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Introduction

THIS VOLUME CONTINUES J. A. Rogers’ lifelong research into the role that personalities of African descent have played in the development of world history. In this field of biographical research he journeyed further and accomplished more than any other writer before him. He was particularly astute in researching the neglected aspects of history. In this volume his main areas of concentration are Europe, South and Central America, the West Indies, and the United States. Except for Europe, of course, the personalities whose lives are described here had an impact on the geographical area that is referred to as the “New World.”

In the section that deals with the great black personalities who influenced Europe, Mr. Rogers calls attention to the fact that Europe did not emerge in the years before and after the establishment of Christianity independent unto itself. A large number of persons whose ethnic origin was not European made major contributions to European history and culture. Some of the most illustrious of these were black or of mixed African and European ancestry.

The continuity of this influence is shown in the section on South and Central America. In the short time since the death of J. A. Rogers in 1966 there has been a revolution in research and scholarship relating to this still developing area of our hemisphere. Some of the old research, long ignored, has been reconsidered. New scholars, black and white, have emerged with a broader view of the interplay of peoples and cultures in the making of the so-called New World before and after the appearance of the Europeans. This new scholarship has found recurring evidence of a fact that Western academies have been ignoring, or denying, for years—the presence of African people in pre-Columbian South and Central America, and in the United States. The best presentation of this new evidence can be found in the following books and articles:

The Art of Terracotta Pottery in Pre-Columbian Central and South America, by Alexander von Wuthenau. New York, Crown Publishers, 1969. This book details the best physical evidence for the pre-Columbian appearance of Africans in the New World.

Introduction to African Civilization, by John G. Jackson. New Hyde Park, N.Y., University Books, 1970. In Chapter 6 of this book Mr. Jackson interprets the evidence, new and old, and adds new materials from his own files.

In a two-part article published in A Current Bibliography on African Affairs, Vol. II, Nos. 11 and 12, Washington, D.C. (1969), a young writer, Legrand H. Clegg, II, opens up new areas of this subject for consideration and puts the evidence in a more readable order. His article is entitled “The Beginning of the African Diaspora: The Black Man in Ancient and Medieval America.”

The formal investigation into this subject was started in 1920 with the publication of Professor Leo Wiener’s massive three-volume work Africa and the Discovery of America. In the first volume of this work Professor Wiener shows that American archaeological studies on both the Africans and the Indians are built on sand and suppositions, and that the accepted chronology of cultural development for both of these peoples is totally out of order. He also shows that the Africans have had a far greater influence on American civilization than has heretofore been suspected.

The second volume is a study of African religions and their influence on the cultures of this hemisphere. His documentation proves to an extraordinary extent that the Indian medicine man evolved from the African medicine man.

In explaining the diaries of Christopher Columbus, Professor Wiener calls attention to the fact that this European explorer admits that he found a dark-skinned people trading with the Indians in the Caribbean Islands. Who were these dark-skinned people? Columbus infers that they were people from the coast of Guinea (West Africa).

In 1936 Carter G. Woodson published his book, The African Background Outlined. This book had additional information on the pre-Columbian presence of the Africans in the New World. Dr. Woodson’s observations are that several authorities believed that Africans discovered America long before the Europeans had any such dreams, for the Occident was all but in a state of savagery until awakened by contact with the more enlightened Orient during the Crusades. The early European explorers on the Isthmus of Darien found in caves there skulls which were identified as African. Students of ethnology observed also that the religion of the North and South American Indians is very much like that of the Africans. Professor Leo Wiener had previously made the same observation. In Indian languages, moreover, certain words were discovered which appeared originally in an African language, such as “canoe,” “tobacco,” and “buckra.” (These, however, should not be confused with African words like “goober,” “yam,” “banjo,” and “voodoo,” which were later brought from Africa to America.)

The cultural and philological evidence to support the claim that Africans on the west coast attained a high level of culture and maritime skill is more apparent with each new book on the subject. The matter is out of the realm of pure speculation. It can now be said with a high degree of certainty that Africans braved the roaring waters of the high seas and established relationships with the Indians of the Americas well over a thousand years ago.

In the article “African Explorers of the New World” by Harold G. Lawrence (1962), this statement is made:

We can now positively state that the Mandingoes of Mali and Songhay Empires, and possibly other Africans, crossed the Atlantic to carry on trade with the Western Hemisphere Indians, and further succeeded in establishing colonies throughout the Americas. During the thirteenth century, Mali, the earliest of these two great empires, building on the ruins of Ancient Ghana, rose to become one of the leading nations of the world….

Professor Lawrence elaborates on these early African voyages to the West in the following statement:

It is more important to note here that voyages across the Atlantic were resumed, or continued, during the reign of Askia. Proof of this is evidenced by the fact that Columbus was informed by some men, when he stopped at one of the Cape Verde Islands off the coast of Africa, that Negroes had been known to set out into the Atlantic from the Guinea coast in canoes loaded with merchandise and steering towards the west. The same Christopher Columbus was further informed by the Indians of Hispaniola when he arrived in the West Indies that they had been able to obtain gold from black men who had come from across the sea from the south and southeast. The dates of these accounts coincide precisely with the time that Askia the Great held sway over Songhay. It must also be added that Amerigo Vespucci on his voyage to the Americas witnessed these same black men out in the Atlantic returning to Africa.

Fifteenth and sixteenth century Spanish explorers and early American art, legends, and burials provide the principal sources of information on what happened to these African seamen after their arrival in the Americas. In effect, the Spanish conquistadores found dispersed all over the New World small tribes who were from the very first considered Negroes. The largest African colony appears to have been a permanent settlement at Darien where Balboa saw them in 1513.

American Indian legends abound with accounts of black men who came to them from far off lands. Aside from the report that Columbus obtained at Hispaniola, a notable tale is recorded in the Peruvian traditions. They inform us of how black men coming from the east had been able to penetrate the Andes Mountains. Furthermore, Indian traditions of Mexico and Central America indicate that Africans were among the first occupants of that territory. Some Indians there yet claim descent from these same Blacks.

In the magazine West Africa, for Saturday, June 7, 1969, there is an article by Basil Davidson with the title “Africans Before Columbus?” In this article we are told that:

Columbus and other early Europeans’ arrivals in the Americas came back with quite a bit of evidence, suggestive but inconclusive, that black peoples from Africa had already reached these shores. Various writers have pointed, from time to time, over the past twenty years and more, to the likely West African origins of the black explorers, notable of that “tribe of Almamys” who were said to have settled in Honduras.

This obviously was the first African impact on the Americas.

In order to understand the magnitude of the second African impact of the Americas, and the West Indies, it is necessary that we look two ways, both at Europe and at Africa. The origin of Africa’s troubled years is in both places.

Early in the fifteenth century Europe began to recover from the wounds of the Middle Ages and the Crusades. European skill in shipbuilding had improved and, in search of a food supply for their hungry population and for new worlds to conquer, Europeans began to venture beyond their shores. There are many reasons why the Europeans had not embarked upon worldwide exploration before this time: their ships were small and unsafe for long sea journeys; oars were sometimes used to propel these ships and the outcome of all voyages depended largely on the wind; there were no good maps or instruments to guide sailors through unknown waters.

At that time most Europeans were ignorant about the shape of the world, and some of them thought it was flat. The Portuguese set out to disprove this, and about the middle of the fifteenth century they began trading with the people along the west coast of Africa, to which they gave the name “Guinea” after the Sudanic Empire of Ghana. At first they traded mainly for gold, but before long they began to take slaves also.

Social and political unrest began to develop among some of the nations of West Africa at the time Europe was regaining its strength and a degree of unity. The first Europeans to visit the west coast of Africa did not have to fight their way in—they came as guests and were treated as guests. Later, they decided to stay as conquerors and slave traders. In order to gain a position strong enough to attain these ambitions, they began to take sides in African family disputes, very often supplying the family or tribe they favored with arms and using their favorites as slave catchers. A number of African nations went into the slave trade in order to buy guns and other European-manufactured items. Others were forced to capture slaves or become slaves.

The Europeans did not come to Africa initially to find slaves. For years they had been hearing stories about the great riches of Africa. At the Battle of Ceuta against the Moslems in 1416, Prince Henry the Navigator, as he later became known, who was Prince Henry of Portugal, heard about the prosperity of Timbuctoo and the wealth of the great states along the west coast of Africa. He also heard stories about a great African Christian king named Prester John.

Before the end of the fifteenth century the Portuguese sailors had come to know the general shape of the continent of Africa. They traded regularly with African countries from 1471 on. Forts were built along the west coast of West Africa. The most famous of these forts, still in existence, is Elmina Castle in what is now Ghana. This fort was started in 1482 by a Portuguese captain, Don Diego d’Azambuja. Because of the large profits gained by the Portuguese in their trading in this country, they called it the Gold Coast.

During the latter half of the fifteenth century European nationalism was reflected in the expansion of trade in both slaves and manufactured goods. The marriage of Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand of Spain gave Europe the unity to drive out the Moors. Both Spain and Portugal were becoming powerful Mediterranean nations.

In 1488 Bartholomew Diaz had sailed around the southern tip of Africa. About ten years later another Portuguese sailor, Vasco da Gama, sailed past the point reached by Diaz. With the help of an Arab pilot, Vasco da Gama reached India in 1498. For Europe, the door to the vast world of Asia was open.

The story of the African slave trade is essentially the story of the consequences of the second rise of Europe. In the years between the passing of the Roman Empire in the eighth century and the partial unification of Europe through the framework of the Catholic Church in the fifteenth century, Europeans were engaged mainly in internal matters. With the opening of the New World and the expulsion of the Moors from Spain during the latter part of the fifteenth century, the Europeans started to expand beyond their homeland into the broader world. They were searching for new markets, new materials, new manpower, and new land to exploit. The African slave trade was created to accommodate this expansion.

In this book Mr. Rogers shows that Africans were far from being passive about their plight in the West Indies and in the colonies that became the United States. The slave systems and the attitude to support them were slow in getting under way. In the meantime, the Africans were a part of other developments.

The first Africans who came to the New World were not in bondage, contrary to popular belief. Africans participated in some of the early expeditions, mainly with Spanish explorers. The bestknown of these African explorers was Estevanico, sometimes known as Little Steven, who accompanied the de Vaca expedition during six years of wandering from Florida to Mexico. The remarkable thing about Estevanico, who came into America in 1527, is that he was an astute linguist. He learned the language of the Indians in a matter of weeks. Because of his knowledge of herbs and medicines, he was accepted as a deity by some Indian tribes.

In 1539 Estevanico set out from Mexico in a party with Fray Marcos de Niza in search of the fabulous Seven Cities of Cíbola. When most of the expedition, including Fray Marcos, became ill, Estevanico went on alone and opened up what is now known as New Mexico and Arizona.

A number of historians have stated that Pedro Niño, one of the pilots of the command ship of Christopher Columbus, was an African. In the discovery of the Pacific in 1513, Balboa carried thirty Africans, who helped to clear the road across the isthmus between the two oceans. In the conquest of Mexico, Cortez was accompanied by a number of Africans. Incidentally, one was a pioneer of wheat farming in the New World.

In the exploration of Guatemala, Chile, Peru, and Venezuela, Africans arrived nearly a hundred years before they reappeared as slaves in Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619.

Thus, Africans were major contributors to the making of the New World, and they did not come culturally empty-handed. Many of the Africans brought to the New World such skills as ironworking, leatherworking, and carpentry.

Before the breaking up of the social structure of the West African states such as Ghana and Songhay, and the internal strife that made the slave trade possible, many Africans, especially West Africans, lived in a society in which university life was fairly common and scholars were held in reverence.

In that period in Western African history, the university of Sankore at Timbuctoo was flourishing, and its great chancellor, the last of the monumental scholars of West Africa, Ahmed Baba, reigned over the university. A great African scholar, he wrote forty-seven books, each on a separate subject. He received all of his education within West Africa; in fact, he did not leave the Western Sudan until he was exiled in 1594 to Morocco (following the invasion of 1591).

The African slave in the Americas, in addition to assisting in the freedom and the economy of these countries, made a major contribution to his own freedom.

In the story of the rise and fall of great African states, and subsequently the slave trade, we are trying to deal with something much bigger than history itself. We are trying to deal with an old situation and a new situation and trying to address ourselves to the current cry for Black History and Black Power.

Our major point is this: The African people who became slaves in the United States have been many things in history, good and bad. They have ruled great nations and they have destroyed great nations. They are profoundly human. And they have played every role in the human drama, from saint to buffoon. Slavery does not represent the sum total of their history.

Nearly all of the personalities in this book were involved in a struggle against some of the many forms of racism. There is no way to completely understand the impact of the African personality on the Western world without understanding this fact. There is also a need to understand racism itself as an evolving issue in Western social thought.

Early in this century the elder scholar among Afro-Americans, Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois, said, “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.” Unfortunately, his prophecy was correct. In spite of all the talk and the sociology—good and bad—we have not made much progress in resolving this issue. We have talked about it extensively without really dealing with it. To deal with it we will have to identify and explain its genesis. To explain its genesis, we will have to ask ourselves some hard questions and we will have to be boldly honest with our answers. Some of the hard questions are: How did racism start in the first place and for whose benefit was it created? Who benefits from it now? Why do we lack the strength, or the nerve, to destroy it?

I maintain that the racism that haunts the world of our day was created for a specific reason, and that reason was to justify the expansion of Europe, starting in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This forces us to deal with both the genesis and the present application of racism.

The great human drama now being called “The Black Revolution in the U.S.A.” has deep historical roots, and it cannot be fully understood until it has been seen in this context. In his book Capitalism and Slavery, Eric Williams places the origin of this revolution in historical perspective and calls attention to its early development:

When, in 1492, Columbus, representing the Spanish monarchy, discovered the New World, he set in train the long and bitter international rivalry over colonial possessions for which, after four and a half centuries, no solution has yet been found. Portugal, which had initiated the movement of international expansion, claimed the new territories on the ground that they fell within the scope of a papal bull of 1455 authorizing her to reduce to servitude all infidel people. The two powers (Spain and Portugal), to avoid controversy, sought arbitration and, as Catholics, turned to the Pope—a natural and logical step in an age when the universal claims of the Papacy were still unchallenged by individuals and governments. After carefully sifting the rival claims, the Pope issued, in 1493, a series of papal bulls which established a line of demarcation between the colonial possessions of the states: The East went to Portugal and the West went to Spain.

Though the announcement of the fact came much later, the European “scramble for Africa,” and subsequently Asia and North America, started with this act. The labor and raw materials of Africa, Asia, South America, and the West Indies financed the European Industrial Revolution.

In the year 1457 the Council of Cardinals met in Holland and sanctioned, as a righteous and progressive idea, the enslavement of black Africans for the purpose of their conversion to Christianity, and to be exploited in the labor market as chattel property.

This devilish scheme speedily gained the sanctimonious blessing of the Pope and became a standard policy of the Roman Catholic Church, and later of the Protestant churches, enduring for three centuries: thus the ghastly traffic in human misery was given the cloak of respectability and anointed with the oil of pontifical righteousness in Jesus’ name. And so, the slave trade began, inaugurating an era that stands out as the most gruesome and macabre example of man’s disregard for the humanity of man.

The discovery of the New World opened up more than new territory. It opened a new era in human relations, mostly bad. The Europeans, being “Christians,” had to find a way to live with their consciences after the formal starting of the slave trade. The Africans made the original mistake of asking the Europeans to settle some of their family disputes. Unfortunately, the Europeans many times conquered both branches of the family in question.

The Europeans were no strangers to Africa, and this really wasn’t their first meeting. But in order to justify the slave trade, they had to forget, or pretend to forget, all that they had previously known about Africa. They had to forget that a lot of the early culture of Europe has an African base. They also had to forget that there were periods when Africans and Europeans lived in comparative harmony and Europeans married into African royalty. The Europeans had to forget that the Africans had a history and a heritage that could command respect.

In the opening up of the territory called the New World, two competitive slave systems were set in motion, and each of these systems served as some form of racism. The dehumanization of the African had started in European textbooks, geographies, and travel books. In South America and the Caribbean area the plantation owners generally bought slaves in large lots and kept the lots together principally because they thought they could work them better that way—and they were right. In the United States, however, where the most vicious form of racism was manifested, the slavery system operated more like a brokerage system. A plantation owner would very often buy ten slaves and resell five of them before the end of the week. This meant the immediate breaking up of the cultural continuity, linguistic continuity, and all things that held the African together within Africa, therefore creating a family dislocation from which the black American has not recovered to this day. This dislocation was a form of racism.

The mentality, the rationales, and the various ways of justifying the slave trade had already started in Europe with Europeans attempting to justify the enslavement of other Europeans. This is a neglected aspect of history that is rarely taken into consideration. There was at first a concerted effort to obtain European labor to open up the vast regions of the New World. It is often forgotten that in what became the United States white enslavement started before black enslavement.

In an article, “White Servitude in the United States,” in Ebony, November, 1969, the Afro-American historian Lerone Bennett, Jr., gives the following information about this period:

When someone removes the cataracts of whiteness from our eyes, and when we look with unclouded vision on the bloody shadows of the American past, we will recognize for the first time that the AfroAmerican, who was so often second in freedom, was also second in slavery.

Indeed, it will be revealed that the Afro-American was third in slavery. For he inherited his chains, in a manner of speaking, from the pioneer bondsmen, who were red and white.

The story of this succession, of how the red bondsmen and of how white men created a system of white servitude which lasted in America for more than two hundred years, the story of how this system was created and why, of how white men and white women and white children were bought and sold like cattle and transported across the seas in foul “slave” ships, the story of how all this happened, of how the white planter reduced white people to temporary and lifetime servitude before stretching out his hands to Ethiopia, has never been told before in all its dimensions. As a matter of fact, the traditional embalmers of American experience seem to find servitude enormously embarrassing, and prefer to dwell at length on black bondage in America. But this maneuver distorts both black bondage and the American experience. For white bondage and red bondage are the missing legs on the triangle of American servitude. And this triangle defines the initial American experience as an experiment in compulsion.

Both red and white bondage were integral parts of this experiment, but white bondage was particularly important. In the first place, white bondage lasted for more than two centuries and involved a majority of the white immigrants to the American colonies. It has been estimated that at least two out of every three white colonists worked for a term of years in the fields or kitchens as semi-slaves. A second point of immense importance in this whole equation is the fact that white servitude was the historic foundation upon which the system of black slavery was constructed.

In other words, white servitude was the historic proving ground for the mechanisms of control and subordination used in Afro-American slavery. The plantation pass system, the fugitive slave law, the use of the overseer and the house servant and the Uncle Tom, the forced separation of parents and children on the auction block and the sexual exploitation of servant women, the whipping post, the slave chains, the branding iron; all these mechanisms were tried out and perfected first on white men and white women. Masters also developed a theory of internal white racism and used the traditional Sambo and minstrel stereotypes to characterize white servants who were said to be good natured and faithful but biologically inferior and subject to laziness, immorality, and crime. And all of this would seem to suggest that nothing substantial can be said about the mechanisms of black bondage in America except against the background and within the perspective of the system of white bondage in America.

How did the system develop? And why?

Mr. Bennett’s statement is indicative of the new insight into the slave system. African slave labor and the raw material taken from their countries were important features in the development of the European Industrial Revolution.

American abolitionists, black and white, were fighting against a form of racism that had begun to crystallize itself in the embryo of the colonies’ educational systems, filtering down from the attitude prevailing in the churches. During the period of the founding fathers, the black Americans heard promises about democracy and liberty and justice and thought that these promises were meant for them. Once more they were beguiled by illusions. The blacks weren’t brought to this country to be given democracy, and the American promise wasn’t made to them. That was the basis of the black American’s dilemma during the formative period of this country, and it is the basis of his dilemma right now. This country was born in racism and it has evolved in racism.

Finally, in the early years of the nineteenth century, the system of chattel slavery gave way to the colonial system, after the British abolished slavery—at least on paper—in 1807. This was not the end of racism as it affected Africans and other nonwhite people throughout the world; it was only a radical change in how it would be manifested. The Europeans would now change the system of capturing Africans and other nonwhite people and enslaving them thousands of miles from their homes. They would now enslave them on the spot, within their own countries, and use them as markets for the new goods coming out of the developing European Industrial Revolution and out of their countries, and their labors to produce grist for new European mills. So the industrial rise of the West has as its base a form of racism. Racism helped to lay the base of the present economic system we now call capitalism.

Theoretical racism, in the main, is of nineteenth-century origin in America and in Europe. And yet, the nineteenth century was a century of the greatest resistance against racism. It was during that century when Africans the world over began to search for a definition of themselves. The concept of African redemption is of nineteenth-century origin. The theoretical basis of the Black Power concept started in 1829, with the publication of David Walker’s appeal. The great black ministers of the nineteenth century, such as Henry Highland Garnet, Samuel Ringgold Ward, and Prince Hall, who founded the black Masons, were all using Christianity in a struggle against racism. Near the end of the nineteenth century the great intellectual giant, W. E. B. Du Bois, took up this fight and ably carried it to the middle of the twentieth century. He is the father of the present struggle against racism and for African redemption. Men like Marcus Garvey, though they differed with W. E. B. Du Bois, would draw in part on his intellectual conclusions on this subject.

There is now an international struggle on the part of people of African descent against racism and for a more honest look at their history. On university campuses and in international conferences they are demanding that their history be looked at from a black perspective or from an Afro-centric point of view. This has taken the struggle against racism to the world’s intellectual centers, where the theortical basis of racism started. This has helped to create new battle lines and a lot of fear and frustration on the part of white scholars. They still do not recognize that removing the racism they created is the healthiest thing that present-day black scholarship can contribute to the world; that in the cry for Black Power and Black History, black people are saying a very powerful, complex, yet simple thing: “I am a man.” The struggle against racism all along has been a struggle to regain the essential manhood lost after the European expansion into the broader world and the attempt to justify the slave trade. This struggle has brought us to where we are now, standing on the “black and beautiful” plateau. From this position black people will go into another stage, much higher and more meaningful for mankind. After reclaiming their own humanity, I think they will make a contribution toward the reclamation of the humanity of man.

In many ways this is what this book is about, and this is what the life and researches of J. A. Rogers were about. In more than forty-five years of travel and research (two generations) he, more than any other writer of his time, attempted to affirm the humanity of the African personality, and to show the role that African people have played in the development of human history. This was singularly the major mission of his life; it was also the legacy that he left to his people and the world.

JOHN HENRIK CLARKE
1972

EUROPE

[image: Image]


EUROPE

[image: Image]


Commentary and Notes on References

[image: Image]

THE STORY OF Benedict the Moor represents an African contribution to the later development of Christianity. It can best be understood in context with the early African contribution that helped to make Christianity one of the world’s major religions. Many aspects of the present-day Christian Church were developed in Africa during the formative years of this religion, when the heavy hand of imperial Roman rule held sway over North Africa and large parts of the Middle East.

In spite of the many difficulties it had to face, there was a spectacular expansion of Christianity after the conversion of thousands by St. Peter on the first Pentecost. Among the first to hear and embrace the Christian religion were those living in parts of North Africa. Jesus Christ had spent some of his early years in Egypt to escape the murderous designs of Herod, the Roman governor. This event was well remembered and later helped to gain acceptance for the church in Africa.

There is some evidence to support the belief that Carthage, in North Africa, was the first African center of the Christian Church. The first known bishop of Carthage was Agrippinus. As early as A.D. 180 we learn of the martyrdom of twelve Carthaginians during the reign of Commodus, the son and successor to Marcus Aurelius. They are known as the Scillitan Martyrs.

Pontaenus became the founder of the world-famous Catechetical School of Alexandria and made it a great center for Christian scholarship. It was an Egyptian by the name of Anthony who became the father of the eremitic life.

Other African saints were Perpetua, a noblewoman, and her servant Felicitas, who were martyred at Carthage in A.D. 205. That Africa was a flourishing center of Christianity is proved by the fact that more Christians suffered martyrdom in the ampitheatre of Carthage than in the Coliseum of Rome.

Many aspects of the present-day Christian Church were developed in Africa during the formative years of Christianity. One of the more notable of African contributions to the early Church was monasticism. Christian monasticism probably began with the hermits of Egypt and Palestine about the time when Christianity was accepted as a legal religion.

From the north the church continued to spread southward and eastward. Ethiopia received Christianity at an especially early date. Tradition infers that St. Matthew, who wrote one of the gospels, preached in Ethiopia.

When an Ethiopian emperor was converted to Christianity in the middle of the fourth century, it marked a turning point in the history of the country. Eventually, the national church that emerged became the strongest supporter of Ethiopian independence.

It is said that about A.D. 316 a ship bearing a number of Christian missionaries was wrecked off the coast of Ethiopia. On contact with the Ethiopians, some of the men started preaching Christianity. About A.D. 328 the Christian Church in Alexandria was extended to include Ethiopia. The Egyptian Christians were known as Copts, and their church was referred to as Coptic. Much later, the Ethiopians freed themselves from the influence of the church in Egypt and reorganized their own church to reflect nationalist feelings. The liturgy became distinctly Ethiopian.

The Ethiopian “Orthodox” church today is a self-governing body. Its ruling principle is the belief that the Ethiopian people have formed their own church, and that this national unit enjoys complete equality and freedom within the great family of the “Orthodox.”

The most famous, and to most students of Church history, the greatest single personality that Africa gave to the church is St. Augustine. The rich story of his life is only briefly told here.

Augustine was born at Thagaste in Numidia in A.D. 354 and showed early signs of genius. Unfortunately he led a dissipated life for some time. His mother, St. Monica, prayed for twenty years for his conversion.

Meanwhile, Augustine had become a scholar at Carthage, then a city of more than a half million inhabitants. When he had finished his studies, he opened a school at Thagaste, but later moved back to Carthage. He became professor of rhetoric at Milan in A.D. 385.

Augustine became friends with Ambrose, the saintly, learned Bishop of Milan, and within two years became a changed man. He grew in holiness with the years and lived a life of such sanctity that the people of Hippo (now called Bone) begged him to become a priest (A.D. 391). Four years later Augustine was consecrated Bishop of Hippo.

He wrote many books, but his two most famous are the City of God and Confessions. These rank among the world’s classics and are widely read. Although Augustine was reputed to possess the highest possible degree of intelligence, his love of God, his contrition, and his humility were no less extraordinary. For him, humility was the greatest of all virtues.

Augustine, one of the Fathers of the Church and perhaps its greatest, died in A.D. 430.

The story of Africa and the rise of Christianity can in no way be completed without some reference being made to the three North African Popes. They, like St. Augustine, were the builders of the early Christian Church. The three referred to are Victor I (A.D. 189-199), Melchiades, also known as Miltiades (A.D. 311-314), and Gelasius (A.D. 492-496). All are honored in the church as saints. At least one of them, Victor, was a martyr for the faith.

In the years when Benedict the Moor was growing up in Sicily, Europe was emerging from the Middle Ages. The African slave trade had started, but had not developed to the tragic proportions that would unfold in the next two centuries. The best new work on the life of this remarkable Christian is The Black Saint by Brother Ernest (1949).

Alessandro de’ Medici was another kind of Moor. He became an outstanding man of affairs in Europe before color became an important factor in the European’s relationship with the broader world of Africa and Asia. The story of Alessandro de’ Medici and his family is woven through all of the literature on the Medici Popes. The book A Cardinal of the Medici by Mrs. Hicks Beach (1937) is most revealing.

The best-known invader of Europe is the Hannibal who came from North Africa. The life of Abraham Hannibal is in contrast to this; he was brought to Europe from Africa against his will. His is a story of struggle and triumph in eighteenth-century Russia. Detailed accounts of his life can be found in the books Introduction to the Economic History of Ethiopia by Richard Pankhurst (1961) and Distinguished Negroes Abroad by Beatrice Jackson Fleming and Marion Jackson Pryde (1946).

Antonio Vieira is an example of a Christian of part African descent who took the church and its teaching more seriously than most Europeans, and who played an important part in helping the Europeans, through the church, expand to the New World. He was one of the many blacks who believed that the Europeans would keep their promises about bringing justice and order to the indigenous people of South America and the West Indies. In his lifetime he called on the church to keep its Christian promises only to see these promises shamefully betrayed. Today he is honored as one of the great figures in the Christian Church of the seventeenth century.

John VI, King of Portugal, Algarve, and Brazil, earned his place in history when he dared to impose himself in the disputes between France and England during the era of Napoleon. His leadership of Portugal at this time in history is no small diplomatic miracle. Most of his last years were spent in Brazil, where his contributions make him one of that country’s founding fathers. In the histories of Portugal and Brazil during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the story of John VI is told again and again, and most of the time with great respect.

No personality contributed more to the romantic history of eighteenth-century Europe than the black nobleman Chevalier de St. Georges. His life has been the basis for a novel, a film, and several books. He was practically unknown in the United States until J. A. Rogers in one of his early pamphlets called attention to his life and adventures. In recent years there has been a renewed interest in this remarkable black nobleman, who stirred the social and cultural circles of France and other parts of Europe for more than twenty-five years. The basic details of his life and career can be found in the following publications: Negro History Bulletin, December, 1937, and March, 1946; Black Heroes in World History (Bantam Books, 1969), and Distinguished Negroes Abroad (1946).

Jean-Louis, who became one of the greatest swordsmen in France, is one of many black patriots who distinguished themselves in the service of the country that had colonized the place of their birth. When he came to France, a boy of eleven years old, the Haitian Revolution was only in its rumor stages. When he died in France at the age of eighty the Civil War in the United States was over and the period called the Reconstruction had started. His name and career are still highly regarded in the literature on the art of fencing.

Aleksander Sergeevich Pushkin is referred to as the Father of Russian Literature, and the Shakespeare of Russia. The Russians to this day consider him to be one of their great cultural heroes. His books, and the books about his life, are extensive. Some of the descendants of Aleksander Pushkin are still living in present-day Russia.

A number of officers of mixed European and African ancestry, and some pure Africans, rose to distinction in the armies of Napolean. Joachim Murat was one of them. Many of these officers and soldiers who served in the French and other European armies were descendants of the Moors who had once controlled Spain and parts of southern Europe. J. A. Rogers was the first writer to call attention to this breed of soldier, who was a major factor in the armies of European nations until the beginning of the twentieth century.

So much that is generally thought of as European cultural contributions can be., with honesty, attributed to a large number of people who were, at least in part, African. The career of George A. P. Bridgetower proves this point. His father was known as “The African Prince.” This remarkable musician, who was a friend of Beethoven, astounded the Europeans of his day and left his mark on the early nineteenth-century musical heritage of Europe. The writer Philip St. Laurent brought his life to the attention of present-day readers in an article in Tuesday magazine, August, 1968.

It is not generally known, but there were three black Frenchmen named Alexandre Dumas. The first of the three illustrious men to bear this name was an officer in the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte. He served with distinction in the Egyptian campaign.

Alexandre Dumas, père, the second of the three, was born in 1803, when Napoleon was still involved in the attempt to reconqueror the once highly prized colony of Haiti. As a writer, he laid the basis for the adventure and romantic literature of Europe. Of his many books the best known are The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo.

Alexandre Dumas, fils, the younger, was the third of the eminent men to immortalize the name Dumas. During his lifetime he was regarded as the foremost dramatist of France. As such, he was awarded membership in the famous French Academy of Arts and Sciences, an honor that was denied his father, Alexandre Dumas, père. Short biographies of the two literary Dumases can be found in the books Distinguished Negroes Abroad (1946) and Five French Negro Authors by Mercer Cook (1943).

Ira Aldridge was one of a number of black actors who distinguished themselves abroad before getting any appreciable recognition in this country. He reached the zenith of his fame in Europe while the last debates over slavery were being heard in the United States. When he died in Poland in 1867 the Reconstruction had already started. The best single book about his life and career is Ira Aldridge: The Negro Tragedian by Herbert Marshall and Mildred Stock (1958).

José T. de Sousa Martin was born in Portugal, of mixed African and Portuguese parentage. His life is indicative of the contributions that a number of highly trained black professionals were making to the development and well-being of Europe at a time when the system of slavery was gradually being transformed into the colonial system. In his day he was Portugal’s most honored physician. His medical writings, mostly on public health, are still being studied in some of the universities of present-day Europe.

After George A. P. Bridgetower, Claudio J. D. Brindis de Sala was the greatest black instrumentalist to appear in Europe. Some of the music critics of Europe referred to him as “King of the Octaves.” In his lifetime this black Cuban received some of the highest honors that are bestowed on artists. In 1930 his body was returned to Cuba from Buenos Aires, where he had died in 1911. He is now considered to be one of the cultural heroes of his country.

Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, another black musician, achieved fame as a composer working against great odds. During this period in England (1900 to 1912) it was difficult for a black composer to get conductors to perform his work and take it seriously. When he was finally accepted, he became the musical sensation of England and his fame soon spread to other parts of Europe.

Today Blaise Diagne is a national hero in Senegal, West Africa. There is an impressive statue honoring him on the island of Goree, off the city of Dakar. Blaise Diagne was born on the island of Goree in 1873. He was a major influence in the political evolvement of colonial French West Africa. He assisted Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois in convening the Pan-African Congress of 1919. Among the many books that deal, at least in part, with the life of Blaise Diagne, I call your attention to the following: Pan-Africanism or Communism by George Padmore (1957), pp. 119-197; Dusk of Dawn, by W. E. B. Du Bois (1940), reprinted 1968, pp. 261-276; and History of the Pan-African Congress, edited by George Padmore (1947), reprinted 1963, pp. 13-23.

J. H. C.
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ROMAN GENERAL AND SAINT OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH (C.A.D. 287)

OF THE DETAILS of the life of St. Maurice, few are known. Even his real name is lost. His surname has survived because he was black. (Maurice is derived from Latin and means “like a Moor.” “Moor” was the popular term for Negroes all over Europe and its use persisted long after Shakespeare.) The little that is known of St. Maurice, however, rings through the ages.

St. Maurice was a general of Rome at the time that the capital of the world was ruled jointly by Diocletian and Maximian Herculius. He was in command of a legion believed to have been composed of black men in the Roman province of Mauretania, or probably even in Upper Egypt, and was ordered from there to Rome in A.D. 287, a critical time in Roman history. Despite the lash, the red-hot irons, the gladiators, and all the tortures they were being subjected to, the Christians would not yield. The new gospel was spreading like wildfire, the believers were emerging from the catacombs, until like a tiny plant in a crevice which finally splits a rock asunder, the Christians threatened the very throne of the Caesars. To cope with them, Maximian and Diocletian made a hasty peace with the tribes on the outskirts of the vast empire and called as many soldiers as possible to Rome.

The influence of the Christians had spread to Gaul and there the slaves were in revolt. When St. Maurice and his legion arrived at Rome, they were dispatched to suppress this uprising. Upon reaching Aganaum, a desolate region in what is now Switzerland, he learned that the people he was sent to suppress were Christians. Stunned by this knowledge because he and his men were also Christians, he assembled his men and told them that he intended to go no further. The soldiers hailed the decision. With touching honesty, St. Maurice reminded them of the certain fate that awaited them. But they did not flinch, on which St. Maurice sent a message to the emperors informing them of his decision.

Maximian was resting at Octodorum when the news reached him. In high rage he assembled an army and set out for Aganaum. When he arrived he found the African legion calmly waiting for him. His first order was to command St. Maurice and his men to sacrifice to the pagan gods. They refused. Addressing the emperor, St. Maurice said:

“Sire, we are soldiers but we are also servitors of Christ, a fact that we proudly confess. To you we owe military service; to Him, the homage of a pure and innocent life. From you we receive our pay; from Him, we hold the benefit of life.

“That is why, sire, we cannot obey you without denying God, the Creator of all things, our Master as well as yours, whether you acknowledge it or not.”

The emperor, in a rage, ordered the usual punishment—decimation. Every tenth man was to be killed. The men were ordered to number and every tenth one was made to step out. Six hundred came forward. The emperor now called on these to submit, promising them promotion and wealth. Despite all inducements and entreaties they would not yield, whereupon they were killed.

Confident that the others had been taught a lesson, the emperor again gave the order for sacrifice; but there was no response, the survivors instead bidding one another to be courageous in the name of Christ. Again every tenth man was called forward, and again each fell under the sword.

For the third time the emperor ordered obedience; for the third time he failed.

“We have seen our companions fall under the sword,” replied St. Maurice. “We have been spattered with their blood. We do not grieve for them. We rather envy them the privilege of dying for the One who died on the cross for us. Do what you will. No terror or torture can frighten us. We are ready to die. We boldly confess that we are Christians and that we cannot attack fellow Christians.”

Finding the men inflexible the emperor ordered the remainder put to death. Only a few of the original 6000 escaped to Germany and Italy. Among the dead was St. Maurice.

This singular example of devotion gave great impetus to the faith. It heartened the Europeans by proving to them that the church in Africa was as firm as in Rome, that the glowing accounts of African heroism and martyrdom reaching them were true. They recalled that it was an African, Simon of Cyrene, who had helped Christ with his Cross, that the eunuch of Candace of Ethiopia had been won to Christianity by the Apostle Philip, and that Candace herself had embraced the faith. They remembered, also, that the great standard-bearers of Christianity such as St. Augustine, St. Cyprian, Tertullian, Origen, Clement, and St. Athanasius were all Africans.

In the troubled era that followed, St. Maurice and his men were for a time forgotten. In the next century, however, St. Eucherius, Bishop of Lyons, gathered up the threads of the story of their martyrdom from survivors and from their descendants, and told it from the pulpit. His recital thrilled Christendom, and a church was built on the spot where the devoted black men had fallen. Later Sigismund, King of Burgundy, in gratitude for the inspiration he had received from St. Maurice, founded a monastery that ultimately became one of the richest and most noted of its kind in Christendom.

During the Mohammedan invasion of Europe it was destroyed by the Moors, but it was rebuilt by St. Louis, King and patron saint of France, in 1264. This edifice still stands in the town of St. Maurice-en-Valais, Switzerland, with the towering peaks of the Alps as its background.

A chapel not far away from the monastery is said to contain the relics of St. Maurice and his brave men. The abbey is still rich in treasures, reputed to be among the finest in Western civilization. Exquisite masterpieces of the jeweler’s art—the gifts of many kings—are in its collection.

The fame of St. Maurice stood firm for twelve centuries. During the Reformation, however, he, like other Catholic saints, was the subject of great controversy, till today, like Christ, Homer, and Shakespeare, his very existence is doubted.

Nevertheless, one fact stands in favor of his mortality. Unlike so many of the other saints, no supernatural event is connected with him. He walked and talked like other men and gave an example of Christian steadfastness and courage such as could be seen in England during the reign of Mary, a thousand years later. Allard, an authority on the subject of Christian martyrs, says, “The martyrdom of the legion, attested as it is by ancient and reliable evidence, cannot be called into question by any honest mind.”

In any case, the supreme heroism and faith attributed to him had a profound influence on millions of human beings for more than a thousand years.

In Germany his fame reached still greater heights. In A.D. 962 Otto I selected him as the title patron of the Archbishop of Magdeburg and the great cathedral there, one of the finest of all the Gothic edifices situated in Saxony, the most German part of Germany, was named after him.

W. S. Seiferth says:

The Magdeburg Mauritius is not only a realistic and noble portrayal of the Negro by a mediaeval anonymous master, it is just as much the realization of Christian properties in the Negro, the appreciation of human dignity and value. The Negro was accepted in the illustrious company of saints, the chosen patron of feudal knighthood and of princely families.”

St. Maurice is now the principal saint of central and southern Germany, and parts of France, Switzerland, Spain, and Italy. He is also the title patron of Cracow, Coburg, Lauenberg, and Savoy. He is on the coat-of-arms of each of these princely houses. September 22 is his saint’s day and he is the celestial saint of millions of Christians. He is the patron of dyers, clothmakers, and swordsmiths. Sufferers from the gout plead for his intercession. The Sardinian Order of St. Maurice, one of Italy’s most prized decorations, is named in commemoration of him.
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SAINT OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH (1524-1589)

BENEDICT THE MOOR was born in Sicily. In an age when devout Christians took pride in seeing how humble and self-denying they could be, he excelled. In the matter of chastity, it is said that beautiful women, some of them of high nobility, tempted him in vain.

He was born on the estate of the Chevalier de Lanza at San Fratello, where his father Christopher and his mother Diana, both African blacks, were slaves. Knowing that children born to them would be slaves, they had decided to have none; but, Christopher, who had won the high esteem of his master, received a promise from him that their firstborn should be free. This child was Benedict.

Benedict was piously trained but his education was neglected and he could neither read nor write. Among his neighbors was Father Jerome Lanza, who saw him for the first time one day when he was crossing a wheat field and heard the harvesters twitting Benedict about his color. He stopped to talk with Benedict, and discovering that he was intelligent, said to the reapers, “You are laughing at him now, but someday he is going to astonish you all.” This remark, coming from one so respected greatly impressed everyone, Benedict most of all.

Years later, when Benedict was twenty-one, Father Lanza again saw him at work near the same spot with an ox team that Benedict had bought with his hard-earned savings. “Benedict,” he said, “sell your oxen, give the money to the poor, and follow me.”

Benedict obeyed. Placing himself under the guidance of Father Lanza, he became one of his monks, pledging himself to a perpetual Lenten vow. The monks at Lanza’s monastery lived in small, wretched cells and ate only the coarsest food. When not engaged in hard manual labor they knelt in prayer on stone floors. No diversions of any kind were permitted.

Benedict showed such zeal that although he was the last to enter the monastery he was the first to attain perfection in the mortification of the flesh. Seeking still greater purification, he made a pilgrimage into the deserts of Syria and Egypt, where he hoped to learn of even harder penance. Discovering that St. Paul, the first hermit, had reduced his clothing only to a tunic of palm leaves, which garment had been inherited by St. Anthony, Benedict made a similar garment for himself, adding only a coarse woolen shirt in winter. His ambition was to reach the heights of patience, gentleness, and Christian love. Even as others fought for wealth and power, Benedict strove for poverty and self-denial. On the streets he welcomed the taunts of those who regarded the voluntary poor as vagabonds.

Later, deciding that even his hermitage was too comfortable, he undertook a rougher one at Cattolica, where he lived for eight years. Then, wishing to attain to even greater privation, he removed to the caves in the mountains near Palermo.

Soon it came to be said that Benedict was so holy that even the wolves would not touch him. If that were so, it was more probably because of his leanness. People from all parts of the island, and even from the mainland, came to seek his blessing and his prayers. One woman with a cancer of the breast, declared that Benedict had cured her. The fame of the “miracle” spread, and superstitious folk flocked to him in such numbers that he was forced to retire into the interior.

Still later he went to live on Mount Pellegrino, overlooking Palermo, having a hole in the rocks as his cell. Here the Duke of Medina-Coeli, ruler of the island, visited him and was so impressed that he built him a chapel at his own expense.

When Father Lanza died, Benedict was unanimously elected head of the Order, but true to his ideals, he refused all honor and authority. At about this time Pope Pius IV, hoping to discourage these monks, and especially Benedict, from their excessive privations, told them that they might accomplish their vows in any monastery they chose. The suggestion was equivalent to a command. Benedict thereupon thought of becoming a Capuchin because the rites of this order were in closest accord with his mode of living. But while at prayer in the Cathedral of Palermo, asking for “light,” it occurred to him that a newly reformed order known as Minor Observations suited him better. Seeking out the father superior of this order, he pleaded for admittance.

The latter, on learning Benedict’s identity, accepted him joyfully, seeing in his coming a proof of God’s blessing on his order. Benedict spent the next three years there, chiefly in prayer and meditation.

His next and last retreat was the Convent of St. Mary, where he strove to attain even greater self-denial. Discarding his sandals, he went barefooted even in the snow. His wretched cell, with its coarse coverlet and a board for a bed; its few pictures of saints; and its cross drawn on the wall with charcoal, he called his palace. And he was humility incarnate. Once, when he gently chided some novices for throwing scraps of food in the gutter and they laughed at him, to make them ashamed he seized a coarse wire brush and closed his hand so tightly over it that the blood streamed down. A picture was painted of the incident and distributed. One copy was hung in a Negro church in Portugal.

To preserve complete chastity, Benedict never looked at a woman’s face. None of the many women, high or low, who sought his guidance could boast that she had ever seen his eyes. Among those who came most often was the Duchess of Montalvo. When anyone wished to touch his hand he would offer the tip of his garment, out of humility.

When food and choice fruit were brought to him, Benedict, to show his gratitude to the givers, would eat a little of it, and send the rest to the poor.

His fame became so great that the Order decided to make him the father superior. Benedict refused, pleading his imperfections, his incapacity, and his illiteracy. But when everyone insisted, he yielded.

More than ever now, he practiced self-denial. He led all in waiting on the sick; in washing the feet of others of strange religions; in prayers for the community; in mortifications; and public penances.

He “employed himself in all the labors of the house and in the lowest employments. His rest and recreation consisted of helping in the kitchen, washing the dishes, drawing water, carrying wood, sweeping the floor, digging in the garden, and begging in the city. The principal lesson which his subjects drew from these beautiful examples was a continual encouragement to the exact practice of their vigorous reform and particularly of holy humility.”

To the priests under him he showed a sovereign respect. He was full of charity to the lay brothers, discreet in guiding the novices, and in his dealings with the subordinates in the house he was Christ-like. When he found it necessary to correct anyone he did so only by advice, ingeniously given, or by loving example. His model was St. Chrysostom, who said, “The master’s principal function is to share from the bottom of his heart the pains and sorrows of his subordinates.”

Though unable to read or write, he knew whole chapters of the Bible by memory. His sermons, coming straight from his heart, embodied the principles he lived.

Learned men came to hear him and were amazed. Three leading Franciscans—Father Joseph of Syracuse, professor of Holy Scripture; Father Paul of Messara, distinguished theologian; and Father Vincent of Messina, theologian of the Council—all affirmed upon oath that Benedict had enlightened them on difficult passages of Scripture.

When a convention was held in the ancient city of Girgenti, Benedict, in his quality of guardian, assisted. Allibert says:

As soon as his arrival became known, the whole city was in a tumult of joy. Nothing was spoken of but Benedict and his sanctity, and at the news of his approach the clergy of the cathedral accompanied by many of the inhabitants went to meet him. What a beautiful spectacle it was to see the humble Benedict surrounded by the most respectable ecclestiastics, the most distinguished inhabitants and the crowds of people who disputed for the happiness of kissing his habit, or at least touching it. The more confused and mortified the Saint became, the more he vainly sought to fly the applause, the more did they cry aloud: “Behold the Saint.” Some recommended themselves to his prayers; others wept for joy; they never grew weary of contemplating his modesty and humility amidst so peaceful and glorious a triumph. The like happened at Bivona, where the people’s joy was so excessive and the crowd so great that he hid himself and fled to escape such honors.

When Benedict traveled, he was forced to choose the most unfrequented paths to avoid demonstrations.

People came from distant countries to throw themselves at his feet and returned to boast of it. But as his power grew, so grew his charity and his humility.

Legends sprang up about him while he was still alive. Many are the “miracles” and prophecies credited to him. He was said to have predicted the death of Princess Bianca; to have cured the diseased eyes of a noble lady by merely laying his hands on them; to have restored the sight of a blind man before a large gathering merely by making the sign of the cross on the eyes. To escape the joy of the astonished mob he was once forced to hide in a thicket.

Nobles of Palermo and the rich came to the door of his kitchen to entreat his prayers. It was even said that the light of his countenance at times illuminated the darkness of the chapel. Sister Frances Locitraro declared that she once saw Benedict standing in the air before the altar of the Virgin, unsupported.

Allibert gives a list of the miracles credited to him, and the names of some of those who were reported to have been healed. Among those named as having been “raised from the dead” by Benedict was one George Russo, who had been accidentally killed.

These were delusions, of course, but they serve to show the extraordinary esteem and veneration in which this unassuming black man was held by the greatest in the land.

In spite of the severe hardships he imposed on himself, Benedict lived to the age of sixty-five. During his illness, rich and poor, nobles and peasants, came in numbers to the convent gates for news of him. He died April 4, 1589. His last words were, “Into thy hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit.”

Around his neck was found a cord he had placed there with his dying hands as a penance for “all my faults” and for all those “whom I have wronged.”

The mob fought frantically for bits of his tattered raiment, and for anything that he had touched. Those who saw him even said that a halo shone around his corpse and that a faint sweet odor came from it.

Death increased his fame. Philip III of Spain gave a silver coffin for his body; but it was finally decided to enshrine it in crystal so that all could see it. The sick and the afflicted went for a long time to pray before it, blocking the long road that led from the city to the church. Many declared themselves healed.

In 1652 the city of Palermo honored him with the title of “Blessed” and the senate went in a body to his shrine and offered fourteen torches of white wax each weighing six pounds.

His fame speedily passed from Spain to Portugal, where he was designated “The Holy Black.” The Christian Negroes of Lisbon established a confraternity in his name and celebrated his feast every year with great devotion. Thirty years after his death the Catholic King, Philip III, assisted at their procession, being then at Lisbon in quality of the heir of Philip II, his father.

From Europe his renown spread to the two Americas. In South America he became the most honored saint of the Negroes, and also of the Christian Indians of Brazil and Peru. Many churches were erected in his honor, among them one in New York City. In 1807 he was canonized by Pope Pius VII.
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Alessandro de’ Medici
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FIRST REIGNING DUKE OF FLORENCE (1510-1537)

TO STUDENTS of color discrimination European history offers no more astonishing figure than Alessandro de’ Medici, “The Moor,” first reigning Duke of Florence. His mother Anna was a fine and robust black peasant of Colle Vecchio, Italy, in the employ of Alfonsina Orsini, a near relative of Pope Clement VII, while his father is very generally said to be the Pope himself, who was then Cardinal de’ Medici.

As Duke of Florence, Alessandro, after the death of Pope Clement, became the head of one of the most illustrious families in European history—a family that furnished a long roll of statesmen and patrons of art, as well as three popes, three kings of France, three queens, and a mother of one of England’s kings.

Allesandro’s nominal father, Lorenzo II, died while he was still young and left the dukedom to his brother Pope Clement VII, the same who had a dispute with Henry VIII over the divorce of Catherine of Aragon. Living in the Medici Palace with Alessandro were his cousin Ippolito and his supposed sister Catherine—the Catherine of the Massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day. They, with the Pope, were the last of the elder branch of the family. Of the four, all were illegitimate, except Catherine, and perhaps Clement.

But being born out of wedlock in those days, especially in the homes of the great, was not a serious handicap. As in the Orient, many of the noblest names were carried on by a capable bastard who had proved himself superior to the legitimate offspring.

Alessandro made his debut into politics at a time critical for the fortunes of his family. The Pope, its head, was having considerable difficulty trying to preserve the orthodox faith, and with it his hold on European politics. Not only was he at odds with the Florentines, but also with Charles V, the Napoleon of his time, the ruler of Spain and part of Italy and France, all of Austria, Germany, and the Netherlands.

The quarrel between the Pope and the Florentines broke into open revolt. An attack was made on the palace and Cardinal Cortina, the guardian of the three children, fled, taking Alessandro and Ippolito. The people held Catherine as a hostage.

To make matters worse, Charles V defeated the Pope’s ally, Francis I of France, and marching on Rome, sacked it. The Pope fled and locked himself up in the fortress of San Angelo.

The Pope, seeing that his only hope was to make peace with Charles V, promised him his entire support. If Charles dominated the bodies of men, the Pope would dominate their souls. Accordingly, a treaty was made between them, one of whose provisions was that the emperor should restore the Pope’s family to power in Florence. To bind the agreement a match was arranged between Alessandro and the emperor’s daughter Margaret. She was nine, Alessandro, twenty.

In fulfillment of his promise, the emperor sent an army under the Prince of Orange against Florence. The Florentines, among them Michelangelo, fought desperately for a year, but finally surrendered. They were heavily fined and had to yield to the government that the Pope and the emperor imposed upon them. This was a heavy blow to the Florentines who had always prided themselves on their independence. Their city, now made into practically an absolute monarchy, was given to Alessandro to rule with the title of duke.

The young duke began his reign well. Cecchereghi, Italian historian, credits him with wit and wisdom, a fine sense of justice, and “judgments that would have done credit to a Solomon.” He restored to the Florentines most of their former liberties. But numbers of them were not content with a monarchy. Besides, a good many were still bitter over the war.

Into this stirring drama now steps a fourth character. Mention has already been made of him: Ippolito de’ Medici.

Ippolito felt that he and not Alessandro should have been made head of the family. He claimed not only priority of age, but nobler birth, his mother having been a noblewoman while Alessandro’s was a servant, perhaps even a slave. He became Alessandro’s worst foe and headed the faction against him.

Varillas says:

When Ippolito understood that Pope Clement had decided that Alessandro was to be made heir to the riches and greatness of the House of Medici, a great change took place in him. He was seized with immense anger and grief, as it seemed to him that, being older and a nearer relative of the Pope and better endowed by nature that so rich an inheritance and so brilliant a marriage should be his; either not knowing, or refusing to believe, the secret rumors, that Alessandro was the son of Clement.

The Pope made Ippolito a cardinal, but this so little contented him that he disdained the high honor, preferring Hungarian dress to the red hat.

An interesting light is thrown on the quarrel by Ambassador Soriani, who was an eyewitness. He says:

The Duke Alessandro shows that he has a good mind and that he has the tact to accommodate himself better to the nature and will of the Pope than the Cardinal Ippolito de Medici. Therefore, His Holiness has made it evident to me that he loves the Duke more than the Cardinal, and expects very much more from him. Many times in conversation with me, he has told me that he intends to make the Duke head of the Medici family and to let him govern Florence as his ancestors have done.

The most Rev. Cardinal Ippolito de Medici was twenty years old on March 23, 1531. He has a good mind and has given some little time to study, so that in comparison with the other cardinals, he cannot be considered as ignorant. He is indeed of vivacious, one might almost say, of a restless nature, but perhaps it comes from his youth.

He is very envious of the Duke because it seems to him that the Pope did him a great injustice in putting the Duke at the head of the government of Florence. He thinks himself of a better social class than the Duke whose mother is a slave. The quarrel between the two gives great displeasure to His Holiness who is disgusted with the Cardinal for disturbing his plans.

This question of the respective characters and merits of the duke and of Ippolito is still a subject of dispute among historians. By some Alessandro is painted as a just and able young man; by others he is held to be a creature who would have disgraced even “the worst epochs of Roman villainy.”

Ippolito readily found a number of influential Florentines to support his claims. He continued his plotting until he was forced to leave Florence for Rome, where he found refuge, and where his home became a center for all those who fled from Duke Alessandro.

Several attempts were made on the duke’s life, after which he disarmed friend and foe. He garrisoned the towns and built the fortress of San Giovanni to dominate the city. Many of his enemies he caused to be stripped of their wealth and sent into exile.

At last Ippolito decided to make a direct appeal to the emperor Charles V, who was on his way to attack the great African pirate, Barbarossa.

But Ippolito never reached him; he died on the way, poisoned, it is said, by the emissaries of Alessandro.

Alessandro’s troubles multiplied. To make matters worse, the Pope died, thus depriving him of his ablest counsellor. Alessandro, in order to pacify the people, began to give them fetes after the manner of the old Roman emperors. This only helped to give him the reputation of a libertine—a reputation that was not unjustified. It was a dissolute age and Alessandro was a part of it, but his enemies magnified those faults that would have been condoned in another ruler. When his mother died, quite naturally, it seems, he was accused of starving her to detah to get her out of the way.

At last the enemies of the duke took their case to the emperor. The latter summoned Alessandro before him, whereupon Alessandro defended himself so ably that he rose higher in the imperial favor. Charles not only promised him his full support, but decided to hasten his daughter’s marriage to him.

In June, 1536, the emperor visited Florence in great state, and on the 16th of that month the marriage was celebrated in gorgeous style in the old palace of the Medicis in the presence of the kings and queens of the leading countries of Europe.

This marriage, by the way, helps to throw some light on the better side of Alessandro’s character. Charles V was just, devout, and much beloved. Later he voluntarily renounced his vast empire to follow a life of solitary meditation and Christian devotion. Is it logical to believe that he would have given his daughter to a monster such as Alessandro has been painted, especially after Clement died?

That Alessandro was a despot there is no doubt whatever, though some of the blame must be placed on his adviser, Francesco Guicciardini, an able historian of Machiavellian tendencies.

Enters now the villain, Lorenzino, better known as Lorenzaccio (The Wicked). Lorenzino, who has been described as “half-poet, half-madman,” and who had been threatened by the Pope with hanging if ever he showed himself in Rome, for having out of sheer wantonness, knocked off the heads of some precious statues, felt that since Alessandro was illegitimate he, as the eldest offspring of the younger branch of the family, was the rightful heir. He began to plot. To further his intrigues he cultivated the good graces of the duke.

This was not difficult as he had qualities that pleased the duke, especially his capacity for vice. Both soon became boon companions, going about the streets dressed as minstrels and serenading the Florentines. Sometimes both would ride on the same horse through the town.

When the enemies of Alessandro learned of Lorenzino’s real feelings toward the duke, they decided to use him as the instrument of their vengeance and promised him the dukedom if Alessandro were put out of the way.

Lorenzino readily fell in with this plan. Among his friends was a soldier named Michaele who was nicknamed Scoronconcolo because of his wild and turbulent disposition. A giant in physique, this ruffian was devoted body and soul to Lorenzino.

One day when Lorenzino said to him, “I want you to kill the man I hate most on earth,” Michaele readily agreed. Accordingly, Lorenzino invited the duke to his home, promising him a rendezvous there with a beautiful Venetian, already married, of whom Alessandro was enamored: Signora Ginori.

Alessandro left the palace masked, accompanied by his two faithful guards, Giacomo and Bobo. Arriving at Lorenzaccio’s gate, he sent the men to wait for him at a wine shop and slipped in unseen. At the door he was received by Lorenzaccio. All the servants had been dismissed. Hidden within was Michaele.

The duke gave his coat to Lorenzaccio. The latter urged him also to lay his sword aside, and taking it, hid it in another room. He then left, saying he was going in search of the lady and would return soon. Before leaving, he signaled Michaele that the coast was clear for the attack on the duke.

The duke, left alone, went over to the fire to await Signora Ginori, but feeling drowsy, threw himself on a couch and was soon fast asleep. Hours passed, and Lorenzaccio returned. To his chagrin he found the duke still alive. Michaele had lost his nerve.

Deciding to lose no more time, Lorenzaccio crept into the room, sword in hand. He plunged the weapon into the back of the sleeping ruler.

But the wound was not fatal. Alessandro, leaping to his feet, shouted, “Traitor,” “Assassin,” and seized his attacker in a desperate grip.

Both went to the floor. The duke bit Lorenzaccio’s thumb so hard that he yelled with pain. Michaele rushed to his aid, and lunged at the duke, but in the tangle of bodies struck Lorenzaccio instead, wounding him on the cheek and nose.

This caused Lorenzaccio to yell the louder, whereupon Michaele, drawing his dagger, plunged in into the duke’s side and twisted it all the way around. As the duke fell, Michaele drew his sword across his throat, almost severing the duke’s head.

The two hastened to remove the blood from their hands. It was then that Lorenzaccio made a chance remark that apprised Michaele of the rank of his victim, which so terrified Michaele that he rushed from the house and confessed. As to Lorenzaccio, he lost his nerve also, and mounting a horse, galloped out of the city.

Alessandro’s bodyguards, tired of waiting, at last burst into Lorenzaccio’s home and found the body. They hastened to tell the prime minister, Cardinal Cibo, who, fearing the effect of the news on the populace, kept it secret and buried the duke privately.

A council was at once summoned. Alessandro’s son Julian was named as his successor, but as he was only five years old, he was set aside in favor of Cosimo, a member of the younger branch and a near relative of Lorenzaccio.

One of Cosimo’s first acts was to seek vengeance on Lorenzaccio, who, safe in France, declared that he had killed Alessandro because of an insult the latter had offered to his sister Laodomia. Later he assumed a Brutus-like pose and alleged that he had saved his country from a tyrant.

For eleven years he eluded the emissaries of Cosimo, but finally overtaken in Venice, he was stabbed to death.

Margaret, Alessandro’s widow, married the Duke of Parma and became a powerful figure in European politics. She was made regent of the Netherlands by her brother, King Philip of Spain.

The tomb into which Alessandro had been hurriedly thrust was that of his nominal father, the Duke of Urbino, under Michelangelo’s famous statue, “Il Penseroso.” For a long time this was disputed by historians. To settle this question, the Italian government ordered the tomb opened in 1875.

Charles Heath Wilson, who was present, said that the two dukes were lying head to foot, that they were embalmed, and that Alessandro’s body was clothed in an embroidered shirt. He also said that the latter was easily recognized by his hair, his mulatto cast of features, and the traces of wounds about his head and body.

Alessandro might have gone far but for his untimely death. Charles V was planning to make him general-in-chief of his armies in Italy.
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Bronzino’s portrait of Alessandro in the Uffizzi Palace in Florence, shows him with woolly hair and thick lips—undoubtedly of African descent. 

Gino Capponi says, “His mother was a mulatto slave and he had the dark skin, thick lips, and curly hair of a Negro.”

Cotterill says:

“The reconciliation of Pope Clement VII with Charles V after the sacking of Rome, resulted in the siege and capture of Florence. Thereupon, Charles imposed on this city as its regent, the mulatto bastard above-mentioned, Alessandro the Moor, who married a daughter of the Emperor and received the title of the Duke of Florence.

“Alessandro was a dark-skinned boy of about thirteen years with the thick lips and woolly hair of a Negro…. His father was almost indubitably Pope Clement.”

G. F. Young says:

“Alessandro, then about thirteen, appears in Florence. His woolly hair and Negro-like appearance had already caused him to be called the Moor. This boy’s origin was a secret. Born during the time the family was in exile, he was in reality the son of Clement himself, but the latter had hidden and kept the boy out of sight as long as he could.

“There is no doubt of this, though none cared at the time to contradict the Pope’s assertion that Alessandro was the son of Lorenzo [Duke of Urbino] and as such, he is mentioned in history; historians contenting themselves with saying that he was reputed to be so but was more probably Clement’s son.

“Moreover, the historian, Ammirato, states that afterwards, when Clement and Alessandro were both dead. Cosimo I told him positively that Alessandro was Clement’s son.” (Cosimo I was Alessandro’s successor.)

Clarice de Medici, a legitimate member of the family, hated Alessandro and would shout “Negro” and “Bastard” whenever she saw him. Catherine despised him too, but later disputed the title to his wealth with his wife Margaret.

Alessandro was not the only one of the Medicis to show a Negro strain. Cosimo III appears by his portrait to have been even more Negroid, while Cosimo’s son, Gian Gastone, bears a striking resemblance to Dumas père. (For their pictures see C. H. Russell’s Regiae Familiae Mediceorum Etruriae, pp. 18 and 44.)

Charles II of England was a Medici on his mother’s side. G. F. Young says of him, “His dark hair and swarthy complexion showed traces of the Medici blood.”

Catherine de’ Medici, Queen of France, Alessandro’s supposed sister, also had a son, the Duc d’Alençon, who was to all appearances a mulatto, (For sources, see Sex and Race, Vol. III, p. 224. 1944.) 

Among the existing portraits of Alessandro are the following: one by Andrea del Sarto in the Museum of the Marquis de Cerralbo in Madrid; one by an unknown artist in the Silver Museum of Florence; one by Bronzino, and another by Vasari, in the Medici Museum; one by Sangallo in the National Museum of Florence; one a fresco by Vasari in the Palazzo Vecchio at Florence; one in the Museum of Pisa.

Benvenuto Cellini, who made ten dies for Alessandro, mentions him frequently in his autobiography and says, “It was believed for a certainty that Duke Alessandro was the son of Pope Clement.” (Memoirs of Cellini, Chap. 18, p. 190. 1845.) Ammirato, a historian of the times, says that after Clement and Alessandro died Cosimo, Alessandro’s successor, told him that Alessandro was Clement’s son. (Ammirato, lib.; Gonf. 1347.) Since priests and popes were not supposed to have children their offspring were called “nephews.”) (Farmer and Henley, Slang and Its Analogies, Vol. V, p. 28.) But it was not uncommon for a Pope to have children. Paul III, successor of Clement, also had a son, who was named Pier Luigi.

Alessandro’s children married into the Italian nobility and had distinguished offspring.
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Abraham Hannibal
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RUSSIAN GENERAL AND COMRADE OF PETER THE GREAT (d. 1782)

HISTORY CONTAINS FEW FIGURES more extraordinary than Abraham Hannibal. Stolen from his parents in Africa and sold into slavery, he became general-in-chief of one of the leading white empires of his day. His great-grandson became one of the world’s greatest poets, while other of his descendants became members of the leading royal families of Europe.

Destiny was kind to Hannibal from the beginning; instead of being sent to America, where he would have been at best a house servant, he was taken to Turkey. At that time, while Africans were languishing in slavery in America, some of their brothers, also from the jungles, were the pampered pets of European royalty, especially at the court of Russia.

Still a child, Hannibal was sold as a slave to Sultan Selim IV at Constantinople, where he attracted the attention of Count Raguinsky, the Russian ambassador. Wishing to take an unusual gift to the czar, Raguinsky secured Hannibal either by kidnapping or as a gift, and took him back to Russia.

Merry, vivacious, and intelligent, the ten-year-old boy captivated Peter the Great, who adopted him immediately. With Christina, Queen of Poland, as his godmother, Hannibal was baptized into the Christian faith. Peter gave him his own name, but the boy, whose real name was Ibrahim, wept so bitterly at the change that thereafter he was called Abraham, the Christian equivalent of his own name. Hannibal was later added as a tribute to his military skill. However, his parents, who later appeared on the scene, claimed that he was descended from the great Carthaginian and that his real name was Hannibal.

The lad showed special talent for mathematics and engineering and Peter sent him to Paris to study. There, as the czar’s protégé, he was received in the highest circles. His exotic appearance won him the favor of the ladies of the gay court of the Duke of Orléans, who was then regent; indeed the duke himself offered Hannibal a high position if he would transfer his allegiance to him. But Hannibal, though preferring the gayer and more cultured French atmosphere, remained loyal to his master, even though at this time Peter, preoccupied with the affairs of state, had quite forgotten Hannibal who, finding himself without money, thought of returning on foot to Russia.

While Hannibal was pursuing his studies war broke out between France and Spain. He accepted a commission in the French army, serving with valor until he was wounded in the head. Soon afterward he returned to Russia where he became an officer in the engineers’ corps, winning rapid promotion on his own merits.

About this time his people in Africa, discovering his whereabouts, sent a rich ransom for him, but he refused to leave his benefactor. Peter appointed him tutor in mathematics to the crown prince, later Peter II. As this post gave him great influence with the future ruler, he became of considerable importance to those engaged in court intrigue. As a result of this, fortune was to turn against him after the death of Peter the Great for the next sixteen years.

On Peter’s death in 1735 the throne was seized by his wife, Catherine I, grandmother of Peter, the real heir, who was set aside, the chief power being in the hands of Prince Menshikov.

Menshikov, who was of humble origin, having started as a common soldier, wanted to marry his daughter to the young Peter. Knowing Hannibal’s influence with Peter, he tried to bribe him. Hannibal, who had sworn to Peter the Great that he would protect his grandson, refused, and Menshikov, to stop his influence with the prince, sent him on a military mission to Siberia. Then to lengthen his stay he ordered him to take the exact measurements of the Great Wall of China, which was 1,500 miles long. Menshikov hoped that Hannibal would not survive the hardships of this undertaking.

Hannibal remained in Siberia until the death of Catherine in 1737. Learning that young Peter had ascended the throne, that Menshikov had been exiled, and that Dolgouriki, a former favorite of Peter the Great, was in control, he decided to return. But at Tomsk he was arrested. Dolgouriki feared his influence with Peter no less than Menshikov—and he was held there until Peter’s death two years later.

Peter was succeeded by Anna the Bloody, a niece of Peter the Great. Once more Hannibal started for St. Petersburg, but when he reached it he was compelled to go into hiding, as he was suspected of belonging to the faction that wanted to put Elisabeth, daughter of Peter the Great and rightful heir, on the throne. Hannibal escaped, thanks to his friend Field-Marshal Munich, who smuggled him out of the city and sent him to inspect the fortifications on the Swedish border. This duty done, he was sent to a little village near the city of Reval where he spent the next twelve years of Anna’s reign, almost forgotten.

On Anna’s death, Elisabeth came to the throne, and grateful to Hannibal for his unswerving loyalty to the family of Peter the Great, she showered honors on him. Among her gifts were ten villages with thousands of white serfs. She wished him to remain at court, but remembering what his influence there had once cost him, he declined, and asked permission to return to Reval, where he was made commander.

But his retirement was short. He was one of the empire’s leading engineers, and when a dispute arose with Sweden over the boundary in 1752, he was appointed head of the Russian commission to settle the matter. Still later, he was appointed commander-in-chief of the army. But in spite of all these honors, the title he cherished the most was “The Negro of Peter the Great.”

Hannibal had other troubles, too—domestic ones. He had married a very beautiful woman, the daughter of a Greek captain named Dioper. During his long absences she had found consolation elsewhere and had presented to him a daughter who showed no African blood. Hannibal sued for divorce and the ensuing trial was one of the most celebrated of its day. It dragged on for fifteen years while scientists discussed at great length the question of whether the offspring of a black and white couple could be “pure” white. Hannibal finally won, whereupon the unfaithful wife, seeking to justify her actions, said, “That Negro is not of our race,” She was punished severely. In addition to the court’s censure, she was forced to do public penance and to spend the remainder of her life in a convent. As for the white daughter, Hannibal kept her in his house, gave her a good education, and left her considerable property but never permitted her to come into his presence.

While the case was pending, he married a titled German woman, Regina von Schellberg, by whom he had eleven children, all bonafide mulattoes, five of whom were sons, and all of whom attained distinction. The eldest, Ivan, was a naval commander who was victorious over the Turks at Navarin and was also the hero of the battle of Chesma. Later he was Governor of Ukraine and founded the city of Kherson. After a quarrel with Potemkin, the powerful favorite of Catherine the Great, he retired to his estates.

Another son, Joseph, was a naval commander and a navigator. His daughter, Nadejda, married Count Pushkin, whose grandfather had been privy counsellor to Peter the Great and whose father had borne the scepter at the coronation of Catherine the Great. Her son, Alexander Pushkin, was the famous poet.

Hannibal continued in favor under Catherine the Great, who appointed him to draw up plans for a canal linking St. Petersburg with Moscow. Finally he retired to his estates, immensely rich, and died there in 1782, over ninety years old.

Pushkin, who was born seventeen years after Hannibal’s death, and who, in preparation for his book The Negro of Peter the Great, had gathered details from those who had known his illustrious ancester, describes him as “A pure Negro—flat nose, thick lips, woolly hair.”

D. M. Wallace, British ambassador to Russia, says of him, “Hannibal, who died with the rank of Commander-in-Chief, was a Negro.”
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Negroes always enjoyed favor at the Russian court. Peter III once kept the British ambassador waiting while he entertained himself with his sprightly little Negro Narcissus. His wife, Catherine the Great, in her Memoirs charged that Peter cared for Narcissus more than he did for her.

Eugene Schuyler, American diplomat, writing as late as 1883, said, “Negroes were also in esteem as indeed they have been of recent years. Volynsky sent from Astrakan a couple to Catherine in order to ingratiate himself with her, and Peter [the Great] had several.”

One of the confidential agents of the last czar, Nicholas, was a Georgia Negro. George Thomas, who, coming to Russia from the United States as a valet, remained there and became one of the leading restaurant and cabaret owners. His night club was the rendezvous for Russian aristocracy.

Nicholas II also had a corps of fifteen Negroes of exceptional blackness. Of magnificent height and build, they were dressed in gorgeous exotic robes and jewelry. They were popularly known as the czar’s bodyguard, but, as a former English army officer and interpreter, Owen Colmer, who lived in Russia twenty-four years, told me, their real purpose was to adorn the dining room. They were cared for by the czar and were married to Russian women.

According to Notes and Queries (Oct. 30, 1852, p. 411), the czarina of Russia sent to England in 1769 to buy Negro boys as attendants.
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Antonio Vieira
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PORTUGAL’S GRANDEST PERSONAGE (1608-1697)

FATHER ANTONIO VIEIRA is often acclaimed as Portugal’s greatest orator; its greatest preacher; its greatest missionary; its greatest prose writer; one of the leading statesmen of his time; one of the world’s greatest linguists; and to crown all, one of the noblest and most unselfish souls in the history of mankind.

Popes, kings, the great ones of Europe, sought his company and wanted to confer the highest honors on him. But he refused them. He could have been another Cardinal Richelieu, perhaps even a Pope, but he chose to remain a humble priest; instead of the salons of princes he prefered the huts of the wretched Indian and Negro slaves in whose passionate defense he made scores of powerful enemies.

“Vieira,” says Larousse, “was a man of profound knowledge and one of the most vigorous spirits that Portugal has ever produced. Versed in the study of the ancient languages, he wrote Latin with the talent of Erasmus; spoke and wrote the principal languages of Europe and had learned, as if it were play, all the idioms of Brazil. He was in addition an exact and scrupulous historian, something rare in his day, and in his reports upon his missions in Brazil he has shown a great elevation of sentiments and ideals.”

“He is superior to all the great writers of Portugal by the universality of his powerful gifts,” says Carel. “The grandeur and the extreme variety of his deeds cast a brilliance upon the 17th Century, illuminating it entirely.” He continues:

What a picture would his life present, could we but retrace it with colors worthy of it; what unheard of vicissitudes; what great events was he not, turn by turn, actor in and witness of? Preacher to the king of Portugal and of the most savage tribes of the New World, we see him now borne in triumph in the midst of 100,000 barbarians as the arbiter of peace and war; now persecuted; now outraged by his fellow-citizens; thrown a prisoner in the hold of a ship—one might say the tribulations and the zeal of a new Paul. But, like Paul, he appealed to the justice of Caesar and he comes from the hold of the ship but to go into the chapel of the kings of Lisbon, to thunder according to the fine expression of his biographer, “against the hunting down and the sale of men, with accents worthy of a Chrysostom or a Bossuet.” Great orator and pacifier, conquering 1800 miles of country, he is charged with heresy and thrown for 26 months into the dungeons of the Inquisition. His enemies wish to dishonor him, and so stifle his voice. But Pope Clement X takes him out of their jurisdiction. His preaching at Rome excites a general applause and an admiring public proclaims him “the prince of Catholic orators of his time.” But neither the favor of the Pope, nor Queen Christina can make him fix his home in the Eternal City, and like a prophet of old he returned to the solitudes of the New World to die there full of days and of merit in the midst of his beloved savages.

Vieira was born of Portuguese parents either in Lisbon or Bahia, Brazil, on February 6, 1608. His grandfather, who was in the service of the Count of Unhao, fell in love with a Negro woman who also worked there, and married her after a scandal. Of this union Christopher Vieira Ravasco, the father of Vieira, was born. Later Ravasco served in the household of John IV and was raised to the nobility. He married Maria Azevedo, a maid of honor. Before going to the palace, Ravasco served as a secretary in the Civil Court of Appeal at Bahia, where, according to some, Vieira was born.

Another account has it that Vieira was born in Lisbon and that his parents took him to Bahia when he was eight years old. One thing is certain, however: he had his elementary education in Brazil and was a dunce at school.

The fault, however, seems to have been with the teachers and their method of instruction rather than with their pupil. Vieira, whose individuality was pronounced, could not respond to their dry-as-dust knowledge. Finally, he was placed among the Jesuits, for whose teachings he had a liking.

Suddenly such a great change occurred in him that some historians attributed it to the miraculous intervention of the Virgin, who, they said, had appeared to him. The slothful schoolboy was transformed into an intellectual prodigy. His penetration, his quick perception, his sureness of grasp, his keen intelligence, vivacity, and ready wit amazed everyone. So remarkable was his mastery of all subjects that he was given his degree in theology without ever having taken a regular course in it—something exceedingly rare.
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