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Dedication

For Greg, and in memory of all those impacted by the transatlantic slave trade






Epigraph

My present was the future that had been created by men and women in chains, by human commodities, by chattel persons. I tried hard to envision a future in which this past had ended, and most often I failed.

—SAIDIYA HARTMAN, LOSE YOUR MOTHER

For a long time, truly, a great doubt has held me: Should I be silent or should I speak?

—QUEEN ELIZABETH I, SEPTEMBER 5, 1566
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Prologue

I See and Keep Silent

Treading cobblestones warmed by the midsummer sun, Diego Guzmán de Silva, the canon of Toledo and King Philip II of Spain’s newly appointed English ambassador, arrived at Westminster1 on July 24, 1564. Royal stewards led him into the presence chamber, a great hall hung with exquisite tapestries where the sovereign held court, dined in state, and received foreign envoys. Queen Elizabeth I awaited Silva on a throne positioned beneath a rich cloth-of-gold canopy of estate. Adorned in an elegant black velvet gown embroidered with gold thread and pearls, her face painted white to cover the scars from a near-fatal brush with smallpox two years earlier, she greeted Silva warmly. Elizabeth had twice met with the tall Spanish cleric since his arrival in London the previous month and had hosted him at a masque performed in her honor.

This visit carried a different sense of urgency. Silva had received intelligence that Captain John Hawkins, a Plymouth-based merchant adventurer, intended to embark on an illicit transatlantic slaving venture to West Africa and the Spanish Caribbean. Hawkins had conducted a previous voyage following the same route in 1562–63, kidnapping Africans from Portuguese slaving vessels and then crossing the Atlantic to sell his captives to Spanish colonists. His actions constituted a flagrant violation of Philip II’s royal decree prohibiting foreigners from trading in Spanish America without Crown license. As a result of his brazenness, Hawkins and his investors had netted approximately £3,0002—a significant sum at the time—and secured a place at the top of Philip II’s watch list.

Alerted to Hawkins’s covert preparations by his network of spies, Silva knew that men high in status and official station at the English court had backed the Plymouth merchant’s upcoming slaving venture. The syndicate sponsoring Hawkins included wealthy London businessmen and members of the queen’s privy council, including Sir William Cecil, Elizabeth’s principal adviser, and her confidant and favorite Lord Robert Dudley, the first Earl of Leicester. That powerful men in the queen’s inner circle would openly sponsor Hawkins’s illicit expedition troubled the Spanish ambassador. On behalf of his royal master, Silva pressed Elizabeth for details regarding the impending voyage. Would she guarantee that whatever business Hawkins sought to undertake on the coast of West Africa, plundering the king of Spain’s empire in the Americas was not on his agenda? Elizabeth assured Silva that she had granted Hawkins her royal approval for an innocent mercantile venture. His voyage posed no threat to the Crown of Spain. “I will try3 to have her promises carried into effect,” a skeptical Silva reported to Philip.

The Spanish ambassador was right to view the English queen’s pledge with suspicion. An often underestimated female monarch with a savvy geopolitical and religious agenda, Elizabeth knew the precise scheme Hawkins had envisioned. Building on the success of his previous transatlantic slaving expedition, Hawkins intended to profit from the capture, forcible transport, and sale of enslaved Africans to labor-hungry colonists in Spanish America. Elizabeth not only comprehended his design but had also encouraged it and offered material assistance. When Hawkins returned from the Spanish Caribbean in September 1563, the holds of his ships bursting with gold coins, jewels, sugar, and animal hides, news of his triumph reached the queen’s ears. Elizabeth offered to loan him4 one of the largest warships in her modest royal navy of thirty-four vessels. In exchange, she expected to receive a share of the profits in his next transatlantic slaving venture. The queen’s treasury was empty. Hence her willingness to invest in a high-risk overseas commercial enterprise bound to provoke the wrath of the Iberian Catholic powers. When questioned, both before and after the expedition, Elizabeth denied prior knowledge of Hawkins’s true intentions.

The queen’s gamble paid off. Hawkins’s second slaving voyage more than met his investors’ objectives. After raiding the West African coast and crossing the Atlantic with hundreds of Africans chained in the dark hold of the queen’s ship, Hawkins sold the terrified survivors into slavery in the Spanish Caribbean. When he returned to England, his ships bore “over 50,000 ducats5 [around £16,000] in gold and some pearls, hides, and sugar, as the payment for his slaves,” Silva wrote to Philip II. Contemporary estimates suggest that Hawkins and his patrons—including Queen Elizabeth—each received a staggering 60 percent return6 on their investment. His daring slave-trading venture enriched the royal coffers, securing Elizabeth I’s historical legacy as the first English monarch to profit directly from the transatlantic slave trade.

Emboldened by the scale of the profits, the queen loaned Hawkins two royal warships for a larger, grander transatlantic slaving scheme in 1567. Hawkins’s third voyage would prove the most ambitious and heavily funded English transatlantic slaving venture of the sixteenth century. But calamity struck the third expedition. Ambushed by the Spanish fleet off the coast of Mexico on the return voyage, Hawkins lost four out of his six ships. He limped home across the North Atlantic with only a fraction of the men who had embarked with him on the voyage and nothing but enormous losses7 to show for his troubles. By crushing Hawkins’s fleet, the Spanish had dealt England’s fledgling slaving industry a devastating blow, setting it back by many decades. Yet Hawkins and Elizabeth I had established a precedent for English merchants and monarchs seeking to profit from the trafficking and enslavement of African men, women, and children for centuries to come.

On March 27, 2007, nearly 450 years after Elizabeth I feigned ignorance of John Hawkins’s slaving designs in her presence chamber, thousands gathered in Westminster Abbey for a national service commemorating the two hundredth anniversary of Britain’s Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. In attendance were Queen Elizabeth II, Prince Philip, Prime Minister Tony Blair, and other notable political figures and clerics. Following the singing of hymns and scripture readings, Rowan Williams, the archbishop of Canterbury, delivered a sermon on the evils and ubiquity of slavery. Acknowledging the “hideously persistent”8 global legacies of slavery, he lamented the continued existence of human trafficking and enslavement in the twenty-first century. The archbishop’s sermon did not shy away from addressing the historical roots of worldwide present-day racial inequities. “We, who are the heirs of the slave-owning and slave-trading nations of the past, have to face the fact that our historic prosperity was built in large part on this atrocity,” he observed. “Those who are the heirs of the communities ravaged by the slave trade know very well that much of their present suffering and struggling is the result of centuries of abuse.”

The archbishop of Canterbury then pivoted from the universal to the particular—to Britain’s past sins. “But today it is for us to face our history,” 9 he admonished the congregation; “the Atlantic trade was our contribution to this universal sinfulness.” Although modern Britons had, admittedly, not engaged in the cruel traffic themselves or held anyone in bondage, the stain of racial injustice that the forced migration and enslavement of Africans left behind saturated everyday life. Its legacies were unavoidable, and they disproportionately impacted communities of African descent. “Human beings are born into an inheritance of one kind or another,” the archbishop continued. Attaining either individual or collective spiritual freedom in this life “means facing the legacy we inherit without fear, excuse, or untruthfulness. Often, so often, that means asking others to tell us the truth we can’t see for ourselves.” He then invited worshippers10—including the queen, the prime minister, and members of multiple African-descended communities in attendance—to kneel for the prayer of confession.

Just then, a Black protester wearing a colorful African dashiki interrupted the solemn national service. He dashed in front of the altar, shouting, “You should be ashamed!11 This is an insult to us!” Gesturing to the congregation, he stared directly at Queen Elizabeth, Blair, the bishop of London, the Anglican archbishop of the West Indies, and the archbishops of Canterbury and York. The queen, her face impassive, watched as security guards and ushers rushed to surround the protester, Toyin Agbetu, founder of the Afro-British human rights organization Ligali. Collaborating with other Black British activists based in Bristol, Agbetu had developed Operation Truth 2007,12 a counter African-centered interpretation of the 1807 Abolition Act that rejected official events attached to what activists dubbed “Wilberforce 2007.” The British government had determined what the nation would remember about the transatlantic slave trade and slavery, proponents of Operation Truth 2007 contended: “ ‘They freed us, we should be grateful, commemorate and move on.’ Box ticked.”

As the guards hauled him toward the exit, Agbetu’s shouts echoed through the still abbey. He pointed to Elizabeth II and again yelled, “You, the queen, should be ashamed! You should say sorry!”13 In keeping with her own protocol and that of her namesake, Elizabeth I, whose motto was “Video et taceo”14 (“I see and keep silent”), the queen said nothing. She maintained her silence long after the event, leaving those who saw Britain’s abolition bicentennial as a missed opportunity to issue a formal state apology for slavery further disappointed.

But commemorative events intended for mass consumption rarely grapple with the messiness of the past or the contested nature of collective memory. Exercises of state power, official commemorations contribute to a process of national mythmaking that in turn shapes public opinions of the nation’s character. “They impose a silence15 upon the events that they ignore,” argues the Haitian scholar Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “and they fill that silence with narratives of power about the event they celebrate.” In 2007, Britain deemed abolition worthy of recognition and the country’s centuries-long investment in the trafficking and enslavement of millions of Africans and people of African descent fit for erasure.

During his arrest outside of Westminster Abbey, Agbetu held an impromptu press conference. Asked why he disrupted the national service, Agbetu said the British monarchy owed a long overdue apology and redress for the forced migration and enslavement of Africans. Motivated by profit, the queen’s distant royal ancestors had initiated England’s involvement in the transatlantic slave trade—what reparations activists refer to as the maangamizi or maafa,16 Swahili words that mean “destruction” or “disaster.” Without official acknowledgment of the monarchy’s complicity in slavery, there could be no national healing or forgiveness. “The queen has to say sorry.17 It was Elizabeth I. She commanded John Hawkins to take his ship,” Agbetu explained. “The monarch and the government and the church are all in there patting themselves on the back.”

Dismissed as a crazed “madman”18 by many British commentators at the time, Agbetu later wrote that he could not watch “the British monarchy, government and church19—all leading institutions of African enslavement” commemorate abolition when they had “collectively refused to atone for their sins.” “I was moved to make a collective voice heard at the commemorative ritual of appeasement and self-approval,” he noted. Through his unsolicited contribution to the national conversation, Agbetu attempted to offer Queen Elizabeth II and Britain’s foremost political and spiritual leaders, in the words of the archbishop of Canterbury, “the truth we can’t see for ourselves.”

Although a lone voice in Westminster Abbey that day, Toyin Agbetu called out for what African-descended individuals and communities have requested for centuries:20 a formal apology from the British monarchy and government for the atrocities associated with slavery and colonialism coupled with financial and material restitution and restorative justice. In 1961 members of Jamaica’s Rastafarian community21 petitioned Elizabeth II for slavery reparations to fund their repatriation to Africa, after a telegram sent to Buckingham Palace in 1958 to the same effect went unanswered. From then on, Rastafarians have appealed regularly to the queen and the United Nations for international repatriation under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Charter—to no avail.

In February 2002, Queen Elizabeth visited Jamaica on the first leg of her international Golden Jubilee celebrations. During her state visit, which coincided with the island’s fortieth anniversary of independence, Rastafarians renewed their request22 for the queen’s assistance receiving compensation for slavery from the British government and repatriation to Africa. The High Commission, the office that represents the Crown in former British colonies, issued a response rejecting their appeal. “We regret and condemn23 the inequities of the historic slave trade, but these shameful activities belong to the past,” the High Commission replied. “Governments today cannot take responsibility for what happened over 150 years ago.” Over the course of her seventy-year reign, Elizabeth II never addressed the foundational role of the monarchy, as both an institution and a family, in Britain’s transatlantic slave trade and mass enslavement of Africans. Her reticence to discuss the matter was strategic.

The queen’s silence did not go unnoticed, however. On November 30, 2021,24 Barbados, a Caribbean nation known as both “Little England” and the birthplace of British slave society, celebrated the fifty-fifth anniversary of its political independence by removing Elizabeth II as head of state. Attending the ceremony in his capacity as heir apparent, then–Prince Charles watched as his mother’s royal standard was lowered at the stroke of midnight, never to fly again over a state building in Barbados. The fourth and most recent Caribbean nation to shed the final vestiges of British imperial rule, Barbados has lit25 the way for other Commonwealth realms to renounce the monarchy. Jamaica, once the most valuable colony in Britain’s former eighteenth-century Atlantic slave empire, is poised to follow.

Queen Elizabeth II’s death26 on September 8, 2022, only exacerbated the collective soul-searching of the Commonwealth realms that continue to recognize the British sovereign as their head of state. Her passing frayed the emotional bonds forged anew among Britain’s remaining overseas dependencies and the monarchy after the violent collapse of the British Empire. Yet the cocoon of silence the queen erected around the issue of slavery had already begun to sever the most fragile of these links during her final years. The release of a ten-point reparation plan27 by the Caribbean community (CARICOM) in 2014; the Black Lives Matter protests28 that swept the United States, the United Kingdom, and the world in 2020; slavery apologies29 issued by British institutions (ranging from major corporations and High Street banks to city authorities and universities); and mounting calls in Commonwealth realms30 to cut ties to the Crown had all heightened pressure on the British monarchy.

To protect the revered centuries-old institution she embodied from controversy, Elizabeth II said nothing and took negative action. She chose not to acknowledge her royal predecessors’ instrumental role in launching and expanding past coercive systems of forced migration and labor that enriched the Crown, facilitated Britain’s rise as a global power, and perpetrated violence on millions of enslaved Africans, Indigenous people, and their descendants. Preserving her policy of silence until the bitter end, the queen went to her grave with her lips permanently sealed on the subject of the monarchy’s historic links to slavery.

But silence, however seemingly effective in the moment, cannot erase the past or expunge its enduring impacts. The imposed silence that surrounds the British monarchy and continues to haunt the royal family carries its own weighty significance. It is time to place the British Crown at the center of our analysis of the transatlantic slave trade, its legacies, and the pursuit of reparatory justice for slavery—where it belongs.






Part I

Origins






Chapter 1

The First Royal Slave Trader

In April 1561, Emanuel Aranjo, a Portuguese envoy, arrived at Whitehall and pressed for an audience with Queen Elizabeth I, then a young woman of twenty-seven. During their private interview he laid before her the Portuguese Crown’s complaints1 related to English incursions in Africa. By right of first discovery, Aranjo explained, the king of Portugal held political jurisdiction and sole authority over trade with Africa’s Atlantic coast and adjacent islands. He entreated Elizabeth to prohibit her subjects from venturing to North and West Africa and piratically seizing Portuguese vessels and crews. In her formal response to Sebastião I, the boy king of Portugal, and his grandmother, Catherine of Austria, the queen regent, Elizabeth adopted a polite but firm tone. She agreed to submit to Aranjo’s requests on his master’s behalf, she noted, “although unprecedented.”2 Forwarding her royal order granting the Portuguese safe conduct, the queen directed English merchants not to sail into any African ports in which the king of Portugal “hath dominion, obedience, and tribute.”

On April 30, the queen commanded3 her Lord Admiral to issue orders that preparations for voyages intended for Africa cease and desist until they obtained his prior approval. Elizabeth, on the surface at least, made a show of regulating English involvement in the African trade in accordance with her promises to the Portuguese Crown. Yet rather than forbid her subjects from undertaking such voyages, she instructed them only to avoid ports controlled by the king of Portugal. By this she meant sites already under effective Portuguese sovereignty and occupation, which left vast swathes of Africa’s Atlantic coast apparently up for grabs.

Based on eyewitness reports from English mariners, Elizabeth and her advisers surmised that the Portuguese presence in West Africa was unevenly distributed on the ground and concentrated at a few strategic outposts in the Gold Coast region of what is now Ghana. To protect their interests and dominate West Africa’s gold trade, the Portuguese had erected4 a considerable fortress at Elmina (literally, “the mine”) in 1482, supplemented by smaller forts clustered nearby at Axim, Shamma, and Accra. Local rulers tolerated the erection of Portuguese forts in exchange for payments and to facilitate trade, not as evidence of more extensive Portuguese claims along the coast. If African rulers agreed to conduct business with her subjects, the queen reasoned, Portugal’s pretensions to sovereign rights over the entirety of West Africa amounted to nothing more than empty words.

That summer Elizabeth herself promoted a commercial venture to West Africa, loaning four vessels from her modest Royal Navy5—the warships Minion and Primrose and two small pinnaces, Brigantine and Fleur de Lys—to a syndicate of merchant adventurers planning an expedition. Backed by leading London merchants Sir William Chester, Sir William Garrard, Sir Thomas Lodge, Edward Castlyn, and Anthony Hickman, and two naval officials, Benjamin Gonson and William Winter, the voyage was formally described on paper as bound for parts of Africa outside the king of Portugal’s dominion. Captain John Lok,6 a merchant who had participated in previous African voyages during the reign of Mary Tudor, commanded the venture. The adventurers departed on September 11, 1561, intent on conducting trade and scouting for a suitable location on the Gold Coast to build an English fort.

Iberian emissaries in England rapidly learned not only of the prospective English venture to West Africa but also, and more concerning, of the involvement of the queen’s ships. Alvarez de Quadra, the Spanish ambassador in England, informed Phillip II of Spain that when he questioned Elizabeth, she professed ignorance of the voyage and its intended aim. The queen and her chief adviser, William Cecil, ever mindful of the need to avert international conflict that England could ill afford, declared she had sold the four royal vessels to certain merchants. Queen Elizabeth’s hands were thus tied. She could not forbid the ships’ new owners from “going to buy and sell7 their wares where they think fit,” Cecil claimed. In his dispatches8 to Philip II, Quadra explained the English Crown’s reasoning but did not mask his cynicism. It was not long before the Spanish ambassador’s doubts were borne out. His spy network reported that 15 percent of the profits of the expedition were to be paid into the hands of Gonson, the treasurer of the queen’s navy, who also held a personal stake in the venture.

To Queen Elizabeth and the English merchant adventurers who backed these precarious voyages, the risk of alienating the Iberian powers was well justified if their vessels returned home laden with valuable African commodities. The English craved access to African gold, ivory, and malagueta pepper, a cardamom-like spice also known as Guinea pepper or Guinea grain. Lok’s Guinea expedition9 in the fall of 1561 proved unlucky, however. Shortly after departing the English coast, the queen’s ships hit a fierce gale in the Straits of Dover; Minion and Primrose collided in the thick fog, forcing a return home for repairs. With the ships now damaged and the season already well advanced, Lok postponed the venture until after the new year.

Within months a modified consortium, headed by Thomas Lodge, the Lord Mayor of London, signed a new contract10 with Queen Elizabeth. In exchange for providing Minion and Primrose, newly repaired and seaworthy, the queen would receive one-sixth of the profits of the voyage. Captained by William Rutter, the expedition departed Dartmouth on February 25, 1562, headed for the Canary Islands and the Gold Coast. After receiving intelligence of the voyage, the king of Portugal responded with both force and diplomacy, dispatching two heavily armed galleons and four caravels in pursuit of “not only the merchant ships,11 but the Queen’s also.” At the same time, he ordered João Pereira Dantas, the Portuguese envoy in France, to hasten to the English court to defend Portugal’s exclusive claim12 to the African trade in no uncertain terms. Captain Rutter’s expedition,13 chased and fired on by Portuguese armed squadrons on the Gold Coast, ultimately brought back an underwhelming 166 tusks, twenty-two butts, or casks, of malagueta pepper, and a clutch of desperately ill seamen.

From the Iberian perspective, however, more galling incursions were yet to come. During the same period, John Hawkins, an enterprising Plymouth merchant and sailor, conducted a far more brazen and lucrative venture of his own accord, one that encroached upon the respective spheres of influence of the Crowns of both Portugal and Spain. Rather than pursue the customary trading opportunities on the Gold Coast, like his fellow English adventurers, Hawkins hunted for Africans14 to capture and sell into bondage in the Spanish Caribbean. When he returned to Plymouth from his first profitable transatlantic slaving venture in August 1563, England’s mercantile community and bureaucrats took notice. So did Queen Elizabeth. Slave trading, it turned out, was a profitable business. By the following winter, Hawkins had secured the queen’s support for his next trafficking scheme to West Africa and the Spanish Indies. In 1564, Elizabeth I became the first English monarch to invest directly in the transatlantic slave trade, fully aware of the aim of Hawkins’s venture and its human costs.

Why did Queen Elizabeth agree to sponsor John Hawkins’s slaving voyages during the first decade of her reign? In the late eighteenth century, abolitionists perpetuated the claim that the queen loaned ships from her Royal Navy to Hawkins despite her religious proclivities and strong personal misgivings about selling Africans into slavery. In a private meeting with Hawkins, she reportedly said that if he carried away Africans without their consent, such an act “would be detestable15 and call down the vengeance of heaven upon the undertakers.” Hawkins, an unscrupulous merchant adventurer intent on fame and fortune, ignored the queen’s concerns. He captured and enslaved Africans by force, thus commencing England’s—and, ultimately, Britain’s—investment in the trafficking of Africans. Hawkins alone was to blame, not the queen, her government, or the institution of the monarchy. Yet the quote famously attributed to Elizabeth I, popularized by the abolitionists Anthony Benezet and Thomas Clarkson and repeated countless times since, stems from a naval history of Britain published in 1756 by John Hill, who failed to attribute his source. In other words, to understand the queen’s motivations, her supposed qualm about enslaving innocent Africans is a dead end, not a starting point.

Considering the sixteenth-century geopolitical and religious context in the British Isles, continental Europe, and the broader Atlantic world offers more accurate insight into Elizabeth’s ambitions. Age twenty-five at her accession, Elizabeth I had barely survived the reign of her elder Catholic half-sister, Mary Tudor. She inherited an island kingdom mired in debt, religious strife, and political factionalism. Her royal predecessors, particularly her father, Henry VIII, had harbored grand imperial ambitions. But Tudor England was a second-rate power16 compared to Spain, Portugal, and France. Divided over religion, England remained resource poor and vulnerable to invasion by the wealthier, more populous Catholic nations in Europe.

Between 1553 and 1558, Mary Tudor forcibly wrenched17 the country away from Protestantism. She collaborated with the papacy to reverse the Protestant religious transformations initiated in the wake of Henry VIII’s break with Rome two decades earlier. A devout Catholic, Mary reestablished the Catholic Mass and papal authority, married the equally fervent Philip of Spain, returned lands taken by the Crown to the Catholic Church, and persecuted Protestant dissenters. Mary and Philip, in a nod to papal authority and Philip’s own imperial interests, prohibited English merchants from encroaching upon overseas trade and territories claimed by other European monarchs. In the final year of Mary’s reign, England’s medieval ambitions in Europe, reinvigorated by Henry VIII’s expensive yet disappointing military campaigns, were dashed after the seaport of Calais, just across the Channel from Dover, fell to the French. Losing Calais, England’s only territorial foothold on the Continent and a crucial link to European markets, dealt a crushing blow to national honor and weighed heavily on Elizabeth I at the start of her reign.

England’s Protestant queen faced numerous obstacles upon her accession, the Crown’s weak fiscal position chief among them. Her treasury was virtually empty18 and burdened with an inherited debt equal to a year’s income. The revenue sources that made up two-thirds of her regular, ordinary income—the royal lands and customs duties—proved inadequate to meet the Crown’s mushrooming annual expenditures. Finding extra-European markets for English goods and increasing the funds at her government’s disposal was a top priority. That the country possessed only a minute fraction of global trade frustrated England’s mercantile community. The queen shared this concern. She was cognizant of both the immense value of overseas trade and her own vulnerability as the Protestant female head of an impoverished island kingdom. “For whosoever commands the sea,19 commands the trade,” acknowledged Sir Walter Raleigh, one of Queen Elizabeth’s most infamous favorites; “whosoever commands the trade of the world commands the riches of the world, and consequently the world itself.” Unlike its Iberian Catholic neighbors, Elizabethan England commanded neither the sea nor trade. And certainly not the world and its riches.

In stark contrast, Spain claimed sovereignty20 over lands, commerce, and mined resources in the Americas, and the Spanish Crown received one-fifth of the profits from the distribution of Spanish American gold, silver, pearls, and precious stones throughout the world. Portugal asserted its dominance21 over the flourishing gold trade with West Africa, the spice trade with the East Indies, and Brazil’s sugar and wood trade. As early as 1486, King João II of Portugal had assumed the title “Lord of Guinea” to trumpet his subjects’ premier access to West African gold markets. The Portuguese Crown enriched itself by declaring the African trade a royal preserve, which required merchants to obtain a royal license and pay one-fifth of their profits to the state. In addition to exporting substantial quantities of African gold, the Portuguese purchased enslaved Africans to work in the sugarcane fields of the Atlantic islands, including Madeira, Azores, Cape Verde, Canaries, and São Tomé. Portuguese traders sold Africans into slavery in Lisbon and Castile and pioneered the transatlantic slave trade to Spain’s possessions in the Caribbean and Central and South America.

After 1492, the European invasion of the Americas had offered unprecedented opportunities to acquire vast territories, exploit natural and human resources, and expand Christendom overseas. The Iberian imperial project was a military, legal, and religious enterprise, sanctioned by both temporal and spiritual leaders. Approved by Pope Alexander VI in 1494, the Treaty of Tordesillas22 divided the world into Spanish and Portuguese spheres of influence. Lands east of the imaginary north-south meridian dividing the Atlantic Ocean fell under Portugal’s purview, while territories to the west became the exclusive preserve of Spain. What the Indigenous inhabitants of these regions thought of such a demarcation was considered irrelevant. To assert and defend their title to newly discovered territories, Spain and Portugal drew on papal bulls, reports of the submission of Indigenous peoples, and the Roman legal notion of possession,23 which posited that a possessor of a thing, or territory, only needed to show that they had a better claim than a competing power. These events and presumptions set the stage for Spain’s and other European countries’ subsequent colonization of the Americas and the enslavement and decimation of Indigenous populations.

In the decades after Christopher Columbus first made landfall in the Bahamas, Spanish explorers, raiders, and settlers captured and consigned hundreds of thousands of Indigenous people to slavery. The dispossession and enslavement of Native peoples24 went hand in hand with European colonization in the Americas. Some Indigenous captives were transported back to Europe, to be auctioned off in the markets of the Mediterranean; others were dispersed throughout the Spanish colonies and compelled to serve as miners, plantation laborers, guides, translators, pearl divers, servants, and unwilling sexual partners. In the circum-Caribbean, cultural and linguistic differences between the Arawak or Taíno peoples of the Greater Antilles and the supposedly warlike “Caribs” of the Lesser Antilles were exaggerated to create categories of enslaveable Indians. The Spanish launched slaving raids,25 both royally sanctioned and legally ambiguous, against resistant Native peoples and Caribs living in so-called “useless” islands lacking in gold deposits.

 Although the Spanish monarchy banned Native slavery in most instances in 1542, Spanish colonists flouted the new royal laws26 and justified their continued enslavement of Indigenous peoples by invoking “just-war doctrines.” According to this line of thought, resistance to Spanish Christian rule by Native peoples merited their subjugation through war and bondage.

An illicit Indigenous slave trade flourished alongside legal trades, encompassing the circum-Caribbean, South America, and North America as far north as the Chesapeake. While a lack of surviving records makes it difficult to track the full extent of the Native slave trade, Indigenous slavery27 played a central role in the development of Spain’s empire in the Americas, and the practice persisted in illicit form for centuries. Vocal criticism of Spanish mistreatment of Native peoples by clerics such as Bartolomé de Las Casas28 gave rise to the Black Legend, a myth perpetuated by other European powers, particularly the English, to undermine Spanish colonial rule. Even as the transatlantic slave trade altered the demographic makeup29 of the sixteenth-century Spanish empire, enslaved Africans frequently lived and worked alongside enslaved people of Native descent.

What were the English doing during this early period of unparalleled Iberian overseas expansion and resource exploitation? In the 1480s, while the Portuguese were constructing their stronghold at Elmina on the Gold Coast, the English sought to establish their own trading relations with West Africa. In February 1481, Edward IV sought permission30 from Pope Sixtus IV for two merchants, John Tintam and William Fabian, to undertake a venture to West Africa on behalf of the duke of Medina Sedonia. The English king informed the pope that he “willingly permits his subjects31 to pass over to any parts of Africa for traffic and the exchange of baser merchandise for nobler,” intimating that this trade had occurred in an unofficial capacity prior to his request for papal permission. When news of the intended venture reached the ears of King João II of Portugal, he dispatched an ambassador to England to proclaim Africa as his master’s exclusive sphere of influence. Edward acquiesced to João’s claims of sovereignty over the West African trade and prohibited the expedition. This 1481 incident suggests why the English, a minor player on the world stage, preferred to operate in regions where the Iberian powers held little to no influence.

The lure of overseas trade with non-Christians and uncharted lands rich with untapped natural resources fascinated the Tudor monarchs. In 1496 and again in 1498, Henry VII granted letters patent, or open letters under the royal seal, to the Italian navigator John Cabot and his sons to sail westward in search of “regions or provinces of the heathen and infidels whatsoever they be, and in what part of the world soever they be, which before this time have been unknown to all Christians.”32 Like his Iberian counterparts, Henry VII would receive one-fifth of the net profits of the enterprise, though the king invested no money of his own. Cabot made landfall on the northeastern coast of present-day Newfoundland, claiming the previously unknown land for the English Crown. Henry rewarded Cabot33 with £10 and a pension of £20 per year and began plotting more ambitious exploratory ventures to the tropical southern oceans.

Pedro de Ayala, the Spanish ambassador in England, watched these developments with unease. He warned King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella that Henry hoped to profit at their expense. While the English might claim sovereignty over territory in the western hemisphere by right of Cabot’s find, “what they have discovered34 or are in search of is possessed by Your Highnesses,” Ayala wrote. The Spanish Crown refused to let English claims of first discovery in North America go uncontested. In 1498, Christopher Columbus stumbled upon South America, a mysterious landmass later described by Amerigo Vespucci as “an enormous land,35 to be found in the south, of which at present time nothing has been known.” As recognition of the existence of vast continents between Europe and Asia dawned, English promoters pointed to Cabot’s landfall on the far northern mainland as evidence of their Crown’s title to North America. Henry VII granted new letters patent36 for an Atlantic crossing to an Anglo-Portuguese syndicate based in Bristol in 1501. But nothing came of the voyage. Spain, meanwhile, worked to consolidate and defend its burgeoning empire in the Americas.

Henry VIII concentrated his attention on mounting expensive military campaigns in France rather than encouraging overseas trade or westward expeditions across the Atlantic. The mercantile community, however, assumed that the nation’s economic future depended on the global expansion of English commerce. Merchants from Bristol and London tapped into preexisting Anglo-Iberian commercial networks,37 particularly with the principal ports of southern Spain. Granted special privileges by the duke of Medina Sidonia, the hereditary lord of Sanlúcar de Barrameda, hundreds of traders relocated to Seville, Sanlúcar, and Cádiz, where they were well positioned to take advantage of trading opportunities. English merchants made fortunes through participation in Iberian Atlantic commerce, including the West African slave trade. Resident in the Mediterranean, Englishmen purchased and sold enslaved captives from North and sub-Saharan Africa and exploited the labor of enslaved individuals in their homes and businesses. Despite Henry VIII’s rejection of papal authority in the 1530s, English merchants continued to profit from engagement with Anglo-Iberian commercial networks.

Yet the English mercantile community aspired to attain direct access to overseas markets over which the Spanish and Portuguese claimed exclusive dominion. Merchants based in Plymouth and Southampton penetrated the coasts of both Brazil and West Africa, where they traded for pepper, ivory, and brazilwood (used to make red dye). In the early 1530s, William Hawkins, father of John Hawkins, made three expeditions38 to Pernambuco, Brazil, calling first at Guinea for elephant tusks and other commodities. During his second voyage, Hawkins left behind a crew member, Martin Cockeram, in Brazil as surety for an Indigenous man identified as “one of the savage kings39 of the country.” The Brazilian cacique, or chief, sailed with Hawkins to England and was presented to Henry VIII at Whitehall, “at the sight of whom the king and all the nobility did not a little marvel.” Although the Indigenous man died en route to Brazil the following year, the Native Brazilians honored their arrangement with Hawkins and released Cockeram. In 1536, Hawkins wrote to Thomas Cromwell, Henry’s chief minister at the time, requesting the king’s sponsorship for a transatlantic trading venture. “I doubt not40 to do such feats of merchandise as shall be of great advantage to the king’s custom,” he assured Cromwell.

By midcentury, English merchants were pursuing41 opportunities to import coveted foreign goods straight from their source rather than through commercial intermediaries. The Barbary trade in North Africa offered Englishmen the opportunity to obtain luxury grocery wares, mainly sugar, without passing through Iberian spheres of influence. Weakening Portuguese control along the Atlantic coast in Morocco, where French interlopers had challenged Portugal’s monopoly over trade, influenced the first wave of documented English ventures to the region. In 1551 and 1552, Thomas Wyndham, the master of naval ordinance, commanded expeditions to Agadir and Safi in Morocco, trading English merchandise42 for sugar, molasses, dates, and almonds—foreign products that commanded high prices at home.

African gold, however, was the ultimate prize. Locating it demanded more ambitious ventures to West African coastal areas where the Portuguese held sway and resisted any commercial challengers with violent reprisals. On August 12, 1553, during the first weeks of Mary Tudor’s reign, a voyage sponsored43 by a consortium of London merchants departed Portsmouth for Guinea and the kingdom of Benin. Wyndham again captained the venture, seconded by Anthonie Anes Pinteado, a Portuguese naval commander. The expedition consisted of two royal vessels, the 240-ton Primrose and Moon, a pinnace, chartered from the government of Edward VI prior to his death. Pinteado, having lost the favor of the Portuguese Crown and defected to England, claimed that an abundance of gold and other profitable commodities awaited them on the West African coast, and his pilot, Francisco Rodrigues, knew the way. Months later the expedition returned home with 150 pounds of gold and eighty tons of pepper. But the loss of life was staggering. Only forty of the original 140 crew members survived the voyage, and both captains succumbed to fever and died in the Bight of Benin.

Undeterred, leading London merchants prepared to launch another West African trading venture. The expedition set out in October 1554 captained by John Lok, a relatively inexperienced seaman from one of the leading merchant families in London. Investors’ faith in Lok was not entirely misplaced. He avoided stopping in Madeira or other Portuguese possessions and went ashore to trade solely on the Gold Coast, rather than risk loss of life by sailing farther south. Lok’s expedition fared well, returning home with a valuable cargo of pepper, ivory, and roughly four hundred pounds of gold, with only twenty-four men lost. Lok recounted how one crew member, Martin Frobisher, had fallen into Portuguese custody after volunteering to serve as a trading hostage—the cost of doing business—in the town of Shamma. Frobisher remained44 in his captors’ hands until 1556, when he returned to England with vital firsthand knowledge of Portuguese-controlled West Africa and stories of the famed Northwest Passage to Asia. Lok’s 1554 venture generated profit and skewed misperceptions of African coastal kingdoms and peoples. A description of the voyage, later published by Richard Hakluyt, characterized West and West Central Africa as an alien, sun-scorched land populated by “Moors and Negroes,45 a people of beastly living, without a God, law, religion, or commonwealth.”

These remarks belied the true state of West and West Central African kingdoms in the sixteenth century. Europeans were heavily dependent on the African coastal brokers46 who negotiated cross-cultural trade and on local rulers for security. While English seafarers and merchants may have expressed disdain for the unfamiliar communities and peoples they encountered in West Africa, the English coveted the commodities produced by those societies. And none more so than gold. Since the eleventh century, West African gold producers47 had provided the gold that financed the expansion of Mediterranean economies and allowed for the growth of Iberian empires. Tudor monarchs and England’s mercantile community, cut off from African gold supplies except for occasional haphazard trade, lacked access to capital accumulation in the form of gold bullion. England’s sluggish start in the development of extra-European trading networks compelled private merchants48 to borrow royal naval vessels and sponsor repeated incursions into West African coastal areas, regardless of the perils.

The Portuguese fiercely resisted English efforts to grab a share of the West and West Central African trade. For more than a century, Portugal had monopolized European access to the African gold trade, through which it had attained wealth and international esteem. Now, with the arrival of other European powers in the region, that dominance was under threat. After repeated English voyages to the Gold Coast in the early 1550s, the Portuguese ambassador presented a formal complaint regarding “the unlawful traffic49 of English merchants in Guinea” to Queen Mary and her husband, Philip of Spain. Philip took the lead in these discussions and determined that his English subjects, whatever their objections, must honor the terms of previous agreements granting Portugal dominion over the African trade. On July 18, 1555, in response to a royal directive, the Privy Council ordered the Lord Mayor of London to command all merchants to refrain from further traffic to West Africa, “for that the King of Portugal makes a claim50 to that navigation.” Preparations for trading ventures to the region continued quietly, nonetheless. At the end of the year, the Privy Council directed51 a London syndicate to abandon a planned expedition to Mina (in present-day coastal Ghana) and hand over its cargo to the Crown in exchange for compensation.

As the English state under Mary and Philip prohibited voyages to West Africa, London’s mercantile community petitioned the queen to resist Portuguese pressure to bar English subjects from the African trade. They insisted that free access to overseas markets and friendly extra-European trading partners formed part of their natural rights under “the common usage of the world.”52 Honoring Portugal’s exclusive rights to trade in West African waters diminished England’s ability to remain competitive in a rapidly globalizing world, they argued. Still, the Crown did not reverse course. In 1556, Philip II succeeded to the Spanish throne and inherited a vast empire spanning Europe and the Americas. By upholding the Portuguese Crown’s monopoly of West African trade, Philip implicitly supported his own transoceanic claim to exclusive dominion.

That English merchants paid little heed to the monarchy’s directives is evidenced by repeated Privy Council attempts53 to prevent expeditions to West Africa from launching throughout 1556. In July, the Privy Council redistributed a second order to all the major city and port authorities prohibiting English merchants from trading on the Gold Coast or other Portuguese-controlled regions of Africa. Royal efforts to prevent trading ventures to West African coastal areas, and assurances of compensation for voided expeditions, continued for the remainder of Mary Tudor’s reign.

English attempts to penetrate the West African trade accelerated after November 17, 1558, when a new Protestant monarch ascended the throne following the death of her childless half-sister, Mary. A young, unmarried queen, Elizabeth I stood on uncertain ground.54 She had inherited a government deep in debt and a stagnant economy. Her island kingdom was riven with political instability compounded by religious strife. Elizabeth began her reign as she had lived the initial decades of her life: on a knife’s edge. Catholics refused to recognize the divorce of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon or the legitimacy of Henry’s marriage to Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn. In their eyes Elizabeth was a bastard and a heretic, unfit to rule. Protestants, meanwhile, desired revenge following the religious persecutions of Mary’s reign and public burnings of some three hundred Protestants condemned for heresy. English Protestants rejoiced in Elizabeth’s accession but questioned whether she had the stomach for the task ahead. She was, after all, a woman. But Elizabeth, an astute and cautious ruler, stayed violent hands, preventing her most zealous Protestant subjects from turning upon their prior tormentors. She worked with Parliament and her Privy Council to implement policies designed to promote religious unity and replenish her government’s coffers.

Her Tudor predecessors had bequeathed55 to Elizabeth a nearly bankrupt treasury and depreciated currency. Since her father’s reign, the precious metal content in the kingdom’s coinage supply had plummeted. Henry VIII and Edward VI had repeatedly debased the English coinage, ordering the Royal Mint to adulterate silver and gold coins with cheaper inferior metals, such as copper, to increase the amount of money in circulation to fund foreign wars. Raising revenue for the Crown and redeeming the debased coinage by bringing bullion into the country topped Elizabeth’s list of priorities. To tackle these pressing issues, the queen readily encouraged and invested in overseas trade and shared the aims of England’s mercantile community.

From the outset, Elizabeth’s government promoted a series of expeditions to West Africa, embracing opportunities to acquire precious metals overseas at the expense of rival European nations. When the Portuguese envoy João Pereira Dantas crossed the English Channel in May 1562 to defend his master’s exclusive claim to the African trade, Elizabeth and her advisers sought fresh intelligence.56 To assist the queen in determining the true extent of Portuguese influence on the West African coast, the Privy Council sent for Martin Frobisher. Frobisher’s nine months of captivity at the Elmina fortress on the Gold Coast in the mid-1550s held the potential to benefit his queen.

Though his information was dated, Frobisher possessed useful firsthand knowledge of conditions on the ground. He declared that the king of Portugal had only a few trading outposts dotted along the African coastline stretching south from Cape Verde to Benin. The Portuguese dared not stray far from their forts, he claimed, because “none of the people other than such as inhabit under the said fort, or within gunshot of the same, owe any obedience, neither be they at the commandment of the Portuguese.” Regarding the Portuguese Crown’s efforts to convert the native Africans to Christianity, Frobisher observed that at the central castle of Elmina “not the fourth person of them [are] christened;” and, other than the occasional Mass, “there is neither priest nor preacher to convert anyone.”57 His opinions confirmed the assumptions of Elizabeth and her councilors. While the Portuguese ambassador might bluster and threaten, his master held only a light grip on Africa. Unchartered regions and trading partners beckoned, and the Portuguese were incapable of mounting a campaign of resistance along the entire West African coast.

Elizabeth responded to the Portuguese Crown’s growing concerns about English interlopers in Africa with incredulity. If all the kingdoms in Guinea and on the Gold Coast owed obedience and tribute to the Crown of Portugal, she pressed, why did Africans engage in trade with other European nations, including the French and the English? Additionally, if the Portuguese king wished to spread Christianity overseas, as Dantas maintained, why would he forbid her Christian subjects from trading in his dominions on the coast of Africa? Surely “the more Christian people58 that shall resort to the Gentiles and Saracens, the more shall the faith increase,” Elizabeth wrote in her reply. She could not countenance “that more regard should be had to the enriching of any particular person by monopolies and private navigations than to the public utility of the whole body of Christendom.” Dissatisfied with the outcome of his diplomatic mission, Dantas submitted a thorough rejoinder to England’s Protestant queen. He defended his master’s sovereignty and conversion efforts and accused English merchants of seeking to traffic in Africa solely “upon the ambition of profit,59 and whose least thought is to increase the knowledge of God.”

Still, Elizabeth’s mind remained unchanged. The queen and the Portuguese ambassador went back and forth over the matter of the African trade for several weeks. Taking exception at the king of Portugal’s pretensions to sovereignty over vast stretches of the West African coast, Elizabeth deemed it60 incomprehensible that Christian sovereigns on friendly terms should prevent their subjects from trading freely throughout their dominions. She also protested attempts by Dantas to link the rights of Portugal in Africa to those of Spain in the Americas. “He joins the name61 of the King Catholic to that of his master’s,” Dantas responded, “because in this matter the rights of one cannot be violated without prejudice to the other.” Dantas’s argument proved prescient. Just as the queen concluded their discussions and sent the discontented Portuguese envoy back to his master, one of her seafaring subjects was preparing to undertake an audacious transatlantic voyage: a voyage calculated to trespass on the exclusive spheres of both Iberian powers—to his own and England’s benefit.

Born around 1532, John Hawkins grew up62 in one of the wealthiest merchant households in Plymouth, a strategic seaport perched at England’s southwestern-most tip, where the English Channel flows into the Atlantic Ocean. He spent his youth surrounded by influential men and hardened seafarers, raised on a diet of incredible tales of distant, unknown lands and exotic commodities, as much at home on the ocean as on the docks. His father, William, a successful businessman and ship owner, held several important positions in Plymouth, including town treasurer, mayor, and member of Parliament. He had made a fortune importing foreign products from Iberia, France, the Canaries, and Newfoundland. The elder Hawkins’s maverick ambitions had compelled him to look for profit much farther afield, on the coast of West Africa and in Brazil, which brought him to the attention of the English Crown.

Encouraged to cut his teeth in the family business at a young age, John Hawkins made regular voyages from Plymouth to the Canary Islands to exchange English goods for wine and sugar. After his father’s death in 1554, he inherited a fleet of ships and an extensive overseas commercial network. In Tenerife, the largest of Spain’s Canary Islands, Hawkins forged a close trading partnership with Pedro de Ponte, a merchant with connections in Hispaniola and knowledge of the slave trade to the Spanish Indies. Hawkins, informed “that Negroes were very good merchandise63 in Hispaniola, and that store of Negroes might easily be had upon the coast of Guinea,” determined to undertake a transatlantic slaving venture of his own. Such was his drive to turn a profit and make a name for himself at Elizabeth’s court that Hawkins readily shifted his focus from importing foreign products to the coerced trafficking of human “merchandise.”

With assurances in hand from Pedro de Ponte, who agreed to provide him with supplies and an experienced pilot to help guide him along the coast of Guinea and to the ports of Hispaniola, Hawkins looked for investors. He first approached Benjamin Gonson, treasurer of the Royal Navy since 1549 and his future father-in-law. Well-connected and moneyed, Gonson organized a consortium of London businessmen willing to back Hawkins’s proposed transatlantic slaving venture. Investors included64 Sir Lionel Ducket, a sheriff and member of the Mercers’ Company, one of London’s oldest and wealthiest livery companies; Sir Thomas Lodge, a grocer and then–Lord Mayor of London; and William Winter, master of naval ordnance, among others.

In October 1562, as Queen Elizabeth fought a life-threatening case of smallpox at Hampton Court Palace, Hawkins set out from Plymouth. He captained three small ships65 totaling 260 tons—Saloman, Jonas, and Swallow —and a crew of less than a hundred men. Joining the voyage was his young cousin Francis Drake, sailing as a common sailor. Drake would later circumnavigate the globe and achieve wealth, fame, and a knighthood.66

Hawkins’s first stop was the island of Tenerife, where his business partner, Pedro de Ponte, awaited the fleet with food and water and a Spanish pilot, Juan Martinez of Cádiz. Ponte also facilitated Hawkins’s trade by informing contacts in Hispaniola that the English merchant would soon arrive with enslaved Africans for sale. From Tenerife the squadron sailed to Cape Verde and south along the Guinea coast. Once in Sierra Leone, as Hawkins noted in characteristically vague language twenty years later, “he got into his possession,67 partly by the sword, and partly by other means, to the number of 300 Negroes at least, besides other merchandise, which that Country yieldeth.” According to Portuguese witnesses,68 Hawkins and his men took multiple Portuguese ships containing valuable goods, such as ivory and wax, and stole away with around three hundred African captives awaiting forced transport to the Spanish Indies.

After dispatching one ship home laden with African commodities to sell in England, Hawkins and the remainder of his fleet crossed the Atlantic to vend their human cargo69 to Spanish colonists. During the eight-week voyage, Hawkins crammed the enslaved captives into the holds of his ships, subjecting them to unsanitary conditions and a near-starvation diet of beans and minuscule amounts of water. Many doubtless perished during the horrific crossing. Hawkins’s slaving fleet arrived in Hispaniola in early April. He conducted a brisk trade at northern ports before leaving behind roughly one hundred unsold Africans, too sick or frail for purchase, to reclaim at an unspecified future date. To transport hides and sugar acquired in Hispaniola that would not fit on his ships, Hawkins sent his excess wares in two borrowed caravels to Spain, hoping to sneak the freight past royal customs officials. But authorities in Seville seized his cargo and sent word to officials in Hispaniola to confiscate the African women, men, and children Hawkins had left behind. Unaware of these developments for the time being, Hawkins and his small fleet returned to Plymouth in late August 1563, bearing gold and silver, pearls, hides, and sugar for his investors.

News of Hawkins’s profitable slaving voyage, and the subsequent confiscation of his two additional cargoes in Spain, soon reached the queen’s court. Elizabeth offered Hawkins her royal support. She penned letters to Philip II and the English ambassador in Madrid on Hawkins’s behalf, pressing for the return of his stolen slaving proceeds in Seville. The queen had previously informed the Spanish ambassador of her resolution to treat cases of stolen ships or merchandise from the king of Spain’s subjects “as if the matter was between her own subjects.”70 She entreated Philip to likewise answer “as justice may require.” The Spanish king dismissed Elizabeth’s appeals for redress on behalf of an Englishman he regarded as a heretic pirate. Yet Hawkins’s star rose rapidly at court. Capitalizing on his newfound fame, he initiated preparations for a second transatlantic slaving expedition, this time with additional heavy-hitting sponsors. Investors included two former lord mayors, influential merchants, members of Elizabeth’s inner circle such as William Cecil and Robert Dudley, and even the queen herself.






Chapter 2

Under the Queen’s Command

In tracing the monarchy’s historic links to slavery, 1564–65 is a watershed year. It was then that Elizabeth I moved beyond either tacit or diplomatic support for Hawkins. The Tudor queen invested directly in the capture, coerced transatlantic transport, and sale of Africans into bondage in Spanish America. In exchange for a sixth-part share in the anticipated profits of the slaving venture, she loaned Hawkins an armed, fully equipped vessel from her Royal Navy: the 700-ton Jesus of Lübeck.1 The tonnage of the Jesus, a venerable warship originally purchased in 1545 by Henry VIII, was more than two and a half times that of Hawkins’s entire first fleet. Although the Jesus had seen better days, naval assessors valued2 the lumbering warship at £2,012.15s.2d, and the Admiralty required payment of a £500 bond3 for use of the queen’s ship. Commanding the Jesus and flying the queen’s royal standard4 gave authority and prestige to Hawkins’s second fleet, impressing potential enemies and trading partners alike. Hawkins could legitimately claim—and did—that his privately organized transatlantic slaving venture had Crown sanction; that he acted under the command of the queen of England and as her official representative.

Queen Elizabeth’s sponsorship proved useful to Hawkins in multiple ways—financial, pragmatic, and symbolic. As he saw it, royal favor held the potential to assist his quest to break into the tightly controlled transatlantic slave trade to Spanish America.5 Bypassing the members of the Consulado and the Casa de Contratación, the merchants and officials in Seville who regulated the official slave trade on behalf of the Spanish Crown, Hawkins intended to sail directly to the Caribbean with his unlicensed cargo of African captives. Once his fleet reached Spanish waters, he would obtain trading licenses from local authorities, pay the required royal taxes, and conduct business with Philip II’s colonial subjects. Hawkins sought to prove to the Spanish Crown that he held honorable intentions: lawful, mutually beneficial trade. Not piracy. It mattered little to Hawkins that his scheme flouted Philip II’s declarations forbidding foreigners from trading with his western possessions without prior permission. Hawkins aspired to impress the Spanish king with his seafaring skills, business acumen, and bravado, thereby securing a special royal grant permitting him to participate in the transatlantic slave trade to Spanish America.
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Figure 2.1. Jesus of Lübeck.



In July 1564, Guzmán de Silva, the newly arrived Spanish ambassador in England, heard news of an impending Guinea voyage captained by John Hawkins with Crown support. Writing to Philip II, Silva explained6 that Queen Elizabeth had offered him assurances that Hawkins would not plunder Spain’s American possessions. Elizabeth’s words provided cold comfort to the Spanish king. Philip commanded Silva7 to activate his spy network in England and hinder the voyage if possible. Yet Hawkins had the queen’s backing and the support of powerful, wealthy men at court. The Spanish ambassador lacked the means of fulfilling his master’s wishes. When Aires Cordoso, a Portuguese envoy, arrived in London in November equally intent on halting the slaving venture, he discovered to his dismay that Hawkins and his fleet had recently sailed. He was too late. Cordoso’s urgent request that Elizabeth “command the said ships8 to be stayed and unarmed, and that those who have already sailed may be punished,” came to nothing. The queen rebuffed the ambassador’s concerns as unreasonable. Her subjects,9 she emphasized to the Portuguese king, ventured to trade in regions of Africa outside his dominion.

By this point, Hawkins’s fleet of four ships10—the queen’s flagship, Jesus, Hawkins’s 140-ton ship Salomon, and two nimble vessels for ferrying to and from shore, the 50-ton Tiger and the 30-ton Swallow—had refreshed supplies at Tenerife and were nearing the West African coast. Once the fleet reached Cape Verde, Hawkins divided his crew into raiding parties and sent them ashore. But the passage of another English fleet on its way to trade for gold in Guinea had alarmed the local people, who avoided Hawkins’s men. For the next two months, as recounted by the merchant John Sparks in his narrative of the second voyage,11 Hawkins’s fleet sailed along the coast of Sierra Leone, hunting for potential Africans to capture and enslave.

In December they stopped at an island Sparks called Sambula, most likely the Isle de Los off the site of present-day Conakry, to conduct slaving raids. “In this island12 we stayed certain days, going every day on shore to take the inhabitants, with burning and spoiling their towns,” he noted bluntly. Sparks understood that Hawkins and his crew had arrived at an island whose inhabitants had undergone a recent violent upheaval. Although muddling their names, he described how the Mendes, or “Manes,” a Mande-speaking people, had invaded the island three years earlier, conquering and enslaving the Sape peoples. Hawkins’s slaving fleet likewise arrived with aggressive intentions. While the Mendes fled, his men captured the Sape, “of whom we took many in that place,” said Sparks.

After departing the Isle de Los, Hawkins and his crew sailed north and anchored Jesus and Salomon at the mouth of the Calousa River. While cruising upriver in Tiger and Swallow in search of potential targets to kidnap, the Englishmen encountered two Portuguese slave ships at anchor. Hawkins, as Sparks put it, “dispatched his business,13 and so returned with two caravels, laden with Negroes.” Portuguese traders advised him of a nearby town in which gold and women and children were loosely guarded, “so that if he would give the adventure upon the same, he might get a hundred slaves.” Guided by Portuguese informants, Hawkins took forty men and set upon the village. Scattering to ransack huts in pursuit of gold, of which they found none, his men were set upon by the retaliating villagers. They killed seven Englishmen and wounded many more, driving Hawkins and his surviving men, who had taken only ten captives, back to their ships. Soon afterward members of his crew began to fall ill, prompting Hawkins to cut his losses and depart Sierra Leone on January 29, 1565. His fleet headed west across the Atlantic, bound for the Spanish Caribbean with more than four hundred Africans chained together and crowded into the dismal holds of Jesus and Salomon.

By March 9, the fleet had reached the eastern Caribbean and went ashore for fresh water in Dominica. The Englishmen kept their stop brief, fearful of encountering the island’s Native population due to their reputation, perpetuated by previous Spanish explorers, as man-eating cannibals. Hawkins called first to trade at the island of Margarita, where the governor not only refused to grant him a license to traffic but also promptly notified the viceroy in Santo Domingo of Hawkins’s arrival. The viceroy, fearing Philip II’s wrath, issued instructions throughout New Spain “that no man should traffic14 with us, but should resist us with all the force they could,” Sparks recounted. This prohibition, though unsurprising, angered Hawkins. He sailed on toward the Spanish Main, prepared to force a trade if necessary.

Arriving at Borburata, a struggling port town on the Venezuelan coast, Hawkins informed local officials that fate, not design, had driven his fleet to their shores. He commanded “an armada of the queen’s majesty15 of England,” bound for Guinea and other parts, but was “forced by contrary winds to come into those parts, where he hoped to find such friendship as he should do in Spain.” Due to the precarious state of his crew and the enslaved Africans he had forced to cross the Atlantic, he could not leave their port without first trading for essential supplies and money. After two months confined in the ships’ holds with scant food and water, many of the enslaved Africans had grown emaciated and sickly; he needed to sell his human cargo posthaste. Through a combination of haggling and threats, Hawkins convinced the governor to grant him a license to trade. But they disagreed over the price of his captives, and Hawkins balked at paying both the king’s custom duty of thirty ducats and a 7.5 percent tax per each African he sold.

After Hawkins threatened to descend on the town with one hundred armed men, trade finally commenced. He sold the remainder of his cargo, including approximately three hundred African individuals, in Río de la Hacha on Colombia’s Caribbean coast before calling at Newfoundland for fish and crossing the North Atlantic and returning home. As Sparks concluded, the fleet arrived in Cornwall on September 20, “God be thanked, in safety, with the loss of twenty persons in all the voyage, and with great profit to venturers of the said voyage, and also to the whole realm, in bringing home both gold, silver, pearls, and other jewels in great store.” The queen’s slave trader had accomplished a daring feat of mercantile prowess, encroaching upon overseas territories claimed by the Iberian powers.

John Hawkins returned to England with most of his crew intact and substantial profits for his investors, including Queen Elizabeth. The immense proceeds of his second slaving expedition, which had cost about £4,990 to mount (not including the cargo or value of the ships), aroused the fury and resentment of the Iberian ambassadors and the admiration of his fellow countrymen. Guzmán de Silva reported that the syndicate more than doubled its investment, though no detailed financial account of the voyage survives. The reactions of Hawkins’s English contemporaries are suggestive of his success. Characterizing Hawkins as a man of “courageous worth16 and famous enterprises,” William Garvey, Clarenceux king of arms, granted Hawkins a coat of arms featuring a nude and bound African on the recommendation of William Cecil.

The Spanish ambassador invited John Hawkins to dinner. He was keen to take the measure of the Englishman who had repeatedly defied his master. After their meeting, Silva wrote to Philip II of the need for immediate action. The profitability of Hawkins’s brash venture, he learned, “has encouraged some of the merchants here17 to undertake other like voyages and even that Hawkins will return in May.” Hawkins had chattered like a magpie about his illicit transatlantic slaving expedition. His success had induced other English traders to emulate him through similar high-risk exploits and made him determined to set out again himself. Deterring the English mercantile and seafaring community from exploiting the Spanish Crown’s empire in the Americas was fast becoming an issue of paramount importance.

[image: A sketch of the coat of arms of Sir John Hawkins]

Figure 2.2. Arms of Sir John Hawkins, c. 1568.



Guzmán de Silva kept a close eye on the ambitious Plymouth merchant. The men dined together again three months later, in February 1566. Hawkins, anticipating a special license from Philip II, offered his services to the Spanish Crown. He said that though he faced pressure from eager investors in England to captain another transatlantic slaving venture, he would not undertake a third voyage without Philip’s permission due to the dangers of the business. But Silva remained skeptical. “The trade of capturing18 Negroes in Guinea and taking them to the Indies is considered very profitable,” he wrote to the king of Spain. “It seems advisable to get this man out of the country, so that he may not teach others.” The following month Hawkins visited the Spanish ambassador again, offering the use of four ships for a slaving venture, besides “another vessel belonging to the queen, who he thought would willingly give it to him for that purpose.” Silva feigned interest to keep Hawkins talking. “I am keeping him in hand,” the Spanish envoy wrote to Philip, “because I understand that there are many people urging him to make another voyage like the last.” The overconfident English slave trader was a growing liability to Spain.

John Hawkins, having recently wed Katherine Gonson, daughter of the treasurer of the navy, had in mind a different plan,19 a scheme that would prove no less displeasing to the Spanish king. Remaining in England, he dispatched a fleet of four vessels to
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