the New World, a writer’s heaven.’2 But the white European and

  later North American views and all the racist ideas embedded in them dominated the written accounts of the Caribbean in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and often these and documents

  written and organized by white colonial officials may be all the interested historian has reference to. It was not until the later decades of the twentieth that many of these ideas were refuted and

  rejected, though some ongoing stereotypes seem to have been carved in stone.




  Empire is crucial, because the more than five hundred years of European rule in Caribbean waters cannot be washed away, even if many people would like it to be. Many of the islands are now

  independent, and the era of imperial rule is a fading memory. But there is no ignoring the legacy. At the same time, the history of the Caribbean is not simply a tale of European powers and African

  slaves; a much wider global story has developed that stretches from the United States to China. Empire is not a static word either – its meanings range from asserting direct political control

  to more indirect economic dominance.




  However, ‘empire’ in this book does not offer a reassuring narrative about how the Spanish or British or French or Dutch brought order or civilization to these islands. To be clear:

  Europeans brought destruction, chaos, and disorder. They may have built roads and set up bureaucracies, or maintained a semblance of control through the repression of dissent or uprising, but as

  becomes clear early on, resistance and rebellion was all around.




  Making sense of these multiple and conflicting strands is far from straightforward. For every tranquil planter there was a rebellious slave. For every bored colonial administrator there was a

  subordinate subverting the system. But there was also a great degree of cooperation, and assimilation, too. Life was often not as dichotomized as it has frequently been presented. If there is an

  overarching narrative here, it is not of progress, or development, but persistence: this is what happened, good and bad, after Europeans arrived. If all the islands of the Caribbean could be

  amalgamated and anthropomorphized, the resulting person would have been taken from the African coast, worked as a pirate, been forced into slavery, toiled in a cane field, fought in a war, been

  freed, squatted on land, become a unionized labourer, and run a tourist resort. This is an exaggeration, of course, but the character of the West Indies has everything to do with surviving the many

  brutalities, restrictions, and challenges served up by people from Europe, and later the United States. And that is not to mention the ongoing struggles against nature in a region regularly

  battered by hurricanes, as well as periodic earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. If there is one thing at the heart of this story, it is the genius of adaptation. This is what the clash of worlds

  – as violent as any force of nature – demanded. Adaptation – to diaspora, to disease, to slavery, to racism, to earthquakes, to poverty, to tourism – was the response to an

  exhausting series of events. Yet, as the cultural theorist Stuart Hall has pointed out, the Caribbean, to Western eyes, is ‘very much “the same”. We belong to the marginal, the

  underdeveloped, the periphery, the “Other”. We are at the outer edge, the “rim”, of the metropolitan world – always “South” to someone else’s El

  Norte.’3




  *




  History is no mere collection of inert facts and dates. It can be manipulated, shaped, stretched, and moulded. Sweeping historical narratives have a complex social psychology.

  They often speak to a collective need to feel that transgressions of the past were not so bad, or perhaps that they were worse than we could have possibly imagined, or that things were awful and we

  helped to change them. Histories help a nation define what it is, or indeed what people would like it to be. Yet the past cannot so neatly be packed into boxes, and the story that unfolds in

  this book is often one of extremes: brutality and liberation, oppression and freedom. History has long been used for political ends. Consider the more recent examples: the appropriation of the

  Boston Tea Party by right-wing Republicans in the US; or, in Britain, the ongoing debate between the government and professional historians about the narrow, Anglocentric school history curriculum.

  In relation to the Caribbean, by extension, the idea that somehow Columbus and other Europeans brought civilization rather than destroyed it has been a tenacious myth, though it is one that is

  finally being chipped away.




  Thinking about the wider West Indies and how to place them means piecing together a story that has long since fragmented. Histories tend to be linguistically and imperially grouped, not least

  because so much archival or source material is in English, Spanish, French, or Dutch, and so language often guides research. But there is also the issue of nationalism. As islands like Jamaica or

  Cuba make sense of their own history, they necessarily push aside a wider story in favour of a more focused one.




  The second half of the book’s title – Crossroads – references the history of the West Indies as one of connections and crossings, such as the planter’s daughter

  from Martinique who married a self-proclaimed emperor of France. Today, to many people, the idea of the islands is best represented by a generic image of blue water and palm trees, yet each of the

  islands has its own rich, dense history that extends across the globe, far beyond the Caribbean. There is a spiritual dimension too, as religious scholars Ennis Edmonds and Michelle Gonzalez point

  out: ‘In Afro-Caribbean religions, the spiritual entity Papa Legba, or Elegguá, rules over the crossroads – the symbolic juncture between the human and the realm of the spirits,

  the pathway between present realities and the African past, the point that separates the present and the future, the place of ritual transformation and empowerment, and the site of decision and

  opportunity.’4




  The shipping lanes in and out of these islands brought the world together. Silks moved from China to Panama to Spain and onwards. People moved, too; the seas could be a means to liberation and

  living outside the law, or a conduit to the living hell of enslavement. The sea also was the bringer of goods. Eager islanders awaited shipments of European wares, while Europeans demanded ever

  more shiploads of commodities to give them their sugar fix, or tobacco hit. The sort of global commodity chains we take for granted today – the ones that bring us iPads and cheap shoes

  – were forged in this period.




  But some caution should be exercised. Claiming to be the first ‘modern’ place or the earliest ‘globalized’ nation is a bit of an ivory-tower arms race. Historians in many

  areas – medieval Europe, seventeenth-century India, fifteenth-century China – have claimed the roots of the modern world are to be found firmly planted in Westphalia, Bengal, or

  Shanghai. This is a contest with no clear winner. However, the links between the West Indies and the rest of the world certainly made them a contender for claims to early global connections. Within

  a relatively short space of time, the rise of European colonialism in the West Indies linked Santo Domingo to Manila, and Trinidad to India. There were other trade circuits, to be sure, but none

  that spanned east and west to such a degree – the route becoming faster still after the awkward trek across the Panamanian isthmus ended with the opening of the Panama Canal in the twentieth

  century.




  The Caribbean was both factory and marketplace. Fortunes were made and lost growing sugar and other crops; smaller islands could trade in global goods, at times flouting both commercial laws and

  tax regimes. It was an important hub in the development of the modern world economy. But, like the sweatshops of the present, the cost of such economic development was borne by the exploited

  workers; these islands were also the site of demographic upheaval and displacement in the name of profit, as African labourers were brought to their shores. Then, as the era of slavery drew to a

  close, Indians and Chinese followed these imperial paths to the doors of Trinidad, Guyana,1 and Jamaica, with some even diverting to Cuba. In

  these small places, people from around the world lived together. The story was not always a happy one, but the outcome made the islands like nowhere else.




  Another critical aspect of the Caribbean is the emotions it fostered. It was at once a place of dreams, of fantasy, of riches, of sexual excess. And it was feared as a graveyard, in both a

  physical and a spiritual sense. Millions of people – Europeans, Africans, Asians – died from tropical diseases until scientific advances and public health reined in the killing power of

  the mosquito and other carriers. But there were also concerns that life on these islands could ruin a European’s moral health, making them lascivious and corrupt degenerates, revelling in

  their ill-gotten gains. Columbus set about his mission looking for gold; the sugar planters arrived seeking their fortunes; and today’s tourist steps off the plane to be whisked away to a

  villa where all cares are to be swept aside. The islands have continued to foster fantasy, often completely at odds with their reality. At first glance it does look like paradise: the blue sky, and

  impossibly clear turquoise water, the sand, the palm trees, the gentle caress of the sea breezes. Yet most islanders face an everyday struggle for survival amid such natural splendour. The dreams

  work both ways as well – many islanders cannot find what they are looking for in the Caribbean, and instead set off to the United States or Europe in pursuit of whatever that may be.




  It is perhaps unfashionable to say so, but there is a great deal of the present in the Caribbean’s past. Although the adage that history repeats itself is tiresome, there are patterns here

  that cannot be ignored. Certain themes arise again and again in today’s world: slavery (waged, or otherwise); environmental crises; wild and destructive stock-market bubbles; unfair trade;

  political repression. It is perhaps best left to the philosophers to question the seemingly repetitive quality of human malfeasance, but the parallels and precursors are clear for all to see.

  Before there was a campaign against sweatshop labour, there was one against buying Caribbean sugar; before there was the toppling of Saddam Hussein, there was the overthrow of the government in

  Guatemala. The answers are not necessarily to be found in the past, but the clues are. The history of the Caribbean is a history that belongs to everyone.




  *




  My own relationship to the Caribbean is born of two things. The first is a nagging disquiet over the fact that so much of Caribbean history was transformed – deformed

  – by the worthless commodity of sugar. Of course, it wasn’t financially worthless, then or now, but the human body does not need it to survive. A system of suppression and enslavement

  underpinned a human desire for the superfluous. The initial hunt for gold and silver is easier to understand – these metals had a value, which is why the Spanish were searching for them. But

  sugar, a useless by-product of a breed of grass, shaped not only West Indian history, but the rise of consumer society. There had to be a hunger there, greed. It also needed a large labour supply,

  empty land with the right climatic conditions, a philosophical moment when agriculture was seen as the route to riches, and a trade network that put a high value on it. There also had to be a gap

  between the production and consumption of a good, which was soon in place as well, and European sugar use expanded and a blind eye was turned to the source. There are clear parallels to be made

  about more modern commodities, for instance sweatshop-produced clothing, or the illegal drug trade. The dream of easy wealth at the expense of someone else’s misery is one that refuses to

  die.




  The second entry point is more personal. I am not of Caribbean origin, nor, as far as I know, did any of my family have interests in the islands. But I spent my childhood in the Deep South of

  the United States in the 1980s, moving there less than twenty years after segregation had ended. The scars from that period were real and visceral. It seemed at the time that the Caribbean, or at

  least what little I knew or understood of it, offered a different story, one that provided a more positive ending to an ugly period in the history of the Americas. It is a shared history, after

  all. The elements are similar – encounter, exploitation, slavery, emancipation, displacement, migration – but they seem to be jumbled up, like a box of puzzle pieces. This, certainly,

  was a child’s perspective, and what I came to discover was not better or worse but, of course, different. There were nasty episodes and triumphant ones. But it instilled in me a lasting

  curiosity about the region that has developed into a passion over the past decade of writing and research. There is a long shared history between the US and the West Indies, and especially between

  the Southern states and the islands, but one that is too rarely thought about or acknowledged. In many ways the historical glow that continues to radiate from the American War of Independence

  overshadows other narratives: the story of the Americas. The thirteen colonies and later the US were far more than a backdrop or trading partner, but a steadily rising behemoth that the

  whole hemisphere, for better or worse, had to learn to coexist with. The obsession with the ‘exceptionalism’ of the US can push aside any wider or often more nuanced view of this

  relationship.




  Then again, comparing one place that was fairly homogeneous – the Southern US – to a collection of more than twenty islands and numerous coastal countries with different languages

  and people is like comparing one orange to a barrel of fruit. To write about the ‘Caribbean’ at all seems a bit outdated. With all the islands’ internal diversity, is there any

  point? Some of these islands are independent nations, others are colonies; some speak English, others Papiamento. Some are prosperous, some are bankrupt. Some are stable democracies, others are

  failed states. Is it too much of a stretch, then, to try to bring them together? There is a shared heritage that goes all the way back to their very formation. Although the islands stretch across a

  territory of around 3,000 miles, under the water there are ancient links. Some 50 million years ago, the Greater Antilles islands of Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and the scattered islets

  of the Bahamas, the Turks and Caicos, and the British Virgin Islands were forged out of tectonic plates, giving the larger of these islands dramatic interior mountain ranges, and carving out deep

  oceanic troughs, such as the Puerto Rico trench. The backbone of the Caribbean, the small islands of the Lesser Antilles, were formed when the small Caribbean tectonic plate collided with its

  neighbours, resulting in a string of volcanoes, as the Barbadian writer George Lamming has poetically described it, scattered in a ‘curve of dots and distances’.5 For all that shared past, physical and historical, the twentieth-century fragmentation has persisted. Over the course of my research I realized there

  was a bumpy road in trying to follow their path, and an even rockier one in putting it in the context of the Americas more broadly. The history of the US is one expressed more confidently, often

  with narrative arcs involving good guys and bad guys. The story of the Caribbean is more diffused, dappled, a ramble with shadows and light rather than a march to triumph under a blazing sun. The

  water between the islands has seemingly widened, and they have become consumed, not unreasonably, in understanding their own individual histories.




  *




  It is a regrettable inevitability that a work such as this must, by its very nature, be the product of a net cast deep and wide. Trawling produces a range of sources –

  not least of which are the numerous excellent studies in which many dedicated historians mine archives and reveal new insights as to how the West Indies functioned in the past and how it continues

  to function today. This is the foundation for any general history, and my debt to these historians is great. There are also the limitations of the writer: my primary research interest was the

  Spanish Caribbean, while the many years I have lived in Britain took me to the shores of the Anglophone islands. It is not my intention to give short shrift to the French and Dutch (and Danish)

  islands, but I will be the first to say that my French does not measure up to my Spanish, and my Dutch and Danish require outsourcing. But whatever the language, English included, any mistakes or

  oversights are most certainly my own. The Caribbean lends itself to the mosaic approach to history – there are so many fragments to use and arrange.




  Archives presented more of a challenge – it is far more straightforward to find recent or crucial scholarly books and journals. Looking for undiscovered archival gems can be a

  needle-in-a-haystack activity, often made more difficult by the elements. For instance, a hurricane can wipe out almost all the holdings, as happened in Bluefields, Nicaragua. Many other

  repositories have been neglected, though this can be turned around by political will, as the impressive results in the Dominican Republic illustrate. In recent years, too, there have been enormous

  efforts to preserve what remains by organizations such as Florida International University’s Digital Library of the Caribbean. National institutions such as the Archivo General de Indias in

  Seville have also done a great deal of digitizing, and the wealth of material that can be accessed from home seems to multiply exponentially with every log-on. Though it may seem like a colonial

  legacy, many important documents about Caribbean history remain either to the north in the United States, or across the Atlantic in Europe. Given that this is the case, and given the rather woeful

  state of many archives throughout the area, why go there at all? There were hot, flustered, frustrating moments when I asked myself that very question. Yet experiencing the places themselves was an

  essential part of the writing of this book. Sadly, I could not spend months in each archive, any more than I could hope to visit every place that can be considered part of the region. But for the

  record, I spent time (in order of appearance) in: Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Cuba, Jamaica, St Martin, St Eustatius, St Maarten, St Bart’s, St

  Kitts & Nevis, Antigua, Dominica, Martinique, Barbados, Grenada, Trinidad, Guyana, Suriname, Curaçao, Bonaire, and Aruba.




  My focus is more on the islands than the surrounding shores, but the area is huge, and the interconnected stories converge and diverge, which means that I cannot claim to have treated each and

  every island and all the surrounding countries equally. Bermuda, the Bahamas, Venezuela, Colombia, Central America, and some of the smaller islands get relatively little attention against Cuba or

  Haiti. This is also the case with Mexico. Although Veracruz was an important trade centre within the Caribbean, I limit its role here, as the history of pre- and post-Columbian Mexico have rightly

  been the subject of numerous books. The same goes for Brazil – a country with a large and complex history of which there are many accounts, and likewise with Colombia and Venezuela.




  It may seem contradictory to include Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana; but I would contend that these three places, two of which are now independent nations, were established in the same

  spirit as the islands, and in the case of Guyana (Britain) and Suriname (Netherlands), were also in the sugar-and-slavery circuit. French Guiana followed a somewhat different path when sugar failed

  to take root. Modern Guyana especially is part of the British West Indies; its cricketers and writers part of a Caribbean tradition, rather than a South American one. And, in a way, these three

  territories are like islands, hemmed in as they are not only by rivers and jungle, but also linguistically, on a continent where Spanish and Portuguese dominate. For this reason, I have given their

  story more weight than other parts of South America.




  In the same vein, tiny Dutch St Eustatius was a key intersection in Atlantic trade networks in the 1700s, though its twentieth-century story is somewhat more muted, whereas Cuba had a quiet

  beginning while the conquistadors were elsewhere searching for El Dorado, yet by the mid-1800s it dominated the other islands in terms of population and wealth. It is impossible to treat each

  island equally across time and space; rather, I am trying to put together a large, disparate puzzle. The great French historian Fernand Braudel elegantly summed up this quandary in the introduction

  to his seminal work on the Mediterranean:




  

    

      

        The basic problem, however, remains the same. It is the problem confronting every historical undertaking. Is it possible somehow to convey simultaneously both that

        conspicuous history which holds our attention by its continual and dramatic changes – and that other, submerged, history, almost silent and always discreet, virtually unsuspected either

        by its observers or its participants, which is little touched by the obstinate erosion of time?6


      


    


  




  This book does not contain every fact about every island. There are no extensive indexes or appendixes on every battle, every sugar shipment, and every planter. Rather, the aim is twofold. The

  first is to present a picture of this complex region, and how this new world grew out of the violent combination of many others: European, African, Amerindian, Asian, North American, while becoming

  a crucial link in the global chain of goods, peoples, and ideas. Second, a history of the Caribbean is a chance to meditate on a few modern issues, not least so-called ‘globalization’

  and consumerism. Alongside this, a history of the Caribbean is a chance to think about the contradictions and complexities of the past, and of the present.




  





  
Chapter One





  A PASSAGE TO THE INDIES





  The story of the modern Caribbean does not begin with Christopher Columbus’s famous voyage. It starts, instead, in a small port town in northern North Africa, almost

  within sight of the Iberian peninsula. On 25 July 1415, the feast day of St James, Prince Henry2 of Portugal – later known as the

  ‘Navigator’ – led a fleet of around 200 ships down the Tagus, which would carry them out of Lisbon and into the Atlantic Ocean. Of an estimated 45,000 soldiers on board, only a

  handful were aware of their final destination. Rumours had been circulating about the expedition but very few people had actual facts.




  Preparing that number of ships and men had been no small operation, and it had attracted some attention. The Portuguese fleet was not sufficient for the plans, whatever they were, so another

  hundred ships had to be chartered from Castile, Flanders, Brittany, and England.1 A Castilian agent in Lisbon could not help but notice the ships

  being readied, and he reported to King Ferdinand I that by his count there were around 5,400 men at arms, 4,900 bowmen, and 9,000 footsoldiers.2

  This was a worrying development for Castile, as both agent and king expected the Portuguese to head for neighbouring Granada, which was the last Islamic foothold in Catholic Iberia. Once a mighty

  empire that spread almost over the entire peninsula, Islam was now contracting. As the Islamic caliphate was riven by its own internal crises, the Catholics were able to retake their kingdoms, bit

  by bit. Granada, at the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains, home of the mighty Alhambra palace, was the final – and most highly sought – prize.




  Ferdinand I was surprised by the rumours, not so much because of the scale of the operation but because he thought Henry would have known Castile had laid claim to the

  right to invade and reconquer Granada.3 Portugal had reconquered its southern Algarve territories in 1249, but the continued Islamic governance of

  Granada was a Muslim thorn in the side of the Catholic rulers of Castile. Ferdinand I also considered the idea that the vessels could have been heading for Gibraltar, which was still under Muslim

  control. He was wrong on both counts.




  As the ships set sail, details of the plan emerged. The target was the North African port of Ceuta, 150 miles from the Portuguese coast. Most, if not all, of the soldiers on board would have

  been surprised when they found out where they were going. Ceuta was a small, peninsular outpost in North Africa with a fortress; it was not a dazzling jewel of a city, like Granada. But what it

  lacked in splendour it made up for in bustling trade. In Henry’s time this port was known for its commerce in wheat and in gold. Ceuta sat at a crucial location; mirrored by the rock of

  Gibraltar in the north, it was the southern part of the ‘Pillars of Hercules’ – the gateway to the commercial world of the Mediterranean. It was also the exit to the terrifying

  and mostly unknown waters of the Atlantic. Whatever the reason, Ceuta was a puzzling choice for an attack. The call to arms against the infidel was not a new motivating factor but the target was.

  Although battling Islam contributed to Prince Henry’s idea for an invasion, it was not his only reason. Gold and wheat loomed large in his mind.




  Wheat was a problem for Portugal. The small kingdom had a mountainous interior, and could grow very little, making it dependent on imports. These were too often manipulated by the state of

  political relations with the Genoese, Dutch, or other exporters of wheat, or more volatile still, the vicissitudes of the climate, which could lead to surpluses in some years and shortages in

  others. Access to a steady, dependable source of grain could have manifold benefits, and Ceuta was the place to access it. And then there was the matter of gold. Many people believed that Ceuta was

  the last link in the long supply chain that connected the Mediterranean with the rumoured riches that lay deep in the unknown African interior. When it came to gold, no European ruler could

  stockpile enough of it. Certainly not Henry, the third of five surviving sons of John I of Portugal and Philippa of Lancaster and raised to expect the courtly splendour of his counterparts in

  England. But unlike England, Portugal’s population was tiny – only about a million people, most of whom were eking out an existence; taxing them would not raise

  sufficient revenues. Indeed, Portugal did not even issue its own gold currency. What money there was had to be spent on the ongoing struggle against the growing power of Castile, which had been

  brought to a temporary halt under a treaty signed in 1411.




  Born in Porto on Ash Wednesday, 4 March 1394, Henry was a devout Catholic. He was schooled in the chivalric ways of England, as imparted by his Plantagenet mother, while also being infused with

  a hatred of the ‘infidel’ Moors by his family.4 This attack on Ceuta was to be his moment, his stance against Islam, but it was also his

  chance to improve his own fortunes. This was not unusual. In Castile, the armies that had fought against the Moors were led by noblemen who were allowed to keep some of the spoils of war. Henry was

  acting within this tradition, but hoping, by extending his geographical reach, to find something more.




  Into the mix of grain, gold, and God would also be added the figure of Prester John, a mythical Christian who had travelled to a faraway land (often Ethiopia), where he had become king and had

  access to enough gold and soldiers to defeat all enemies of Christendom. He had an army strong enough to fend off any rising menace from Islam and the growing power of the Ottoman world. If only

  Prester John knew what dangers were in store for his Christian brothers, so the thinking went, he would send his armies to defeat the infidels. And, of course, he had a lot of gold. Although

  Prester John haunted the medieval world, no evidence proves that he actually existed, though he was alive in the minds of Henry and his contemporaries. The account of who Prester John was varies

  through the centuries, changing with the wishes and anxieties of whoever wrote and talked about him. Henry certainly appeared to believe the story. He thought that by securing Ceuta, the Portuguese

  would not only have a stronghold in the Muslim Mediterranean and access to wheat supplies, but that they could then penetrate into the hinterland, find Prester John, and share in his riches. Henry

  was not alone in this desire – the legend of Prester John had existed since the Crusades began more than 300 years earlier, and the story compelled people to search for him and his treasure.

  Henry’s unwavering belief in Prester John and his desire for gold would have ramifications that would reach well beyond the confines of Ceuta’s fortress.




  As Henry’s ships set sail that July across the Straits of Gibraltar, there was an ominous eclipse of the sun. The storm that followed drove the fleet back to

  Algeciras, on the southern coast of Andalusia, where they had to lie at anchor. Meanwhile, the governor of Ceuta, Salah ben Salah, had received word of the fleet’s arrival and was on the

  brink of calling in reinforcements when he heard that the would-be attackers had turned away and presumed they had changed their minds. Ben Salah’s assumption would prove to be disastrous. He

  called off the extra troops, and so was in for a very unpleasant surprise on 21 August when, after a thirteen-hour fight, the Marinid people of Ceuta were defeated.5 In the style of the victorious, the Portuguese troops looted the city, searching everywhere for the fabled gold. They found little precious metal, but in their lust for it,

  they managed to destroy stocks of valuable spices, ignorant of the fact that these exotic flavourings were often worth their weight in gold.




  As the Portuguese settled into occupation and the local inhabitants fled, it soon became clear that the enterprise was an economic failure. Henry’s troops had taken over Ceuta, and the

  prince established his reputation, but it was a hollow victory. The Muslim traders – the vital conduits of wheat and gold – had left, and no Muslim merchants from the wheat-growing

  interior would do business with the Portuguese. With such slim economic prospects, no one from the mainland wanted to settle there, and so soldiers were forced to stay in the colony.3 The longed-for gold was nowhere to be found. But Henry was not deterred. The search had begun.




  Despite his sobriquet, there is little evidence Henry the Navigator ever sailed beyond Ceuta.4 Instead, it was in his role as a leading

  ship owner that Henry contributed to the rise of Portugal’s maritime domination in the fifteenth century, which resulted in part from his triumph in Ceuta. Although

  something of a false victory, Henry and others had tasted overseas conquest – not peninsular reconquest. The prince and fellow elites understood that access to gold was crucial not only to

  their own personal fortunes, but for overall prosperity, to fund the ongoing struggle against Islam, and to find Prester John. Henry was buoyed by his success, and he pushed Castile to invade

  Granada in 1419 and 1434, but that battle would be not be fought for decades yet.




  Around the time of Henry’s foray into North Africa, there were profound changes in maritime techniques in the Mediterranean. Sailing in the fifteenth century was a cumbersome process, as

  it had been for hundreds of years. Galleys needed oarsmen, which meant they could neither go far nor carry much. Space was needed for the gangs of men on the oars and sufficient water and food for

  everyone on board. Explorers were limited as well, though the Vikings are believed to have reached parts of North America centuries earlier. But as shipbuilding design changed, some intrepid

  Portuguese were able to engage in a more systematic exploration of the Atlantic, then known as the ‘Ocean Sea’, well beyond the limits of the known waters of the Mediterranean. The

  crucial element in this change was the design of the caravel. Many of the earlier ships were cogs, which were Baltic in origin, and had rounded hulls. They were designed to sail using currents, not

  wind – although they had a square-rigged sail – and could only go relatively short distances. The design of the caravel – which, and it is no coincidence, bears a relation to the

  Arab dhow – used lateen, or fore-and-aft, sails which allowed the ships to manoeuvre with more ease and sail closer to the wind. The Chinese, too, had used new technologies to travel

  further, arriving on the African coast in the 1400s. They also had gunpowder and compasses – but that was because they had invented them.6 And

  while these discoveries may have seemed very exciting and new to the Portuguese, it was only because Western Europe was so very far behind much of the rest of the world. In the fifteenth century

  China, the Indian kingdoms and the Islamic world had produced scientific discoveries well ahead of those coming out of a Europe emerging from the Dark Ages. But shifts were happening again, and the

  combination of Islamic weakness and a European resurgence meant the balance of power in the Mediterranean was changing.




  For Portuguese and other European sailors, the switch from manpower to wind power would prove a dramatic one. These ships needed fewer men, and could go further than their

  predecessors. Around the time of the attack on Ceuta in 1415, the known southern limit of the world was around 27ºN, near Cape Bojador (on the coast of today’s Western Sahara). It was

  infamous for having a violent current, frequent dense fog, and difficult prevailing winds that could frustrate any attempt to sail back north to Lisbon. Arab geographers were more familiar with

  this region than the Portuguese and called it the ‘Green Sea of Darkness’. To many sailors and map-makers it marked a true point of no return. But the Portuguese caravels could weather

  the journey and soon began to round the cape and find they could, with the help of the wind, make their way back. The sailors’ newfound confidence helped override their fear of the blank

  spots on their maps.




  Bit by bit, wave by wave, Portuguese sailors began to make sense of the currents and winds, realizing there were patterns that would allow them to go beyond the Pillars of Hercules into the

  unknown, and return in one piece. Using their intuition, logic, and experience, they soon discovered they could bump southwards along Africa’s western coast by harnessing the winds to sail

  further into the Atlantic and catch the westerlies back home. Ocean currents in the northern hemisphere move in a clockwise direction. Understanding this was the trick – if they sailed too

  close to the coast on the way back, the northerlies could wreak havoc, as had happened in the past, sending ships into oblivion. By expanding their loop, sailors could catch the winds they needed.

  Soon mariners saw there was a mostly reliable pattern to these winds. The stars helped, too; after crossing the equator, sailors familiar with navigating using the position of Polaris in relation

  to the horizon were able to make calculations using different celestial bodies.7




  New realizations dawned on map-makers as well. Some of the earliest known European maps from around the eighth century are called T-O maps, which were symbolic rather than cartographic. They

  were framed in a circle, with Asia taking up the top half, and the bottom half split between Africa and Europe. The T shape represented the Mediterranean, the Nile, and the River Don in Russia,

  which separated Europe and Asia.8 Maps were the physical embodiment of a Christianized world, and they became almost devotional objects. They

  charted spiritual realities, not geographic ones. Jerusalem was usually at the centre, as it was supposed to represent the spiritual heart of the Christian universe. But over

  time, and fed by reports from sailors, maps began to change shape. Newer maps reflected geographic realities. Portolan charts had emerged by the 1300s as a navigational aid, the maps often looking

  like spiders’ webs of criss-crossing lines and compass points of sailing routes. The Crusaders had brought back to Europe a physical knowledge of parts of the East, and now sailors were

  adding to the understanding of the seas outside the Mediterranean.9 Some places became hubs of cartographic activity, such as the Balearic island of

  Majorca, which lies close to the port of Barcelona. It had a community of influential Jewish map-makers, including Abraham Cresques, whose famed and elaborate Catalan Atlas of 1375 marked the

  location of the elusive River of Gold in Africa.




  There were new political realities too, as kingdoms such as Castile and Aragon consolidated into stronger political entities. Port cities throughout Europe were no longer outposts, but

  increasingly vital commercial and strategic arms of an expanding continent. Combined with the ongoing battle with Islam, a Europe began to emerge that was pushing at the limits of knowledge and of

  the known world. As commerce now took an ever-increasing role not only in Portugal but also in emerging economies elsewhere, the need for gold and silver, in short supply in Europe,

  grew.10




  As the Portuguese sailors, funded by the optimistic Henry and others, made their way along the coast of Africa, they soon encountered the people who lived there. By 1482, when Diogo Cão

  pushed inland and made contact with the kingdom of Kongo, there was already a good deal of commerce with the people along the coast. These Africans, like the Portuguese, were quite happy to trade,

  and soon Portuguese sailors had established settlements to trade and continue their hunt for gold. A new age was beginning, reflected even in the language. In Portugal, by 1472, the verb

  descobrir – to discover – had emerged, and the use of descobrimento – discovery – dates to 1486.11 Sailors

  based in Lisbon could expect to go to these African outposts as a matter of course, as well as to points further north, such as Bristol, Ireland, and even Iceland, as a young Genoese mariner named

  Christopher Columbus5 was said to have done in the 1470s.




  Understanding Columbus requires more than just knowing about his maritime record. It means going back to his world; not the ports of Lisbon, nor the courts of Castile, but

  Genoa, circa 1451–2, the given time of his birth. He was not born with a map in hand and an idea of the New World. Rather, he was the product of a time and a place; a small but significant

  Ligurian port which sits in the shadow of the Apennine mountains. At first, Genoa appears a simple city. But a closer look reveals a self-contained world, cut off from the rest of the Italian

  peninsula, with only the sea as an exit. Its cramped streets accelerate into an ever-increasing jumble as they near the docks, with only the coming and going of ships providing an outlet into the

  wider world.




  Like its rivals Venice and Pisa, Genoa had prospered during the Crusades, when the Christian soldiers in the Middle East established trade agreements with those ports, using them to their

  advantage, not only to launch ships and move troops, but also to trade goods with the markets in the Levant. This line of commerce proved lucrative, and soon these city-states grew very wealthy.

  However, the waters were awash with Muslim ships and pirates ready to plunder, and despite their growing disputes – Genoa, Pisa, and Venice often fought among themselves – these cities

  were united in the effort to repel them. In these and earlier times, Islam had dominated Mediterranean trade. Muslim sailors had more advanced navigation techniques than Christians, and from the

  eighth century their piracy was also striking terror into Europeans on sea and land. Their technical prowess and ruthlessness made them a constant worry.




  Trade was not only to the Levant, though, and despite the religious animosity, Genoa often made commercial transactions with ports along the coast of North Africa. Venice, in contrast, looked

  more to the East and became more enmeshed with Byzantium. The East was known as the land of riches, and luxury goods such as silks and spices came up to Europe along the Silk Road, though often in

  very limited supply, thus commanding the high prices which made them available only to the wealthy.




  Although Genoa did not have the same access as Venice to the riches of the East, it prospered and soon became not only a centre for the distribution of goods and the circulation of currency, but

  also – its tangled streets full of sailors and tall tales – an important place for map-makers, shipbuilders, and adventurers. Perhaps one of the most significant

  sailors to wash up in Genoa was Marco Polo. The thirteenth-century Venetian explorer had been thrown in a Genoese prison after being captured in a naval battle between the two city-states.




  While in prison, he told the story of his amazing (and no doubt exaggerated) travels to the East to his cellmate, a man called Rustichello of Pisa. Rustichello later published this

  traveller’s tales of meeting and his subsequent service to Kublai Khan and his voyage to Persia and other exotic locales. The work captured the imagination of the public, who were ignorant of

  but curious about these parts of the world. But the book also mentioned some familiar figures, and even Prester John made an appearance. Soon the work was translated, copied and distributed

  throughout Western Europe. Although the Silk Road from East to West, along which gold and spices were traded, had long been in operation, Polo’s tales made the splendours of the Far East come

  alive for the growing number of European readers with descriptions of the Orient. Polo recalled of the palace of Kublai Khan: ‘The walls of the chambers and stairs are covered with gold and

  silver, and adorned with pictures of dragons, horses, and other races of animals. The hall is so spacious that 6,000 can sit down to banquet; and the number of apartments

  incredible.’12 But more importantly, these tales whetted the appetites of sailors and merchants keen to find an easier route to these

  treasures. Columbus would have read Polo at some point as his tales were still circulating many decades later. But even putting Polo’s stories aside, Genoa would have provided a cosmopolitan

  hothouse for the young and ambitious Columbus.




  He was the son of a weaver, which put him at a social and economic disadvantage in a town where the wealthy made their fortunes in trading. His family were from the mountains, not the sea. Like

  most people in Genoa, they were very politicized, and Columbus’s family were linked with anti-Aragonese factions in the city, as the kingdom of Aragon was also a competitor in the world of

  Mediterranean trade. His education in complex Mediterranean and Iberian politics would later serve him well. Despite Columbus’s humble beginnings, Genoa was still a city in which an eager and

  willing young man could seek his fortune, and he planned to do so through the sea. Indeed, in his time the city was particularly dynamic, and Genoa had spread its control to Corsica, and indeed as

  far as the Aegean island of Chios, a place that Columbus may have sailed to around 1474 or 1475, not long before he arrived in Portugal.




  This was a period of intense commercial activity in the Mediterranean, one which stretched from Egypt to England. Columbus’s contemporaries would have sailed to Southampton and Alexandria

  and many points in between. Trading posts were set up as oils, sugar, spices, and cloth circulated. Olive oil and nuts went from Sicily to Egypt.13 Other goods were sent to Flanders and traded for cloth, which would be taken around the Mediterranean. Ships would dock in Spain and trade wool and gold, with the wool going

  either to Tuscany or to weavers in Genoa such as Columbus’s father. Cities began to fill with traders, and ships were dispatched all over the region. Venetian ships went East; Aragonese ships

  arrived in Genoa; Pisan ships went to Sicily.




  There was another, darker trade as well – one in humans. Slavery had long been a part of Mediterranean life. At first, it was the Moorish sailors who brought non-believing captives from

  other regions of Africa to the Iberian peninsula, where they were traded throughout European kingdoms. But Moors were also captured and sold as slaves, and Columbus no doubt would have seen Moorish

  slaves in the streets of his native city. The slave trade, however, was not limited to people from the Islamic world. Slaves in this period varied in background – there were Germanic and

  Slavic people,6 Tartars from the Black Sea, Saracens, and even Jews. Nor were they all men, to be worked to an early death, but often women.

  The whiter they were, the higher the price they fetched. The more olive or darker-skinned, the lower their value.14 A few Africans began to arrive

  at the ports, too. But unlike what was to come later, they were not sent out to work in fields. Instead, many lived as servants in ports such as Lisbon or Seville.15




  Most slaves lived in households, and in Genoa they were owned in small numbers, yet there were numerous social restrictions in place. For instance, shopkeepers were not permitted to sell keys to

  slaves, or to buy gold or silver from them, and slaves in apothecaries were not allowed to sell arsenic. Slaves also needed passes from their owners to leave the city, and masters could chain their

  property to prevent them from running away.16 By this point, the Catalan port of Barcelona had also joined the slave trade. The city had grown

  throughout the 1200s, and it was in a prime location to buy human cargo from the Muslim slave traders of North Africa. At the same time, Sicily was beginning to experiment in

  the production of sugar, as knowledge of its cultivation spread from east to west, south to north. As this precious food additive moved through Genoa, Antwerp, and Barcelona, a new class of wealthy

  consumers began to acquire a taste for it. All these developments were disrupted, however, when the Black Death killed tens of thousands of people across the Mediterranean and the rest of Europe in

  1348–9.




  By the time of Columbus’s birth, Genoa’s fortunes were waning somewhat. After the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the Ottomans, it began to decline, soon relinquishing its colonies

  and settlements. The Turks took outposts in Phocaea and Lesbos, while the Venetians grabbed Cyprus. Chios, however, persisted under Genoese control until 1566. Genoa adapted, and many merchants

  began to realize that, rather than trading in goods, it was much safer to be in control of the capital that financed expeditions. Many Genoese would later become important financiers of European

  royal houses and Atlantic expeditions.




  The rhythms of trade were also changing. While Genoa and Venice had been active in commerce with the Crusader states, there was a shifting to the north as Catalan ships sailed to Flemish or even

  English waters, searching for goods such as wool. Genoa could no longer look to the East for trade, and its merchants saw Catalan and Portuguese traders in strong positions. At the same time, the

  labour dynamics were transformed as the price of slaves more than doubled owing to the fall in supply, and by the 1470s there were fewer than 1,000 slaves in the port. Genoese traders tried to find

  new slaves from the Balkans, but many of these were Christian women, and there was some concern about enslaving fellow believers, a question that would also later resonate in distant lands. By the

  time Columbus decided to go to Lisbon, Genoa was not quite the beacon of commerce it had been, but there is no doubt its history left a deep impression – the bustle of the port, the lure of

  wealth, the normality of slavery, the taste of sugar – on its most famous son’s earliest years.




  *




  Columbus’s move to Portugal around 1476, whether by design or accident, was an astute one. He had left a port on the decline for one that was not

  only on the rise, but also on the cutting edge of navigational knowledge. Sailors returned from voyages with tales of coastal Africa and of the Atlantic islands. In addition, the public imagination

  had been gripped by the growing accounts of these new worlds. Sailors and scholars alike reinvigorated the art of discovery. Ptolemy’s second-century Geographia, and Almagest,

  which described how the sun rotated around the earth – considered the foundation of the universe until Copernicus shattered the idea in the mid-sixteenth century – were translated into

  Latin in the twelfth century. Now there was a thirst to revisit this classical knowledge. The boom in navigational work meant many sailors and map-makers were once again keen to read

  Ptolemy’s ideas, which included dividing the world into latitude and longitude segments. Sailors were also paying attention to the sun and stars, and while on board Columbus learned lessons

  that would serve him well on later voyages.




  In a similar vein, Polo’s tales were once again read with renewed enthusiasm – a 1485 translation into vernacular languages published in Antwerp was popular – but this time

  they were also infused with possibility. In addition, the development of printing technology allowed for a larger and wider readership. Like many sailors, Columbus would have read these books, or

  at least discussed their ideas while making tavern small talk about big dreams of what was to be found in the Ocean Sea. The Far East, perhaps, was not so far after all. There is a copy of

  Polo’s book in Seville that, it is claimed, has Columbus’s annotations in it. If this is the case, he marked a passage about Polo’s arrival in Ciampagu (or Cipango), which is

  thought to be Japan:




  

    

      

        There is gold there in very great abundance, but the monarch does not easily permit it to be taken away from the island, and consequently few traders go there, and rarely

        do ships from other regions land at its ports. The king of the island has a large palace with a very fine gold roof, in the manner in which we line churches with lead. The windows of this

        palace are all trimmed with gold, and the paving in the halls and many rooms is covered with slabs of gold, which are two fingers thick . . . There are also many precious stones, and for this

        reason the island of Ciampagu is marvellously rich.17


      


    


  




  Later on in the work, Columbus also noted a section that mentions India as having many islands, as Polo claims: ‘The number of islands in India is so numerous that

  no living being could recount all their qualities. So the sailors and pilots of those regions affirm, and from what is known from the sea charts and from observing the compasses of the Indian sea,

  there are 1,378 islands at least in the sea, and all, they say, are inhabited.’18




  Though it is difficult to know if those truly are Columbus’s annotations, it is easy to see how he could be misled. Reading Polo, it was possible to believe that a route to the East was

  not so hard to find after all, and that when he got there he would find many islands and lots of gold. Yet everyone – including Columbus – knew of the dangers of such dreams. However

  rapid the changes and developments in navigation, the likelihood of sailing into oblivion was still high. Tales circulated about the daring souls who ventured beyond the known boundaries and did

  not live to come back, such as Flemish mariner Ferdinand von Olmen, who set out with a commission from the Portuguese crown to find new lands in 1487 and was never heard of again.19




  Sailing, even in the new caravels, was a tough life. The distances were significant – it still took about five days to go from Lisbon to the Gibraltar Straits. And there were persistent

  fears of attack or capture by Islamic pirates in the Mediterranean. Proper provisioning was also a worry – even if sailors were in a caravel, they needed their daily ration of half a kilogram

  of sea-biscuit each. Likewise, there needed to be plenty of fresh water and, of course, wine.




  Throughout this period, Columbus was becoming not only an experienced mariner, but a very ambitious one. By his calculations, he believed he could navigate a passage to the East – he just

  had to convince someone to pay for it. After failed attempts elsewhere, he arrived in Seville in 1485 with no money, but with plans to turn to the united crowns of Ferdinand II of Aragon and

  Isabella I of Castile and hope they would believe in his vision.




  Such an enterprise, however, was far from the minds of the Catholic monarchs. They had married in 1469, and in 1474, after the death of Isabella’s half-brother King Henry IV, began to rule

  as one the two kingdoms that would give them control of most of the Iberian peninsula, which by this time was made up of the three Christian realms of Castile, Aragon, and Portugal.

  ‘Spain’, such as it was, took its name from the Roman Hispania, and in the Middle Ages the word described the Iberian peninsula, not a country in any modern

  sense. The monarchs’ concerns were focused on Granada, which remained under Muslim control. The issue that had so bothered Prince Henry more than fifty years before still had not been

  resolved. The fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 had not been so long ago, and Christian ascendancy was far from assured in this long-running battle. There had been a distraction,

  however, as the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella had been followed from 1474–9 by a war of succession over control of the crown of Castile. Had Isabella’s half-sister Joanna la

  Beltraneja been victorious, Castile would have been united with Portugal, not Aragon. At this point, Castile comprised about 65 per cent of the peninsula’s area, and Aragon about 17 per cent,

  including Catalonia and Valencia and their crucial ports, as well as Sardinia and Sicily, of which the Aragonese had wrested control by 1409, and Naples.




  By late 1481, the Catholic monarchs had started to attack parts of Granada, and by the 1490s they began what would be the final push. They were firm believers in the need to Christianize the

  world, though at this point the world to them meant the land bordering the Mediterranean Sea. The year 1492 was a landmark one for Ferdinand and Isabella. On 2 January, almost 800 years of Muslim

  rule on the Iberian peninsula was brought to an end. They made a triumphant entrance into Granada on 6 January. Not only was there a celebration of the immediate victory, but, like Henry’s

  victory in Ceuta seventy-seven years earlier, this defeat of Islam marked the arrival of a renewed confidence. The Reconquista, as it was known, was followed by a bloody attempt to rid the

  peninsula of non-Christians. Ferdinand and Isabella soon demanded that any remaining Muslims convert or leave, and the same applied to Jews, many of whom were forced into exile around Europe. This

  was not the first time this had happened to the Jews – the pogroms of 1391 had forced many of them to convert or leave, and it was in this period that the seeds of the obsession with

  limpieza de sangre – purity of blood – were planted.




  Although the Portuguese shared the fierce Catholicism of Castile and Aragon, their king realized it was better to tolerate the unconverted – with their capital and mercantile links –

  than to drive them off the peninsula altogether. Jewish people therefore found a home in Portugal, albeit a short-term one (they were expelled once more in 1497). Many

  Muslims and Jews, however, opted for conversion, though others felt compelled to leave under the relentless persecution of the Inquisition. These Muslim moriscos and Jewish conversos

  would play an important part in events on the other side of the Atlantic, though in many cases the Inquisition would give them no respite there either.




  Columbus, in his initial forays to find financing for his expedition before coming to Seville, had turned to Portuguese, English, and French investors, all of whom declined to take part in what

  they thought was a rather unlikely adventure. Many were not persuaded by his calculations. But Columbus did manage to convince two friars in Andalusía, Juan Pérez and Antonio de

  Marchena, who had the ear of Isabella and could give him credibility in court. With the Reconquista finished, and the expulsion or conversion of non-Christians in progress, the monarchs could once

  again turn their attention away from domestic affairs.




  They were both enticed by the riches of the East, which could also help to recoup the cost of fighting in Granada. They, too, would have known the stories of Marco Polo and of the work of the

  Jesuit missionaries who had travelled the long route to the East, and later sent reports back to Europe. They would have been delighted at the prospect of their newly united and powerful kingdom of

  Castile and Aragon making its presence known among other non-believers. It was almost too tempting to resist: the gold and spices of the Orient, as well as new peoples ripe for conversion.

  Columbus, by this point, had been following the court around the peninsula, using every opportunity to drum up support for his venture. Many of the crown’s advisers, however, were reluctant

  to believe this unknown Genoese sailor. Although he had made some important connections in Portugal and married well, his relative obscurity did not inspire confidence. Columbus was not unique in

  wanting to find a sea route to Asia, though he was original in believing that it could be reached from the west, via the Ocean Sea. Some palace advisers checked his calculations and found them

  lacking. As it turned out, Columbus thought there were 2,400 nautical miles separating Castile from Cipango, when it was closer to 10,600.20

  Still, the queen was intrigued. Perhaps it was the promise of wealth, or the crown’s own spirit of adventure, or simple post-Reconquista confidence. Perhaps, as some historians have argued,

  Columbus won over the queen for more sentimental reasons – Isabella’s great-grandfather was King John I of Portugal, her grandfather was Prince John, and her

  great-uncle was Prince Henry. Although Columbus was Genoese, his Portuguese connections did him no harm.21




  Negotiations began, and Columbus stood firm in many of his demands, not least in the matter of what he would receive for his efforts. He demanded the title of admiral in addition to that of

  viceroy over any lands he claimed on behalf of the crown, and one-tenth of the profits, including a share of the rights to those lands; perhaps it was greedy, or simply the worldview of a Genoese

  merchant who, tradition dictated, should receive a share of the spoils.22 He was also a weaver’s son with ambitions to outdo his father and

  bequeath his sons not only money but also a title. While the rewards were full of promise, the failure of such a mission would have a high price: humiliation, monetary loss, and perhaps even death.

  The Ocean Sea was still the great beyond. But the race to the East had been on for some time, inching ever closer to the coveted route: the Portuguese navigator Bartolomeu Días rounded the

  Cape of Good Hope in 1488.




  By 17 April 1492 Columbus had received the backing and the terms he wanted for his voyage. The preparations started in earnest. There were two caravels and a larger ship called a não. The

  caravels were the Santa Clara, which became known as the Niña after the owner, Juan Niño, and the Pinta, owned by Cristóbal Quintero. Columbus also

  chartered the Santa María, owned by Juan de la Cosa, which was called La Gallega because it was built in Galicia. Columbus then engaged shipowner Martín Alonso

  Pinzón, and his brother, Vicente, to raise the crew and take command of the Pinta and Niña. It was a bold mission, and an uncertain one, but the Pinzón brothers

  still managed to find around ninety men, only three of whom were prisoners. The rest wanted to sail into these unknown waters and were willing to join in the adventure.




  Four months later, on 3 August 1492, Columbus set off from Palos, near Huelva, on the Costa de la Luz. It was not quite a launch into the unknown: Columbus stopped at the Canary island of La

  Gomera along the way. The winds from there gave the ships a solid start. Setting off from La Gomera on 6 September 1492, they caught the north-east trade winds, which blew them west. But after

  that, the only certainty was Columbus’s obsession with finding the East.




  It would be more than a month from La Gomera until the next landfall. They had calm seas and good weather, and were soon sailing through the grasses of the Sargasso Sea,

  which might have scared them into turning back had Columbus not already been warned about them – in a fortuitous turn – by an old mariner.23 Columbus and his men then spotted birds, a sign that land must be near. They still had enough water to last for some time, and there was plenty of sea-biscuit and salted

  meat. On 25 September the Pinta issued a signal that land had been spotted, but it turned out to be a mirage. Despite the smooth sailing and a good stock of provisions, there was a

  near-mutiny by 6 October as worried sailors on the Santa María wanted to turn back. However, these fears were assuaged, for the time being. Then, six days later, the Pinta

  signalled yet again that land had been found. As it was almost midnight, crew members did not row ashore until the following morning. When they did, they took a royal banner, with a green cross and

  the letters F and Y on it, planted it in the sand, and declared the land for the Catholic monarchs.7 Columbus called the island San

  Salvador.8 They had done it. They had made it to Cipango.




  When Columbus later recounted the journey he wrote that ‘I found a great many islands inhabited by countless people.’ If this is what he indeed found, it should have raised some

  alarm in his mind. The overland route to the East was well travelled by Columbus’s time, and although there was every possibility that there indeed were islands in the Indian Ocean, as Polo

  claimed, the story Columbus began to tell does not add up to anything approximating Japan, India, or the East at all.




  This landing must have been the most confusing moment of Columbus’s life. No one can know the expanse of his fecund imagination, fed by stories of Oriental splendour. Whatever he dreamt

  the East looked like, to be certain it did not match what he saw. There was no gold, there were no palaces. He spoke with some of the Amerindians on this island but soon decided to keep looking.

  Soon he sailed, certain that there must be something, anything. Columbus had encountered the islands of the Caribbean, and it was not what he had bargained for. So he was

  going to make his dream come true in quite a literal way. Desire would triumph over reason.




  After meeting a few people, and realizing there was little to trade, and little sign of gold, Columbus continued to push the ships to explore the area, landing in Cuba, which he gave the

  short-lived name of Johanna, later incorrectly remarking that ‘I can say that the island is bigger than England and Scotland taken together.’24 Before long they found a much larger island, which they christened Hispaniola, although its aboriginal name is thought to have been Quisqueya (meaning ‘mother of all

  lands’) and also Ayti (meaning ‘mountainous lands’).25




  Once they arrived in Hispaniola, Columbus later noted, he saw that ‘its inhabitants (and those of all the other islands that I saw or learned of) always go naked as the day they were born,

  except that some women cover their private parts with a leaf or a spray of foliage, or a piece of common cloth which they make for the purpose’. This might have been another clue that he had

  not landed in the Orient: given that silks came from there, that he had landed among people who wore no cloth at all might be considered a significant fact. But despite all evidence to the

  contrary, Columbus insisted he was in the East.




  He faced a considerable problem when the Santa María ran aground and was no longer seaworthy. With the support of one of the local rulers, known as Guacanagarí, Columbus

  decided to leave thirty-nine of his men to erect a settlement he called – it was close to Christmas – La Navidad. He charged the men with setting up a gold mine and left Hispaniola.




  He then decided to return to Europe on 16 January 1493 with the few nuggets of gold he had managed to find, tropical produce, colourful parrots, and some Lucayo people they had baptized and whom

  Columbus wanted to show to Ferdinand and Isabella as proof of his success. The native people, he wrote, were convinced ‘that I have come down from heaven’. Whether or not they were

  frightened by this, Columbus managed to persuade, no doubt with force, some of them into his ship. He said of these captives, ‘whenever we made landfall, some of them [called] to the rest,

  “Come, come and see the men from heaven”.’26 Historian Matthew Restall has pointed out that the word for heaven in Spanish is

  the same as sky: cielo. There is, of course, no way of knowing what native word Columbus heard, or whether cielo is correct in the first place. But the ambiguity means that Columbus

  and his men could have been described as coming from the sky, or as gods from heaven, the latter having much more serious implications.27




  The Europeans were quick to attempt to communicate, and try to find native peoples to act as interpreters. It is impossible to know what was understood or lost in translation, but Columbus

  claimed that ‘in a short time we got to understand them, and they us, by combination of sign-language and words’, though no one could really answer the question ‘Where is the

  gold?’ quite to the admiral’s satisfaction. They would need a return voyage to work that out, by which time the islanders would not be so quick to welcome these strange-looking men in

  their large boats.




  The ease of the journey out was not matched on the return. Although the Caribbean current snakes up from the south through to the west, Columbus and his men only had a limited notion of the

  trade winds, and had yet to understand how to harness the west-to-east flow of the Gulf Stream. It was a slow trip. There were terrible storms and problems with the ships. They had to land in the

  Azores on 18 February to make repairs. They set off again, and were separated through bad weather. The Niña, with Columbus on board, finally limped into Palos after being forced to

  stop near Lisbon, while the Pinta had washed up to the north, in Bayona, Galicia, before returning to the southern port. Despite the difficult journey back, to say nothing of the fact that

  the East he had discovered bore no resemblance to any East ever written about, Columbus was triumphant. He showcased the products and people he found in this New World, and all of Europe was

  enthralled. He brought with him ‘Indians’, as well as gold, plants and animals. The public was mesmerized.




  Word spread across Europe, to Rome, Paris, Antwerp, and Basel, aided by the rapid circulation of a copy of Columbus’s letter to the Spanish monarchs. This correspondence was said to have

  been translated from the original Castilian to Latin by Leandro de Coscoin 1493. It was so popular it went through nine printings in that year alone. Even a German version was published. There is

  no way of knowing or measuring exactly how far the story of the voyage spread, but the tales of Columbus’s crossing into the unknown and his discovery of another world must have captured the

  imagination of thousands. Soon, Columbus’s exploits were enshrined in verse, when a Florentine priest named Giuliano Dati turned the letter into a poem, Lettera delle isole nuovamente

  trovate. Columbus also kept his own journal of the trip, which was lost but is alleged to have resurfaced in the sixteenth century.9




  In many ways, Europe’s initial encounter with the Caribbean was more accident than destiny, and Columbus was a stubborn egotist rather than navigational genius. He never admitted he had

  found something other than the East. But his journey, its consequences for better or worse, emerged out of a Europe in flux, a Christianized world gaining ground against its more advanced rivals.

  Europe’s trade and commerce were growing, and its people were developing new ideas about the world, and the things (and people) that could be bought and sold within it. Meanwhile, sailors

  were going further and understanding winds and tides with more scientific precision. Within decades, Europe, Africa, the Americas, and the Far East would be connected by the sixteenth

  century’s superhighway: the sea. And for decades to come, satisfying the desire to see these new places would entail a long, arduous, and dangerous journey, but the number of people who took

  to the seas never diminished. The New World was the missing link. It is here that the development of the Caribbean and its slavery and sugar fields begins. However, there were a few more places

  between the Old World and the New that were crucial in linking their fortunes: the islands of the Atlantic.




  





  
Chapter Two





  STEPPING STONES TO THE NEW WORLD





  Columbus’s stop in La Gomera, in the Canary Islands, on his first voyage was no accident. By the time his fleet had set off, this archipelago off the coast of North

  Africa was already a well-known colony of Castile. Indeed, as early as the first century AD, Pliny the Elder had mentioned the Atlantic islands in his writings, calling them

  ‘Canaria’. How much was known about the islands then is difficult to ascertain, but in the new age of exploration it was only a matter of time before these seven islands, sixty miles

  off the coast of North Africa and hundreds of miles from the Iberian peninsula, were rediscovered. Some accounts put the re-entry of Europeans into the Canaries sometime around 1312 when a Genoese

  sailor, Lanzarotto Malocello, was said to have arrived on one of them, though little is known about what transpired.1 Other expeditions followed,

  including one claimed to be commissioned by Portugal’s Afonso IV in 1341. Details are scarce, but the islands began to appear on maps.




  After an initial flurry of exploratory activity from the Genoese, Castilians, and Portuguese, the islands lay quiet for a while. By the time two Normans, Jean de Béthencourt and Gadifer

  de la Salle, met in La Rochelle in 1402, interest in the islands had waned. Béthencourt was a noble who was possibly in search of a fortune to pay off debts. He had tried to convince the

  French crown to back his plans, to no avail, which is why he ended up turning to Castile.2 He may have been on the hunt for gold, but he might also

  have been looking to enslave some of the native Guanche people to sell. There were also trees on the islands whose resin had been sold to be transformed into a valuable dye

  known as ‘dragon’s blood’. Of course, Béthencourt also had to claim they wanted to introduce Christianity to the unbelievers. Salle, a knight, told Béthencourt he

  was looking to find his fortune. So on 1 May 1402 they, along with a crew, embarked for the ‘lands of Canary, to see and explore all the country, with the view of conquering the islands, and

  bringing the people to the Christian faith’, according to an account written by a friar and a priest who participated in the voyage.3




  Soon they met a ‘foul wind’ and were forced to stop in Galicia for a few days, and then headed south, stopping in the Andalus port of Cádiz. Béthencourt got into

  trouble there, as he had made no friends in Galicia and ‘Genoese, Placentian, and English merchants . . . brought accusations against him . . . that he and his crew were robbers’. While

  Béthencourt was trying to straighten out this misunderstanding, a rumour spread that his ships did not have enough supplies for the journey, and twenty-seven men left the expedition.

  Finally, the situation was resolved and eight days later they arrived on a tiny island they named Graciosa, which is near the larger island of Lanzarote, the easternmost of the chain. These

  volcanic islands were formed thousands of years ago, and their climate is mostly arid; the desert-like desolation is augmented by sand blown in by Saharan winds for part of the year, though there

  are pockets of tropical lustre, such as on the northern part of Tenerife.4




  The men crossed over to Lanzarote, but did not get off to the most auspicious of starts, as the friar and the priest reported. Realizing they were not alone, their early attempts to greet the

  natives were summarized as ‘great efforts to capture some of the people of Canary, but without success’. Eventually, some of the native Guanche people came down from the mountains. With

  a fragile friendliness established, Béthencourt ordered a fort built once he had received their leader’s permission. He left Bertin de Berneval in charge and he and Salle went to the

  next island, Fuerteventura, which lies to the south. Again, they made ‘great efforts to find their enemies, and were much vexed that they could not fall in with them’.5 Béthencourt and Salle stayed eight days, after which Béthencourt returned to Lanzarote and then to Spain to resupply and meet with the king.

  While Béthencourt was awaiting his audience with Henry III of Castile, Berneval captured Lanzarote’s ruler, and also stranded Salle on the small island of Los Lobos, off the coast of Fuerteventura, after which Berneval wrested control of a ship to take him back to Spain.




  Once Béthencourt returned, he was ready to conquer – Henry III had named him lord of the islands, and granted him the right to collect one-fifth of the colony’s profits in

  exchange for claiming them for Castile. Béthencourt and Salle soon began a more aggressive attempt to colonize. They got off to a straightforward start when the ruler of Lanzarote,

  ‘who had so often been taken and escaped again’, decided to give in and ‘yield obeisance to M de Bethencourt’, meaning that he would accept Christian baptism. When the

  occasion at last arose, the king ‘shewed every appearance of sincerity . . . and received . . . the name of Louis’.




  But the Norman pair met resistance elsewhere, and soon the financial and material support Béthencourt had collected in Spain dwindled. A frustrated Salle left for Seville, as did

  Béthencourt, and there their paths diverged. Béthencourt returned to the islands, this time with more settlers, and Salle did not. Upon Béthencourt’s return, he persisted

  in his attempts to subdue the people of Gran Canaria, but the island’s people stood firm. After this, Béthencourt decided to leave, and put his nephew, Maciot de Béthencourt, in

  charge of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura. Béthencourt went to Spain, Rome, and then France in 1406. He sent more men to settle the islands, but he never returned, and died in Normandy in

  1425.6




  Well before Béthencourt’s death, Henry the Navigator had heard what had been taking place in the Canaries. Like Afonso IV, Henry, too, wanted Portugal to control these islands. In

  1424, he organized an expedition of 2,500 men – although he did not join it – ordering them to capture Gran Canaria. But unlike the Ceuta campaign a decade earlier, it was a disaster.

  The Guanche were prepared, and they fought off the soldiers. Undeterred by Castilian claims to the island and native resistance alike, Henry continued attacking intermittently for decades to try to

  take the islands, failing every time.




  Lanzarote and Fuerteventura had not been as heavily populated as the islands to the west, and Europeans were able to to live there. By 1455 there were reports of ‘Christians’ living

  on both as well as on the smaller La Gomera and El Hierro, while Gran Canaria, Tenerife, and La Palma were still inhabited only by ‘pagans’.7 Castile, too, would later struggle to subdue the Guanches, and Gran Canaria, La Palma, and Tenerife would not become part of Castile until the last

  decade of the fifteenth century.




  Like the indigenous people of the New World nearly a century later, the existence of the islands’ native inhabitants opened up questions in the minds of Europeans, people whose worldview

  was still narrowly constrained by the precepts of Christianity. The priest and the friar who wrote about Béthencourt’s exploits pointed out on the first page of their account that the

  islands ‘are inhabited by unbelievers of various habits and languages’. Such men were accustomed to the ‘unbelievers’ in Islamic lands, but the people on the islands were

  puzzling because they were not part of the Muslim world.




  Little is known about the Guanches, except what was recorded by Europeans, who no doubt had little understanding of their languages or customs. The Guanches – itself a broad term used to

  describe people across all the islands – were probably connected to North African Berber tribes. The estimates of the population across the islands vary, ranging from 6,000 to more than

  60,000. They did not survive into the seventeenth century, and because the only written records were European, the recorded descriptions have a familiar ring. For instance, the priests describe the

  people of Gran Canaria as going ‘quite naked, save for a girdle of palm leaves . . . [and] print devices on their bodies . . . their hair tied behind . . . They are a handsome and well-formed

  people.’ But whatever Europeans thought about them, they had been able to keep those Europeans at bay until Béthencourt’s time, and even then he had not managed to take all the

  islands – there was an active and sustained resistance.8




  However, this came to an end over time as all the islands were put under Spanish control, and larger-scale settlement began. The merchants and artisans arrived, as did large estate-holders with

  their peasants. Portuguese, Genoese, Catalans, Jews, Moors, and moriscos displaced the Guanches.9 By the mid-1500s, even the English had

  arrived, and traders on the islands were exchanging cloth for sugar and dyes extracted from wood.10




  None of these settlers, however, found any sign of the mystical river of gold, despite the proximity of the African coast. But instead of exploring further, they looked to the ground and planted

  something that was almost as valuable – sugar. The climate on some of the islands was suitable for raising the crop and there was a growing market for it. Before long

  the remaining natives were enslaved and working in the fields, and Africans brought from the Portuguese posts in Guinea were not long in joining them. The Genoese, with their interest in capital

  investments, were heavy backers in this enterprise, and they made handsome profits. From the beginning, the exploration of the Atlantic and the development of the sugar trade could scarcely be

  called ‘Spanish’ at all – Castilian, Portuguese, Genoese, even Norman. Much of western Europe was involved in the enterprise, even though the islands were under the Castilian

  crown.




  But despite Henry’s failure to take any one, much less all, of the Canary Islands, Portugal still managed to find some Atlantic islands of its own – and with no fighting at all.




  *




  In 1420, navigators João Gonçalves Zarco and Tristão Vaz Teixeira were blown off course in a storm, and they took refuge on the small island of Porto

  Santo.11 They would have disembarked into silence, with only the waves lapping against the flat shore and the sound of birds. No signs of life

  were present. There were no Moors to vanquish, no Africans to enslave, no Canarians to suppress. There was no one. The only thing nearby was the looming volcanic island of Madeira, and they soon

  sailed over and began to explore it. It must have come as a surprise, for Madeira is green and mild, and it would have felt like a spring day to the men. The fertile landscape was imposing, with

  near-vertical volcanic slopes.




  The mariners were quick to spot the island’s potential. They could see it was rich in wood and had a climate that supported flora and fauna, a stark contrast to the arid Canary Islands.

  While many other sailors might have been dissuaded from going inland or would have been unable to see the value of the craggy hillsides, these experienced navigators could. Of equal importance was

  that Gonçalves and Vaz were not so off course as to be unable to return home, that great occupational hazard of this period.




  Madeira lies about 965km (600 miles) from Lisbon and some 482km (300 miles) north of La Palma, in the Canaries. It is volcanic, and its peak had been spotted by other sailors before

  Gonçalves and Vaz’s expedition. Yet the Portuguese crown had little inclination to find out more until reports arrived in 1417 that Castilian ships had been seen

  sailing nearby, though nothing came of it. Although an empty island would seem to have more obvious attractions because there were no native people to contend with, the opposite was the case: no

  money could be made there capturing slaves. However, Portugal’s King John I decided not long after Gonçalves and Vaz’s expedition to send around a hundred people to settle the

  colony and ward off future incursion from Castilians or anyone else. The group was led by Gonçalves and Vaz, and they were joined by Bartolomeo Perestrello, whose family came from the

  Italian peninsula. Perestrello was given control of Porto Santo, the smaller, flatter island to the north-east of Madeira. By 1425 a stream of settlers began making their way to the fertile

  islands. Madeira and Porto Santo prospered, and at one point, around 1478 or 1479, Columbus arrived and lived there for a while. He married Perestrello’s daughter, giving him ties to a

  prominent Portuguese family, even if they, like Columbus, had their roots in Italy. The seas might have been infinite, but the world of the sailor was much smaller. And so Columbus’s colonial

  education continued.12




  On the main island logging began because, as in the Canaries, there were trees whose resin could be used for dye. The few trees of Porto Santo suffered a different fate as they were cleared to

  make way for livestock and other grazing animals. Some of Madeira was also cleared for growing crops, especially much-needed wheat, but also sugar. Sugar thrived there because there was enough

  rain. When it was grown in Sicily or the Algarve, farmers had to construct irrigation systems to give the plant sufficient water. The climate on Madeira enriched the canes with a higher natural

  sugar content, making it easier to grow and refine. But the island’s steep slopes made it difficult to grow the crop in large plantations. As in the Canaries, it was the Genoese who brought

  the capital to spend on sugar mills, and the Portuguese who brought the labour. However, the settlers were soon using Africans brought up from the Gulf of Guinea and Guanches captured on the

  Canaries to produce the crop as well. Despite the success of sugar, little of the profit went to the settlers; most went to the Genoese investors.




  Madeira was also producing around 12,000 bushels of grain a year by the middle of the fifteenth century.13 In addition, the island was well

  suited to growing grapes, and islanders began to produce the fortified wine that bears its name to this day. It was not long before the Genoese became even more involved in the control of trade and

  development of the island, though other merchants, such as the Flemish, began to arrive as well. With a steady supply of sugar now guaranteed for Portugal, the market opened

  up.




  By 1455, Madeira was in profit. By around 1500 it had 211 sugar producers, with many of the estates being owned by the Genoese and Florentines. More Africans were sent to the island, along with

  enslaved Canarians, to help increase output, which reached around 1,360 tons, by the early 1500s, though by the 1520s – when New World sugar was beginning – this would drop

  significantly and the island would never again reach its previous peaks.14




  For a while, however, Portugal’s sugar island was the envy of other nations. With Madeira and Porto Santo established, sailors began to press further into the Atlantic, where they soon

  came across another uninhabited group of islands, known as the Azores, which lie to the north-west of Madeira. Ilhas dos Açores means Islands of the Goshawks, a reminder of how an

  understanding of the natural world was part of early navigation.15 Portugal began to settle these islands in 1439. Although the Azores were too

  far north for sugar production, they prospered with wine and grain. Both they and Madeira were soon incorporated into the expanding Portuguese world.




  Further south, sailors were refining the volta da Mina, which was the name used to describe the return trips between Africa and Portugal that were facilitated by the growing understanding

  of winds and currents. Mina was also the name of the first Portuguese settlement, today’s Elmina, in Ghana. Once contact with Africans had been established, traders were quick to set up

  feitorias, around the 1440s. These ‘factories’ were basic trading posts. The first was at Mina, but they were soon dotted all along the coast. The Portuguese brought textiles,

  beads, horses, and brass goods, as well as guns and other weapons, and in exchange loaded their ships with gold, spices, ivory, and slaves to take back to Europe. From the middle of the fifteenth

  century until around 1530, estimates put the number of enslaved Africans at around 156,000.16




  The Portuguese were able to add another link in their Atlantic chain near these African forts. About 650km (400 miles) from mainland West Africa is an archipelago of ten islands. The Portuguese

  called them the Cape Verde Islands, though ironically, as the verde (green) refers to the verdant land of coastal Africa around Guinea and Senegal, not the islands

  themselves. Like the Canaries to the north, these islands are mostly arid deserts, though some, such as Santiago, the largest, are more mountainous and tropical. While undertaking the volta da

  Mina, sailors had begun to stop off on these islands and by the 1460s there was an official settlement on Santiago. As on Madeira, the sailors found no other human beings. Unlike the mainland

  territories, where the Portuguese would have encountered the Jolof, for instance, the sailors to Santiago were met, as far as is known, with silence. If there were humans, all traces of them had

  been swept away by the island’s ever-present winds. But the archipelago was soon repeopled. Like Madeira and the Azores, Cape Verde too saw a mix of people come to its shores – sailors

  and merchants – although before long it was overwhelmingly Africans, as the islands – especially Santiago – became ever more bound up in the slave trade.




  Soon Santiago bore the hallmarks of a European colony, a process hammered out in the Atlantic and replicated in the Caribbean. First there needed to be a well-situated harbour, in this case

  Ribeira Grande, which has a sandy beach encircled by steep, vegetation-lined hills, and a river offering a supply of fresh water. Then a few streets of houses sprang up along with a church.

  Convents further up the hillside soon followed, and at the top, a fortress, with vistas stretching for miles.17 Such settlements could be

  established quickly. And of course there were variations. Sometimes the fort came first, then the monastery, and then the settlers. The elements were often the same, even if the order differed.

  Settlements were not usually secured inland, but on the sea fronts. Ships could call in, and goods be loaded and exchanged.




  The arid and windy climate – the islands receive uncertain and often scarce amounts of rainfall and winds off the Sahara – meant they were not suitable for sugar. Some of the

  archipelago could, however, produce salt, as the name of one of the islands, Sal, attests. But the main purpose of the development of these islands was as a stopping point for the burgeoning

  maritime traffic and slave trade.




  The papacy had been taking note of these Atlantic developments with growing interest. On 8 January 1455 Pope Nicholas V promulgated his Romanus Pontifex, praising the Afonso V for his

  role in overseeing the colonization of Madeira and the Azores, as well as the crown’s foray into Africa and the attempts to convert the natives. He also granted

  permission to enslave the non-believers. The Catholic Church still held and exercised an enormous amount of power in Europe during this time, and the direction of expansion was in no small part due

  to papal policies and the Church’s support. The colonization of the Atlantic and later the Caribbean was a project not only of the evolving marketplace or Genoese merchants (though of course

  they were crucial to its development), but of Church and state. Claiming of territories and enslaving ‘unbelievers’ required the support of the crowns of Portugal, Castile, and Aragon,

  as well as the permission of the Vatican.




  The Reconquista roots to this are traceable. For instance, the papal bull Dum Diversas of 18 June 1452 gave the king of Portugal permission to attack and conquer unbelievers and take

  their lands, which was considered especially important as parts of the Iberian peninsula were still under the control of the Islamic caliphate. Even though Portugal had driven Islamic rule out of

  the Algarve in the south in 1249, attacks on non-Christians were still permitted. Indeed, one of the longest-running preoccupations of Christian Europe was the threat of the infidel, a tradition

  that dates nearly to the beginning of Islam. That this spills over into the early years of discovery should come as little surprise. Although concepts about conquest and colonization would undergo

  numerous transformations (especially when the Protestants arrived), the starting point is here, in the rocky terrain of the Iberian peninsula. It was not the case that one thing led to another

  – that the fight against Islam led to overseas expansion. Rather, it was the case that there was an institutional framework in place, via the Catholic Church, that legitimized what was

  happening. The Portuguese, Castilians, Aragonese, and Genoese were pushing into new worlds, and encountering people who were so vastly different that they grappled to find a vocabulary to explain

  it, and so they turned to what they had.




  However, the continued relay race of discovery and conquest was straining the already fragile relations between the Castilian crown and Portugal, both of whom wanted to claim these new

  territories – and the right to find more – as their own. It would take the power of the papacy to put it to rest, and a series of treaties were issued to stop the claims and

  counter-claims between these two kingdoms. The 1479 Treaty of Alcáçovas that brought the Castilian War of Succession to an end also stipulated that Portugal

  would recognize Castile and Aragon’s right to the Canary Islands, and in exchange receive recognition for its claims on Madeira, the Azores, and Cape Verde. This would set a precedent for

  what followed in Inter Caetera, a papal bull issued in 1493 by Alexander VI – who was from the notorious Valencian Borja (or Borgia) family – after Columbus’s voyage, and

  the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, which established the line of demarcation of Portuguese territory at 370 leagues (around 1,185 nautical miles) to the west of Cape Verde, with the area beyond

  that going to Castile. This invisible line would have very concrete ramifications.




  After 1492, as the Iberian nations pushed out the non-Catholics who refused to convert, many soon spilled into this expanding Atlantic world. Jewish people played a large part, especially when,

  in 1497, Portugal decided to follow Spain in forcing the Jews to convert. Thousands were killed, and thousands more were deported to the colonies, especially São Tomé in the Gulf of

  Guinea. Some of them converted to save their lives but then left the country, and these ‘new Christians’, or cristãos novos, would make their way to Cape Verde and onward

  from there.




  When Columbus set off, he not only had his Mediterranean experience, but had also played an active part in the early years of European colonization in the Atlantic. Before he arrived in Porto

  Santo, he had already been to Chios, as well as Tunis and Marseille before that, and even Iceland and Ireland. He may have also done the volta da Mina in the 1480s, and he knew about the

  Canaries and Cape Verde. He was aware of Africans and Guanches, and he realized that sugar was a money-maker. Columbus had been no dreamy-eyed map reader, but an active player in this new Atlantic

  colonization.




  *




  When the admiral sailed into the West Indies on his first voyage and saw unbelievers, he reverted to what he knew from the example of the Canary Islands and the Mediterranean.

  Here were slaves to capture, and people to convert. His initial encounter on these islands may not have matched his grandiose vision; it would have seemed familiar, rather than exotic. In his

  journal, Columbus noted that the ‘Indians’ he met were ‘very handsome and not small; and none of them are black, but the colour of Canary Islanders’. Yet Columbus and

  hundreds of people after him could not – or did not want to – find a way to explain this new world and its people on their own terms. Instead, they created new

  words.




  The diary of Dr Diego Álvarez Chanca, a physician on Columbus’s second voyage (September 1493 to June 1496), could perhaps be considered the starting point for the vocabulary

  devised to describe the people they met in this new world: the so-called Taino and Caribs. Although the words Taino and Carib (and Arawak, at times) are used today to describe the indigenous people

  of the Caribbean, there is a great deal of uncertainty about their meaning. Almost from their inception they gave a sharp contrast: the Taino was a peaceful islander, happy to aid and work for the

  Spaniards, while the Carib was a warrior who killed Tainos and often ate them, and fought the newcomers. Chanca’s account of what happened when the expedition stopped on the island later

  named Guadeloupe offers a vivid commentary on the differences between the two peoples. The doctor observed that ‘the captain went to the shore in the boat and made his way to the houses . . .

  he brought away four or five bones of the arms and legs of men. As soon as we saw this, we suspected that those islands were the Carib islands which are inhabited by people who eat human

  flesh.’18 Indeed, Columbus himself wrote, regarding his first voyage, that this New World was said to have people who ‘feed on human

  flesh’.19




  Later, Chanca observed ‘many men and women [who] walked along the shore near the water wondering at the fleet . . . and when a boat came to land to speak with them, saying to them tayno,

  tayno, which means “good”, they waited as long as our men did not leave the water, remaining near it, in such a way that then they wished they could escape’.20 Columbus used this terminology, and Chanca recorded it, and so the dichotomy was established and enshrined. The people of the Greater Antilles –

  Hispaniola, Cuba, and Puerto Rico – were considered to be peaceful Tainos, while those of the smaller islands were deemed violent Caribs.




  However, in the past thirty or so years scholars across a range of disciplines have challenged the notion that the Amerindian past divided so sharply. They have also questioned whether these

  people were made ‘extinct’, as generations of writers have repeated in their histories of the islands. Studies have found not only biological persistence (through DNA) but cultural

  practices and even archival evidence that have survived.21 What is beyond dispute, however, is that life as all parties knew it was altered to the limits of recognition because of the encounter. People from different backgrounds who had never seen each other before – American, African, or European

  – converged and diverged. Diseases were unleashed on everyone, as was violence. Similar investigations have been conducted into the differences among the indigenous people of the Caribbean,

  whose identity was defined for centuries by historical sketches or first-hand accounts by Europeans such as Chanca, who understood neither their culture nor their language.




  That there was inter-island warfare and hostility is no surprise. Like other nations and peoples, alliances changed and wars began and ended. One group describing another as good or bad did

  little to help these newly arrived foreigners make sense of what they were encountering. Instead, the Europeans often based their judgements on which groups offered help and which groups preferred

  to shoot arrows at them. Generally speaking, Taino came to mean helpful, and Carib hostile. There was plenty of resistance from the indigenous people in the Greater Antilles, but the myth of

  cooperation there persisted. Caribbean Indians became symbolic of the encounter of old and new worlds. Even as the Indians died by the thousands, these dichotomies lived on: they were cannibals,

  they were peaceful; they were barbaric; or sometimes, they were both. How they were viewed reflected the success or failure of attempts to settle in these new lands. This was not helped by the

  proliferation of writings, such as Peter Martyr’s De Orbe Novo, published around 1516, from Europeans who had yet to set foot on the islands. They were basing their accounts on reports

  of men who were there primarily to find gold and convert heathens, not on a mission of cultural understanding. Martyr’s work was a misleading compilation of reports and letters from

  explorers, and it was soon translated and disseminated throughout Europe to an eager readership.




  Although it is fruitless to judge that world against our own – disciplines such as anthropology or archaeology did not exist until the nineteenth century at the earliest – it bears

  noting that the idea and use of Taino and Carib continue today. It is ironic that, at the same time, the people doing the naming were perhaps not very clear about their own identity. Hispania had

  been a Roman invention. Spain in its present guise was not quite fully formed, and the Genoese were independent of what would become Italy in 1861. It was religion in this period that served as a

  way of dividing and categorizing people.




  If the people were not Carib or Taino, what were they? Recent archaeological scholarship reveals a far more specific history.22 In a wide sense, these peoples were mostly from the Orinoco and other river basins in South America. There is a growing consensus that some of these first peoples had learned

  how to harness the currents of the rivers and sea to travel northward, thousands of years before the Genoese sailor set off on his mission. They too were looking for something – not gold, but

  food, plants, perhaps new places to settle. They too were sailors, but of canoes (a word which derives from the Arawak). They are thought to have arrived around 6,000 years ago, which, in terms of

  human history, makes them quite recent immigrants, the Caribbean being – to the best of current knowledge – one of the later places of human settlement.23 By around 4,000 BC many of the islands had sizeable communities, and different waves of migration from the Orinoco valley and other parts of South

  America continued. Included in this was the later and significant arrival of the Saladoid people, who travelled from South America and inhabited the islands between approximately 500 BC and AD 600, with settlements scattered from Trinidad to Puerto Rico. Others may have gone to Hispaniola and Cuba directly from coastal South

  America.24




  As the archaeologist Samuel Wilson has pointed out, these early colonists, like the later Europeans, ‘refashioned the island environments, unintentionally and intentionally, to suit their

  purposes’.25 They brought their own plants, insects, and germs as well, and settled these islands. They too needed to grow plants and chop

  down trees, and fish in the waters. By the time Columbus arrived there were areas of dense settlement, and ‘villages’ that contained thousands of people. Although Taino became the

  catch-all term for the peoples in the Greater Antilles, there were actually other groups, such as the Lucayans of the Bahamian islands who traded with the Tainos. There was variation in the Arawak

  language spoken throughout the region, though the Arawaks lived in northern South America and have been often conflated with Tainos and Lucayans.26 Indeed, there is evidence that most islanders thought themselves culturally distinct from those on neighbouring islands, or even a different part of the same

  island.27




  The people Columbus called Tainos, then, had their roots in the archaic pottery-making Casimiroids and Ostionoids, while many on the smaller islands were the descendants of the

  Saladoids.28 But after Columbus, the incarnation of the Carib took a variety of turns: Kalinago described the people of

  Dominica and Grenada, and the people of St Lucia and St Vincent were later called ‘black Caribs’ because there was intermixing between runaway slaves and indigenous people – and

  they were known for their fierce resistance. Because a variety of the Arawak language was spoken, people in the smaller islands were called Arawaks at times. Despite the stories, there is no

  evidence that anyone on any island was a cannibal: that remains in the realm of folklore. Yet the idea of the Carib remains, extending even to the sea surrounding the islands.




  From this Taino/Carib misunderstanding has sprung a long debate about the origins and ethnic demarcations of the native peoples of the Caribbean, but the idea of the cannibalistic

  ‘Carib’ is perhaps the most persistent. By the time Daniel Defoe published Robinson Crusoe in 1719, most of the native peoples in the New World would have been long dead, yet the

  Europeanized idea of them was clearly quite alive.




  After the narrator, Crusoe, survives shipwreck and sets up on the desert island, he frets, ‘I had heard that the people of the Caribbean coast were cannibals or man-eaters, and I knew by

  the latitude that I could not be far from that shore.’ Later on, he spots five canoes on the island and proceeds to spy on the people who had come ashore. What he saw confirmed his

  suspicious, as ‘two miserable wretches dragged from the boats . . . were now brought out for the slaughter’. He grew alarmed as one victim made an escape but was not followed very far.

  But he was soon cheered up, as he recalled that ‘it came very warmly upon my thoughts . . . that now was the time to get me a servant . . . and that I was plainly called by Providence to save

  this poor creature’s life’.




  Crusoe helped this man kill some of his captors, and took him under his protection. This was, of course, Friday. A while later they revisited the scene of Friday’s near-death and found it

  ‘covered with human bones . . . and great pieces of flesh left here and there, half-eaten, mangled, and scorched . . .’ While this revolted Crusoe, he noted that ‘I found Friday

  had still a hankering stomach after some of the flesh, and was still a cannibal in his nature’ but made it clear that ‘I would kill him if he offered it’.29




  In a few pages, the native person of the Caribbean was enshrined in literature not only as a perfect candidate for servitude, but also as a cannibal by his very nature. Other writers perpetuated

  the myth of the native cannibal, though some put it down to a vicious type of revenge, rather than something innate. Père Labat, a French missionary who travelled to

  the Caribbean in 1693 and wrote extensively on the islands, said of the people of Dominica, ‘I also know, and it is quite true, that when the English and the French first settled in the

  Islands many men of both nations were killed, boucanned, and eaten by the Caribs. But this was due to the inability of the Indians to take revenge on the Europeans for their injustice and

  cruelty, and it was done with impotent rage, not custom.’30




  On the eve of Columbus’s arrival, the peoples of Hispaniola were living in organized settlements, some as large as 5,000 people. The men hunted and fished, and the women worked the land,

  raised children, and performed other duties, and the communities were in general quite hierarchical.31 The depiction of Amerindians as sensual or

  lazy is, of course, a European fantasy, or at least a false impression. In Hispaniola there was intensive agriculture and fishing. Estimates of the pre-Columbian population of the West Indies range

  widely, from hundreds of thousands to millions across the islands. What is certain is that most of them died early as a result of the encounter with Europeans, be it through disease, labour, or

  murder.




  Columbus and his men, and the sailors who soon followed, had technology and germs on their side. The native people had poor resistance to European diseases; and the Europeans had firepower for

  which spears were usually no match. By Columbus’s time, there had been great changes in guns and other arms, especially in the development of the musket.32 By the middle of the fifteenth century, sailing ships were carrying increasing amounts of armaments. The evolution of such weapons gave Europeans tactical advantages against

  Africans, Canarians, and native peoples in the Americas. Weapons were also later used as a means of barter, as guns were sold for slaves in West Africa.33




  Despite the diseases, the horses, the ships, and the weapons, the native peoples did not necessarily give themselves up easily. There are numerous accounts of hostility. For instance, a

  Spaniard, Pedro Arias de Ávila, arrived in 1514 with nineteen ships to take the island of Dominica, but he and his 1,500 men were greeted with a hail of poisoned arrows. They anchored in a

  bay on the north-west shore, later called Prince Rupert Bay. Over time, the Spanish were able to convert a tiny bit of the island to a small resupply station for ships, but

  they remained under continual attack. Further to the south, on the island of St Vincent and the scattered Grenadines, Caribs (and later black Caribs) put up a fight against European settlement

  until 1796, when they were shipped out of the islands.34 The Central American coastline, too, faced similar incursions, and in places such as

  Nicaragua and Honduras the Miskito people gave the Spanish constant problems. Europeans also encroached around the littoral of South America. Further south, along the Guyana territory (which later

  would be British Guiana, Suriname, and French Guiana) the indigenous peoples of the Amazon interior would remain largely untouched in the dense and virtually impenetrable jungle while settlements

  were established along the fertile coast. The problems began when the imported African slaves ran away into the forest, where they could regroup and plan attacks.35




  But there was also more commonplace resistance, as the historian Matthew Restall has pointed out. This took place in numerous ways, from working slowly to sabotaging equipment to simply picking

  up and leaving for more isolated places to live, out of the reach of Europeans. Attacks and revolts were often local, and usually straightforward to put down, and so less likely to be enshrined in

  the pages of the histories of these islands being written in Europe.36




  On the other hand, collaboration between the Spaniards and the people they enslaved and killed played a significant part in the settlement of the Caribbean. Indeed, according to Restall, such

  cooperation began on the ships. Those armour-plated ‘conquistadors’, so often depicted as white Spaniards, could actually be a more diverse crew. Africans were part of the early

  colonization process. They had been brought enslaved to Spain and Portugal and were many times put to use in high-status servant roles. They frequently accompanied their masters on voyages, and

  became involved in the settlement of the islands. Men like Juan Garrido, a West African taken to Lisbon who was later involved in expeditions to Puerto Rico and Cuba, were part of the development

  of this world. Garrido arrived in Hispaniola in 1502 or 1503, making him one of the first Africans to go to the New World. He was later freed and lived in Mexico City after joining the expedition

  to Mexico around 1519.37




  In the same vein, many indigenous people in Hispaniola, and later elsewhere in the Americas, considered it in their interest to aid these new people. From the outset,

  Columbus and his men needed at the very least interpreters. Sometimes alliances were for strategic political reasons, other times for more personal ones. Sex was also part of the encounter, and

  shiploads of Spanish men came without women. Some women were willing concubines, others were the bargaining chip of powerful fathers, and still others victims of brutal rape. The result was known

  as mestizaje: the merging and blending of the indigenous and Spanish. Through this, the indigenous past of Hispaniola and other islands was kept alive, even if the number of Amerindians

  continued to decline. The lines between the two groups were not rigid, and in fact were quite easily crossed.




  Modern historians and social scientists only know fragments of the pre-Columbian world of the Caribbean. There are very few written sources revealing what any of these native people felt or

  thought when they saw Columbus and his ships, or in the turbulent time thereafter. There are records of what Europeans thought the indigenous people said, and there are accounts of the

  Caribs not cooperating. Over time, cultural artefacts were ruined and practices interrupted and transformed though the encounter, so working with what remains means examining what indigenous people

  did, rather than what they were reported to have said. The myth of the compliant Indian is one that permeates the entire American continent, from Canada to Argentina. The idea of the first

  Thanksgiving, when the native peoples saved the English settlers from starvation, is one of the foundation myths of the United States. The docile Taino, and his Janus twin the Carib likewise have

  left an indelible imprint on the history of the Caribbean.




  *




  In 1493, Columbus was eager to return to Hispaniola and see how La Navidad was faring. This second expedition was a much larger one, with seventeen ships. He had plans to turn

  his outpost into a commercial centre, a feitoria, like that of Mina, but he would be trading in gold.38 He had varied the route, and he and

  his entourage sailed further to the south, which brought the ships in between Guadeloupe and Dominica. On this voyage he gave names to the islands he passed: Santa María de Guadalupe

  (Guadeloupe), Santa María de Montserrat (Montserrat), Santa María de la Antigua (Antigua), San Cristóbal (St Kitts), Santa Cruz (St Croix), and San Juan Bautista (Puerto Rico).

  He did not arrive on Hispaniola until November, which gave his dreams time to develop, but they would have died a quick death when they reached the settlement. There was

  nothing. No signs of life, no people. Just silence and stillness. Dr Chanca described the scene: ‘We went to the place where the town had been, and we saw that it was entirely burned and the

  clothes of the Christians were found in some grass.’39




  Where many others might have been deterred from attempting another settlement, Columbus was not. He had brought farm animals, sugar cane, grapes, and wheat for planting. He had a vision, and it

  did not include eerie silences and failed settlements. His men were quick to find a new location, also along the north coast, and this time named it after the queen of Spain, La Isabela. In many

  senses, Columbus’s determination at this juncture marked the true beginning of the colonial enterprise in the Americas. Undaunted by the possibility of death, not fearful of the native

  peoples, Columbus and his men pressed forward, like the conquistadors who would follow him, straight into a rugged physical terrain, and an even more terrifying spiritual one. La Isabela had a

  shaky start; there was not enough food or water. Soon the colonists were heading inland to find the riches they had been promised, either taking from the native people or trying to make them work.

  The native anger, already stoked during the collapse of La Navidad, only increased. Columbus made two brutal campaigns in 1494 and 1495 against the Amerindians on Hispaniola, killing and

  conquering, and he took some 1,600 people into slavery, sending around 550 of them to Spain.40 In this sense, Columbus continued to reflect the

  moral codes of the Old World. He knew the Portuguese had been enslaving Africans, with papal approval – indeed, a 1436 bull by Pope Eugene IV called Africans ‘enemies of

  God’.41 Closer to home, the Guanches in the Canary Islands had been forced into slavery. In 1495, the Spanish crown authorized the sale of

  captured people from the Caribbean. Those Columbus did not sell or force to scrabble for gold, he left to raise cassava and other crops.




  There were other problems. The feitoria idea did not sit well with some of the settlers. Many of the men were minor nobles and felt the hard work of settlement was beneath them,

  especially when there were native peoples who could do the labour. The blueprint of the Reconquista was set in their minds. They believed they had come under the repartimiento system, which

  had been used to resettle land taken from Muslims, and later in the Canary Islands as well. It is, in essence, an agreement that the settler would be granted land if he

  promised to work it for a set number of years. But such a system was a square peg for the round hole of the island’s problems.




  In March 1494 Columbus left again, this time to explore further, still believing he was in the East. He left Bartolomé, his brother, in charge. During that voyage, Columbus sailed around

  more of Cuba, and the island of Jamaica (St Jago). His brother, meanwhile, was contending with a full-on rebellion. It did not start immediately. Indeed, by that August, a decent vein of gold had

  been discovered in the south of the island, and Bartolomé had moved the capital to a new settlement nearby, calling it Santo Domingo. It was a strategic location as well, as it had a good

  harbour. But that was about the only happy decision he had made. By this point he had so enraged the settlers that there had been a revolt, led by Francisco Roldán. This breakaway faction

  had moved to the west of the island, taken over native lands and forced people to work outside the auspices of the sanctioned leader. Columbus, in the meantime, had returned to Castile, having left

  in March 1496. Unfortunately for him, news of the colony’s failure had reached the crown, too. But Bartolomé did not have time to worry about that, as tensions with the Amerindians had

  rekindled.




  By this point, the Catholic monarchs had become concerned about the state of this colony. It was obvious to all that while Columbus had found something, it bore little resemblance to what he had

  claimed he would find. Although the crown continued to have serious misgivings, Columbus’s campaign for a third voyage was a success, and he set off once again from Spain on 30 May 1498,

  albeit with a much smaller fleet of six ships. His journey took him via the Cape Verde islands, where he hit a becalmed section of water – the infamous doldrums. When he eventually spotted

  land on 31 July, he had arrived much further south, between Trinidad and the South American continent. He returned to Hispaniola a month later, where the situation was so grave that Columbus began

  to grant encomiendas to the angry settlers.




  This system functioned by making use of some existing structures: the distribution of labour on the island was such that native peoples often already worked under their chief, or cacique.

  Indeed, this was not unlike the labour system on the Iberian peninsula, which, like much of Early Modern Europe, used vassalage. But under the Spanish in Hispaniola, these

  caciques then paid tribute to the Spanish land-holding encomenderos. In exchange, the caciques and labourers received some pay, conversion to Christianity, and, as vassals of

  the Spanish crown, protection – in theory – from further abuses or attack. It was a system that could benefit powerful local rulers and the Spanish, though many of the workers who

  laboured in the mines and fields fared less well.
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