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Prologue

Despite the impressive scale of his output, Charles Dickens liked – at the height of his powers – to describe himself as an idler. In August 1857, on a jaunt around a nation recently connected by railways, Dickens and his younger novelist friend, Wilkie Collins, visited the ancient ducal town of Lancaster. Churning over the painful realisation that his marriage was over, Dickens led the pair towards ‘a good old Inn … where they give you Bride-cake every day after dinner’. Dickens invited the unmarried Collins to enjoy some cake: ‘Let us eat Bride-cake without the trouble of being married, or of knowing anybody in that ridiculous dilemma.’

Dickens and Collins were drawn to Lancaster’s ‘staid old houses’. These were marked, however, in the two novelists’ eyes by a sinister curse, an indelible association with gains ill-gotten. These houses were richly ‘fitted with old Honduras mahogany, which … in the depth of its grain, through all its polish, [revealed] the wretched slaves who groaned long ago under old Lancaster merchants’. In their co-authored account of this journey, the two novelists jarringly guided their readers from bride cake to the progenitor of Lancaster’s single-generation boom: the transatlantic slave trade.

Such observations of the domestic British consequences of plantation slavery were rare in Victorian Britain. Dickens and Collins reverted to a Victorian trope, however, by suggesting that the effects of slavery on Lancaster were both obscure, even occult, and certainly limited and ephemeral. What they referred to as the ‘slave gain’ of the Lancaster merchants had ‘turned to curses’. And even as they stood inside the massive, and durable, stone doorways of the slave traders’ houses, they asserted that the gains of slavery had evaporated ‘as the Arabian Wizard’s money turned to leaves’.1

Dickens’ and Collins’ suggestion that the effects of plantation slavery on Britain were isolated to obscure corners of the nation – and were fleeting even there – provided comfort to the Victorians. Defining themselves with reference to the abolition of the slave trade and slavery, the Victorians preferred not to confront the role that African chattel slavery had played in helping to build the fabric of the nation across the previous two centuries.

As Victorian society lauded the achievements of abolition, it obscured ‘slave gain’. There’s a basic reason for this. The abolition of Britain’s transatlantic slave trade in 1807 was an astonishing and herculean achievement but fundamentally it was a political one, requiring adept political manoeuvring by the campaigners who led it. They quickly realised that identifying and shaming those who had advanced the trade would be counterproductive to their aims. The strategy they chose instead was to convince the nation that abolition was a matter of British national pride, moral righteousness and Christian virtue. In other words, they appealed to people’s sense of dignity and self-worth rather than denigrating it. And so rather than identifying the culprits who had driven and benefitted from the traffic, they actively obscured them.

Thomas Clarkson was the on-the-ground researcher who laboured for longest in the service of this unprecedented governmental act of morality. As the ink dried on the statute, Clarkson wrote a history of the movement that began this obfuscation. In seeking to explain the evil of slavery, Clarkson did not point to the specific circumstances that brought the slave trade into being. He did not – for the most part – name the individuals or institutions whose interests it served, or the publicly sanctioned state policies they advanced. Instead, Clarkson preferred to explain the causes of the slave trade in abstract moral terms. For Clarkson, the evil of the slave trade ‘began in avarice. It was nursed also by worldly interest.’2 With so many perpetrators and beneficiaries alive, Clarkson largely shunned any attempt in his history to identify the enslavers whose lives, motivations, connections and policies were the real causes of the trade. Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins memorably perpetuated this clever distraction on their visit to Lancaster in the 1850s. British society continues to unwittingly sustain it to this day, unaware of the forgotten role slave traders played in the development of Britain.

In Britain we continue to relate to our slave-trading history via the comforting lens of abolition. National pride in abolition is understandable. But when the abolitionists abolished the slave trade and emancipated enslaved people, they did not remove the significance of either to the development of the nation. National amnesia about this significance obscures something essential, without which we cannot understand what Britain is or how it came to be.

When Britons have considered the importance of slavery, they have often off-shored its causes and effects to either the Americas or to Africa. British society has also largely followed the abolitionist tendency to localise the causes and effects of slavery to certain port cities, famously Bristol and Liverpool; or to pedestal those slave traders who became philanthropists – like Sir John Cass, Edward Colston and Tobias Rustat – as the leaders of the slave trade. Those who have sought to trace the effects of the slave gain have tended to fixate on the central issue of money, and have therefore amplified the abolitionists’ strategy of locating the causes of slavery in abstract and impersonal market forces rather than in the choices of named individuals and the interests of specific groups. These accounts are incomplete, distorted and misleading.

Based on the most comprehensive examination of the men and women who financed the slave trade ever attempted, this book looks beyond the abolitionists’ omission to highlight the forgotten history of Britain’s slave traders and the specific parts they played in developing Britain. It exhumes British slavers from their obscurity and reanimates their role in British development. Through this examination, it seeks to re-inscribe the slave trade into our national story and to understand that story, for the first time, in the fullness of that knowledge. It reveals the presence and actions of slave traders as drivers of British history and therefore shows – for the first time – how the trafficking of enslaved African people was a core (not peripheral) feature of our national story.

Since April 2021, a group of nine historians at three British universities have identified all the known investors who financed Britain’s contribution to the transatlantic slave trade from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century.3 Consulting thousands of documents, in dozens of archives, this work generated a list of approximately 13,000 individuals who were responsible for the violent transportation of 3.3 million enslaved African men, women and children (of whom roughly half a million perished during their transit across the Atlantic). This list formed the basis for further biographical investigation that connected each person’s direct financial involvement in the slave trade to all other aspects of their lives and, through these connections, to several features of the nation’s commercial, political and cultural development. This book draws on a selection of the most pertinent, representative and revealing of these lives and connections to provide a new narrative of British history.

This list of investors fundamentally alters our understanding of who the British slave traders were. They were not typically ships’ captains who hailed from port cities to the west of England and sailed to the coast of Africa in search of human prizes. Instead, they appeared from across the social hierarchy, from all over Britain (with a large number born overseas, some arriving in England as refugees), from a wide range of occupations. Just under ten per cent were women.

This work shows that Britain’s connection to the slave trade was not limited to the efforts of a handful of wealthy merchants in a few key port towns who became rich from the trade and were memorialised with statues. It was rather the result of a decision to seek to profit from the traffic made by thousands of individuals with varied lives and interests, who represented many walks of British life and inhabited most areas of the country: from the leaders of the Stuart court, like Prince Rupert of the Rhine, to Thomas Aldworth, one of the plumbers who rebuilt London after the Great Fire, and Joseph West, the cook at the Middle Temple; from the great merchants of London like Sir Robert Vyner, to playwrights like Thomas Southerne, artists such as Sir Godfrey Kneller, architects like James Gibbs, and poets such as John Gay, who defined the national cultural canon.

It is not the purpose of this book to name and describe them all but rather to give as clear a picture as possible of the kinds of people they were, how and why they became involved in the trade, and how they reconciled this activity with their values. It shows the intimate and intricate connections between the trade and the slave traders’ daily, domestic, professional and political lives, and how ultimately their involvement with the trade shaped Britain’s history. We meet familiar protagonists such as Queen Elizabeth I, Robert Walpole and George Frideric Handel, whose connection to the slave trade is already known but for whom the significance of that connection has been underappreciated. But we also encounter a new cast of characters – investors like Elizabeth Ashby, social upstarts like the sugar importer Robert Heysham, and merchants like Richard Harris and Everard Fawkener – whose lives reveal how the slave trade contributed to the nation’s story, promoting social mobility, integrating the nation’s economy, defining British culture and identity.

The real story of Britain’s connection to the slave trade is not so much about the wealth these people generated (or lost) by it, but about what this wealth enabled them to do. It is true that the 13,000 people who financed the trade were a tiny minority within the British population. But in many cases, they had an outsized effect on various features of national development. The diplomatic sensitivities of beginning the slave trade meant that those who financed it, like Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, were often close to the centre of power. But the trade also provided a new business opportunity and it therefore attracted those from the social margins, like the Huguenot immigrant Peter Paggen. It also appealed to those with an appetite for risk and novelty – many of them, like James Brydges, first Duke of Chandos, inveterate supporters of innovative schemes such as the Royal Academy of Music.

Their wealth, their proximity to power, their appetite for risk enabled slave traders to establish and expand national institutions that now define Britishness. As we shall see, that included not only the Royal Navy, the Royal Society and the British Museum, but the very institutions by which the nation is governed – constitutional monarchy, the free press and Parliament itself – as well as the physical structures, like docks connecting port towns to the world, and like the canal network that tied these ports to burgeoning industrial hinterlands and helped make Britain the global and imperial force it eventually became.

Ultimately, this book shows how slave traders shaped many of the defining aspects of Britain from the Elizabethan era to today. It reveals the part they played in formulating new economic ideas to justify their investments. These included early rationalisations for free international trade based more on human acquisitiveness than the need to expand the power of the British state – ideas that remain central to our own society. At this time Britons gained a reputation worldwide for being progressive protectors of liberty, a reputation that lingers to this day. This book shows how that liberty emerged with a selective focus: the freedom to engage in human trafficking. In these ways, the effects of the British slave trade entered the nation’s bloodstream.

One of the many bitter ironies revealed by this history is the way that the wealth derived from the slave trade went towards ameliorating the lives of the sick, poor and needy in Britain. Through the lives of British slave traders, we can see the charities, businesses, churches and organisations they nurtured, sometimes with the money they made from human trafficking, like St Thomas’ Hospital in Southwark. The slave trade also produced a more equitable spread of wealth around Britain and provided a financial mechanism that assisted the independence of women and their offspring. In this way the exploitation of African men, women and children on distant continents exerted an often progressive effect at home, touching and frequently improving the lives of the neediest Britons, and acting as a catalyst for greater health and leaving a legacy of benefit for generations.

Perhaps the single most surprising effect was the way that the traffic unified the nation. Involvement in the slave trade helped British slave traders build bridges between rivals, between previously warring groups, to resolve tension between the two sides in the Civil War and heal the nation, to bind England and Scotland together after the Act of Union, and to find common cause between emerging political parties. Throughout Britain’s history, slave-trading often exerted a steadying, grounding influence on the nation’s development.

At the same time, while this fuller picture of the identities of Britain’s slave traders reveals a great deal, it is important to note what it does not or cannot tell us, too. The lives of British slave traders were varied. In many (though not all) cases, their slave-trading was a marginal concern, a smaller presence within a larger financial portfolio, or a fleeting priority within a larger career. Similarly, it is also important to note that in most cases (though not all), the formative changes described by this book were not exclusively wrought by slave traders, even if the interests created by connection to the traffic shaped these changes in important ways. These fulcrums in British political development – the Glorious and Industrial Revolutions, to take two examples – were certainly not caused by the slave trade. The point of this book is simply that they cannot be fully understood without tracing the part played by human trafficking in enabling them.

What cannot be overstated, however, is how formative for British development the era was in which Britain’s slave-trading occurred. The slave trade emerged at the centre of the nation’s most formative phase – one that connects the English Reformation to the Industrial Revolution. The traffic began in the 1560s as a joint concern between the most powerful sections of Elizabethan society. Over the next two centuries, the trade became democratised and diffused out from London to the regions and down the social hierarchy to become a predominant national concern. This period, both national adolescence and golden age, provides the chronological span of the book.

The reader is guided towards two important caveats. First, while this book uses the phrase ‘slave trader’ in its title, it often deploys ‘trafficker of enslaved African people’ to emphasise that enslavement was something done to the victims and that the word ‘trade’ can sanitise this act. Second, this is not a book about the horrors of the slave trade. It does not seek to provide anything like a complete picture of what British slave traders did to millions of enslaved African men, women and children and how those people (and millions more of their descendants) suffered. In many ways, the book is guilty of humanising those who sought to profit from the perpetration of inhumanity on an industrial scale. In doing so, however, the book juxtaposes the world and lives of British slave traders with the horrors they financed to highlight how different these worlds were, but also to advertise how they depended upon one another.

The book therefore references events in West Africa and in the Caribbean and the Americas and in the Atlantic to show some of the human cost of the British slave traders’ financial calculations. Care has been taken to depict those events. But balancing the worlds of the slave traders with the worlds of the ship violently transporting enslaved people, or the plantation, is hard to get right. Some may feel the balance should be different. The reader is encouraged to turn to the bibliography for recommendations for further reading for a fuller understanding of the victims of the British slave traders.

The ‘slave gain’ that Dickens and Collins observed fleetingly, in the shadowy door frames and dark mahogany parlours of old Lancaster houses, has been hiding for centuries in plain sight. It can be seen in our democracy, our monarchy, our two-party politics, our freedoms, our cultural stereotypes, our social structures and the extent of our borders. The slave trade did not cause these bastions of national development. No single phenomenon did. But this book shows how slave traders prompted, contested, structured, accelerated and actualised these foundational national changes in ways profound enough to reveal the slave trade in the depths of Britain’s grain.




CHAPTER 1

Protecting the Nation’s Honour, 1562–1621

On 29 October 1562, Henry Machyn – the clerk of the parish of Holy Trinity the Less and self-appointed chronicler of civic events in the City of London – stood outside the Guildhall, looking for any deviations from protocol, but without wishing to expose himself as being less important than those parading through its immense doorway. Rebuilt in the fifteenth century but the great centre for London pageantry and politics for centuries, the Guildhall was hosting privy councillors, judges, noblemen and women, and all the aldermen of the City – London’s most eminent and powerful citizens, celebrating the swearing-in of a new lord mayor, Thomas Lodge.

Machyn recorded that earlier in the day Lodge had travelled by barge from the City to the royal palace at Westminster, with the aldermen and representatives of the City’s livery companies (which Machyn referred to as the crafts) resplendent in their uniforms. They had done so to complete an ancient ritual in which the lord mayor made an inaugural oath to the monarch prior to a ‘goodly feast, decked with streamers and banners, with drums, trumpets and gowns’. Machyn did not mention Queen Elizabeth, almost four years into her reign, perhaps because she was probably absent being close to death with smallpox at that time.

The grand procession then returned to the City and its spiritual heart, the massive medieval cathedral of St Paul’s, to meet the bachelors of the city in ‘crimson damask hoods … with … flutes blowing’ and some of the ‘poor men in blue gowns and red capes’ also in attendance. These men were the objects of the City’s huge charity and were paraded with targets, javelins, standards and great banners of arms to ground the festivity in a grave, pious context.1

These rituals captured the carefully calibrated relationship of London’s two ancient cities in the service of the nation: the financial centre, derived from Londinium, and the governmental centre at Westminster descended from the Anglo-Saxons. The two great institutions – the City and the monarchy – enjoyed carefully documented, prescribed autonomy, but the moneymen disguised their autonomy and hold over the monarchs with carefully choreographed acts of fealty like this one. While the lord mayor went upstream to Westminster to take the oath of allegiance to the Crown, Elizabeth’s privy councillors sailed downstream to Guildhall for the pageant, just as monarchs had often feasted in Guildhall to honour the men who had financed their military victories since Agincourt. A long-standing transaction of power and money lay behind the crimsoned choreography.

As the feast gathered momentum, various strands of conversation, some raucous and jingoistic, some hushed and conspiratorial, filled the medieval hall. Ministers spoke of English support for their fellow Protestants, the Huguenots, at Le Havre in north-western France who were in a perilous position in a nation increasingly defining itself as intrinsically Catholic. This plan to ally with French Huguenots to take the port and recover a continental foothold was the brainchild of Robert Dudley, a newly appointed privy councillor. Such a bold initiative suited Dudley’s interest in fastening the gallantry of medieval England to the imperatives of Protestant protection. The English adventure was rebuffed, however, by French soldiers motivated more by national than confessional solidarity. The queen’s illness and the resulting question of the royal succession formed a focus for political conversation in quieter tones, and in darker recesses of the Gothic hall.

Such talk was drowned out by merchants who regaled each other with the various new commercial ventures to trading ports beyond Europe that emerged in the middle of the sixteenth century. The Muscovy Company was founded in 1555 to facilitate trade with Russia, and also to the Ottoman and Safavid empires. As they globalised London’s trade, they became more strident in challenging the foreign merchants who had for decades mediated between London and the rest of the world. As the fire roared, merchants planned to eclipse the Hanseatic Merchants, a pan-European fraternity who exported English goods from their Steelyard headquarters close to London Bridge, and imported Asian goods through Novgorod in northern Russia. While aspiring to a global canvas, the same merchants also mourned the loss of English territory in Europe. But the realisation that England’s last foothold on the European continent at Calais was a lost cause also catalysed the general talk that London should use its entrepreneurial prowess in the service of global, not just European, trading routes.2

But there was another venture whose tropical boldness excited the merchants, and whose geopolitical sensitivity captivated the politicians. Businessmen and power players alike sought information and reassurance about an ambitious commercial endeavour already underway. It was more grandiose and risky than the others – one that would integrate Europe, Africa and South America. It was to be led by the new lord mayor Thomas Lodge, who could boast of his service to the nation by bringing the prestige of the City of London behind this trade. This venture was the transatlantic slave trade, and few of the grandees present at the Guildhall feast could have appreciated the role it would play in the development of the nation in the next quarter-millennium.

In beginning England’s contribution to the transatlantic slave trade, Lodge and his partners followed at least 150 years of precedent. Before Africans were forcibly transported by Europeans across the Atlantic, enslaved labourers in the Levant and the Mediterranean had been forced to migrate to produce commodities for export to distant markets for perhaps 500 years. But broad precedent did not confer legitimacy on Lodge’s human-trafficking business. The slave-trading project supported by Thomas Lodge placed English commercial activity at odds with decades of Spanish control over what Europeans did in the Americas. The year after Christopher Columbus arrived in the Bahamas, 1493, Pope Alexander VI endorsed the Castilian Crown’s claim to incorporate the Americas. The Spanish had then claimed the territory of the Aztec Empire when Hernán Cortés supplanted the emperor Montezuma in 1519. As the Spanish sought to extract precious metals from the Americas, they began to import tens of thousands of enslaved Africans.3

Slavery had been a feature of most societies. Portuguese explorers arrived in Africa in the early fifteenth century and began to import enslaved Africans into Europe to work as domestic servants. They also moved enslaved people around Africa. Towards the end of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese began to move enslaved Africans to island plantations at the Azores, Madeira, Cape Verde, São Tomé and the Spanish Canary Islands, and they became tied to the production of sugar. Early in the sixteenth century, the Portuguese had intensified their commercial relations with the Kongo and Luanda and expanded their trafficking of enslaved Africans. The Portuguese then seized the shoreline of eastern South America at Pernambuco early in the sixteenth century and transplanted this unique technology of exploitation – the plantation – to the Americas.

The Spanish opted to contract out the labour supply for their colonies in the Americas. Initially, Genoese merchants supplied enslaved people. By the middle of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese had begun to traffic slaves to the Spanish Americas. The first slave-trading voyage which Thomas Lodge participated in was part of an attempt by an ambitious syndicate of English investors to supply enslaved people to the Spanish Empire to limit the Portuguese attempt to monopolise this trade. It was a geopolitical challenge to the Iberian power’s presumed monopoly over Atlantic commerce. The English slave trade initiated a famously buccaneering, nationalist phase of English history usually caricatured as being populated by plucky West Country mariners using their instinctive navigational genius to insult and vandalise the complacent Spanish.

This portrayal, however, obscures the role played by the most powerful people in England in inaugurating a trade that would ultimately transport more than 3 million African men, women and children to the plantations. English trafficking of enslaved Africans to the Spanish Americas needed someone of Lodge’s international experience and political prestige to back it. It would involve encroaching on Portuguese commercial interests and could be interpreted as intruding on Spanish concerns as well. According to Spanish regulations, no unregistered goods or enslaved people could be transported to the Spanish Americas, and merchants could not go there without licence from the Spanish king.

As well as being the leader of the City of London merchants, Lodge was a member of the Grocers’ livery company – the traditional specialists in global trade – and served as master of that company in 1559–60. Along with other City grandees of the time, he had led the development of new corporate structures to regularise an expanding trade between London and markets beyond Europe, to Russia and Africa. Lodge was governor of the Muscovy Company the year before his election as lord mayor.4 But he could not mount a voyage of this scale and geopolitical sensitivity alone.

This new multi-continental commercial venture was facilitated by an interesting collaboration between experienced merchants like Lodge and his partner, Lionel Duckett, and leading figures in the emerging Royal Navy. Duckett and Lodge formed a syndicate with officials of the Navy Office, then based just outside the Tower of London, including Benjamin Gonson, the Treasurer of the Navy, and his deputy, William Winter. Another member of the group, William Bromfield, was also a naval official. They provided the latest insights about shipping and navigation and provided another basis for collaboration with the state.5

The Royal Navy had also been expanding the merchants’ commercial field of view. Since the late 1550s, Gonson and Winter had been helping to implement the Muscovy Company’s plan to monopolise all trade from England beyond Europe. Winter had invested in Thomas Wyndham’s voyage to what English merchants called Guinea (referring to the African continent) in 1553. In 1557, Gonson and Winter were supporting other ships bound for Guinea. Duckett had led a trading venture to Guinea in 1558. But these men had not then proposed to capture enslaved Africans. This was an innovation inaugurated by merchant, naval and state backing at the very highest level.

Though crucial to its success, Thomas Lodge, however, was not the initiator of this human-trafficking syndicate. The prime mover in bringing this remarkable group of highly respected and experienced state officials and leading London merchants together was someone much more obscure. His name was John Hawkins. Hailing from the West Country port town of Plymouth, which became a famous nursery for English seamen, Hawkins was eminently entrepreneurial and highly capable of persuading people from all backgrounds, religions and nations.6

Hawkins was also happy to shed his national skin in the service of his coffers. He worked on behalf of the king of Spain from Plymouth in the 1550s to help with the logistics for the king’s marriage to Henry VIII’s older daughter, Queen Mary (Elizabeth’s predecessor and half-sister). Hawkins also ran a highly successful shipping business with his brother and privateered during the French war of 1557–9. His principal trading interests were to the Canary Islands, where he retained deep commercial ties with the Ponce and Soler families.7

These islands had pioneered the violent transportation of enslaved Africans to the New World. It was here that Hawkins and a partner, Pedro de Ponte, discussed the possibility of English participation in this uniquely brutal, complex and capital-intensive trade. Hawkins proposed to use the Spanish networks he had acquired through his trade with the Canaries to shroud his interests in supplying the labour-hungry Spanish colonists with enslaved African labour. He would turn his good standing with the Spanish into a subterfuge to enrich himself at their expense. It was a plan that was almost unbelievably bold and dangerous. Because of this, he cleverly approached merchants and officials more powerful than him, to spread the substantial risks.

This involved Hawkins moving to London to form a syndicate. The network of human traffickers was partly familial. Hawkins had quickly established himself in London as an expert merchant and mariner. He became attached to Benjamin Gonson’s daughter, Katherine, fathering a child who would be legitimated once Hawkins had completed his bold commercial plan. Through Katherine Gonson, he met her godfather, Thomas Lodge. Gonson also connected him to William Winter and Lionel Duckett, who could share their expertise of Guinea voyages.

This network provided for Hawkins precisely the sort of business contacts to implement his plan to pioneer England’s trade in enslaved Africans. Although he gathered the support of leading officials in the Royal Navy, Hawkins’ experiment bypassed explicit state support. His opening venture derived from his belief that a fluid approach to national affiliation could be good for business. He appears to have sailed for Africa expecting his prior contacts in the Spanish world to protect him. When operating in the Spanish context, Hawkins was notorious for mentioning his close connection to the Spanish, describing himself as a ‘servant of’ King Philip.8

Hawkins gathered three ships of 260 tons with crews sourced from his native Plymouth and began to assemble his cargoes, with the help of his new, powerful friends and kinsman in London. As Lodge and other backers celebrated the Guildhall feast, Hawkins touched at Tenerife to gather support and expertise from his contacts there. He then sailed to Sierra Leone and seized (rather than trafficked) about 300 enslaved Africans. Hawkins sold them away from the official Spanish gaze at St Domingo in the provincial ports of Isabela, Puerto de Plata and Monte Cristi in April 1563. Careful to pay the local dues, and to record his transactions as official, Hawkins proposed to sell the goods he had exchanged for enslaved Africans in Seville, but the Spanish authorities confiscated them.

Hawkins returned to England in August 1563. Ever confident of his diplomatic skills, Hawkins appealed to the queen to recover his confiscated goods. Despite these obstructions, his voyage was still hugely profitable, and the scale of his profits appears to have encouraged still more powerful backers to support him for a follow-on voyage. Meanwhile, perceptive Spanish officials interpreted Hawkins’ plan as an affront to Spanish control in the Americas.9 The cordiality of Hawkins’ relations with the leading commercial families of the Canary Islands had done much to ruin diplomatic relations between England and Spain.

England’s slave trade emerged with the backing of some of the most powerful people in the country. It appeared at and shaped a pivotal moment in English history. It showed European rivals a determination to operate in the Atlantic without fealty to the Iberian powers. It also represented a bold acceleration of England’s commercial self-determination, as merchants looked beyond Europe on their own terms, and challenged the privileges of foreign merchants, like the Hansa, who had long dominated the City’s connections with the profitable markets of the Baltic and Asia.

In pioneering England’s contribution to the transatlantic traffic in enslaved African people, John Hawkins had leveraged a distinctively English combination of elite London merchants, who were reshaping the geography of England’s commercial orbit by pushing beyond Europe to the rest of the world, and the architects of the state’s maritime force – the Royal Navy. This was ambitious enough for a Plymouth upstart – albeit one with intelligence, charisma and a predisposition for violence. But in these first pioneering steps, John Hawkins opted to keep the state out of the venture and chose not to conduct the voyages as part of a national strategic plan. The success of his experiment meant that the English state participated in his next venture, and he repurposed his subterfuge as part of a revamped state foreign policy.

It would be hard, but in March 1564, Robert Dudley had to accept the status of an aristocratic magnate, and set aside even grander dynastic dreams. Marriage to the queen of England was now out of the question. To sooth his battered ego, Queen Elizabeth ensured that he could resort to this lesser status in the most opulent fashion possible and granted him the huge high-medieval edifice of Kenilworth Castle, where the Plantagenet John of Gaunt had ruled the kingdom in the fourteenth century.

The intimacy between Robert Dudley and Elizabeth Tudor dated from their shared incarceration in the Tower of London in the 1550s, when she was a marginalised Protestant princess. His impetuous marriage to Amy Robsart thwarted a union with Elizabeth, and Robsart’s mysterious death in 1560 ruled out the possibility of nuptials entirely. Dudley looked desperately for projects to divert his huge energies and outsized ambitions. The Privy Council provided many of these: protection of Protestants on the continent, finalising the handover of Calais, preventing the omnipotence of his great rival William Cecil, Elizabeth’s chief minister. Some way down this list of priorities came John Hawkins’ bold transgressions of the Iberian monopoly of the Atlantic world. Rather than simply helping to recover the profits of Hawkins’ first slave-trading mission, Dudley went one step further and personally supported a second voyage in March 1564.10

Hawkins’ first voyage had prompted a diplomatic spat. Noting the geopolitical sensitivities as well as the huge profits of Hawkins’ trafficking, influential government officials teamed up alongside Dudley to invest, in addition to the phalanx of merchants and naval officials already syndicated. Chief among the government ministers was William Cecil. The Earl of Pembroke also contributed, and his involvement, as the leading noble during the 1550s when Spanish interests were best informed about English politics, appears to have given the Spanish the most cause for concern.

Thomas Lodge and Lionel Duckett quietly stepped away. But other established City merchants of even greater stature came forward as financiers for Hawkins’ second voyage: two former lord mayors and (former and serving) Members of Parliament for London, William Chester and William Garrard. Just as Benjamin Gonson and William Winter provided the naval contacts to support Hawkins’ first voyage, Edward Fiennes de Clinton, Lord Clinton and Saye, the Lord High Admiral, now provided elite experience of seamanship, as well as noble backing. Clinton had led the unsuccessful attack on Le Havre for Dudley the year before and had lent Royal Navy ships to the Guinea adventurers in the 1550s.

Once the English government became aware of Hawkins’ straddling of English and Spanish networks, officials repatriated Hawkins’ allegiance by intervening diplomatically to help him recover some of his gains from the first voyage. These government officials like Cecil and Dudley then inverted his mission: from one that sought to prosper through Spanish protection to one that resolved to prosper at the expense of Spain and with English state backing at the highest level. Queen Elizabeth herself completed this process by granting Hawkins the Jesus of Lubeck, the massive Hanseatic vessel her father had purchased, and the right to fly on it the royal standard.

Hawkins now had formal state backing. Observing this, Spanish officials quickly importuned the queen for explanation. The Spanish ambassador, Diego Guzmán de Silva, approached Elizabeth in July 1564 asking searching questions about Hawkins’ voyage and the powerful people he knew had supported it. Convinced of the strategic importance of Hawkins’ vision, Elizabeth shrugged him off. Guzmán believed, however, that he could convince Hawkins to serve Spain.11 The depth and extent of Hawkins’ Spanish network meant that his leading Spanish officials would find it hard to believe – even with the extent of state support for Hawkins – that he could not be turned to Spanish interests.

Placing Dudley and Cecil within the investors in Hawkins’ second slave-trading voyage proved a huge turning point in English history, as the English used their participation in the transatlantic traffic in enslaved African people as the tip of an arrow directed at the heart of Spanish possessions in the New World. In the decade before Francis Drake’s famous raids on the Spanish silver flotillas, Hawkins used the transportation of Africans to humiliate the Spanish and promote English focus on the Americas. With full diplomatic awareness of Hawkins’ violations now the talk of the courts of Europe, it would require the full backing of the English state to support this policy. Such audacious action restored Dudley’s wounded masculinity, and went some way to alleviate the state’s mourning of its last continental possession, Calais, at the Treaty of Troyes.

Hawkins’ second voyage was even more spectacularly successful than the first. It sailed with larger tonnage, including the massive Jesus of Lubeck. It transported 300 enslaved Africans from Sierra Leone to Rio de la Hacha and completed its journey without molestation. The Spanish ambassador Guzmán updated King Philip of Spain that the voyage had brought back ‘50,000 ducats of silver’ as the proceeds of Hawkins’ sale of enslaved Africans. Guzmán began to seek more information about Hawkins to relay to Philip. Guzmán and Hawkins dined together on several occasions, with the Spaniard peppering Hawkins with questions about his intentions. Guzmán wrote to Philip: ‘The trade of capturing negroes in Guinea and taking them to the Indies is considered very profitable [in England] … It seems advisable to get this man out of the country, so that he may not teach others.’12 This proved perceptive advice, but it was not (and perhaps could not have been easily) followed.

Delighted at the role the slave trade played in altering English commercial policy and the funds it generated for the royal purse and her courtiers, Queen Elizabeth granted Hawkins a heraldic crest including an African slave. The explicit support and participation of Cecil, Dudley and Elizabeth in Hawkins’ second slave-trading voyage saw Hawkins opportunistically shift his whole commercial modus operandi. Having failed to supply his former commercial contacts with enslaved people without attracting official disapproval, he appeared on the English state’s radar. Beset by failures in France, the English Privy Council and Queen Elizabeth herself saw Hawkins’ slave-trading as a route to antagonise Spanish interests, rather than – as Hawkins initially saw it – to advance them. Slave-trading would become the centrepiece of English grand strategy in the Atlantic, receiving the support of the highest-ranking state official – the monarch.

On 21 December 1567, seventy Protestant Walloon refugees from the southern Netherlands town of Valenciennes had their first Communion in their newly found haven of Southampton having fled the Spanish Inquisition. The first revolt of the Netherlands against their Spanish overlords had failed. Fifteen thousand Calvinist refugees came to England, spread across London and the towns of Norwich and Sandwich. The community at Southampton was new and was meant, according to the Privy Council policy that had placed them there, to revitalise the town’s economy.13

On 19 November 1568, the Walloons observed a Huguenot privateer prowling the English Channel to undermine Spanish supply lines to the Netherlands. A Spanish ship bound for Antwerp, which contained 155 chests of Spanish bullion (amounting to £85,000) to pay the Duke of Alva’s Spanish armies in the Netherlands, nervously navigated these waters. Unaware of the English state’s increasingly anti-Spanish outlook, the heavily laden ship sought refuge in English waters. Aware of the Walloon community there, the Huguenot privateers sought to bribe coastal officials at Southampton to allow them to prey on this ship and assist the uprising.14 Accepting refugee Protestants from the Spanish Netherlands was English state policy, but the debacle at Le Havre had taught the English to be cautious in extending too much support. Instead, state officials took control of the bullion themselves and had it moved to the Tower of London for safekeeping and to supplement the meagre resources of Queen Elizabeth’s treasury.

The sequestering of the Spanish bullion served another purpose. John Hawkins arrived back from his third voyage transporting enslaved Africans in January 1569. It had been backed by a now consolidated (and also transnational) syndicate representing City, navy and state which included William Chester, Lionel Duckett (supplemented by Rowland Hayward, who would be lord mayor of London in 1570) and the ubiquitous Genoese financier Benedict Spinola, Benjamin Gonson, William Winter, William Cecil, Lord Clinton, Lord Pembroke and the queen. It sailed in explicit, open and provocative breach of the Spanish monopoly.

As they planned the voyage, Elizabeth again received the Spanish ambassador’s accusations that it had been supported by some of her Privy Council. This time she was more strident in her dealings with the Spanish. She did not deny Guzmán’s accusation, but instead boldly argued that she enjoyed the right to conduct the voyage, providing an explicit and public signal of the turning point in English attitudes to the Atlantic that Hawkins’ second voyage had established. Persistent Spanish threats against the Netherlands solidified Elizabeth’s willingness to support Hawkins in his campaign to unsettle Spanish trade in the New World.

This third voyage had embarked on 2 October 1567. Despite the accumulated experience, the voyage ran into difficulties early on. These did not appear to emanate from Spanish opposition. Once at Cape Verde on 18 November, Hawkins recounted the hostility he encountered, including being shot with a poisoned arrow, now that his exploits had become so well known, and in seeking to capture enslaved people ‘we gatt but fewe’. Hawkins again had to use more force. Some local leaders enlisted him and his men to assault their rivals, which Hawkins appreciated would enlarge his supply of enslaved people. On 15 January 1568, 120 of Hawkins’ men assaulted a town, and after much fighting took 250 enslaved people.

Matters did not improve, however. Hawkins reached Florida on 11 August 1568 and sustained an ‘extreme storm’ for three days. After more than forty years afloat, the Jesus of Lubeck had been attacked by worms, eating holes in the hull, and the storm ‘cutt downe all’ the Jesus’ ‘higher buildings’. Without a place to refit, Hawkins took the risky step of sailing to San Juan de Ulúa at Mexico, at the centre of Spanish interests, and without any possibility of being able to cover his true intentions. The Spanish seized the profits of his voyage. As they refused to trade with him at Rio de la Hacha, Hawkins again resorted to violence, and managed to transfer his treasure out of the Jesus, which he abandoned. A junior officer and a kinsman from Plymouth who had also been on his first voyage, Francis Drake, fled in the Judith, and Hawkins, now captaining the Minion, made a disastrous homeward voyage. Attacked by the Spanish, the Minion drifted across the Atlantic, her crew half starving and diseased. Hawkins arrived back in England on 25 January 1569, famously exclaiming, ‘All is lost, save our honour.’15

Hearing news of Hawkins’ disastrous voyage, his brother William’s thoughts immediately went to the Spanish gold in the Tower of London. William Hawkins had known of the Huguenot privateers’ interest in the money and now saw it as compensation for his brother’s losses and petitioned an investor in the voyage, William Cecil, to claim it. Another investor in the voyage, Benedict Spinola, was on hand to advise on the legal technicalities. Spinola argued that as the money had not been formally received by the king of Spain, it remained a loan from Genoese bankers (like himself) and therefore still their property. That loan could therefore be legally transferred to Queen Elizabeth. Adopting this contentious view, Cecil knew that sequestering a substantial sum of what the king of Spain regarded as his money would catalyse the intentions of Hawkins’ voyage: to further alienate Spain.

Appropriation of the Duke of Alva’s bullion further inflamed Spanish attitudes towards Elizabeth. She and Cecil knew that the Spanish were stretched in the Netherlands and could not suppress the rebellion there if they were hostile to the English, who controlled the sea lanes.16 This pivot would prove formative for the state policy that Cecil led for the rest of Elizabeth’s reign.

Meanwhile, however, in seeking to publicise his hardships on the third voyage by printing an account of his Troublesome Voyage, Hawkins had amplified the indignities of the Spanish, which aided investors, Cecil and Elizabeth in adopting a stronger position against the Spanish. Hawkins had done very well out of the first two voyages. So had his investors, with profits calculated at between forty and sixty per cent. But the privations of the third, and his decision to broadcast those, meant that no one made a voyage transporting enslaved African people for a half a century.

John Hawkins achieved various benefits from his pioneering of the English slave trade. These went beyond money. In 1577, Benjamin Gonson transferred the post of Treasurer of the Navy to Hawkins. The lessons Hawkins had learned in pioneering the trafficking of enslaved Africans would prove valuable as tensions between England and Spain reached their zenith in the 1580s.

As the Spanish fleet awoke on 21 July 1588,17 the English fleet of fifty ships which had been positioned to the east of Plymouth was now windward and bearing down on the Armada of about one hundred and twenty ships. Led by West Countrymen with an intimate knowledge of these waters, the English had trapped the Armada. A battery of shot whistled and shattered across the Spanish vessels.

Thirty years before, John Hawkins had greeted the Spanish king in these waters and would describe him as master. But now, off Eddystone, Hawkins countered any claim of his subordination to a foreign monarch. Bored with the administration of the navy in London, Hawkins had been sent back to his native Plymouth to lead the navy’s Western Squadron. Hawkins watched with nervous pride as the invading Spanish fleet bypassed Plymouth harbour to engage the Royal Navy he had done much to professionalise. Hawkins duly humiliated the Spanish. The English galleons with their low guns outshot, outsailed and outmanoeuvred the top-heavy Spanish carracks. All the English ships remained unscathed after the battle and were well enough supplied to chase the Spanish as far north as the Firth of Forth.

These were John Hawkins’ victories, and they were played out in front of his home crowd. More than anyone else, Hawkins was responsible for the excellence of the ships.18 Hawkins had more experience of long-distance sailing than anyone else, gathered during his crossings between West Africa and the Americas almost a quarter-century before. Memories of the high-castled Jesus of Lubeck, leaning and leaking and foundering in Florida, had led to Hawkins’ insistence on alterations to ship design in the Royal Navy once he had become treasurer. The worm damage and rot of the Jesus led Hawkins to pioneer the double-skin method of deploying horsehair between the planking of the ships.

Hawkins also improved victualling, based largely on the privations of his third slave-trading voyage. This allowed the Western Squadron to chase the Armada as far as it did. Hawkins altered the staffing from one man per one and a half tons to one man per two tons, making voyages more efficient, prolonging time at sea and therefore range. This allowed Hawkins to increase the pay of the crew by a third to ten shillings a month. He also worked to improve conditions, by focussing on hygiene, diet, comfort (deploying Brazil beds, or hammocks) and musical entertainment.19

Hawkins’ moment of triumph in preventing the Spanish invasion of England would finally end speculation about his patriotism. The state’s willingness to trust him with this grave responsibility owed much to his success as a maritime raider in the Atlantic and the pioneering of England’s transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans. The first English ventures in transporting enslaved Africans not only reset English foreign policy and catalysed a global commercial outlook, but also provided experiments that improved the nation’s navigational technology, and with that came the survival of the nation itself.




CHAPTER 2

Another Kind of People, 1621–1649

In January 1621, Buckar Sano watched an open rowing boat quietly beach in a break in the dense green vegetation that bordered the River Gambia. The party of ten Europeans and four local guides had travelled on the river for days. Before that, they had sailed for 200 miles from the mouth of the river. Led by the English mariner and merchant Richard Jobson, they had left Dartmouth in Devon on 25 October the previous year. In search of the River Gambia’s presumed connection with the gold-trading routes of the Sahara, they met with a local gold merchant, Buckar Sano, whom they found in a bend of the river near the port town of Perai.

Trade had not been brisk, and Sano wished to purchase the guns and alcohol he suspected the English merchants would bring. He was not disappointed. Sano overindulged in the spirits that Jobson sold, promptly fell asleep, and expressed regret at his intemperance the next day. As Jobson summarised: ‘All that day hee found himself so sick, after his drinking, that hee told me hee could tend no businesse.’ Europeans often undermined African interlocutors with alcohol, but Jobson suspected Sano’s hangover was a ruse to manufacture commercial reticence.

Instead of presenting an opportunity to sell the gold Jobson wished to purchase, Sano wearily gestured towards ‘certaine young blacke women, who were standing by themselves, and had white strings crosse their bodies, which hee told me were slaves, brought for me to buy’. Jobson responded to this offer with rehearsed pride: ‘I made answer, We were a people, who did not deale in any such commodities, neither did wee buy or sell one another, or any that had our owne shapes.’

Jobson’s rebuke to Sano at the notion of an Englishman purchasing enslaved people was surprising to Sano but was also carefully written up to communicate something about English self-perception at the time, as if trafficking human beings was contrary to English national identity. Jobson continued that Sano ‘seemed to marvel much’ at his response. This surprise helped Jobson to document how English discomfort about purchasing human beings made them stand out from other Europeans. Sano ‘told us, it was the only marchandize, they carried downe into the countrey, [and] that they were sold there to white men, who earnestly desired them’. To which Jobson replied that other Europeans ‘were another kinde of people different from us’.1

Jobson had been sent by an organisation called the Guinea Company to Gambia in October 1621. This organisation was the second in a long line of state-sponsored companies to lay the infrastructure for Anglo-African trade. The Senegal Adventurers predated it. The Guinea Company focussed for the most part on African gold. Much like the equivalents used to kick-start trade with the Russian tsar (the Muscovy Company), the Ottoman sultan (the Levant Company) and the spice islands (the East India Company), these organisations allied elite, mostly London capital with monopoly privilege granted by the monarchy.

Over half a century after Robert Dudley, William Cecil, Queen Elizabeth and John Hawkins had made the trafficking of enslaved Africans a means to advance a wider national project to challenge Spanish hegemony, Jobson rejected an African merchant’s offer to sell enslaved human beings to him. In this fifty-year period, the English had not followed Hawkins’ example (as the Spanish ambassador hoped they would not). Jobson’s rebuke to Buckar Sano was not indicative of some sort of national volte-face about the benefits of the slave trade. Instead, in the reducing tensions between the English and Spanish after the Armada, and with English interest in governing territory in the New World, as well as vandalising sea routes, Jobson’s rejection shows us to what extent the English proposed to conduct their operations in America in ways that differed from their Spanish inspiration. This difference hinged on their attitudes to the enslavement of Africans.

To begin with, the English pored over translated Spanish texts which criticised the Spanish brutality towards the indigenous populations of the Americas. Prominent among these was the work of the Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas. Las Casas had recounted how tyrannical Spanish conquerors had either killed the populations they found in the Americas or slayed the survivors in ‘tyrannicall slaverie’. The result was ‘so many dammages, so many murders, so many cruelties … and iniquities, that there is no humane tongue … able to discipher them’. Las Casas made it clear that the life the Spanish extended to those they chose not to murder
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