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Atlantic History and the Slave Trade to Spanish America


ALEX BORUCKI, DAVID ELTIS, AND DAVID WHEAT
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[image: image]WITHIN HALF A CENTURY OF COLUMBIAN CONTACT, THE MOST powerful state in Europe had taken over the two most powerful polities in the Americas: the Aztec and Inca Empires. From that point until at least 1810, Spanish America was the largest and most populated European imperial domain in the New World, stretching eventually from California to Buenos Aires. Both the earliest known and the last slave voyages to cross the Atlantic from Africa disembarked not very far from each other, in the Spanish colonies of Puerto Rico (1520) and Cuba (1867).1 This continent-size group of colonies developed the first and, until the late eighteenth century, the largest free black population in the Americas. Spanish America was therefore the part of the Americas with the most enduring links with Africa. As the chapters in this collection show, there is a nationally bounded Spanish-language literature on black populations in the Spanish Americas, but this is not well known internationally. Multilingual research on this topic is still almost exclusively focused on nineteenth-century Cuba. The origins, composition, and demographic evolution of the black populations of the French, the British, and even the Portuguese Empires remain much better known than for the Spanish world. But given the importance of the latter, how odd that there is less awareness about the size, nature, and significance of the African connection with Spanish America, especially the Spanish role in the slave trade, than there is about any other branch of the transatlantic traffic.2 The contributions included in this volume are a first attempt at remedying this problem.


Parts of this introduction as well as the first chapter are updated versions of our article in the American Historical Review, which led to the organization of this book.3 In January 2015, most of the contributors met at the annual American Historical Association conference for a fruitful three-session panel on the slave trade in the Spanish Americas. The final result is not quite as balanced as we would like—with two-thirds of the contributions addressing either Mexico and Central America during the “long” seventeenth century, on the one hand, and Cuba, on the other. There is clearly work still to be done on slave trafficking in Venezuela, Colombia, and Peru, and more specifically with Cartagena and the Río de la Plata during the seventeenth century. Nevertheless, we hope that this volume complements recent works on the lives of Africans and their descendants in these colonies that demonstrate how and why enslaved litigants participated in Spanish American legal culture, and how African medical practitioners helped shape common knowledge about the human body and the environment, among other important works cited below.4


As nearly half of the more than two million captive Africans who arrived in the Spanish Empire landed in Cuba, our emphasis on the “faithful island” is not unreasonable. But Iberian vessels also transported tens of thousands of Africans to the Americas during the sixteenth century. The first peak of slave trading to the Spanish colonies took place during the Iberian Union (1580–1640), when captives who survived the transatlantic voyage were often subsequently forced to endure additional intra-American routes leading to Mexico City and Lima, among many other destinations. During this era, Cartagena de Indias became the largest single entry point into the Americas for Africans. Traditional depictions of the early Spanish Americas fail to acknowledge the demographic importance of these successive waves of enslaved Africans: for every three European immigrants arriving in the Spanish Americas between 1492 and 1640, there were close to five Africans.


We currently have more than enough evidence to justify a reevaluation of the scale, nature, and significance of the slave trade to Spanish America and to explore the implications of some of our findings for Atlantic history. Such a reassessment leads to a new appreciation of not only the African presence in the Spanish colonies but also—given the links between slavery and economic power prior to abolition—the status of the whole Spanish imperial project. Overall, more enslaved Africans permanently entered the Spanish Americas than the entire British Caribbean, making Spanish America the most important political entity in the Americas after Brazil to receive slaves. We now believe that as many as 1.51 million enslaved Africans arrived in the Spanish Americas directly from Africa between 1520 and 1867. We further estimate that an additional 566,000 enslaved Africans were disembarked in the Spanish Americas from other European colonies in the New World, such as Jamaica and Brazil. Both the transatlantic and intra-American estimates in this volume will be revised as new data, including those shown in chapters 1, 8, and 9, are uncovered.5


Two-thirds of the more than two million enslaved Africans arriving in the Spanish Americas disembarked before 1810—prior to the era of large-scale sugar cultivation in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Even in Cuba, the size and significance of this island’s slave-based economy was large and diverse well before 1789, which is a useful corrective to studies that have portrayed Cuba as an underdeveloped backwater prior to the sugar boom. This large inflow of captives during the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries is indeed remarkable when we remember that the labor force sustaining the most valuable export of Spain’s American colonies—silver—was largely Amerindian. In every other European empire in the Americas, by contrast, enslaved Africans and their descendants produced all significant exports until well into the nineteenth century. British military and industrial ascendancy in the eighteenth century and the meteoric rise and fall of Saint-Domingue have blinded scholars to the continued expansion of the Spanish colonies and their populations of African descent through to independence. Black populations had a key role in the growth of the Spanish Americas before 1800.


In addition to revealing the slave trade’s importance for the colonization and development of the Spanish Americas, the chapters in this volume provide insight into the Spanish colonies’ significance for the broader history of the transatlantic slave trade, and consequently, for Atlantic history. The history of the slave trade to Spanish America had implications for the whole Atlantic in the sense that it drew on all European branches of this traffic, and captives from all African regions engaged in this traffic landed in at least one of the many Spanish colonies. It was not only the metropolitan authorities of the different European powers who fought over and negotiated slave trade contracts but also, at the local level, officials and merchants. As Bianca Premo’s recent work indicates, Africans and people of African descent—even, in some cases, the very subjects being trafficked—played a role in shaping Spanish and Spanish American law pertaining to slavery and the slave trade.6 All these groups helped to influence the transimperial trade flows of the New World.


For the first decades of the slave traffic, as for the last, the slave trade provides a previously overlooked means of gauging the economic strength of the Spanish Americas relative to that of other European empires. Spain’s reliance on enslaved Africans in various sectors beginning in the early 1500s (in addition to coerced Amerindian labor) may help to explain the speed and scope of Spanish expansion across much of the Caribbean, in comparison to the relatively slow development of Portuguese colonization in Brazil during the same decades.7 In the mid-nineteenth century, the sugar sector of Cuba ensured that this island probably had a higher per capita output than the United States, as well as the first railroad network in Latin America.8 But even in the eighteenth century, exports to Europe from the Spanish Americas had a far greater value than those from their British, French, Dutch, and Portuguese counterparts. In 1700, the total output of the non-Spanish Caribbean, more than 90 percent of which comprised sugar and sugar by-products, amounted to 1.7 million pounds sterling, or 7.6 million pesos.9 In the Spanish possessions, by contrast, bullion production alone averaged eight million pesos annually from 1696 to 1700, an amount that made them more valuable to Spain than Brazil was to Portugal and than both mainland and Caribbean colonies were to the British. Seventy years later, the supremacy of the Spanish was only slightly eroded. The total annual value in pesos of French Caribbean output was 23.1 million, and of British, 16.2 million, whereas the Spanish Empire generated exports worth close to 31 million pesos—29.2 of which was bullion. Even if we include the thirteen mainland colonies in the British total, the Spanish Americas still come out well ahead—it is just that they no longer outproduced all their competitors combined.10 The cession of Jamaica to Britain and Saint-Domingue to France apparently did not enable the British and French to catch up prior to the era of independence; Spanish America grew vigorously until at least 1800.11 Alongside specie exports and population estimates, the slave trade can be used as an indicator of the continued dynamism of Spanish America in the Atlantic prior to 1800, and in Cuba specifically, to 1867. Economic divergence between the Spanish Americas and the United States began only in the nineteenth century.12


Indigenous peoples mined most of the silver that underpinned colonial exports, but the role of Africans has been poorly understood in an Atlantic world historiography that has emphasized export-oriented plantations. With the possible exception of nineteenth-century Cuba, the black Atlantic is still defined in terms of links between Africa, on the one hand, and the English, French, and Lusophone worlds, on the other. From 1640 to the end of the eighteenth century, the Spanish Empire’s links with Africa are seen as moribund, compared to the millions of Africans pouring into the non-Spanish Americas.13 References to a “second Atlantic” have recently appeared, denoting the period dominated by northwestern Europe (England, France, and to a lesser extent the Netherlands) in contrast to the Iberianled “first Atlantic.”14 Our research counters this view. The slave trade remained of central importance during all four centuries of Spanish colonialism in the New World. The slave trade was pivotal not just for the early colonization of the Spanish Americas, when varied regional economies emerged in both the highlands and lowlands, but also of key importance throughout the eighteenth century, when the Spanish Empire was transformed.15 Thereafter, it sustained the rise of export-oriented sugar and coffee plantations in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Moreover, two-thirds of transatlantic arrivals in the Spanish Empire arrived under the control of Spanish merchants. Scholars have yet to recognize the scale of both Spanish involvement in the organization of the slave trade and African involvement in the Spanish Americas.


So what were so many enslaved Africans and people of African descent doing in the Spanish colonies if they were not generating export revenues for Spanish American slave owners and investors back in Spain? Some, of course, did work producing agricultural, mining, and fishery exports. Production of cacao and pearls in Venezuela as well as hides in Cuba and the Río de la Plata depended heavily on slave labor. Half of all the gold exported from colonial Spanish America to the metropolis came from New Granada (Colombia), given that earlier discoveries in Hispaniola, Honduras, and Venezuela were soon exhausted—Africans and their descendants mined all these sites.16 While Amerindians mined most of the silver, enslaved Africans performed multiple tasks in mining camps from Zacatecas to Potosí.17 But the majority of enslaved black women, men, and children in Spanish colonies worked in many occupations outside the export sector. Spanish America had by far the largest urban centers in the New World. Mexico City, Guanajuato, Querétaro, Lima, Buenos Aires, and Havana were larger than New York, Boston, and Philadelphia by the turn of the eighteenth century, with the first two dwarfing all others throughout the colonial period.18 In these and other Spanish American cities (and in even larger numbers of smaller towns and villages), everyday tasks that provided water, food, clothing, shelter, and other basic services were typically performed by free and enslaved Africans or people of African descent.19


Enslaved people also produced many of the goods that were traded between Spanish colonies. They made textiles in the workshops of New Spain and Ecuador, as well as produced sugar near Veracruz and cacao, flour, tobacco, and hides in Venezuela, all for colonial markets.20 Enslaved workers in coastal Peru produced wine, wheat, and sugar—essential to Spanish consumers and Spanish culture in the Andes. In Cartagena Province, slaves produced maize, pork, and manatee lard that were exported to the rest of the Caribbean.21 The Jesuits, perhaps the largest corporate slave owners in the Americas (after the Catholic Church itself), relied almost exclusively on slave labor to work farms, cane lands, mines, vineyards, and textile mills, as well as ranches for cattle, sheep, and mules. The largest Jesuit estates were in coastal Ecuador, Peru, and Córdoba in modern Argentina, most of which supplied urban centers from Guayaquil to Potosí.22 In these areas, enslaved people were concentrated near the coast partly because that was where the decline of the indigenous population had been most severe and partly because of the greater availability of arable land.23 How did elites in the large cities—located in the highlands and to a lesser extent in the lowlands—pay for this produce? In some of them, silver was a large part of the answer, and here, too, Africans were involved, given that slaves minted the coins of Potosí that facilitated intercolonial trade in parts of South America.24


For a reader familiar with the British colonies and British Atlantic but unfamiliar with the economic structure of the Spanish colonial empire, one analogy that helps us illustrate the regional interdependence and application of slave labor in some areas of the Spanish Empire is provided by the British Americas—the Caribbean plus the thirteen mainland colonies. Caribbean sugar was the heart of the British system. Before 1800, the mainland produced only tobacco, rice, some indigo, and furs that could be sold in Europe, items that together never approached one-quarter of the value of sugar. Yet the British mainland colonies purchased large quantities of goods from Europe as their populations expanded and were able to do so because they sold produce and shipping services to the Caribbean. In the Spanish case, after the founding of Potosí in the mid-1500s, bullion may be viewed as the equivalent of British American sugar two centuries later; Spanish America’s silver-producing highlands (as the source of a valuable transatlantic commodity) might be considered the counterpart of the British Caribbean; an indigenous labor force filled the role of imported slaves; and to the extent that they traded with silver-rich highland areas, some Spanish American lowlands (Cartagena, Veracruz, coastal Peru and Ecuador, Venezuela, and the Río de la Plata, among other mainland regions) can be said to have resembled the British American mainland. Both the British mainland and the Spanish lowlands could export to Britain (tobacco, rice, and indigo) and to Spain (hides, gold, cacao, and pearls), respectively—albeit in the Spanish case, via one of a select few strategically located port cities such as Panama City, Cartagena, Veracruz, or Havana, and only then shipped to Spain.


But all these items combined could not come close to matching the value of sugar from the British Caribbean and silver from the Spanish highlands. This did not matter. Some lowland territories in Spanish America, particularly the major seaports, were as important to the highlands as the British American mainland was to the British Caribbean. Indeed, some Spanish lowland jurisdictions south of the equator exerted direct administrative authority over highland regions (Lima and, later, Buenos Aires). Perhaps some of the Spanish lowlands and much of the British mainland north of Virginia would have had little beyond subsistence agriculture without their connections, respectively, to the silver and sugar sectors. Some Spanish lowlands perhaps resembled the British North American mainland in that their ability to import enslaved people and transatlantic commodities may have hinged on their ability to sell their produce to other locations within their respective imperial systems. A great deal of commerce, including the slave trade, occurred between the Spanish lowlands and other imperial circuits as well. Yet Spanish intercolonial—and to a lesser extent transimperial—exchange and relations have attracted far less English-language scholarly attention than has trade between British colonies.25 The central role of the Spanish internal colonial markets in Atlantic history is still largely ignored.


As with all macrohistorical comparisons, this one regarding the British and Spanish colonies and internal markets deserves several caveats. First, the major fleet ports (Cartagena-Portobelo, Veracruz, and Havana) were somewhat independent from the silver cycles and indeed channeled almost all Spanish transatlantic commerce (adding the Río de la Plata port complex intermittently) as long as they could. Beginning in the mid-1560s, Cartagena and Veracruz became major ports for the Indies fleets (for Cartagena, this role largely preceded its role as a major slaving port). Both Cartagena and Havana owed their existence to their positions within these transatlantic maritime economies. While some variations developed depending on the era, by the dawn of the seventeenth century, nearly all transatlantic trade was supposed to be filtered through these selected ports. All transatlantic exports (including both lowland produce and highland silver) were to be exported from the Tierra Firme port complex (Cartagena and Nombre de Dios or Portobelo), Veracruz, and Havana on the Indies fleets. Transatlantic imports (including both European goods and enslaved Africans) were to be taken to specific ports: usually Cartagena, Veracruz, and sometimes Buenos Aires. Thus, for the vast majority of Spanish American lowland areas, direct connections with either Europe or Africa or silver-producing Spanish American highland areas were nonexistent in theory and infrequent in practice. Instead, a few major ports acted as intermediaries in a network of capillary coastal and inland trade and monopolized this position as long as possible. Most lowland areas traded cheap goods to each other or to major ports in exchange for other inexpensive goods, small-scale slave arrivals, and European merchandise like clothing.


Sugar and silver indeed served as the most dynamic industries in the British and Spanish Empires and drew other colonies within each of these imperial systems into their orbit. Particularly, sugar and silver production allowed the expansion of slavery throughout these empires beyond the British Caribbean and the Mexican and Peruvian mining sites. But while silver dominated Spanish American exports and indeed stimulated a large number of cottage industries across the colonies, production in the rest of the Spanish colonies was much more important. Millions of Amerindian, African, and mixed-ancestry free peasants who lived in the Spanish Americas generated a total production both of enormous value and impossible to measure. In other words, Spanish America was not as clearly a monoculture economy as was the British Americas, given that these internal markets outside of the circuits of silver are impossible to compare with the British colonies. Assuming that silver was everything and ignoring local production for local consumption leads to a skewed view of the scale of population and production in the Spanish colonies.26


Residents of colonial European settlements throughout the Americas were prepared to buy enslaved Africans prior to the early nineteenth century—if they could afford them.27 Slave prices were lowest in Brazil and in the Caribbean (both islands and littoral), higher on the North American mainland, and higher still in Potosí—the source of silver that from the mid-sixteenth century tied together markets in Buenos Aires, Lima, and Cartagena and formed a key axis (in terms of value) of the early modern Atlantic economy. Transferences of funds from the royal treasury of Mexico to the colonial administration in Cuba and Venezuela, as well as from Peru to Buenos Aires, made it easier to purchase slaves in the recipient areas during the eighteenth century.28 Enslaved Africans and people of African descent could be found in most Spanish American colonies. Where they were fewer in number—for example, in Paraguay or parts of Central America during the eighteenth century—it was usually an indication of relative poverty and lower levels of intercolonial commerce (the same could be said of Appalachia or rural New England during the same period).29


The breadth, diversity, and chronological expanse of the Spanish colonies make the slave trade to Spanish America very difficult to address. The subdivision of this field into national Spanish American historiographies makes the subject even more complex. Additionally, an immersion in the literature of the British, Luso-Brazilian, Dutch, and French slave trades is essential if we are to understand the Spanish traffic. While in recent years the historiographies of the transatlantic slave trade, on the one hand, and colonial Spanish America, on the other, have not seriously engaged with each other, perhaps this volume will stimulate more cross-fertilization. Scholarship on the slave trade is mostly Anglophone and Francophone and tends to foreground northwestern Europe, the North Atlantic, and the United States, including the non-Spanish Caribbean. More recently, scholars have moved the Lusophone world to center stage.30 While many new studies of slavery and the peoples of African ancestry in Spanish America have appeared, these contributions still do not explain how the founder populations got there.31 Until the publication of Pablo Miguel Sierra Silva’s book in 2018, not a single monograph on the slave trade to Mexico had appeared since the partial treatment in Colin A. Palmer’s work in 1976 (though recent scholarship demonstrates renewed interest in the slave traffic to, and within, the viceroyalty of New Spain).32 For countries such as Peru, Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador, scholars have yet to fully exploit the abundant documentary sources on the connections with Africa.33 And despite some significant advances, we still know far too little of the Africans shipped to other Spanish territories such as the Canary Islands,34 or the Philippines,35 or to Spain itself during and after the Iberian Union.36


In this introduction and in the first chapter, we have primarily focused on ports and broad regions from where enslaved people were embarked and disembarked. Sources from the Catholic Church, notarial records, censuses, court cases, and other colonial documents offer keys to understand the many meanings of African “nations” for Africans as well as for the bureaucrats and priests writing down the files. Future scholarship will no doubt integrate the numerous local studies based on these sources with new slave trade data as they continue to appear, thus further refining and improving our knowledge of the experiences and origins of more than two million African women, men, and children who were taken to the Spanish Americas as slaves. The locally based but Atlantic-focused scholarship on Africans and their descendants in colonial Spanish America is expanding rapidly.37 We need a coordinated effort to recover the stories of what is currently the least known large branch of the African diaspora in the Americas.


All of the chapters that follow engage, to some extent, in transimperial and transnational aspects, as the slave trade in the Spanish Americas commonly involved foreign traders—ranging from the earliest Iberian, Genoese, and German organizers of slaving voyages, to the intermittent presence of Portuguese, Dutch, and English slave traders in Spanish South America, to the very active participation of US slavers in the last and largely illegal traffic to Cuba. Historians of the Lusophone South Atlantic have long been aware that Portuguese slaving networks profited from the high demand for enslaved Africans in Spanish colonies in the Río de la Plata and the Caribbean. Even though this body of scholarship has not focused on the routes of African captives into the Spanish colonies, it provides useful models for historians interested in using Spanish-language sources.38 Historians of the British Atlantic have identified ways in which the intracolonial British slave trade in North America and the Caribbean included the sale of captives to nearby Spanish colonies.39 While much English-language scholarship has focused on the “entangled worlds” of the British and Spanish domains, there has been less systematic research on the interconnectedness of the Spanish and the Portuguese worlds. Yet, from the fifteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries, the ties between the Iberian empires were often even stronger than those between the Spanish and the British colonies, at both upper and lower echelons of society; this was certainly true of the slave trade linking Portuguese hubs in western Africa to early Spanish America.40 Although several chapters within this book address such transimperial processes, the collection primarily focuses on the organization of the traffic and on the lives of the captives along slave trade routes to and within Spanish America, with special attention given to patterns within specific regions and between different Spanish colonies. The focus here is on merchant communities in areas ranging from Veracruz to Montevideo and on the experiences of captives they trafficked.


Rather than portraying Spanish and Spanish American merchants and slave owners as passive customers who acquired enslaved Africans from foreign slave traders, this volume shows that Spanish agents in Europe and the Americas were actively engaged in slave trafficking during the first 150 years of the trade and were among the last to conduct transatlantic and intra-American slave voyages during the nineteenth century. Spanish and Spanish American merchants’ active participation at many levels is obscured not only by histories of the slave trade that portray the Spanish Empire in a secondary role but also by national histories that with few exceptions (e.g., the nineteenth-century Cuba-Catalonia connection) portray the slave trade as having been perpetrated by foreigners. Local histories of countries and populations from Mexico to Venezuela and from Ecuador to Uruguay have yet to grapple with the legacy of this active participation in the slave trade. Spanish and Spanish American merchants and men of letters wrote a myriad of petitions, memorials, and tracts underscoring the urgent demand for African captives in the colonies, whose arrival would ostensibly ensure both stability and profits for members of certain socioeconomic sectors both in the colonies and in metropolitan Spain. Spanish and Spanish American men of letters were also among the first to write and act against this traffic. Nevertheless, after independence, the same elite sought to erase African descendants from representations of the new republics—a process that in some ways is still ongoing despite the activities of Afro-Latin American social and political organizations.
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CHAPTER 1


The Size and Direction of the Slave Trade to the Spanish Americas


ALEX BORUCKI, DAVID ELTIS, AND DAVID WHEAT
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[image: image]THE SURGE OF SCHOLARLY INTEREST THAT BEGAN TO MOVE NEW World slavery into the historiographical mainstream after the mid-twentieth century has largely bypassed the story of how Africans arrived in the Spanish Americas. What happened to them and their descendants in the aftermath of those initial traumatic disembarkations is somewhat better known, but it would be surprising if the scholarly output on black people in the Spanish Americas amounted to more than a small percentage of what is now available on their counterparts in the Anglophone Americas. There are first-class studies of specific regions (e.g., Mexico, Peru, the Spanish Caribbean, and the Río de la Plata) and a number of excellent syntheses and collected works that address selected Spanish American sites in a broader context including Brazil and Haiti but, until recently, very few works devoted to Africans and people of African descent in the Spanish New World as a whole since Leslie B. Rout’s 1976 book.1 As for an overview of the overall slave traffic into the Spanish colonies, the cupboard is even barer. Fragmentary studies based on a port or region exist, many of them decades old. But not even the launch of www.slavevoyages.org a decade ago has triggered scholarly interest in reassessing this least known branch of the transatlantic slave trade, much less any attempt to meld it with intra-American inflows of Africans. In fact, our reassessment of the Spanish slave trade draws on sources and applies techniques that have only recently become available and is the first to integrate research on the intra-American and transatlantic slave trades in the Spanish context, the former being of particular importance for the Spanish Americas. This chapter comprises a preliminary effort to recalibrate both trades to the Spanish colonies. It is written in the spirit of the Roslings’ comment that “the world cannot be understood without numbers. But the world cannot be understood with numbers alone.”2 We begin with a presentation of our conclusions before explaining how we arrived at them and then spelling out some of their implications.


Figure 1.1 provides an overview of our new assessment. While the major Portuguese and British transatlantic slave trades rose and fell in a regular parabola from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, figure 1.1 shows the bimodal pattern of the traffic to Spanish America, with a first peak around 1620 and a second, higher peak in the nineteenth century. The U shape in between is emphatic. But the figure also adds information on intra-American voyages; that is, expeditions that transported enslaved Africans and people of African descent from the non-Spanish Caribbean and Brazil to the Spanish colonies. More than a quarter of the slaves arriving in Spanish America had departed from colonies of other European powers in the New World rather than directly from Africa. Figure 1.1 shows that the lowest point of the transatlantic Spanish trade’s U trend was somewhat offset by the transimperial intra-American traffic from 1640 until its ending by 1820, during the era of Spanish American independence.


Cartagena, Veracruz, Buenos Aires, and Hispaniola received the majority of slave arrivals shown by the first peak in figure 1.1, with many captives then reexported to additional destinations, including Lima and Mexico City. By contrast, Cuba and Puerto Rico account for almost all of the second peak. Nevertheless, some regions, such as the Río de la Plata—today’s Argentina and Uruguay—and to a lesser extent Venezuela, did experience this U-shaped trend. The Río de la Plata both absorbed slaves and was a major entrepôt, supplying Chile and Peru, whereas slaves arriving in Venezuela tended to remain there. In Mexico, the slave trade declined from the 1650s to the last recorded transatlantic slave arrival in 1735. Although vastly outnumbered by the viceroyalty’s large Amerindian populations throughout the colonial period, there was nevertheless a vibrant and naturally growing population of African ancestry in Mexico City and Puebla during the seventeenth century.3
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Figure 1.1. The slave trade to Spanish America. Source: Table 1.1, column 6 and row 8.





The dual-peak structure of the slave trade to Spanish America also points to two major cycles of demographic change related to African arrivals (Africanization) and the intermixing of indigenous peoples, Africans, and Europeans in the Americas (mestizaje). These cycles provide a chronological framework that helps to explain why identities in the Spanish colonies evolved differently from those in what became the United States. While some Spanish American colonies experienced a cycle of Africanization followed by mestizaje during the first slave trade peak, and others experienced the same during the second peak, some regions can be said to have experienced both. The relative weight of these two processes varied across the Spanish colonies. With the possible exception of New Orleans (itself a Spanish colony from 1769 until 1803), it is difficult to imagine any city in the early nineteenth-century United States in which people of mixed origins outnumbered those of either full European or African ancestry, as was the case in Venezuela in 1810. For the antebellum United States, it is equally difficult to visualize the almost complete disappearance of “black” as a category of identity in official records, subsumed by multiple mestizo labels, as in early independent Mexico. Further, there was no equivalent in the United States of the diversity of African-based associations and religions that existed in urban centers in Spanish American regions such as Cuba and the Río de la Plata as late as the 1830s.


Estimates, Patterns, and New Directions


How can we be sure that the broad trends shown in Figure 1.1 are correct? To explain the Spanish slave trade, we first have to define it. Two rather different concepts are possible—on the one hand, the traffic into Spanish possessions under all national flags, and on the other, the smaller and less significant slave trade carried out on Spanish vessels alone.4 For anyone working with official documents of the early modern era, it must often appear that incompetence, smuggling, venal officials, and the hazards of everyday life undermine the reliability of state-generated data. For the slave trade, skepticism takes the form of doubt regarding whether every actual voyage could have left behind evidence, and whether the numbers of people on board such vessels are likely underreported. These problems loom large for the slave trade to Spanish America, notwithstanding the fact that the Spanish bureaucracy probably generated more documentation per imperial subject than any other empire before the nineteenth century.5


On this issue of contraband, for the British, French, Dutch, and Luso-Brazilian slave trades, internal and external (to the state, that is) checks are possible for some periods, so that one might assess the probability that ships were omitted from the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (henceforth TSTD).6 Such checks are not yet possible for most of the Spanish transatlantic slave trade, but readers should keep in mind a broader perspective on the size and direction of the traffic into Spanish colonies. During the second half of the seventeenth century, the era in which Britain entered the transatlantic slave trade and solidified its presence in the Americas, observers in Jamaica indicated that slave prices were higher in the Spanish markets than in the British Caribbean.7 And Joseph Massie, an acute observer of the English sugar business, pointed out in 1759 that in the previous thirty years, low slave prices had underpinned the success of the English plantations.8 Contraband was significant, but it was not large enough to integrate the Spanish and British slave markets in the Caribbean to the extent that price differences reflected no more than the cost of sailing from one market to another. After 1790, by contrast, the captain of transatlantic slaving voyages typically checked slave prices in at least two of the major markets of Kingston, Havana, and Charleston (where by that time prices were similar) before deciding where to sell. The same voyage from Africa frequently showed up in more than one of these ports within the space of a month.


New archival data enable us to reassess key routes by which Africans entered the Spanish Americas, as well as to carry out a more refined inquiry into contraband. We are able to shed new light on two large branches of the slave trade to Spanish America: the transatlantic traffic for the period before the breakup of the Iberian Union in 1641 (when Portugal and its colonies were under Spanish Hapsburg rule) and the intra-American traffic that from 1661 to about 1800 became the Spanish Americas’ major source of African slaves. While we offer little new information on nineteenth-century Cuba and Puerto Rico in this chapter, new figures on different aspects of the Cuban traffic are shown in chapters 8 and 9.


Table 1.1 provides a breakdown of slave arrivals across broad regions of the Americas, together with a separate column to the right that presents our estimates of captives carried on Spanish vessels alone. The non-Spanish data in columns 1 through 5 and column 7 are from the Slave Voyages website estimates page created in 2010, but the two Spanish columns—one for the Spanish Americas (column 6) and one for enslaved people transported under the Spanish flag (column 9)—are new. The Spanish figures previous to 1641 draw on new archival data and in addition incorporate a fresh approach to estimating the large illegal influx of slaves into Spain’s colonies that occurred throughout the slave trade era. Table 1.1 shows that in the pre-1641 period, 529,800 captives arrived in the Spanish Americas from Africa. Thus, according to our calculations, almost 60 percent more Africans arrived in the New World than the 2010 Slave Voyages website estimates page displays. For the later period, too, new transatlantic voyages to Venezuela and the Río de la Plata have come to light.9 For the whole period, we found that 14 percent more slaves entered the Spanish Americas directly from Africa than was previously thought.


Whereas the 2010 TSTD contained 998 voyages prior to 1641, we now have information on 1,843 transatlantic slave voyages to the Spanish Americas in this era. The new material permits us to construct robust lower-bound estimates of the size and direction of the first half century of the traffic. Iberian registration and port-departure records constitute our only source of information for many slaving voyages up to 1580. Thus, most volume estimates for the years prior to 1581—including António de Almeida Mendes’s estimates for those years and the estimates page on the Slave Voyages website based on his work—are heavily influenced by research on slave trade licencias, permits that were awarded by the Spanish Crown but did not necessarily result in slaving voyages.10 Our data for this period, by contrast, consist primarily of slaving voyages that at least set out for Africa, and in most cases actually arrived in Spanish American ports.11 Despite the different methodologies, the two approaches generate similar outcomes: 84,900 versus 82,000 slaves for 1526–1580. For the period 1581–1640, we currently have 583 more voyages than were shown in the original 2010 TSTD. While the work of Enriqueta Vila Vilar previously grounded our knowledge of the traffic during the Iberian Union, it now appears that her data account for less than half of all known arrivals for the years 1595–1640 alone.12 More important than the additional voyages is the new methodology for estimating how many captives slave vessels carried when they arrived in the Americas.13 The improved data indicate that the slave trade to the early Spanish Americas has been greatly underestimated.




Table 1.1. Slaves Arriving in the Americas by Broad Region and Slaves Arriving under the Spanish Flag Direct from Africa, 1525–1867
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Source: https://slavevoyages.org/assessment/estimates, with “cells” changed to “disembarkations.” For column 6, see text, and for row 8, see Alex Borucki, David Eltis, and David Wheat, “Notes on the Estimates of the Intra-American Slave Trade to the Spanish Americas” and “IntraAmertoSpanAmer.xlsx,” both downloadable at https://slavevoyages.org/voyage/downloads.


Note: The Spanish and British totals have been adjusted to reflect the changing status of Trinidad. On the estimates page of www.slavevoyages.org, Trinidad is classed as part of the British Americas even though British occupation began only in 1797. Here, the 16,500 captives taken there before 1797 are reassigned to the Spanish Americas.





As this suggests, the additional archival data permit us to take a new approach to the question of contraband, slaves landed in Spanish colonies outside the official record. Of the 1,843 voyages in our data set, 748, or about 40 percent, have no information on the number of slaves carried, leaving 1,095 for which we know at least one of three indicators of how many were on board. The first is the number that captains declared they had on board at the port of entry (800), the second is the number that the vessel was licensed to carry before the voyage began (721), and the third is the number that were actually carried (65). Voyages fell into this last group because they had become the subject of intense investigation by colonial authorities. Such inquiries generated sufficient data that we feel reasonably certain of knowing the actual number of slaves on board. For some voyages, we know two or all three of the indicators. On average, we found that vessels were licensed to carry 156 slaves, and that, unsurprisingly, captains declared they had 153 on board when they arrived in the Americas. By contrast, the mean of the sixty-four Iberian slave ships (the sixty-fifth was Dutch) for which we have data on actual slaves disembarked was 287, suggesting that vessels delivered 80 percent more slaves than their captains were permitted.14


A subset of these sixty-four voyages comprising sixty-one cases also contained information on either licensed or declared numbers of captives, and thus we were able to estimate a simple regression equation that allowed us to predict actual numbers on board for the 1,030 individual voyages (1,095 less 65) for which the documents yield only licensed or declared numbers.15 For the 748 voyages that lacked information of any kind on slaves, we assumed that on average they landed 287 slaves—the mean of our sample of actual disembarkations. For the pre-1581 period, these procedures point to 84,900 captives disembarking (from 299 voyages) in the Spanish Americas, with 444,900 (on 1,544 voyages) estimated to have arrived from 1581 to 1640. This total is only for slaves coming directly from Africa, but even so, it does not include several thousand Africans carried across the Atlantic from Spain in small groups on the Indies fleets before 1641. Nor does it include any of the 666 vessels that Huguette and Pierre Chaunu identified as registered to depart from the Canary Islands for Spanish America before 1580, some of which likely carried slaves off from Africa on the way.16 Finally, it includes only a few documented incursions of French, English, Dutch, and Portuguese slave ships during an era in which Spanish American colonists regularly engaged in rescate (illegal trade) with such intruders despite the risk of penalties.17 Thus, while our total for pre-1641 is substantially greater than previous estimates, it is readily apparent why we describe it as “lower-bound.”


After 1640, slave arrivals to the Spanish Americas declined precipitously. Between 1642 and 1788, Spanish vessels brought in only 13,400 captives directly from Africa, compared to a non-Spanish transatlantic component accounting for 139,000 people, with the British alone carrying more than half.18 But in this same period, over four times more captives entered the Spanish Americas from other parts of the Americas, an activity summarized in row 8 of table 1.1 based in part on the intra-American slave trade database at www.slavevoyages.org (henceforth I-Am). Thus, soon after the collapse of the Iberian Union, Spanish merchants began to purchase captives from ports under the control of all European powers with a presence in the Americas, but especially the Dutch, Portuguese, and British. Sometimes this was under an asiento, or official contract, and sometimes not. The surviving record means that estimating these various streams of coerced migrants requires us to focus either on departures from major entrepôts such as Curaçao and Jamaica, or on arrivals at major Spanish American ports such as Cartagena. For the Río de la Plata during the whole period, the documentation is such that we can reconstruct an annual series of slave arrivals. For all other regions under Spanish control, however, we use both approaches. Before 1789, we focus on what the foreign entrepôts sent to the Spanish colonies; after 1789, data on inflows of captives into Spanish ports form the basis our estimates.19


For the Spanish colonies, the I-Am shows the intra-American slave trade had three major branches. The best known of these centered on Curaçao, the Caribbean island close to Venezuela that, from 1662 to 1728 and intermittently thereafter, functioned as an entrepôt through which captives on Dutch transatlantic ships reached Spanish colonies. A second branch of the intra-American slave traffic originated in Barbados and Jamaica, while a third, based in Brazil, delivered slaves to the Río de la Plata for more than two centuries until the 1830s alongside its better-known transatlantic counterpart. In addition to these three distinct streams of traffic, there was a fourth, multi-branched inflow of shorter duration that drew from a wide range of Caribbean islands, intensifying between 1790 and 1808, and focused mostly on Cuba, as the sugar boom got underway, and to a much lesser extent on Venezuela.


The outlines of the Dutch entrepôt trade in Curaçao have become much clearer recently.20 Between 1658 and 1777 (but mostly between 1662 and 1728), Curaçao was a major source for slaves entering the Spanish Caribbean islands and mainland, including the Gulf of Mexico. This internal traffic was almost identical to that part of the Dutch transatlantic slave trade that disembarked slaves in the Dutch Caribbean, given that most asentistas (holders of an official asiento) at this period, whatever their nationality, resorted to Curaçao as they tried to meet their commitments to the Spanish.21 Between 1658 and 1714, 63 percent of the Dutch slave traffic was directed to the Dutch Caribbean (largely to disembark slaves destined for Spanish colonies) or to Spanish America directly. Close to 116,000 slaves passed into Spanish America through Dutch hands.22 If the Dutch were the first major suppliers of captives, the British were not far behind. Spanish merchants began buying slaves from the Company of Royal Adventurers to Africa (the precursor of the Royal African Company) in Jamaica and Barbados in the early 1660s and continued until at least 1801. As late as the 1820s, several thousand English-speaking slaves are reported to have been moved from British islands to Cuba, in this case by their owners. Overall, we estimate a total flow of 247,500 from British to Spanish jurisdictions.23 The third major intra-American source for slaves, Brazil, focused almost entirely on the Río de la Plata and was anchored mainly in Rio de Janeiro. A handful of pre-1641 transatlantic slave voyages stopped first in Brazil (usually Pernambuco or Maranhão) before disembarking captives in Venezuela, Jamaica, Honduras, and Veracruz. New data suggest that Hispaniola was a significant locus for unauthorized Brazilian-Caribbean shipping in the sixteenth century.24 After the mid-1600s, however, slave ships from Brazil would not reach the Caribbean again until 1811. Slave traffic from Brazil to mainly the Río de la Plata (but including minor shipments to the Spanish Caribbean) brought 136,100 captives, as table 1.1 shows, which makes it larger than the Curaçao traffic.25 In the pre-1790 era, slaves also arrived in Spanish colonies via the French and Danish islands.26 After 1789, captives could be entered at most Spanish American ports without restriction, with the result that records of arrivals from both foreign New World colonies and Africa become more abundant and more reliable.27


The transatlantic slave trade introduced 1.51 million slaves into the Spanish Americas, and the intra-American traffic a further 0.57 million, for a total of 2.07 million Africans (after rounding). If the intra-American traffic is taken into account, the Spanish areas received 80 percent more slaves than did the French Americas and, most strikingly, more than the whole of the British Caribbean. Of even greater significance, however, is that in the colonial era in both the Spanish and the British imperial domains, many times more people came in from Africa than from Europe, a central demographic point that receives scant recognition in the literature on transatlantic migrations to Latin America. Future research may not add much to existing estimates of slave arrivals in the British and French Americas, but scholars of the Spanish Americas will likely increase our lower-bound estimates, as well as provide new details about the organization of the traffic and the experiences of Africans in the Spanish colonies.28


But can we say more than just “Africans”? What was the ultimate provenance of these two million captives? The broad pattern is one of heavy reliance on Upper Guinea and Angola through to the mid-seventeenth century, when the direct link with Africa prevailed, followed by a remarkable inflow of African peoples and cultures as the intra-American trading routes emerged. The founder generations in the Caribbean, Mexico, and Peru left overwhelmingly from northern Upper Guinea—“the Rivers of Guinea” feature strongly in the records, suggesting the coast of modern Guinea-Bissau.29 Some of the first vessels bringing captives directly from elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa sailed from São Tomé and Príncipe in the 1520s, and other sixteenth-century voyages from these islands would follow, carrying captives from both Lower Guinea (probably eastern Nigeria) and West Central Africa. However, Upper Guinea remained the dominant source until the end of the century. In the mid-1590s, vessels from what is now Angola supplied the majority of slaves in Veracruz, but in the much larger slaving port of Cartagena, Angola and Upper Guinea accounted for roughly equal shares from about 1590 until 1620. After 1620, close to seven out of ten slave ships arriving in both Cartagena and Veracruz came from Angola.30 This pattern ended abruptly after 1640, when nearly all Spanish American ports lost their direct access to Portuguese slave trade entrepôts in Africa (with the exception of Buenos Aires, which retained some connections to Luanda).31 During the following decades, the Spanish colonies would rely instead on Dutch and English slave traders. Both these slaving powers had a strong presence on the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin through to the early eighteenth century. Thereafter, from 1720 to 1790, almost all so-called bozales—newly arrived Africans who did not yet speak Spanish or practice Catholicism in ways that Spanish colonists could easily recognize—arrived via Jamaica, the African provenance of whose captives in this era is well established. It is likely that for 150 years after 1640, three out of four Africans arriving in the Spanish Americas left from the coast between Elmina in Ghana and the Cross River in Nigeria.32 Today, no fewer than 716 languages are spoken in the hinterlands of this most densely populated part of sub-Saharan Africa.33


On the other side of the Atlantic, the African inflow into Mesoamerica diminished after 1640, though occasional arrivals in Mexico are recorded until 1735. Other Spanish-speaking regions relied on non-Spanish slave traders sailing from West Africa. When the Spanish direct trade reemerged—starting slowly in 1792 but growing rapidly after 1808—Spanish American colonies not only were able to restore links with Upper Guinea but drew on the whole range of slave markets from Senegambia in the north to Mozambique in the southeast (not least because most of their European rivals had pulled out). Cuba, especially, became the main Caribbean buyer of African slaves, and thus continued the pattern of extreme African diversity established earlier in the rest of the Spanish possessions. Taken together, the Spanish colonies had the most mixed African-descended population of any European empire in the Americas. Rio de Janeiro received 85 percent of its two million slaves from Luanda and Benguela; half of the large inflow into São Salvador de Bahia came from the Mina coast (the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin); a similar proportion of slaves from Saint-Domingue left from a region stretching just 250 miles north of the Congo River estuary. Of the major Spanish ports, only the Río de la Plata’s dependence on Angola is comparable, and perhaps Veracruz from the 1590s to 1640.34 Although the relative importance of the slave trade from different areas of Africa to much of the circum-Caribbean changed drastically from one century to the next, over time this traffic drew from all African provenance zones except Mozambique.35 Yoruba influence was certainly strong in nineteenth-century Cuba, but languages based on African elements in Spanish America survived in only the most remote locations and may be observed in fragmentary form in the rituals of modern African-based religions.36 In Spanish America and Brazil during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, confraternities and mutual aid associations that were ostensibly based on African “national” identities in effect provided venues for social interaction and political organization; in these spaces, free and enslaved Africans enacted, contested, and reimagined African identities in multiple ways that could accentuate differences or, over time, dissolve them in syncretic fashion.37


The overall diversity of the Spanish Americas’ black populations was further increased by mestizaje, which sometimes developed in regions very close to places receiving new slave arrivals. By 1800, 30 percent of the inhabitants of Buenos Aires were of African ancestry, the large majority of whom had been born in Africa and were identified as “black” in official documents. However, eight hundred kilometers northwest, in the city of Córdoba at the core of modern Argentina, colonial census takers recorded the majority of the nonwhite population as pardos, an ambiguous term referring to people of mixed African, Amerindian, and European ancestry.38 Late colonial Venezuela had a similar repertoire of colonial casta categories, from the recently arrived Africans on the coast to the long-established pardos inland.39 Our findings suggest that after 1790, those toiling in the export sector were predominantly enslaved and African-born, whereas the mainly free populations of mixed ancestry labored in other sectors of the economy that were of less concern (and often less directly answerable) to imperial administrators. Those who found themselves on the fringes of Atlantic trade circuits oriented toward Europe may have experienced somewhat greater autonomy but few economic opportunities—which sometimes led them (or their descendants) to migrate to port cities in search of better prospects.40


The Slave Trade Conducted by Spaniards and Spanish Americans


The slave trading activity on the part of the Spanish—as opposed to the introduction of slaves into the Spanish Americas—is harder to track than that of any other national group of slave traders. The participation of Castile, and to a lesser extent Aragon, in the trade began nearly half a century before Christopher Columbus’s landing in 1492. While the Portuguese are commonly credited with pioneering early modern European expansion along the coasts of Africa, it is often forgotten that they cooperated and competed with other European mariners and merchants, including the Spanish. During the mid- and late 1400s, Castilian ships sailed from Andalusia to Upper Guinea and even as far as the Mina coast.41 Spanish voyages transported enslaved Africans to the Canary Islands from the late fifteenth century; throughout much of the sixteenth century and well into the 1600s, Iberian voyages departing from the Canaries embarked captives in the Cape Verde Islands or in one of several locations on the African mainland; some of these voyages then transported the enslaved Africans to Spanish American destinations.42


Throughout the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, only vessels registered with Spain’s House of Trade (most commonly in Seville) were allowed to transport enslaved Africans to ports in the Spanish Americas, at least in theory.43 However, alleged emergency landings of unregistered ships that had departed from Portuguese territories were fairly common long before 1580, and the practice endured throughout the union of the Spanish and Portuguese Crowns. For most of the Iberian Union, a series of Portuguese contractors successfully bid for monopoly rights on the administration of the slave trade to Spanish America. Slaving expeditions were generally organized by merchants in the Iberian Peninsula and in practice typically involved vessels, factors, owners, crews, and ports of call that could be considered either Spanish or Portuguese (or both).44 Thus, it is not only difficult but also somewhat anachronistic to attempt to separate Spanish from Portuguese voyages for the 120 years prior to 1641, as we do here.45 Additionally, there is the question of the modern equivalent of the nationality of the owner of the vessel or venture. How do we label the 1594 venture owned by Florentine investor Francesco Carletti and his father, Antonio, who first journeyed to Spain from Florence to obtain a license from the Spanish authorities and then fitted out their expedition before proceeding from Sanlúcar to the Cape Verde Islands, then to Cartagena, and from there to Peru with eighty-nine slaves? Their vessel certainly sailed under the sanction of Spanish authorities, as did many others undertaken by ship owners, crews, and investors who were not necessarily Spanish (though this voyage is counted as such here).46


A parallel situation with different roots existed at the end of the slave trade, when the Spanish again emerged as major carriers of slaves to their colonies. The Bourbon reforms that liberalized trade meant that by the early 1790s, Spanish ports in the New World were effectively open to slave vessels of all nations. At the same time, the revolution in Saint-Domingue and the rising demand for plantation produce stemming from industrialization boosted Spanish American slavery and the slave trade itself. The initial beneficiaries were British and US slave traders, who from 1790 to 1807 together brought in seven out of every ten transatlantic captives landing in Spanish colonies. Merchants of Buenos Aires and Montevideo with transimperial networks stemming from their eighteenth-century links with Portuguese Côlonia do Sacramento became the first to revive Spanish transatlantic slaving. In the fifteen years after 1790, they introduced twice as many enslaved people direct from Africa into the Americas than did their Cuban-based counterparts.47


Not until the United States and the British largely withdrew from the traffic in 1808 did the Spanish come to dominate the slave trade to their remaining insular colonies. In the quarter century after 1810, after all the mainland Spanish American republics had abolished this traffic, Spanish traders brought 273,000 African captives into Cuba and Puerto Rico, out of an estimated total of 347,000 arrivals in the Spanish Americas from Africa.48 In 1835, facing extended diplomatic and naval pressure from the British, Spain agreed to a treaty that allowed British cruisers to detain Spanish vessels suspected of slave trading activity even if they had no slaves on board. In response, most Spanish slave merchants registered their vessels under other flags, especially those of Portugal and the United States, neither of which had a major naval presence off West Africa. And when the British imposed similar terms on the Portuguese a few years later, some Cuban-bound Spanish slave ships began to sail without any registration papers. Overall, however, the pattern of the nationalities of those organizing the massive influx of Africans into the Spanish Americas is clear. After a transitional period lasting about a decade after 1807 that saw some Spanish merchants acting as fronts for US or British citizens, 80 percent of traders bringing slaves into Cuba were Cuban, and most of the rest were Spanish (especially Catalan).49


What was the nature of Spanish involvement in the transatlantic trade between 1640 and 1790? For the first twenty-two years of this period—until the establishment of the Grillo and Lomelín asiento in 1662—close to de facto free trade existed in the Spanish Americas, largely as a consequence of the crisis in Spanish Atlantic commerce.50 The old licensing system collapsed, and while the Spanish managed at least fourteen transatlantic slaving expeditions, sixty-six non-Spanish slave ships (mainly Portuguese and Dutch) entered Spanish American ports in the same period.51 For the next twenty-eight years, to 1690, only twelve slaving vessels set out under the Spanish flag, mostly between 1677 and 1681, an average of less than one every two years.52 By contrast, for the seventy-five years from 1691 to 1765, TSTD contains only two transatlantic Spanish voyages. But then, in the aftermath of the short British occupation of Havana (1762–1763), when the British disembarked 3,100 slaves in ten months, the Spanish Crown made determined efforts to revive their own transatlantic slave trading role.53 They established the Compañía Gaditana and attempted to funnel all slaves destined for the islands and Caribbean mainland ports through Puerto Rico.54 Nine company ships brought in an estimated three thousand slaves to San Juan between 1766 and 1769. The company was nevertheless a financial disaster.


Next, the Spanish Crown obtained the islands of Fernando Poo (now Bioko), Annobón, and Corisco and commercial rights to the mainland between the Niger and Ogoue Rivers in the Bight of Biafra from Portugal in the 1778 Treaty of El Pardo. Their attempt to establish slave trading bases there also resulted in bankruptcy and severe loss of life, with only a few slaves arriving in the Río de la Plata (mainly from Corisco Island, now part of Equatorial Guinea).55 In 1784, the Spanish Crown contracted with the large Liverpool firm of Baker and Dawson to bring slaves to Venezuela and Cuba. In the late 1780s, the Crown also arranged for Spanish personnel to sail on Baker and Dawson vessels, subcontracted by the Royal Company of the Philippines, to carry slaves to the Río de la Plata. These personnel were expected to learn the trade and form a pool of skilled labor on which Spanish merchants would be able to draw to reestablish a strong presence in the transatlantic traffic. This, too, was unsuccessful. In the twenty years after the Compañía Gaditana shut down, only four Spanish slaving voyages show up in TSTD, as opposed to 2,000 British, 1,100 French, and 1,000 Portuguese.56


When we turn to the intra-American slave trade in this era, Spanish merchants were scarcely any more successful, at least in two of its main branches. Dutch merchants dominated the slave traffic through Curaçao (though Spanish slave traders were certainly involved) in the first of these, and the Portuguese played a similar role in the second—the traffic from Brazilian ports to the Río de la Plata from 1640 through to 1777 (when the Spanish conquered Colônia do Sacramento). Thereafter, Spanish American merchants came close to sharing the traffic equally with Luso-Brazilian slave traders.57 Rio de Janeiro resumed its earlier position as the largest point of transshipment to Buenos Aires and Montevideo, and the Río de la Plata briefly became the most important destination for slaves leaving Rio de Janeiro for all secondary markets (Rio de Janeiro also being a major slave entrepôt).58 During the first half of the seventeenth century, Portuguese agents had played important roles in overland slave trading routes connecting Veracruz to markets in Puebla and Mexico City, and in the amphibious slave routes linking Cartagena to destinations such as Bogotá and Lima.59 Yet these scenarios would have been impossible without extensive collaboration with Spanish and Spanish American merchants, officials, and slave owners, who would play even more prominent roles in the internal or intracolonial slave trades after the rupture of the Iberian Union and the concomitant withdrawal of the Portuguese.


In the British Caribbean—the largest intra-American slave market for Spanish American buyers—Spanish merchants were of greater significance. Both the Company of Royal Adventurers to Africa and its successor, the Royal African Company (RAC), usually refused to deliver slaves to Spanish colonies, though some English merchants operating outside the RAC’s monopoly did carry slaves into Spanish ports.60 But the RAC did sell captives to all comers from their factories in Kingston and Bridgetown, among whom were Spanish merchants as early as 1661, thus predating the Grillo and Lomelín asiento.61 The traffic was significant enough that in 1680, the Jamaican legislature imposed a tax on slaves traded to foreign colonies.62 The major Spanish figure here was Santiago Diego del Castillo, a native of Barcelona who eventually became an English subject. His official title from 1688 was “Commissioner-General for the Introduction of Negroes.”63 In 1690, when war brought shortages of slaves and high prices in Jamaica, it was Castillo who organized expeditions from Kingston to Curaçao to relieve the situation—a Spanish slave trader serving the needs of English planters.64


After the mid-1690s, as English Caribbean slave entrepôts gradually became the dominant source for the nearby Spanish colonies, Spanish participation fell away. When first the Portuguese and then the French assumed the asiento between 1694 and 1713, they drew on English ports and Curaçao without using Spanish intermediaries. More important, a huge expansion of the English transatlantic trade began with the effective curtailment of the RAC monopoly in 1698.65 The London, Bristol, and Liverpool slave traders who now entered the trade were much less inhibited than the RAC about smuggling into Spanish colonies. And for most of the 1713–1739 period, the South Sea Company could legally bring enslaved people into Spanish ports. References to Spanish colonies are abundant in English sources after 1700, but most slave shippers were not Spanish. The Spanish seaborne slave trade, except for activity between Spanish ports in the Caribbean and the Pacific, became largely moribund for nearly a century. Even the twenty-two vessels recorded as bringing slaves from Africa into Cádiz after 1662 were Dutch or English.66 While the Bourbon reforms signaled the gradual return of the Spanish to transatlantic slave trading, their immediate impact was to increase the Spanish presence in the intra-American trade rather than on the African coast. The years 1790–1810 saw the last great surge of slave arrivals into Spanish territory from other parts of the Americas (chiefly Rio de Janeiro, Jamaica, and the Danish West Indies), and one-quarter of Cuban arrivals were on Spanish vessels.67


We can develop a rough estimate of the Spanish slave trade direct from Africa following the same intervals that we used to reassess the inflow of captives into the Spanish Americas. For the earliest era, to 1580, we currently have records of 299 transatlantic vessels carrying an estimated 84,900 slaves. Despite considerable Portuguese participation, we assume these vessels were all “Spanish” because ships sailing to the Spanish colonies had to first register with Spanish authorities, departing from Seville or other authorized ports.68 For 1580–1640, the Iberian Union era—given the impossibility of separating out Spanish from Portuguese vessels—we follow Mendes in dividing the number of slaves carried evenly between the two flags. The Spanish portion of this total is 222,500. For the third period, 1641–1789, TSTD shows fifty-eight Spanish slave voyages from Africa—forty-eight of them either in the forty years after the collapse of the Iberian Union or under the Compañía Gaditana in the late 1760s. Together they disembarked an estimated 16,000 enslaved Africans, or fewer than 150 captives per year. Even if the actual figure was double this number, the Spanish transatlantic traffic was operating at levels that seem trivial in comparison to the slave trades conducted by other western European states during the eighteenth century. In many years, not a single Spanish slave voyage set sail from Africa to the Americas.


This pattern changed drastically after 1789. From this point until 1867, there were only two years (occurring in wartime in 1805 and 1806) for which there is no record of the Spanish flag, or at least Spanish owners, in the transatlantic slave trade. Spanish ships disembarked nearly ten thousand slaves from Africa between 1790 and 1808, several times greater than the annual pre-1790 flow, but still only one-seventh of total transatlantic inflows into Spanish colonies. Despite the fact that revolution in the Río de la Plata interrupted the regular inflow of slaves in 1812, Spanish deliveries of captives to the Americas increased from 1,100 in 1809 to over 35,000 in 1817, almost all of them taken to Cuba. Initially—say, prior to 1814—many of them arrived on ships that had Spanish papers but were actually owned or partly owned by citizens of the United States. But even before the 1820 piracy law that made slave trading a capital offense, direct US ownership had become unusual, and the Spanish flag accounted for more than 90 percent of the trade into the Spanish Americas in the second decade of the century.69 It is hard to imagine anything approaching this expansion without US and British abolition of the slave trade.70 In terms of estimated numbers of captives transported to the Americas, from 1816 to 1819, the Spanish traffic surpassed the previous peak of Spanish slaving, which took place two centuries earlier, during the early 1600s.


But there was further growth ahead. The Spanish Crown declared its Caribbean colonies closed to the slave trade in the aftermath of the Anglo-Spanish treaty of 1817, with the ban to take effect in 1820. The volume of arrivals declined sharply in the early 1820s. But the trade recovered to almost its former peak in the mid-1830s and the late 1850s, when slave ships sailing to Cuba (some of them steam powered) brought in a total of 563,100 Africans in the last forty-six years of the traffic. The flag of the ship meant little in this period of illegal slave trading, but it is unlikely that any vessel landed captives in Cuba in this period without partial Spanish ownership.
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