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“For me, Enslaved is an attempt to give a voice to the millions whose voices were silenced.”

—Samuel L. Jackson
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Dedicated to all those, past and present, who have been enslaved.






PREFACE by Brenda Jones


The descendants of enslaved peoples represent an inconvenient truth. Conceived in a boiling cauldron of naked ambition and insatiable greed, we are the progeny of a false belief that the vestiges of untold violence, theft, human degradation, and exploitation can somehow escape their unholy origin and launch into a kind of buoyant forgetfulness. This imagined culmination of all the darkness that came before is a wishful, radiant resolution, a voyage into light to a place where every crime is not only forgotten, but somehow erased. The perpetrator is left clean, pure, and fully absolved, regardless of the heaving damage of the original sin.

After all, who could not justify what any creature believes it must commit within the primeval struggle to survive? Existence is paramount above all other values, wouldn’t you agree? So, if some threats require the momentary sacrifice of the soul, the choice is swift and overwhelmingly justified. The soul has an infinity of eons to purge any trace of violation and return finally to oneness with the light.

Maybe had you or I felt the gnawing anxiety of that hunger scratching for relief or the humiliated nakedness of a poverty so persistent it birthed a bitter identity… maybe if we knew firsthand the generations of longing to be bathed in riches, and maybe if we had barely survived the freezing darkness through ages of deprivation, perhaps we would sympathize with the furious demand of this greed. Perhaps… But if we have learned anything over the course of these last six centuries, maybe, just maybe, we now comprehend that what is eternal can never, ever be erased. We can delay and evade its insurgency, seem to temporarily impede its appearance, but what was meant to be can never be eradicated, even by atomic force. Life can never be completely stamped out. Its remnants will reconstitute if a will beyond our own was its Creator.

Even a valley of dry bones can still be uncovered, unearthed, and scraped together to convey the most salient, present-day truths. Of course, all the gorgeous details are lost—the locks of sumptuous, thick hair, the interesting curl of the lips that runs in the family, those deep-set, penetrating eyes passed down through generations. And the tender details of each individual story are gone too—all the secrets forged in terror, the recollections of amazing grace extended by the Spirit even in the most dire circumstances, the trauma of capture and its impact will never be precisely known or submitted to a lineage of protection passed down by the tribal griot from generation to generation.

Every treasure more than twelve million people were birthed and blessed to convey has been lost. There are spaces in time—lapses—silence across generations of uncertainty. There is so much we will never know, but what we need to know, the essence of the lesson their lives were meant to teach, remains there. It is still available, found in evidence, strewn across the ocean floor waiting to be reconstructed and remembered to share its unvarnished treatise on the human condition.

The descendant’s existence conveys the disturbing reminder that there is no “place” to hide as long as the soul remembers even a tinge of its violent origin. Somehow the truth of that inception is always borne out. Our origin can never be erased. You might believe the miseducation, indoctrination, institutionalization, acceptance, wealth, fame, or a subsistent life led in abject obscurity would minimize any trace of memory to its tiniest insignificance. But the truth is the more you have, the more readily you realize that having does not satisfy. The more you have, the more clearly you hear the call of the inner life.

The more you know, the more you realize that forgetting is an illusion. It is remembering that is freeing. References to the Middle Passage resonate throughout African diaspora literature and art. What cannot be recounted by experience is reimagined, repurposed, visited by the mind again and again.

It is remembered in Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow and Toni Morrison’s Nobel Prize-winning masterpiece Beloved. It is the backdrop of Charles Johnson’s National Book Award-winning novel Middle Passage, the fictional story of a fateful voyage on a slave ship, and also the foundation of V. S. Naipaul’s Trinidadian classic by the same name. The great playwright August Wilson begins his tour de force ten-play cycle capturing each decade of the twentieth century with Gem of the Ocean, involving a psychic voyage to the bottom of the ocean floor to a great city of bones occupied by the spirits of our ancestors who leapt to their death or were killed and spared the sacrilegious indignities ahead.

In the verse of “Slave Driver,” Bob Marley remembers a turmoil he never experienced, and his rage is fresh as though it happened only weeks before. Even a modern-day bard, Jay-Z, speaks of the anomaly in his “Oceans” rap. He muses on the irony of his wealth juxtaposed with the tragic origins of his ancestors. He depicts himself in a tuxedo, riding in a fine car and still remembering what the soul can never release. It has never been forgotten, no, not even by those who know only that it happened and nothing else. Forgetting is an illusion but remembering is well on the path to liberation.

The descendants of enslaved peoples represent all of this inconvenient truth. We are born in innocence, but we learn quickly that we are the living, breathing embodiment of a harvest of crime and centuries of violation others wish they could forget. Our existence is a reminder of an indelible inception, but it also conveys an abiding hope. We mean a mistaken past can indeed lead to a promising future. Yes, we are the living evidence that “truth pressed to earth will rise again,” that “you can kill a human being,” as activists and revolutionaries say to ward off the terminal potential consequences of protest, “but you cannot kill the idea that person represents.”

Secretly, even to the perpetrator caged by his or her knowledge of unforgivable sin, it is a relief to know that, despite the darkest of intentions and the horror of the crime, there is a divine spark that can never be erased. Only so much damage can ever be done. If only they knew our survival is a dynamic part of the offender’s dream of salvation. Our existence teaches, the one powerful lesson all war and violence ultimately convey. That truth applied to human existence has the capacity to quench the insatiable hunger and bring an end to shame forever.

The words have been spoken since the beginning of time by poets, sages, and philosophers. Lately a moral leader, Rep. John Lewis, said it best; “We are one people,” he would preach, “one family, the human family. And we all live in one house, the American house, the world house. We must learn to live together as brothers and sisters or we will all perish together as fools.” He would say, “every human being is a spark of the divine,” and once we become deeply aware of the sanctity of all life, we will be destined to build what he called “a Beloved Community, a nation and a world society at peace with itself.”

Just imagine what would happen if we finally decided to learn from millennia of mistaken violence; the freedom we are all seeking would not be far behind. Who knew that the conservation law of energy we studied in high school science class had philosophical, historical, and even moral implications? Energy is never destroyed. It is only transmitted, transmuted, and transformed. And this is why to this day, hundreds of years later, this book and the Enslaved series that it grew out of can teach. The flesh is gone, but the bones of the lesson are still with us. The more we remember, the more we can heal, and the more we know what happened and how it happened, the more we can transform our future.

—Brenda Jones

Washington, DC






INTRODUCTION

Over four hundred years, twelve million Africans were trafficked to the “New World”. The largest forced migration in history. Almost two million died en route.

Portuguese, British, French, Spanish, Dutch, Danish, and American traffickers branded Africans like cattle, cut off their hair, raped women in forts like Elmina in Ghana, and, as the Capuchin priest Dionigi de Carli put it in 1667, herded Africans into ships’ holds where they were “press’d together like Herrings in a Barrel…”

On the Atlantic waves, male captives were locked in chains. Rebels who refused to eat had their mouths forced open with iron vices or were killed and hanged on masts as warnings to the others. When they were sold onto plantations in the Caribbean and Americas, the names of the trafficked millions were changed to Christian ones. The stripping of a continent’s human identity was complete.

At the epicenter of this enforced exodus was the ocean and the ships. Until recently, the technology to find lost and forgotten slave wrecks had been limited. The hatches of sunken history stayed bolted. Now, mixed gas diving, using rebreathers, lets humans descend beyond one hundred meters. Remotely and Autonomously Operated Vehicles (ROVs) extend the limits of exploration beyond four thousand meters in depth.

Taking advantage of these new technologies, over a period of two years from 2017 to 2019, a group of divers from the Florida-based Diving With A Purpose (DWP), an organization affiliated with the National Association of Black Scuba Divers (NABS), dived seven sunken slave ships and two sunken “feedom boats.” No one had ever dived so many sunken slave ships. No one had ever dived a sunken freedom boat, confirmed to have spirited runaways from the American South to freedom in Canada.

In this exploration, the divers sought to give voice to the forgotten millions whose memories were drowned by Western greed and profit. They also wanted their discoveries to be springboards inspiring deeper investigations into the transatlantic slave trade.

At the center of the trade was sugar. Prices were kept low by a system of slavery that was meticulously planned at every stage and touched every corner of the globe. The trade was driven by sugar, but also by coffee, chocolate, and tea, all highly addictive. The world was hooked. The London bookshop owner William Fox, who opposed the slave trade, warned Britain in 1791 that every spoonful of West Indian sugar taken in tea and coffee was mixed with the blood of Africans. In 1870s England, an aging former African slave called Caesar remembered the evil days of sugar production. He explained how, after wearing his slave chains for decades, “the iron entered into our souls!”

Enslaved is the first book to tell the story of the transatlantic slave trade from the bottom of the sea, but it is far from just a story of victims. Enchained Africans did not accept their fate without a fight. One in ten slaving voyages ended in revolt. Reflecting this reality, ours is also a tale of heroes—resistance, revolution, and the survival of African culture in the face of unimaginable odds.

Diving With A Purpose’s efforts were captured in the six-part series Enslaved: The Lost History of the Transatlantic Slave Trade that featured Hollywood icon Samuel L. Jackson and has now led to the book you are holding. Writing the book allowed us to dive deeper into the history. It’s been an incredible journey. Shipwrecks and marine archaeology are a uniquely tangible way of encountering the past.

For divers Kramer Wimberley, Alannah Vellacott, Kinga Philipps, and Joshua Williams, theirs was also a voyage of self-discovery. They are a very special group of people united by a desire to seek out the truth and to do so fearlessly.

This is their story.

—Simcha Jacobovici & Sean Kingsley,

    Tel Aviv & Virginia Water
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It has been said, Will you, for the sake of drinking rum, and sweetening your coffee with sugar, persevere in the most unjust and execrable barbarity?

—Captain John Stedman, Narrative of a Five Years Expedition Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam (1796)








BAD IDEAS

Fort Zeelandia—Paramaribo, Suriname

The transatlantic slave trade would never have happened if it did not generate money. Tons of money. Much of the world we live in today was built on the back of enslaved Africans. Or as the author of Robinson Crusoe, Daniel Defoe, put it so crudely in 1713, “No African Trade, no Negroes, no Negroes, no sugar; no Sugar, no Islands, no Islands, no Continent, no Continent, no Trade.” Modern historians go even further: no slave trade, no Industrial Revolution, and no Western civilization as we know it.

To find out how such vast machinery—bad ideas, ships, sugar, and coffee factories—made the world smaller, connecting superpowers and capital cities to the most remote parts of Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America, you need to follow the money.

The bigger the rewards, the greater risks were taken in the worship of profit. Wrecked ships were sometimes the result of this human greed. Even when their trafficked human cargos ended up sunk in some ghastly outpost of empire, Europe still found appallingly innovative ways to win. In Holland and England, you could insure enslaved Africans sunk at sea and still cash in your policy. Sink or sell was a win-win result for heartless traders.

Today, a crack group of intrepid divers, marine archaeologists, dirt archaeologists, historians, and experts in ocean technology, inspired and challenged by the activist and Hollywood legend Samuel L. Jackson and his wife LaTanya Richardson Jackson, are bringing the forgotten back to life. The responsibility falls on the shoulders of a group of Americans: Diving With A Purpose (DWP), which wants answers and action to make sense of centuries of suffering. They plan to dive for truth on a series of slave wrecks and put history on trial. Most of their former exploration has focused on America. Their facemasks, fins, and wetsuits are packed to travel the globe and hunt down the seas’ great sunken ships to lay bare these forgotten tragedies.

To come to grips with the demons of the colonial past, Diving With A Purpose’s haunting journey will take them to four continents and nine shipwrecks that change the perspective and conversation. Rather than just read what English sea captains wrote and conveniently left out of the pages of history, they want to physically touch and reconstruct the forensic archaeology.

The team seeks justice so the souls of their ancestors can finally rest. This is a personal journey about origins and roots. Above all, this time traveling is giving voice to the silence, breathing new life into people of color still living with unanswered questions. For the first time, the team is telling the history of the transatlantic slave trade from the bottom of the ocean.


DIVING WITH A PURPOSE

Diving With A Purpose (DWP), based in Biscayne National Park, Florida, specializes in education, training, certification, and field experience in maritime archaeology and ocean conservation. DWP’s goals are to protect, document, and interpret African slave trade shipwrecks and the maritime history and culture of African Americans worldwide. Its divers learn how to use archaeological remains to tell stories that are not in the history books.

Since 2005, DWP has trained 350 adults and a hundred children. Its divers work on slave ships, World War II plane crash sites, and have joined expeditions with the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). DWP is a global partner in the Slave Wrecks Project in collaboration with the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture, George Washington University, Iziko Museums of South Africa, and the US National Park Service.

Teams from DWP have partnered in the recovery of the São José, a Portuguese slave vessel lost off Cape Town in 1794 on its way from Mozambique to Brazil. Of the 512 African captives onboard, 212 died. DWP was part of the discovery of the Clotilda in the Mobile River off Alabama, the last known slave ship to arrive in the United States, fifty-two years after the traffic in enslaved Africans was legally abolished.



Alannah Vellacott, Kramer Wimberley, and Kinga Philipps had crossed the Atlantic to Suriname to listen to a story they did not want to hear. And then to dive a haunted slave wreck they did not want to dive. There was no option. The sinking of the Dutch West India Company trader the Leusden in the Maroni River on January 1, 1738, witnessed the single largest human tragedy in the history of the transatlantic slave trade. Diving With A Purpose had flown in their gear to shine a spotlight on one of the most horrific crimes of the transatlantic slave trade, forgotten by the world for three hundred years.

Paramaribo, the capital and leading port city of Suriname, was a Dutch slave colony 350 years ago, colonized with one purpose in mind: to enrich the Netherlands. Built on a perilous reef, its waters choked by rolling sandbars that made navigation hazardous, fertile lands fed by mighty rivers swept far inland. Artificial Dutch canals cut deep into Suriname’s rainforests made communications excellent and Paramaribo choice real estate for the grinding cogs of sugar and coffee growing.

The town was a land of order, if not law. Straight streets were lined with orange, tamarind, and lemon trees in what seemed like everlasting bloom. Two- to three-story houses—1,400 by the late eighteenth century—were built of fine timber and brick foundations. At night the Dutch slept in cotton hammocks in rooms stacked with crystal chandeliers, paintings, and china jars.

Life was good. As Captain John Stedman put it in his Narrative, of a Five Years’ Expedition Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam in 1796, in Paramaribo, “The town appeared uncommonly neat and pleasing, the shipping extremely beautiful, the adjacent woods adorned with the most luxuriant verdure, the air perfumed with the most utmost fragrance, and the whole scene gilded by the rays of an unclouded sun.”

The dive team walked through a forbidding stone archway shrouded in darkness and emerged from the shadows into the courtyard of Fort Zeelandia. Back in the day, the fort was the most striking building in Suriname. Built to store and sell newly landed African captives and goods for export, its prospect looked far more hospitable than the stone prison-castles studded along West Africa’s Gold Coast. Four Dutch-style mini manor houses opened onto a large square, its paving made from red tiles set sideways, imitating the streets of Amsterdam. At its center, a tiled floor and stone sundial formed a welcome sanctuary to impress the world about the Netherlands’ powerful reach across the waves.

Fort Zeelandia, built by the French in 1640, was this shore’s latest incarnation. Lord Francis Willoughby planted an English flag over the Indian village of Torarica in 1651 and, in an act of smug self-glorification, renamed it Willoughbyland. Soon the town bustled with three thousand enslaved Africans and a thousand European settlers. The Dutch repaid the invasion courtesy in 1667 when they swapped control of Nova Zeelandia with the British, at the end of the Second Anglo-Dutch War, in exchange for a swamp they owned elsewhere in the New World that they thought would come to nothing. It was called New Amsterdam, now New York City. As Suriname’s new masters put it, by their smart dealing the Dutch “taught the covetous Britons good manners.”

The lords from the lowlands ruled over 175 mixed plantations. In the country with no winter, they found paradise. Small deer, stags, and butterflies frolicked across the countryside. In the town, Dutch merchants and plantation masters amused themselves feasting, dancing, riding, playing cards, and visiting their small theater. By the end of the eighteenth century, the colony’s five thousand Europeans had seventy-five thousand slaves to attend to their every need.


COLONIAL DUTCH PARAMARIBO

From Captain J. G. Stedman, Narrative, of a Five Years’ Expedition, Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam, in Guiana… from the Year 1772, to 1777… Volume I (London, 1796).

“The town of Paramaribo has a noble road for shipping, the river before the town being above a mile in breadth, and containing sometimes above one hundred vessels of burthen, moored within a pistol shot of the shore; there are indeed seldom fewer there than fourscore ships loading coffee, sugar, cacao, cotton, and indigo, for Holland, including also the Guinea-men that bring slaves from Africa, and the North American and Leeward Island vessels, which bring flour, beef, pork, spirits, herrings, and mackarel salted, spermaceti-candles, horses, and lumber, for which they receive chiefly melases to be distilled into rum…”

“Paramaribo is a very lively place, the streets being generally crouded with planters, sailors, soldiers, Jews, Indians, and Negroes, while the river is covered with canoes, barges, &c. constantly passing and repassing, like the wherries on the Thames, often accompanied with bands of music; the shipping also in the road adorned with their different flags, guns firing, &c.; not to mention the many groupes of boys and girls playing in the water, altogether form a pleasing appearance… Their carriages and dress are truly magnificent; silk embroidery, Genoa velvets, diamonds, gold and silver lace, being daily worn, and even the masters of trading ships appear with buttons and buckles of solid gold. They are equally expensive at their tables, where every thing that can be called delicate is produced at any price, and served up in plate and china of the newest fashion, and most exquisite workmanship. But nothing displays the luxury of the inhabitants of Surinam, more than the number of slaves by whom they are attended, often twenty or thirty in one family.”



Fort Zeelandia’s twenty-one cannons sticking out from two fortified bastions, commanded everything coming in and out of the Atlantic Ocean, fifteen kilometers away, and the Suriname River. Nothing got by without the commander tipping his hat. In one sweep from its riverbank, the eye takes in a panorama of power and profit where slaves arrived and sugar was sent downstream and on to Europe. The muddy gray waters saturated with dank forest soils looked less like home in the Florida Keys and even murkier than the English Channel. Alannah, Kramer, and Kinga were in for a tough mission.

Today most of old Zeelendia is gone. Paramaribo is sliced up by concrete bridges spanning the Suriname River. Juggernauts of the sea slowly haul goods across the water. Most of the city’s money comes from bauxite, the main ore used to make aluminum. Downtown, the gold-painted wooden beams of the old Dutch Saint Peter and Paul Basilica and the De Waag, Weighing House, where agricultural goods were sorted for shipment, still stand.

In Fort Zeelandia’s central courtyard, Alannah, Kramer, and Kinga had arranged to meet Dr. Leo Balai from the University of Amsterdam. Dr. Balai is a man on a mission who badly needed the dive team’s help.

“I want to tell you a story I think nobody wanted to tell,” he began. “A story I need to tell because it’s so important. It’s a story about the biggest mass murder in the history of the transatlantic slave trade. It’s the story of the Leusden.”

Unlike most slave ships, the Leusden was one of the very few Dutch ships built specially for the slave trade. Its last voyage began in Ghana on November 19, 1737. The crew enjoyed a smooth trip, taking just forty-four days to cross the Middle Passage linking West Africa and South America. Then, on December 30, everything went wrong. It started to rain; a dense fog fell. Eventually one of the sailors, desperate for relief, shouted, “Land ahoy!” Crew and captain thought they had reached the mouth of the Suriname River and the safety of journey’s end. They were about to make a fatal mistake. They had taken a wrong turn, swinging inland ninety-five kilometers too early into the Maroni River.


THE LEUSDEN


	One of last slave ships of Dutch West India Company

	33.9 meters long, 9.0 meters wide, 3.6 meters deep

	10 slave voyages, 1719 to 1738

	6,564 captives embarked, 1,639 died at sea

	Left Elmina in Ghana, November 19, 1737, with 700 African captives, for Suriname

	Wrecked, January 1, 1738, mouth of the Maroni River, Suriname

	The crew bolted closed the hatches; 664 Africans were left to drown

	23 kilograms of gold for Amsterdam was recovered








THE DUTCH SLAVE TRADE

The earliest Dutch trading voyage to West Africa was made in 1593 by Barent Ericksz. Over the years the Dutch transported nearly 500,000 captives out of West Africa, about 5 percent of Europe’s total. During the 175 years of their involvement, their share of the trade approached 10 percent of all traffic, however. For short periods in the 1630s and 1640s, the Dutch were dominant.

Between 1730 and 1791, the West India Company and Dutch free traders combined trafficked 268,792 Africans in 906 ships: on average 1,500 captives a year between 1630 and 1674, 3,000 up to the 1720s, and over 6,000 Africans by the 1760s. The West India Company took the largest number of captives from Keta, Klein Popo, Fida, Jaquin, Offra, Appa, and Patackerie on the Slave Coast, followed by the Gold Coast and the Dutch Loango-Angola Coast (modern Angola and the Republic of the Congo).



Leo Balai stared out over the moody waters beyond the walls of Fort Zeelandia. Somewhere out there to the east the Leusden got stuck. “It hit the sandbank,” he told the dive team, “and that was the beginning of the end. Here, right here in front of us was where the Leusden was supposed to enter the Suriname River to sell the ‘cargo’. Imagine, that two hundred to three hundred years ago, this place was all slave plantations. More than six hundred plantations with tens of thousands of slaves to make a profit for people who wanted to get rich. It was here where everything happened, where people were treated like cargo…”

From the urban comfort of Paramaribo, it was hard for Alannah, Kramer, and Kinga to imagine the picture Leo Balai was painting. Where he was about to take them would put the fear of God into the friends forever.






HENRY THE NAVIGATOR

It was in Portugal, not Holland, that the trickle of cash made by the slave trade turned into a 350-year torrent of riches. In the popular holiday destination of Lagos on the southwestern spear tip of Portugal, holidaymakers dream of cheap sun closer to home than the Mediterranean. The city has it all: romantic crumbling fortifications, dreamy rocky shores and sandy beaches near the Praia da Rocha, delicious seafood, luxury hotel resorts, and bottomless beer.

How many weekend stag and hen parties know, though, what lurks beneath the flagstones of party central? The Valle da Gafaria cuts through open land just outside Lagos’s city walls. A few years ago, archaeologists were rushed in when developers building a new multistorey parking lot were stopped in their tracks. They had disturbed what no developer wants to hit, two ancient cemeteries. One was the city leper colony known from old maps. The other was undocumented, a grisly mass of urban waste thrown away centuries ago.

A stone’s throw from the city’s ancient harbor, into the six-meter-thick layer of trash sailors had slung the leftover garbage of long-distance sea voyages, from ships’ smashed pots to the bones of fish, chicken, pigs, and goats. Littered among the maritime junk were 158 human skeletons, some violently thrown away, still shackled. A woman went to her grave hugging her baby. Rings, necklaces, and sharpened human teeth left no doubt where they once originated in far-off Africa.

At this very spot on August 8, 1444, Lançarote da Ilha, the royal tax collector for Lagos, returned home in six caravel ships crammed with 240 shackled captives taken from the Arguin Bank in Mauritania. Prince Henry, the son of King John I, ordered the enslaved be paraded in a field near the port for all to cheer Portugal’s preeminence. The waterfront was crowded with rubbernecking city folk taking in the exotic spectacle. Prince Henry on horseback pointed out which slaves he wanted as his royal one-fifth quinto (royal tax) entitlement for licensing the voyage. The Church was also there, raking in its own rightful one-twentieth of goods promised to the Order of Christ.

In his Chronicle of the Discovery and Conquest of Guinea, Gomes Eanes de Zurara described the astonishing birth of the Western slave trade that fateful day:


Very early in the morning, by reason of the heat, the seamen began to make ready their boats, and to take out those captives, and carry them on shore… And these, placed all together in that field, were a marvelous sight; for amongst them were some white enough, fair to look upon, and well proportioned; others were less white like mulattoes; others again were as black as Ethiops, and so ugly, both in features and in body… some kept their heads low and their faces bathed in tears, looking one upon another; others stood groaning very dolorously, looking up to the height of heaven… others struck their faces with the palms of their hands, throwing themselves at full length upon the ground… to increase their sufferings still more, there now arrived those who had charge of the division of the captives, and who began to separate one from another, in order to make an equal partition of the fifths; and then was it needful to part fathers from sons, husbands from wives, brothers from brothers. No respect was shewn either to friends or relations, but each fell where his lot took him… the mothers clasped their other children in their arms, and threw themselves flat on the ground with them; receiving blows with little pity for their own flesh, if only they might not be torn from them.



African captives like this ended up dead in Lagos’s Valle da Gafaria between 1420 and 1480. DNA analysis has shown how the Africans were taken from the Bantu-speaking groups of West Africa. Born outside the laws of Christendom, these men, women, and children were brutally thrown into the city dump without a prayer, mortally weakened from the horrors of the sea crossing or dying just after landing.

The exiled captives were never baptized, so their corpses were treated no different than animals. Their souls could not be saved. Over the desecrated site of their final resting places, Lagos’s Pro Putting Garden modern mini-golf course was built with joyful fountains, bridges, and colorful sculptures of pink, green, and red dancing mother goddesses.

Father of the Slave Trade

The Africans found in the world’s oldest slave cemetery were thrown away because they were deemed to have no value. The transatlantic slave trade was born in the shadow of the Valle da Gafaria. From here Portugal seized the lion’s share of slave riches for centuries. From Lagos, African slavery and the globe’s great sugar rush reached far out to Brazil, sucking in the Dutch, Suriname, and the tragic sinking of the Leusden.

All in all, Portuguese slave traders shipped around 5.8 million Africans between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries, roughly 50 percent of the transatlantic traffic. And the full inhumanity of the machine all began in the city square of Lagos, the lead port for importing Africans between 1444 and 1473.

Dom Henrique, the Prince of Portugal from 1394 to 1460, and more famously known as Henry the Navigator, is credited as the father of the slave trade. For kickstarting Europe’s overseas expansion, Henry is seen as a heroic inventor, pioneering scientist, the ideal crusader and promoter of the Catholic faith. Henry became the poster boy for Portugal’s Golden Age and the birth of the Age of Exploration. Public polls in Portugal and North America included Henry the Navigator among the twenty-five most important historical figures of the second millennium.

What Dom Henrique did and did not achieve is shrouded in mystery. The truth may never be known after Portugal’s archives in Lisbon were destroyed in the great earthquake of 1755. History nevertheless honors Henry as the founder, at windswept Sagres, just west of Lagos, of a scientific citadel with a nautical school bustling with mathematicians, astronomers, cartographers, and instrument makers. The Englishman Samuel Purchas described in 1625 how Henry “caused one Master James, a man skillful in Navigation, and in Cards [charts] and Sea Instruments, to be brought into Portugal, there at his charge, as it were, to erect a school of Marineship, and to instruct his countrymen in that Mysterie.”

Sweating over sea maps day and night, legend has it that at Sagres Prince Henry uncovered the hidden secret to long-distance seafaring. The Venetian explorer Cadamosto later wrote that the caravel ships of Portugal could travel anywhere. Africans were struck by eyes painted onto the bows of caravels. They were convinced these gave ships the vision to sail anywhere in the uncharted world.

Caravels with the unmissable square cross logo of the Order of Christ painted onto their sails were the ships of choice for crusading with West Africa. Large rectangular sails inclined at an angle on a mast allowed them to sail close to the wind, make headway under light winds and keep away from pirates. Crucially, because they were small ships of no more than forty to fifty tons, their shallow hulls made them perfect for maneuvering along and exploring the coast of Guinea’s shallows and rivers.

In the words of Samuel Purchas, Prince Henry became “The true foundation of the Greatnesse, not of Portugall alone, but of the whole Christian World, in Marine Affairs…” The English poet and playwright Dr. Samuel Johnson later called him “the first encourager of remote navigation.” Much of the Navigator’s red-hot publicity is now thought to be overhyped. Triangular sails date back to the eighth century and the caravel existed in the thirteenth century. And there’s no certainty Henry founded a nautical school at Cape Sagres at all. To many, Henry was little more than a pirate, slaver, and corrupt monarch. Whatever the truth, the Infanta Dom Henrique was the first major backer of a Western slave-trading expedition. With power, cash, and vision, he kicked off the deadly game for global colonial supremacy.

Fifty years after the first captives reached Lagos, Portugal was trafficking up to two thousand African captives a year through Oporto and Lisbon. Like in London, some were set to work in domestic service in the big cities. The Flemish traveler Nicolas Cleynaerts, tutor to Henry the Chaste and future king of Portugal, worried in the 1530s that


Slaves swarm everywhere. All work is done by blacks and captive Moors. Portugal is crammed with such people. I should think that in Lisbon slaves, male and female, outnumber freeborn Portuguese… Richer households have slaves of both sexes, and there are individuals who derive substantial profits from the sale of the offspring of their household slaves… they raise them much in the same way as one would raise pigeons for sale in the marketplace.



Lisbon boasted twelve slave markets by the mid–sixteenth century. Twenty years later, forty thousand people were enchained in Portugal.

Iberian Sugar

Most of the slaves seized in Portugal’s crusading “just war” were set to work in sugar plantations on the island of Madeira. Sugar’s stock was rising fast after being brought over from the Middle East with defeated Crusaders. Before becoming the greatest explorer of all time, Christopher Columbus had lived and married on Madeira, where he worked for an Italian firm in the sugar trade. When he sailed to the Caribbean in 1493, he took with him sugarcane cuttings as a symbol of Iberia’s wealth.

Madeira became the largest producer of sugar in the Western world, by 1510 turning out 3,701 tons of white and brown granules. Sugar sold as far east as Constantinople and as north as England. Boom time had arrived. The Atlantic sugar rush brought vast bucks. But it was small fry compared to what was to come. When Portuguese hulls took sugarcane and technological expertise into its cash-cow colonies in Brazil, sugar turned into a monster. The world got addicted.

Turning up the heat on the global economy needed a level of manpower that had never been harnessed before. The clock ticked down on the ransacking of Africa.

Tracking down physical traces of Portugal’s immense role in the slave trade is hard to do. So far only one Portuguese shipwreck tied to its transatlantic slaving has come to light. Which makes the world’s earliest slave cemetery in Lagos all the more telling. But its story is hardly known. Thrill-seeking and playing golf have buried the city’s inhumane past.






BOLTING THE HATCHES

Deep down the Maroni River it is difficult to see why Dutch merchants invested fortunes taking Suriname. The dense forest pushes all the way to the riverbanks. The foreboding interior feels full of demons.

In the wildest depths of the Wild Coast, Alannah, Kramer, and Kinga were heading to the town of Albina to meet Leo Balai, his Dutch marine archaeologist, Professor Jerzy Gawronski from the University of Amsterdam, and marine technology expert Steve Moore. From here they would time-travel in search of the Leusden, the Dutch trader that sunk with history’s greatest loss of trafficked African life.

Palm trees bent above fine sandy beaches along the Maroni River, the border between Suriname and French Guiana. The water was already choppy and murky brown. There was no going back. Diving With A Purpose was all in. Dr. Gawronski is highly respected and experienced. He had worked on land and sea, recently excavating a treasure trove of trade goods under a new metro terminal construction site in Amsterdam. Underwater, Gawronski had been at the heart of projects from Spitsbergen in Norway to Nova Zembla in Russia, the Magalhães Straits in Chile, Sri Lanka, and Curaçao. But he had never found and saved a slave ship in a river.

Balai and Gawronski were in a rush. The Leusden had been lost to the world for too long. The ship—the wreck—should be a central pillar in new Dutch consciousness for a country where nobody wanted to confront the dark side of the human past.


 DUTCH SHIPPING & WEST AFRICA

Between 1674 and 1740 the West India Company equipped 383 ships for the transport of slaves. Dutch slavers were adapted with a diep verdeck, a narrow tween deck between the lower and upper decks. This extra space held slaves and freed up the hold for cargo, food, supplies, and water.

The largest slave trade ships were flutes, pinnaces, and frigates thirty-three to thirty-six meters long, manned by forty-five to sixty sailors, armed with fifteen to twenty guns, and able to transport 600 slaves on average. The largest slave shipment trafficked by a West India Company trader was 952 Africans. Medium-sized frigates, yachts, and galiots, crewed by up to forty-five sailors and with ten cannons maximum, carried 400 slaves. Small barques and hookers had crews of up to thirty men and under ten guns that could carry 200 slaves per voyage. Average voyages sailing the triangular trade from Holland to West Africa, the New World, and home took 516 days.

Once in West Africa, trading voyages up and down the coast searching for trade goods and African human cargo varied from a few weeks to eight-month trips to the Bight of Benin and Biafra. The West India Company preferred fishing vessels like buizen (buses), hoekers (hookers), and pinken for coastal trading, manned by five to fifteen sailors and protected with one or two small cannons, a few muskets, machetes, and swords.

Dutch slave ships were obliged to sail in and out of Africa by way of the fort at Elmina. There captains made sure captives were healthy. Before leaving the Gold Coast a captain had to buy two “Negro Drums” and a wooden stick for the captives to drum as a distraction and entertainment during the crossing.



Abandon Ship

The Leusden was one of the last slave ships used by the Dutch West India Company. From the start, between its maiden voyage in 1719 until it sank, it was dedicated to the slave trade. In the fateful year of 1738, it was on its tenth slaving voyage. Through the years the Leusden trafficked 6,564 Africans, 1,639 of whom died at sea.

The final crossing was cursed. The captain died shortly after the trader docked at the Dutch fort of Elmina on the Gold Coast. A newly appointed commander, Joachim Outjes, was dispirited to find that stocks of captives were too low to fill the Leusden with “cargo” and make a quick turnaround. The eagerness of African kings and middlemen to deal with the Dutch had soured because of the low prices they offered. Whereas the West India Company bartered up to 200 guilders worth of goods for a captive, other Europeans went as high as 280 guilders. Plus, Dutch merchants had been found out for their underhand fobbing Africans off with “poor quality and broken goods.”

Rather than wait, the Leusden headed 140 kilometers east to the Dutch trading post of Fort Crevecoeur near Accra in Ghana to search out a slave cargo where the Ashanti and Fante had been waging tribal wars. Still the Leusden only managed to find 200 Africans. Filling the hold turned out to be hard work. The slaver was forced to sail up and down the coast of Ghana for 192 days before closing the hatches on 700 Africans.


DUTCH TRADE WITH AFRICA

In the fort of Elmina in Ghana, the Dutch held 150–200 sorts of goods to barter with African peoples. Textiles manufactured in Europe, Asia, and Africa were most important at 50 percent of all stores. In the years 1727–1730, the West India Company sent 40,000 sheets of Dutch linen to the Gold Coast. Military stores, firearms, and gunpowder accounted for 12 percent of West India Company trade goods. In the first quarter of the 18th century the Company shipped 68,797 firearms and over 1.5 million pounds of gunpowder. Thirty-three percent was bad stock and dangerous. The Company made a 100 percent profit on firearms.

Around 900,000 pounds of cowrie shells were shipped to Europe from the Maldives Islands by the Dutch and English East India  Companies between 1700 and 1723 (11 percent of imported Dutch goods) to barter with West Africa. Dutch gin and French brandy were welcomed by Africans who also bought beer and wine (4 percent of Dutch imports). Large volumes of iron bars, metal pans, buckets, knives, and locks were imported, as well as luxury beads, trinkets, and mirrors.

As well as trafficking Africans, ivory accounted for 13 percent of West India Company exports to Holland. Between 1676 and 1731, three million pounds of ivory were shipped from Elmina to Europe to manufacture snuff boxes, fans, cutlery, medallions, and furniture inlays. The company exported 14,260 kilograms of gold from Ghana between 1676 and 1731. Out of Africa, Dutch ships also took home “Buenos Aires” hides, cayenne pepper, wax, gum, dyewood, lime juice, cardamom, ostrich feathers, copper, and live civet cats, the secretion from their anal glands used to make perfume.



The crew had every reason to hope their problems were now behind them. The voyage was blissfully smooth from Elmina outward to Suriname. The weather behaved and the captives’ health held. Within forty-four days the Leusden was off Suriname—its quickest ever crossing.

The crew’s luck ran out when, on December 29, 1737, the ship passed Devil’s Island, off the coast of French Guiana. In the face of heavy winds, driving rain, and thick fog, the captain ran for the shore. When the weather cleared, the crew spotted a tip of land, which surely had to be Braamspunt at the head of the Suriname River.

A heavy rainstorm clouded over the sight of land once more, and the strong tide pushed the Leusden too close to the coast, where it bobbed uncomfortably offshore for hours, waiting for the outgoing tide to float out to the open sea. It never happened. At 4:00 P.M. on January 1, 1738, at a depth of just under six meters, the rudder hit a sandbank. Water flooded the cabin and gunpowder room. The pumps could not work fast enough to stop the Leusden from slowly sinking. The crew still had enough time to bolt down the hatches and sit out the night on top of the ship as it turned into a wreck. Seventy-three crew members then abandoned ship and sailed to Paramaribo in the Leusden’s launch and sloop. They never looked back.

Left behind in the hold were 664 African men, women, and children. When the slave quarters started flooding with water, the captives pushed higher up the ship to avoid drowning. With the sea at low tide, and the nearshore sandbanks dry and exposed, the Africans could easily have waded to shore and salvation. The Dutch crew had other plans. They made the astonishing decision to nail down the hatches, trapping hundreds of humans to die within sight of shore.

Nobody cared. The crew was more concerned about getting paid a 10 percent salvage award for saving a treasure chest with twenty-three kilograms of gold from the Leusden’s hold, recovered “with the greatest peril to their lives,” so Captain Outjes reported. The officers and sailors found the time to salvage the ship’s treasure chest but not their fellow man.

The tragic loss of the Leusden was forgotten. Captain and crew did not lose any sleep over the 664 souls they purposefully allowed to drown. For the Dutch West India Company, it was a minor irritation. In one act of bolting down the hatches, the Leusden committed the largest massacre at sea in the history of the transatlantic slave trade.

Mowing the Lawn

Up and down the mouth of the Maroni River, Jerzy Gawronski and Steve Moore have spent years searching for the wreck of the Leusden with Leo Balai. They knew it had to be close. This season Diving With A Purpose was adding more eyes and experience to pinpoint the wreck and expose the story to the world.

Gawronski helped the team carry their dive tanks into a small, narrow barge. The team was hunting the ancient Dutch ship not on a high-tech research boat boasting the latest gadgets, but from the same kind of vessel that had sailed these waters for ages. Only now a motor had been bolted onto its stern. Flat-bottomed hulls like these can ride high enough over the shifting sandbanks not to become another casualty.

“The Leusden is somewhere out there by the mouth of the Maroni River,” Professor Gawronski was convinced. He pointed to where the river met the North Atlantic Ocean. “So, I invite you aboard and let’s find it.”

The boat chugged past a village of round, thatch-roofed huts lost to time. The branches of the forest trees waved, running all the way down the shore, inviting the divers to plunge in and resurrect the enslaved voices in the shallows.

At Galibi, the nearest village to the mouth of the Maroni River, the team set up camp. Over a worktable they started poring over historic maps that showed how the river’s course and sandbanks had changed over time.

Gawronski reconstructed what he and Leo Balai thought was the final route of the confused ship.

“Okay guys,” Jerzy began, getting serious. “With these historical maps, together with the crew’s testimony, we were able to identify several target areas for the wreck of the Leusden. The ship arrived here around the 30th of December, 1737.” The marine archaeologist tapped a map showing the coastline ninety-five kilometers east of the Maroni River, where the captain plotted a reading in the ship’s log.

“They described that they followed the coast from the east and then early morning on the first of January they saw a river mouth,” Jerzy continued. “There were very heavy rains, like a wall of water, very heavy winds. And then in the fog, they saw the corner of land. They hit a sandbank and got stuck, they lost the rudder and there was a massive hole.”

In the confusing swirl of atrocious weather, the captain mistook the Maroni for the Suriname River. It was a catastrophic error. The hull opened up like a zipper and rapidly took on water.

“And at that point they knew there was no saving the ship?” Kinga asked.

“In the account,” Gawronski clarified, “they called it a ‘wreck.’ Not a ‘ship,’ but a ‘wreck.’ In order to get an idea of what happened, we also have a map from that period. This is a map from 1777 indicating more or less the situation during the wreckage. And you see a number of sandbanks. And on one of these sandbanks, the ship must still be stuck.”

The Dutch were excellent seafarers who pioneered early navigational equipment. Onto the 1777 map, their cartographers had inked precise details showing the contours of the sandbanks, their shape and location as they existed 244 years ago.

Kramer had been quiet all the way during the commute from Albina. He had watched the choppy waves and drain-water brown river. This was going to be like diving in pea soup, he realized.

“Jerzy, I’m wondering—with the silt and the currents going through—how that is going to affect the dive?” Kramer asked politely. Alannah screwed up her face and rubbed her chin.

“Well, in these circumstances, the visibility is reduced sometimes to zero because of the presence of all this silt floating in the water. But let’s hope for the best,” Gawronski replied unconvincingly, the wind already whipping his hair. Kramer was in for a tough shift.

“So, we won’t know until we get out there, huh?” Kinga threw in, ever chipper.

“No… and it can change day by day,” Jerzy added.

The team took once more to the water, this time in a slightly more stable boat.

Kinga summed up the plan to find the Leusden. “This river mouth is huge. Over three miles wide, so the first step in pinpointing the shipwreck is to scan the possible targets on the riverbed with a specialized metal detector. The mission now is to find a trail of metallic debris.”

“Could be nails from the ship, ballast, guns, the anchors, of course. The captain used two or three anchors, and also a large amount of shackles to hold down the slaves,” Jerzy explained.

Alannah helped deploy overboard into the murky soup a bright yellow Aquascan magnetometer. It looked more like a World War II artillery shell. The boat started towing the bright fish in its wake, meticulously and slowly “mowing the lawn.” Hopefully its high sensitivity Fluxgate sensors would pick up the tiniest of metallic objects pinging off the seabed.

The team plowed back and forth over the square mile they had targeted as the last resting place of the Leusden. It was tedious but essential groundwork. The mission took days.

Unlike the Florida Keys and English Channel, both maritime highways for centuries, major sea trade off the Maroni River only started with the arrival of the Dutch in the early seventeenth century.

Kramer was optimistic despite the conditions. “There has never been much shipping activity in these waters,” he pointed out. “So, if we find any sign of metal, that would strengthen our theory that this is the site of the underwater wreck.”

Leo Balai watched the hunt unfold, resolute and strong. “The Leusden is so important for the history of the slave trade. We have to find it,” he told the crew, keeping them motivated.

After five days surveying the waters, the team failed to pick up any signals on the Aquascan. It was a painful wake-up call for how hard it can be to track down wrecks that do not want to be found.

But then, as so often happens in archaeology, on the last day, everything changed in an instant.

From inside the boat’s cabin, it was Steve Moore’s job to guide the survey track lines and watch the profile of metallic bumps and lumps register on his laptop’s software. As the boat reached the end of another grid line, he spotted something familiar.

“I think we got something…” Steve announced. “Yeah, yeah definitely. We are seeing some sort of target or something metallic down there. We need to pull it in and have a look.” On the computer the graph showed a double low dip, registering a big metallic hit on the seabed.

The dive team was relieved. They finally had their purpose, their lead. The boat shut down its engines and swayed from side to side on the choppy water. It was time to get eyes on the prize and verify the target. It now looked like, almost three hundred years after the disastrous sinking of the Leusden, the crew could be floating right over the wreck.






TWISTED TONGUES

To make sense of what the Dutch were up to in Suriname means turning the spotlight on Brazil, the country where the slave trade began in earnest in 1440. Along the hilltops of Recife on the country’s central east coast, the achingly beautiful scenery has not changed for five hundred years. Field after field of lush green sugarcane rolls as far as the eye can see. It was in this paradise that the torture of African slave labor first took hold in the New World. From these soils, enslavement encircled the Caribbean and on to Suriname.

Sugar factories have been part of Brazil’s landscape since 1542. Today Black workmen, direct descendants of trafficked Africans, still cut the cane, now dressed in their favorite football team shirts. White supervisors on horseback keep a beady eye on their investment. Until now the best “machine” for cutting sugarcane is people. In Brazil sugar production reached new levels of efficiency and profit.

Just as Brazil is the biggest exporter of sugar in the world today, so it was ground zero for sugar destined for Europe’s markets five centuries ago. For fifty years Holland and Portugal fought a relentless war to control global commerce. At stake, in what has been called the first true world war, was new overseas empires and earning the bragging rights to be the supreme superpower of the Western world.

Portugal sent the first sugar technician to Brazil in 1516 to oversee a sugar mill start-up. Within a decade you could buy Brazilian sugar in Lisbon and Antwerp. The experiment took root. More skilled experts were contracted from Portugal, Italy, Galicia in Spain, the Canary Islands, Belgium, and Madeira to turn Brazil into the West’s newest cash cow. Plantings shipped from Madeira were grafted into the soil between São Vicente in the south and Pernambuco in the north, flat lands with fertile ground conveniently near the shore for export and covering four thousand square miles, three quarters the size of Connecticut.

Production skyrocketed beyond the limits of the small island of Madeira, the former capital of sugar cultivation. From 1570 to 1585 the number of sugar factories in Brazil rose from 60 to 128 with Pernambuco and Bahia controlling three quarters of the country’s output. Where a sugar mill on Madeira could turn out 15 metric tons of sugar a year, Brazilian mills bagged 130 tons.

At first, the Portuguese enslaved natives seized in what the Church called a “just war.” The Indigenous people, though, were found to be poor workers, no doubt often deliberately. In any event, Indigenous people had no immunity to European diseases. Between 1492 and 1700, smallpox, chicken pox, and typhoid killed an estimated fifty-five million natives, or 90 percent of Indigenous people in the Americas. Some twenty-first-century climate scientists have suggested that the mass deaths and the resulting abandonment of agricultural land led to a “terrestrial carbon uptake,” when the land was reclaimed by nature. Put simply, so many people died that this may have led to the Little Ice Age between the fourteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Europeans now had a problem. They needed cheap labor and they had to fill the hole left by the millions of dead. Enter the Africans.

Africans were the polar opposite of the Indigenous people of the Americas. They had been tried and tested in Portugal’s sugar plantations on Madeira. Cane cutting took man and woman teamwork. The man cut and his companion bound the canes into faggots. Harsh quotas of around 4,200 canes had to be met every day or else. Conditions were ruthless. Failure to hit quotas was punished by slaves being scorched with hot wax, branded on the face or chest, or having their ears or noses chopped off. Sexual brutality was also common in Portuguese Brazil. The lucky ate food made from manioc flour, salt meat, fish, rice, and bananas, topped off with whale meat. The unfortunate swallowed whatever they could get their hands on. Even rats caught in sugarcane fields were boiled in cooking pots.


 PLAGUE IN BRAZIL

Plague appeared on the Brazilian coast as a serious problem in 1559. Disease, probably smallpox, killed over six hundred enslaved Indigenous people in Espirito Santo the next year. Overall, an estimated thirty thousand perished. Father do Valle described children dying on their mothers’ breasts for lack of milk, people so weak that they could not dig graves for the dead or collect water for the living. On some sugar plantations, ninety to one hundred slaves perished. In 1563, measles struck the weakened population. Another thirty thousand died. It was no accident that the importation of Africans began in the 1570s.



Many plantation masters cared little about their slaves’ well-being, dismissing them as no better than “mute orangutans.” But not everyone liked what they saw. Priests like the Italian Padre António Vieira detested the horrific conditions the Africans had to put up with, describing in 1633:


And truly who sees in the blackness of night those tremendous furnaces perpetually burning; the flames leaping… the Ethiopians or cyclopses, bathed in sweat, as black as they are strong, feeding the hard and heavy fuel to the fire, and the tools they use to mix and stir them; the cauldrons, or boiling lakes, continually stirred and restirred, now vomiting froth, exhaling clouds of steam, more of heat than of smoke… the noise of the wheels and chains, the peoples the color of the very night working intensely and moaning together without a moment of peace or rest; who sees all the confused and tumultuous machinery and apparatus of that Babylon can not doubt though they may have seen Vesuvius or Mount Etna that this is the same as Hell.



By the time Brazil’s pure-as-snow end product was packed, it was welcomed in Europe as the most prized commodity on earth. Already by 1625 almost fourteen thousand tons of sugar headed to the West a year, its prices marked up 60 percent higher than in Brazil. Even during the country’s eighteenth-century gold rush, the value of Brazilian sugar exports exceeded all other commodities. From Brazil the sugar industry was copied across Barbados and the Caribbean. Sweetening coffee and tea became an inescapable craze of daily Western life. African slaves continued to be shackled and shipped to Brazil until 1855.

New Holland

For all the profit that the slave trade generated, there was an unimaginable loss. A loss counted in murdered Africans and wrecked ships. After jealously watching Portugal rake in colossal profits in Europe’s great cities, Amsterdam decided to get in on the act. In 1623, the Dutch sent out war fleets to Brazil. All were repelled until, seven years later, sixty-seven ships and seven thousand soldiers took Olinda and Recife. Amsterdam now planted a flag in the sweet soils of New Holland.

Portugal had trafficked one hundred thousand Africans to its Brazil plantations in the first quarter of the seventeenth century. Now the Dutch duplicated its success. One hundred and sixty-six sugar mills were turning in Dutch Brazil by 1639. All Holland needed to power up its foothold in the Americas was an enchained army. The answer to Johan Maurits, the prince of Nassau-Siegen and governor of Dutch Brazil, was to try and capture Luanda, Portugal’s slave market in Angola. A fleet of twenty-one ships set out. Without African slaves, Brazil’s economy would be doomed.

In May 1641, Luanda and the great Portuguese slave port on the island of São Tomé were in Dutch hands. The Dutch West India Company was at the peak of its powers. It planned to ship to Brazil fifteen thousand slaves a year, aged fifteen to thirty-six. The Dutch West India Company reckoned the slave trade to Brazil should rake in six million guilders a year. Sugar and slaves were the richest prize on earth.

Even though the lowlanders were all too swiftly thrown out of Brazil in 1654, they kept a chokehold over slave trafficking by dominating former Portuguese lands in West Africa, including the jewel in Lisbon’s crown, the mighty fort of Elmina in modern Ghana. Portuguese Brazilian slavers planning to trade on the Guinea Coast were forced to pay a 10 percent toll on the value of their cargo to Dutch authorities.

Down the decades, the Dutch would traffic around five hundred thousand slaves to the Americas, making it the fifth largest trader in slaves after Portugal, Britain, France, and Spain. It was after the loss of Brazil that Dutch merchants turned to nearby Suriname to grow their sugar and coffee ambitions.

New Blacks City

From a small business in the town of Lagos in Portugal, the slave trade became a worldwide moneyspinner, creating cities like Rio de Janeiro. It may surprise people, but only 4 percent of all enslaved Africans were sent to North America. The Caribbean received 36 percent. Fourteen percent went to Spanish America. But, between 1560 and 1852, 46 percent of the total—4.8 million Africans—arrived in Brazil.

In these years Rio de Janeiro was distastefully known as the “Black City.” A graphic memory of the capital’s shamed past came to light when Rio was being developed for the 2016 Olympics. Fast and furious construction work in the port area of Valongo, the Long Valley, uncovered the old city wharf where captive Africans first landed in the Americas. Archaeologists discovered a historic site covered with the memories Africans brought with them: tobacco pipes, beads, rings, magical cowrie shells from the Gulf of Guinea, good luck charms, anthropomorphic stones, and crystals. The dock formed part of a large slave quarters, including the quarantine station where captives infected with contagious diseases were locked up, and the Cemetery of Pretos Novos (“New Blacks”), where the victims of abusive sea voyages and the diseases they caught during crossings were discarded as worthless.

The cemetery itself came to light by chance when a young couple bought a new house and began home improvements. Digging in the foundations turned up human bones. And then more and more bones. Their home had been built on the cemetery of the New Blacks where Africans fresh off the boat were buried. Most had died on landing after forty-five to sixty days crossing the Middle Passage. To begin with, the bodies were laid to rest in orderly graves. Space quickly ran out as the dead reached unmanageable numbers. The cemetery deteriorated into an unmarked mass grave. Then, Rio’s residents started using it as a general garbage dump.

When the smell got too bad, the locals burned down the garbage heap, and then the process started all over again, filling it up with discarded Africans and trash. Over thirty thousand Africans ended their lives in a random hellhole in the ground. Just like in Lagos, the enslaved of no economic value were cast off in the easiest and cheapest way possible.

Valongo’s history fascinated the archaeologists. They immediately knew that the wharf was the setting for one of the greatest crimes in humanity. In the shadow of this place of unspeakable suffering, the dig’s lead archaeologist, Tania Andrade Lima, wrote how


We took Valongo out of the ground with our heart in our hands, with great respect and deep emotion. Considered one of the most notable places of memory of the African diaspora outside of Africa itself… Valongo was understood as a location that encapsulates memories of pain and struggle for survival in the history of the ancestors of Afro-descendants.



The death and discarding on land and sea of millions of Africans was for most Europeans an acceptable by-product of profiting in billions of pieces of gold.






BONE CRUSHERS

Dawn broke over the Suriname River. The water ran slack and flat. The midmorning wind was yet to stir. At first light the locals were heading to work, crossing the broad river by ferry, carrying shopping baskets and pushing mopeds to scoot off to the office back on the other bank.
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