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Apprenticeship System
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What was called the Apprenticeship System was a transitional period for the slaves of the British West Indies who were set free on 1 August 1834 under the Imperial Abolition Act but did not achieve full freedom until 1838 in most of the colonies.

The Act made provision for a period of apprenticeship before full free, whereby the former slave was required to labor for his or her former owner for 40 ½ hours a week without wages; payments for work after that was to be negotiated. Praedials, those directly involved in production on the estates, were to be apprenticed for six years, non-praedials for four. Children under six years (and those born after 1 August 1834) were granted unconditional freedom and could only be employed if their mothers agreed. Adults could purchase their own freedom before the end of the apprenticeship or could be manumitted (legally freed) by their masters. Disputes at the workplace were to be settled by a newly created stipend magistracy. 

However, the system failed to work, and it was terminated after four years, having been characterized by suspicion and misunderstanding on both sides, and serious abuses. Many apprentices were to bear the brunt of their master’s wrath at the change in the system, experiencing much more punishment than during slavery; the treadmill, introduced as a humane method of punishment, was merely added to other tortures in the workhouses, as the slave prisons were called. Publicity in England regarding some of the more notorious cases helped to speed up the termination of the system. 

The planter-dominated Jamaica Assembly was the first to enact the Emancipation Law, but they did so unwillingly. Conflicts arose over wages, rents, hours of work and access to provision grounds. Many of the workers continued to agitate for better treatment or simply quit the plantations. The period saw the beginning of efforts to import labor for the estates. 
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Jamaica was captured from the Spaniards by English forces in 1655, ushering in over 300 years of British rule until the country became an independent nation in 1962. The capture was effected by a joint army-navy force headed by Admiral William Penn and General Robert Venables. This attack was a part of the grand western design conceived by Oliver Cromwell, who was Lord Protector of England from 1653-58, and his advisers, to establish British rule over the Caribbean down to the Isthmus of Panama. 

The expedition, organized by Cromwell’s brother-in-law, was described as perhaps the worst equipped and organized that ever left England. A participant said that the majority of soldiers were common cheats, thieves, cutpurses, and such lewd persons. Mrs. Venables, who accompanied the fleet, described it as a wicked army. The fleet stopped off in the eastern Caribbean to recruit more men, and thousands joined up from Barbados, St. Kitts and Nevis. The admiral and the general did not get on, and the Lord Protector had not clarified who was senior in command of this motley crew. They first attempted to take Santo Domingo in April 1655. It ended in a complete rout by Spanish lancers and roving bands of cattle hunters. A third of the English army was left behind as dead or missing. 

The Lord hath greatly humbled us, murmured the Lord Protector when he heard. But before the news actually reached his ears, Penn and Venables had decided to take another Spanish island as consolation prize. They chose nearby Jamaica because it was known to be poorly populated and weakly defended, with fewer than 200 men able to bear arms. The English fleet with about 7,000 men sailed into what is now known as Kingston Harbor on 10 May 1655, and after a few shots dispersed the defenders at Passage Fort, then the disembarkation point for the capital of Spanish Town. The next day they marched the 9.6 km into the town. By this time the Spaniards had been alerted and had packed up all their valuables. Most fled to the coast and some eventually sailed for Santiago de Cuba, a Spanish possession, but many were to die on the island, some from disease brought by the invading army. The English served harsh surrender terms on those remaining, led by the governor Don Juan Ramirez, who was old and sick and who was to die on the trip from Jamaica. Those Spaniards who wished to leave were allowed to do so, with only the clothes they wore on their backs. Most left, but some of the younger men refused to give up without a fight for the place they called home, and under the leadership of Don Cristoball Arnaldo de Ysassi were to continue guerrilla warfare for another five years. They were aided by the enslaved Africans whom they had freed upon the arrival of the English. It was not until 1660 that the conquering army was truly in control of the country. 

Soon after the capture, Admiral Penn chose to return to England to explain himself. The suspicious Venables was not far behind. They were both interned in the Tower of London for deserting their posts. Eventually, both were freed, Venables to sink into obscurity, Penn to rise again under the monarchy to the august position of Captain of the Fleet. He was also knighted, and the American colony of Pennsylvania, founded by his son William, was named after the family. 

Despite the ease of the initial capture, things did not go well with the English. They were constantly harassed by the Spanish and African guerrillas. Food and medicine were scarce, and the soldiers began to die in droves from tropical fevers and hunger. Within the first 10 months it is estimated that 5,000 men died. The rest were close to starvation for the next few years until they began to settle down to farming. By the time civil government was established (under D’Oyley in 1660), settlers had already begun to arrive to people the new English colony. Jamaica was formerly recognized as an English possession by the Treaty of Madrid, 1670. 
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Battle of Carlisle Bay
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Located at the mouth of the Rio Minho on the south coast (near Rocky Point – Clarendon Parish), Carlisle Bay was the scene of the principal military engagement with a foreign foe that took place, in the island during the British occupation. In the late 17th century, England and France were at war and the hostilities spread to the Caribbean area. This was only two years after the great Earthquake that had destroyed Port Royal in 1692. Jean du Casse, governor of the French colony of St. Domingue (now Haiti), believe the island to be still weak from the effects of the earthquake and easily captured. However, an English sailor, Captain Elliot, then a prisoner in St. Domingue, escaped in a canoe to bring the news of du Casse’s fleet to Jamaica. 

The island was immediately put on a war footing. When du Casse and a strong fleet consisting of three men-of-war and 23 transports arrived, they first attacked the coastline along St. Thomas Parish, plundering and killing and carrying off many slaves. A month later they sailed past the heavily fortified Port Royal and dropped anchor at Carlisle Bay, then described as a pretty town, probably intending to march through Vere.

The English governor, Sir William Beeston, had guessed their intentions, and the militia and trusted slaves had built a fortification at the bay, about 270 m from the seashore. Meantime, reinforcements set off from Spanish Town. On the morning of 19 July 1674, the French landed 1,400 men at Rocky Point, a little to the east of Carlisle Bay, and began to attack the breastwork. The militia held out as long as possible, but the men were forced to make a last stand with their backs to the Rio Minho. At the critical moment the militia from Spanish Town arrived, having marched 58 km. Without stopping to rest, they immediately charged the French and forced them to retreat. The brave defenders then withdrew about 3 km, leaving some 25 men in a brick house that belonged to one Mr. Hubbard, halfway between Carlisle Bay and Alley. On the following day there were skirmishes as the French tried to capture the house. But the people inside resisted so strongly that the French, after losing many of their men, gave up in defeat and sailed off, after firing the small town of Carlisle. Carlisle Fort was built the next year but fell into ruins that cannot now be seen. Carlisle Bay continued to be important in the days when sea transportation around the island was relied on. The bay was named after the Earl of Carlisle, governor of Jamaica 1678-80. 
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