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INTRODUCTION

I REMEMBER AS IF IT WERE YESTERDAY the day when I began to be interested in the slave trade: it was thirty years ago. I was dining in London. At the table, among others, there was the Prime Minister of Trinidad, the historian Dr Eric Williams. Hearing that I was making a study of the causes of the Cuban Revolution, he expressed astonishment that I should contemplate writing such a book without reading his own works, such as A History of Trinidad and Tobago (completed, he spiritedly explained, in ten days while his people were celebrating carnival) and, above all, Capitalism and Slavery, a copy of which came to my house next day, by messenger, from the Trinidad High Commission.

A swift perusal of the latter showed me the fascination of the eighteenth-century Caribbean, and I devoted much attention, in what became a history of Cuba, to slavery and the slave trade on that island.

I became particularly interested in a Basque, Julián Zulueta, the last great slave trader of Cuba (if you will permit the adjective) and, therefore, of the Americas, a man who started quite humbly, as a trader in all sorts of goods, in Havana in the 1830s but who by the late 1840s was a byword for evil-doing in the minds (and logs) of the British naval patrol trying to prevent the slave trade; for Zulueta had his own large sugar plantations in Cuba to which he would bring, in fast clippers often built in Baltimore, 500 or 600 slaves direct from Cabinda, just to the north of the River Congo.

Being a modern man, Zulueta would usually have his slaves vaccinated before they set off across the Atlantic, and by the 1850s he began to use for the passage steamboats capable of carrying over 1,000 captives; being a Catholic, he had his slaves baptized before they left Africa. What sort of man could he have been, I asked myself, who was carrying on the slave trade in a Christian colony four centuries after a pope, Pius II, had condemned the practice of enslaving baptized Africans? And how did Zulueta justify his insatiable demands for slaves almost a century after Adam Smith had dryly insisted that they were less efficient than free men? Why was he subsequently made a marquis by the Spanish government; and when he styled himself Marquis of Alava was he thinking as much of the name of his sugar plantation as of his home province? And what happened to his great fortune? And to his papers?

At the time I did not follow up these questions very far, but I did write an article on the subject in 1967 for the Observer, on the invitation of

Anthony Sampson, to mark what appeared to be the centenary of the end of the slave trade. The subject continued thereafter to lurk in my mind, as did an interest in other slave traders, on other countries, other men who made money from ‘ebony’ or ‘black cargoes’, such as the Irish-Frenchman Antoine Walsh of Nantes who also carried Bonnie Prince Charlie to Scotland by boat, the Du Teillay, or James de Wolf, of Bristol, Rhode Island – he became a United States senator; or other merchants who built beautiful houses, like so many slavers of Liverpool; or of Lisbon; or of Seville; or of Middleburg, the Roosevelts’ home in Holland – home, too, after that family had left for New Holland, of the largest Dutch slave-trading company of the eighteenth century. In the 1980s I even wrote a novel, Havana, about John Kennion, a Liverpool Unitarian who had a commission to import slaves to Cuba in 1762, after the British capture of that island during the Seven Years War.

I once walked round the still-elegant streets of Walsh’s Nantes, many of which survived the Allied bombardment of 1944, and recalled how the onetime slave-trading residents of the mansions on the Île Feydeau, in the 1780s, sent their dirty linen to be laundered in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) where the mountain streams were said to wash whiter than any in Brittany. David Hancock, in a fine recent book, named his central figure, Richard Oswald, ‘a citizen of the world’ – as well he might be called, for he had property in Scotland, London, Florida, Jamaica, and Virginia, as well as a share in Bence Island, off Sierra Leone, which he used as a depot for slaves (he and his partners built a golf course there for the benefit of waiting captains and others, on which the caddies were slaves in kilts). Because of his knowledge of America, Oswald was one of the negotiators at the Peace of Paris in 1783, along with, on the United States side, old business associates such as Benjamin Franklin and above all Henry Laurens, of Charleston, South Carolina, the latter also, in his early life, a large-scale slave trader to whom Oswald had often carried black slaves. How curious it is to imagine the two of them there in Paris, in the Rue Jacob, by the corner of the Rue des Saints Pères, rich men by virtue – among other things, to be sure – of innumerable slave transactions linking Europe, Africa, and the Americas, and negotiating the liberty of North America.

In my idle reading, I found, too, as good a candidate of my own to rival Hancock’s ‘citizen of the world’: Bartolommeo Marchionni, a Florentine merchant and banker in Lisbon who had sugar plantations in Madeira in the 1480s; who financed the journeys of the great Portuguese travellers to Ethiopia in 1487; who had a ship in da Gama’s expedition to India in 1498, as also in Cabral’s expedition which discovered Brazil – probably by mistake – in 1500; who suggested to the King of Portugal that he should use his, Marchionni’s, compatriot Vespucci for a journey to Brazil in 1501; and who was a monopoly trader in slaves from the Benin River in the 1490s, carrying captives not only to Portugal and Madeira

but also to Elmina, on the Gold Coast, where he sold them to African merchants for gold, finding a better price from them than he would have achieved in Lisbon.

As a result of this interest, stretching back half of a lifetime, I decided, a few years ago, to write my own history of the slave trade. It may be said that that is now such well-ploughed ground that there is no room for any new cultivation; that Philip Curtin and his successors have counted the statistics of the slave trade as well they can ever be; that every harbour and people concerned have their own historians, many of whom have been meeting at productive conferences all over the world for years. David Brion Davis has transformed the history of abolition by his wonderfully erudite volumes. The history of the cowrie shell (so much used a currency in Africa for so long) has been written, as has the history of the Birmingham gun, much used as barter for so many slaves.

But any commercial undertaking involving the carriage of millions of people, stretching over several hundred years, involving every maritime European nation, every Atlantic-facing people (and some others), and every country of the Americas, is a planet of its own, always with room for new observations, reflections, evidence, and judgements. Further, it was the slave merchants themselves, sitting in their fine counting houses in London or Lisbon, men who often never saw slaves but profited from their sale, who interested me; and those had been rather ignored in the controversies over the exact number of slaves carried, and the percentage profit.

The slave trade was, of course, an iniquity. All the same, every historian must recall Hugh Trevor-Roper’s warning: ‘every age has its own social context, its own climate, and takes it for granted. . . . To neglect it – to use terms like “rational”, “superstitious”, “progressive”, “reactionary”, as if only that was rational which obeyed our rules of reason, only that progressive which pointed to us – is worse than wrong: it is vulgar.’1

Further, the study of this commerce can offer something to almost everyone. If one is interested in international morality, one can ask how it was that in the seventeenth century several Northern European countries hesitated so little before abetting a revival on a large scale of an institution which had nearly been abandoned in the region by the year 1100, and sometimes, as in England, with something like abolitionist tones in the archbishops’ statements against the practice. ‘We were a people who did not trade in any such commodities,’ proudly said Richard Jobson, an English trader, when offered slaves by an Arab trader in the River Sénégal in 16182 – but at much the same time Sir Robert Rich, whose portrait by Van Dyck hangs in the Metropolitan Museum in New York, was securing a licence to take such captives to his new plantation in Virginia. If one is concerned about economic history, one can ask whether there is anything in the idea of Dr Eric Williams that the industrial revolution in England was financed by profits from Liverpool slave traders. If Church history is

one’s speciality, one can wonder why the condemnations of Pope Pius II and three other popes were ignored in Catholic countries, and how Jesuits managed to be as deeply implicated as anyone. It might be interesting, too, to explore the precise terms in which Pope Pius condemned the traffic in slaves, and perhaps speculate why Catholic philanthropists of the sixteenth century, such as Bartolomé de las Casas, did not at first extend the generous sympathies which they so warmly offered American Indians to the black Africans.

If the history of popular movements is a preoccupation, the abolitionist movement, so well organized by the Quakers in England and in the United States, must surely seem the first example of such a thing. If commerce with undeveloped countries concerns one, one can dwell on the role of the slave trade in Africa, and calculate, or at least speculate about, what lasting effect it had on the local economies, and also wonder (with a historian of Sierra Leone) whether there could have been any gains from the four hundred years of contact with Europeans on these terms: income, organization of trade, new crops, knowledge of new technology. Then one might put the question whether Britain’s substantial participation in the slave trade during the eighteenth century – the country’s slave captains were carrying about 35,000 captives across the Atlantic every year in the 1780s, in about ninety ships – was compensated for by the lead which British statesmen later gave in abolishing the commerce and, turning gamekeeper to the world after having been its poacher-in-chief, dedicated diplomacy, naval power, guile, and financial subsidies to bring the trade to a conclusion? In this connection, one can ask whether that British policy was the decisive element in concluding Brazilian slave trading in the 1850s or Cuban in the 1860s. While considering this ambivalent British position, perhaps one should examines why it is that John Hawkins remains a national hero, although his three voyages to the Caribbean in the 1560s, one of them with Francis Drake on board, were primarily slaving voyages. If one is interested in Jewish history, one can also explore Mr Farrakhan’s accusations that Jews dominated the traffic in African slaves. But one would be hard put to find more than one or two Jewish slave traders in the Anglo-Saxon traffic (Aaron Lopez and his father-in-law, Jacobo Rodrigues Ribera, of Newport, Rhode Island, are the only ones known to me). It is true that much of the slave trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Lisbon was financed by converted Jews, New Christians, or conversos; though whether such a person is to be seen as a Jew is not something on which I should wish to pronounce: several of the traders concerned proclaimed their or their forefathers’ Christian conversion as genuine to the very last torture afforded by the Inquisition, even if the Holy Office caused to be burned to death in Mexico and in Lima several prominent slave merchants, whom they denounced not for trading slaves but for the greater crime of ‘judaizing’. If one is as critical of Islam as Mr Farrakhan is of Jewry, one can

explore how far the medieval trans-Saharan trade in black Africans, from the coast of Guinea, was managed by Arab mullah-merchants in the first centuries after the Muslim penetration of Africa, long before Prince Henry the Navigator’s ships were seen in West Africa. One can ask, too, whether there is truth in the oft-repeated claim that the Portuguese treated their slaves better in ‘the Middle Passage’ from Angola to Brazil than the Anglo-Saxons who carried similar cargoes to the Caribbean or to the southern colonies of North America.

If one is interested in the history of the British monarchy (and who, it often seems, is not?), one could do worse than explore the role of James, Duke of York (after whom New York is, so inappropriately, named), as President of the Royal African Company, whose mission was partly to trade in slaves. Or one could wonder if it is true, as Wilberforce’s most recent biographer, the late Robin Furneaux, suggested, that that tantalizing comment in Thomas Clarkson’s History of the abolition of the African slave trade (that there was something, he could not say what, about Pitt’s inability to make the end of the slave trade a government issue) is to be explained by King George III’s hatred of the abolitionists – as strong as that of his son, the future William IV, who as Duke of Clarence led the House of Lords’ opposition to Wilberforce, Pitt, Burke, Fox, Sheridan, and Canning, and all the others of ‘the brightest and the best’ of the 1790s.

If one is looking for villains in this matter, and some are, one should certainly indeed look at royal families more severely than at Jewish ones: I am partly thinking of the rulers of Benin, the kings of Ashanti, Congo, and Dahomey, and the Vili rulers of Loango, who sold great numbers of slaves over many generations, but also of monarchs in Europe, such as one of my own heroes, Ferdinand the Catholic, King of Aragon. ‘Athlete of Christ’, as he was named by the Pope, he gave the first licence to carry slaves on a large scale to the New World, since he wished them to extract gold from the mines of Santo Domingo. But then perhaps Ferdinand cannot be blamed specially for agreeing to the transfer of slaves from one part of his dominion to another, for his agents seem to have bought the Africans concerned in Seville, they having been carried there by merchants of Lisbon such as Bartolommeo Marchionni. Like everyone in his age, Ferdinand would have supposed that, unpleasant though it might be to be a slave, to be owned by a Christian master was infinitely better than being a subject of an infidel. One could find King John III of Portugal responsible for an even more dangerous innovation, for he, in 1530, agreed that slaves from Africa might be taken direct to the Americas. And how can we exclude the Sun King himself, Louis XIV, from our selective castigation, for his ministers agreed to pay a bounty for every slave delivered to the New World – a bounty that was still being paid in 1790, the year when Thomas Clarkson, in Paris to publicize the cause of abolition, was told by the Minister, Necker, recently recalled to power, that he dared

not show the diagram of how slaves were stowed on the ship Brookes of Liverpool to the Sun King’s successor-but-one, Louis XVI, because it would distress him too much?

Still, historians must not look for villains. I would hate to be reproached for reading Alice in Wonderland because the author was a great-grandson of the slave trader Lutwidge of Whitehaven; or Chateaubriand because the writer’s father, at Saint-Malo, was both a slave merchant and, once, a slave captain; or Gibbon because the ease which enabled him to write his great work without other occupation derived from a fortune accumulated by his grandfather, a director of the South Sea Company, whose chief preoccupation was to carry African slaves in British ships to the Spanish empire. I should not like to have to boycott the plays of Beaumarchais since that author once sought to obtain the same monopoly from the Spanish Crown. Who would refuse to visit Brown University, that fine foundation in Providence, Rhode Island, because it owes so much to John Brown, who was happily trading in slaves in that city in the 1770s? No one, surely, would refuse to take seriously John Locke, even as a philosopher of liberty, because he was a shareholder in the Royal African Company, whose initials, RAC, would be branded on so many black breasts in Africa during the last quarter of the seventeenth century.

I have a personal reason for hoping that the sins of no collateral ancestors can be visited on the present generation: in the Archivo de Indias in Seville (that best and greatest of imperial archives, to which the American scholar Irene Wright dedicated a sonnet), where I have, in researching the conquest of Mexico, spent some of the most fruitful days of my life, I discovered that a ship bringing twenty slaves to Havana Bay in 1792 was captained by someone from Liverpool by the name of Hugo Tomás.

I have tried in this book to say what happened. In seeking the truth, I have not thought it necessary to speak of outrage on every page. But all the same the question is, how was the business tolerated for so long? In my chapters on abolition I have touched on that; but, at the end of some years spent writing this book, I now cannot think of the traders in slaves, or the captains of the slave ships, as ‘worse’ than the slave owners, who after all constituted the market. There were brutal owners of slaves, such as Frederick Douglass’s putative father, and reasonably kind slave captains, such as John Newton. A few African rulers tried to escape from participation in the transatlantic trade. Mostly they failed. All were caught up in a vast scheme of things which seemed normal at least until 1780.

For only a few parts of this book have I done archival research (for example, Ferdinand the Catholic’s decision to send black slaves to the New World in 1510; the career of Bartolommeo Marchionni; of the licence to carry slaves granted by the former Emperor Charles V; of various moments of the Spanish slave trade; and of some aspects of the end of the trade to both Cuba and Brazil). But I have tried to look at original sources,

where available. In this respect, I wish to pay special thanks to: the late Elizabeth Donnan, whose Documents Illustrative of the Slave Trade to America was a great assistance; and also to Philip Curtin, whose The Slave Trade: A Census was a wonderful guide and whose figures I have only modestly revised. Enriqueta Vila Vilar’s remarkable studies on the sixteenth and seventeenth century Spanish trade, especially Hispanoamerica y el comercio de esclavos, were the best introduction to that theme. The marvellous long essay by David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture, was my stepping stone to the moral questions, while Charles Verlinden’s L’Esclavage dans l’Europe médiévale opened my eyes to the persistence of the institution of slavery during the ages of faith.

I am most grateful to the directors of the libraries and archives where I have been able to study: in particular, those of the Archivo de Indias in Seville; the Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid; the Archivo Histórico Nacional in Madrid; the Real Academia de la Historia in Madrid; the Palazzo Ricardi in Florence; the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris; the New York Public Library; Widener Library, Harvard; the Murger Memorial Library of Boston University; the London Library; the library of the House of Lords, in particular the librarian, David Jones, and his assistants; Cambridge University Library; the Public Record Office, Kew; and the British Library. This will be the last time that I shall express my gratitude to those who work as assistants in the last named’s inspiring Round Reading Room, the most beautiful library in Europe, about to be destroyed by the ignorant philistines who have recently directed British cultural life. I am also grateful to a number of people who read chapters of the book at an early stage – for example, Sir Hugh Lloyd-Jones, and Dr Felipe Fernández Armesto – as to Oliver Knox and my wife, Vanessa, who kindly read the proofs and made many invaluable suggestions. My gratitude to Michael Korda, at Simon & Schuster, is profound; he was a constant encouragement. I am also grateful to Tanya Stobbs and Mary Mount of Macmillan, for their care and assiduity, as to Nicholas Blake, who ensured that, though the book was originally set in the United States, there are no Americanisms. He saved me from other howlers. Gillon Aitken and Andrew Wylie, my agents, were admirable. An immense amount of hard work on this book was done by Gypsy da Silva, also at Simon & Schuster; I must thank her and her copy editor Terry Zaroff-Evans for their patience and meticulous attention to the details of the production.

HUGH THOMAS

London, March 1997
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Book One

GREEN SEA OF DARKNESS

‘Green Sea of Darkness’ was the medieval Arab description for the Atlantic Ocean, used to indicate the terrors of the waters beyond Cape Bojador, which the Portuguese rounded in 1434







1

WHAT HEART COULD BE SO HARD?


‘What heart could be so hard as not to be pierced by piteous feeling to see that company?’

Zurara, Chronicle of the Discovery
and Conquest of Guinea



‘VERY EARLY in the morning, because of the heat’, a few Portuguese seamen on the decks of half a dozen hundred-ton caravels, the new sailing ships, were preparing, on 8 August 1444, to land their African cargo near Lagos, on the south-west point of the Algarve, in Portugal.

This cargo consisted of 235 slaves. On arriving on the mainland, these people were placed in a field. They seemed, as a contemporary put it, ‘a marvellous sight, for, amongst them, were some white enough, fair enough, and well-proportioned; others were less white, like mulattos; others again were as black as Ethiops, and so ugly, both in features and in body, as almost to appear . . . the images of a lower hemisphere.

‘What heart could be so hard’, this contemporary chronicler, Gomes Eannes de Zurara, a courtier attached to the brother of the King of Portugal, the inventive Prince Henry, asked himself, ‘as not to be pierced with piteous feeling to see that company? For some kept their heads low, and their faces bathed in tears, looking one upon another. Others stood groaning very dolorously, looking up to the height of heaven, fixing their eyes upon it, crying out loudly, as if asking help from the Father of nature; others struck their faces with the palms of their hands, throwing themselves at full length upon the ground; while others made lamentations in the manner of a dirge, after the custom of their country. . . .

‘But to increase their sufferings still more’, the writer continued, ‘there now arrived those who had charge of the division of the captives,

and . . . then was it needful to part fathers from sons, husbands from wives, brothers from brothers. No respect was shown to either friends or relations, but each fell where his lot took him.’

Zurara then permitted himself a prayer to the fashionable goddess Fortune: ‘O mighty Fortune, who with thy wheel doest and undoest, compassing the matters of the world as it pleaseth thee, do thou at least put before the eyes of that miserable race some understanding of matters to come, that the captives may receive some consolation in the midst of their great sorrow. . . .’1

The arrival of this collection of Africans was a novelty which many came to observe, among them Prince Henry, the chronicler Zurara’s hero. He watched, impassive, from his horse, and himself received forty-six of those slaves present, the ‘royal fifth’. He gave thanks that he was saving so many new souls for God.

Most of the captives who were on this day the cynosure of all eyes were Azanaghi (now usually known by their Berber name of Sanhajah or Idzagen), from what is today the southern part of the modern state of Sahara, or the northern part of Mauritania. These people later seemed to a Venetian adventurer, Alvise Ca’da Mosto, who would visit them in their own land, ‘tawny, squat and miserable’: in comparison with the blacks from farther south, who for him were ‘well-built, noble-looking men’.2 Yet the Azanaghi were one of the most important families of the veiled Tuaregs, a tribe who had, for generations, been traditional raiders of cities such as Timbuktu and other settled places on the Middle Niger. Arab geographers placed them as living near ‘the Gleaming Mountain’ and ‘the City of Brass’, separated from the unknown land of the blacks to the south by a ‘Sea of Sand . . . very soft to tread, in which man and camel may sink’.3 They had adopted Islam in the eleventh century, but had known remarkably little about that faith till an inflammatory teacher, Ibn-Yasin, a Muslim Berber from the University of Qayrawan (Tunisia), preached to them and captured their imaginations with an austere ‘fundamentalist’ message, which promised, through barbarity and sectarianism, an eventual end to all fighting and disunion. So began the ruthless Almoravid movement – which, in the beginning, caused widespread destruction.

For in the service of unimpeachable ideals the ancestors, or at least collateral ancestors, of the humble captives in Portugal in 1444 had – zealots all, dressed in skins and riding camels – swept through first Morocco and then the Iberian peninsula and, for a time, ruled an empire which stretched from the Rivers Niger and Sénégal in Africa to the Ebro in Spain. Ibn-Yasin’s hermitage, or ribat (the Almoravids were ‘people of the ribat’), in his years of struggle, was not far from that same Arguin whence the slaves of 1444 were stolen. It is thus possible that some of the Portuguese concerned to guard the new arrivals were, as a result of rape or seduction 300 years before, their distant relations.


Zurara described how, even in the fifteenth century, the Azanaghi often made ‘war on the blacks, using more ruse than force, because they are not as vigorous as their captives’. The remark shows why the slaves brought to the Algarve were of so many colours: those captured by the Portuguese raiders included men and women who had already been enslaved by the Azanaghi. If the chronicler’s comment about white and black slaves is accurate, the captives would have also included some who were bought in markets from the ubiquitous Muslim salesmen.

Most of the captives of 1444 had been taken by the Portuguese in a village where: ‘. . . they [the Portuguese], shouting out, “St James, St George, and Portugal,” at once attacked them, killing and taking all they could. Then might you see mothers forsaking their children, and husbands their wives, each striving to escape as best they could. Some drowned themselves in the water, others thought to escape by hiding under their huts, others stowed their children among the seaweed, where our men found them afterwards. . . .’4

The leader of the Portuguese in this expedition was Lançarote de Freitas, a successful young official previously engaged in collecting taxes, but now captain of a newly formed company for trade to Africa, established at Lagos (the town where de Freitas had been an official), for ‘the service of God and the Infante Henry’.5 De Freitas was known as a ‘man of great good sense’, who had been brought up in the large and interesting household of Prince Henry.

The seizure of slaves, rather than their purchase, was then a far from unusual practice in both Europe and Africa. These ‘razzias’, as the odious practice of man-stealing was known, were carried out throughout the Middle Ages in Spain and Africa by Muslim merchants, and their Christian equivalents had done the same. Muslims were justified by the Koran in seizing Christians and enslaving them; the Christians, in their long drawn out reconquest of Muslim Spain, had conducted themselves similarly.

This voyage of de Freitas’s was the first serious commercial venture to West Africa by the Portuguese, whose business leaders, as a result, became as convinced of the benefits of such expeditions as they had previously been sceptical. The merchants of Lisbon had been hoping for gold from West Africa. They had found some, but slaves were in more ample supply. Prince Henry was not displeased: the money which he obtained by selling his share of the slaves could be used to finance further endeavours, including journeys of pure discovery.

The chronicler Zurara probably thought that the captives owed their fate to the sins of their supposed ancestor Ham, cursed by his father, Noah, after seeing him naked and drunk. It was both a Christian and a Muslim tradition to suppose that the descendants of Ham had been turned black. Zurara may also have been influenced by the work two

centuries before of Egidio Colonna, who had written that if people did not have laws, and if they did not live peacefully under a government, they were more beasts than human, and therefore could legally be enslaved.6 No doubt Zurara would have considered that the Africans brought back to Portugal in 1444, whatever their origins, were just such people.
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HUMANITY IS DIVIDED INTO TWO


‘Humanity is divided into two: the masters and the slaves.’

Aristotle, Politics



IN HIS DESCRIPTION of the sale of slaves at Lagos in 1444, Zurara, the court chronicler, was writing of what has since seemed a turning point in history. Yet few occurrences thus named remain so after scrutiny; and the Portuguese, along with all Southern Europeans of that time, were accustomed both to slaves and to slavery.

Most settled societies at one time or another have employed forced labour; and most peoples, even the proud French, the effective Germans, the noble English, the dauntless Spaniards, and, perhaps above all, the poetical Russians, have experienced years of servitude.

Slavery was a major institution in antiquity. Prehistoric graves in Lower Egypt suggest that a Libyan people of about 8000 BC enslaved a Bushman or ‘Negrito’ tribe. The Egyptians later made frequent raids on principalities to their south and, during the Eighteenth Dynasty, also launched attacks by sea, to steal slaves from what is now Somaliland. Slaves built, or at least helped to build, the innovations of the world’s first agricultural revolution: the hydraulic system of China and the pyramids of Egypt. The first Code of Laws, that of Hammurabi, silent on many matters now considered interesting, included clear provisions about slavery. For example, death was prescribed for anyone who helped a slave to escape, as well as for anyone who sheltered a fugitive – a foretaste of 2,000 years during which slaves figured in most such compilations.

In the golden years of both Greece and Rome, slaves worked as domestic servants, in mines and in public works, in gangs, and individually, on farms, as well as in commerce and in cottage industries. They both managed and served in brothels, trading organizations, and workshops. There were slaves in Mycenae, and Ulysses had fifty female slaves

in his palace. The Greeks were appreciative employers of them: Athens had in her heyday about 60,000 slaves. Her police force was a body of 300 Scythian archer slaves; her famous silver mines at Laurium employed over 10,000 slaves until a rebellion in 103 BC; and twenty slaves – perhaps a quarter of those so employed – helped to build the Parthenon. The Athenians used slaves to fight for them at Marathon, even though they freed them first.

The Romans made use of slaves in all the categories employed by the Greeks, though they had many more domestic ones: a prefect in the days of the Emperor Nero might have 400 in his house alone. There may have been 2,000,000 slaves in Italy at the end of the republic. From the first century BC to the early third century AD, the use of these captives was the customary way in which prosperity was created. That did not mean all these were equal: rural and urban domestic slaves lived different lives; a man working in a gang in the fields had a different life from one in a workshop in the city; some slaves practised as doctors or lawyers, and others acted as major-domos to noblemen, or as shepherds in the hills. Cicero’s slave Tiro was his confidential secretary and was well educated: he even invented a shorthand called after himself.

Half a million captives seem to have been required every year in Rome during its most self-confident age – say, 50 BC to AD 150. The Roman state itself possessed innumerable slaves: 700, for example, were responsible for maintaining the imperial city’s aqueducts. Perhaps one out of three members of the population was a slave during the early empire. One rich lady, Melania, is said to have liberated 8,000 slaves in the early fifth century AD, when she decided to become a Christian ascetic.1

In both Greece and Rome slaves were in origin captives taken in war, or obtained by a razzia on an unsuspecting island or city. Fifty-five thousand captives are said to have been taken after the Third Carthaginian War, and Caesar, it will be recalled, brought ‘many captives home to Rome’ from the Gallic Wars. Many Germans were enslaved in later centuries. Then Septimius Severus brought 100,000 captives home after defeating the Parthians at Ctesiphon. Fifteen thousand Gallic slaves a year were exchanged for Italian wine in the first century BC. Piracy and brigandage also played their parts in providing Rome with the labour which she desired.

Markets specifically for slaves, such as those at Chios, Rhodes, and Delos, were developed early during the golden age of Greece. Ephesus was the largest market of the classical world for hundreds of years, though the evidence as to the numbers sold there is unsatisfactory. These markets were popular places of resort for all patricians. The majority of captives sold there would have come from the East. The sale of slaves born within the Roman empire was also a thriving enterprise. Some were probably bred deliberately for markets.


Many slaves of old Rome were fair Celts or Germans, including Saxons: ‘The beautiful faces of the young slaves’, wrote Gibbon, ‘were covered with a medicated crust or ointment which secured them against the effects of the sun and frost.’2 They must have been from Northern Europe, perhaps from the historian’s own land.

Black slaves also existed in antiquity. Egypt had always sought to secure her southern frontier with Nubia militarily, but commerce crossed it in both directions. Herodotus spoke of an Egyptian trade in black slaves; during the most fortunate times of the pharaohs the Nubians regularly dispatched down the Nile tributes including Ethiopian captives as well as gold and cattle. Blacks, surely slaves from Ethiopia, fought in Xerxes’ army, as they did in that of Gelon, Tyrant of Syracuse. Ethiopians are recorded in many parts of the Mediterranean in those days: as dancers and boxers, acrobats and charioteers, gladiators and cooks, prostitutes and personal servants. Black heads are to be observed on Greek vases, as on Alexandrian terracottas, and a first-century mosaic at Pompeii shows a black slave serving at a banquet. Seneca spoke of ‘one of our dandies with outriders and Numidians’.3 The Roman playwright Terence had been a slave in Carthage and, according to Suetonius, may have been a mulatto. A useful guide to navigation in the second century AD, of the Red Sea, by Periplus, talks of a maritime slave trade from the East African coast to Egypt. For black Africans seemed attractive. Seneca is supposed to have remarked that Roman men believed black women were more sensual than white, and Roman women had a similar voluptuous admiration for black men: the poet Martial praised a lady ‘blacker than night, than an ant, pitch, a jackdaw, a cicada’.4 In the Bible, the Queen of Sheba was always described as beautiful as well as black; and the Song of Solomon in the Vulgate included the firm declaration: ‘I am black and beautiful, O daughters of Jerusalem, like the tents of Kedar, like the curtains of Solomon.’5 Herodotus, who travelled as far up the Nile as Elephantine, the frontier city with Nubia, called the Ethiopians ‘the most handsome of peoples’.6

Not all the black Africans in the classical Mediterranean were slaves. Eurybatus, a black herald who accompanied Odysseus to talk to Achilles, was, presumably (the recollection of him was one of the ways by which Penelope recognized her husband); and a certain Aethiops, perhaps a black African freeman (or was it just a nickname?), was present at the founding of Corinth.

At least from the time of Xenophanes (the first European to write of the physical differences between blacks and whites), in the sixth century BC, the Greeks and the Romans were unprejudiced on grounds of race: they were quite insensible as to whether someone with black skin was superior to someone with white, or vice versa. So it is scarcely surprising that miscegenation was neither repugnant nor unexpected. No laws

mentioned the matter. Many Ethiopians married Greeks or Egyptians. In the eighth century BC, Ethiopians, who had provided soldiers and slaves to Memphis, even conquered Egypt and gave it its Twenty-fifth Dynasty.

Nearly all the black Africans of the ancient world came from Ethiopia through Egypt. Several expeditions were sent in that direction, and Pliny the Elder records more than one; all the same, in the second century AD, a caravan route seemed also to open at Lepcis Magna, in what is now Libya, linking the Roman empire with Guinea.

Wild suggestions have been made that the ancient civilization in Greece had both an Egyptian and a black origin. That imaginative view, which, if true, might affect any history of the Atlantic slave trade, derives from a story reported by a Greek historian, Diodorus of Sicily, in the first century BC. But there is no evidence for the claim; it is no more likely that the mythological first King of Athens, Cecrops, was black than that the lower part of his body was that of a fish. Socrates may have been black, but the odds are heavily against it; Cleopatra may have had black blood, but it is most improbable.



The Athenians were the first to seek a reason for discussing, as well as explaining, the institution of slavery (as of most other matters). For example, Aristotle, in the first book of his Politics, firmly said: ‘Humanity is divided into two: the masters and the slaves; or, if one prefers it, the Greeks and the Barbarians, those who have the right to command; and those who are born to obey.’ That seemed to imply that, to an Athenian, everyone who was not Greek could be captured and enslaved – even should be. Aristotle also said: ‘A slave is property with a soul.’ Thus he accepted slavery as an institution. He declared that ‘the use of domestic animals and slaves is about the same; they both lend us their physical efforts to satisfy the needs of existence’. But he also noted that some had argued that ‘the rule of a master over slaves is contrary to nature, and that the distinction between master and slave exists only by law . . . and, being an interference with nature, is thus unjust’. These ambiguous propositions would have importance in the sixteenth century, when Aristotle was looked upon as the guide to almost everything.7

Plato, for his part, compared the slave to the body, the master to the soul. He took for granted the enslavement of foreigners, though he desired to end that of Greeks.8

Yet Euripides, the playwright, realized that there was more to the matter than the philosophers thought; for example, he caused Polyxena in Hecuba, born to marry kings, to declare that she preferred death to being enslaved. His contemporaries, the Sophists, took that reflection to its logical conclusion: they even argued that slavery had no basis in the law of nature, since it derived from custom. The rhetorician Alcidamas, when demanding that the Spartans free the Messenians, thought that distinctions between a freeman and a slave were unknown to nature. The

Cynics thought that a slave maintained a free soul, even if he was the instrument of his master’s will; and Diogenes observed that the man who relied on captive labour was the true slave. Such sophisticated reflections had no effect on practice.



The Romans established the status of a slave (servus) by law and distinguished him from a serf (colonus). A slave in Rome was an object, res, unable to make a will, bear witness in civil cases, or make criminal charges – even if (by a law of Hadrian) he was also theoretically protected against murder and from physical harm at the hands of his master. Yet the mere fact that a Roman slave could also be punished for crimes suggests that the law envisaged the idea of a slave as a person, not just as a thing.

The criticisms of slavery by great Latin writers denounced the idea of cruelty to slaves rather than questioned the institution. Thus Cicero and Seneca hoped that slaves could be treated humanely, but they never contemplated an end of slavery. Cicero, who thought that all inequality (hence slavery) could be explained by degeneration, wrote in De Republica that the reduction of conquered peoples to slavery was legitimate if the people concerned were unable to govern themselves; Seneca developed the idea that slavery was a bodily affair: the spirit would remain a thing apart. The latter also thought that (Zurara’s) goddess of Fortune exercised her rights over freemen and slaves alike; in Rome, as in Greece, manumission was, after all, not uncommon.

In the last years of the Roman republic, and again under the Antonine emperors in the second century AD, some humane improvements were introduced in servile legislation. The changes did not alter the fundamental definition that a slave was someone’s property. But they did indicate that a master’s rights over his slaves, like his rights over other property, were restricted in specific ways. The Emperor Antonius Pius, for example, in the second century AD, sought to reduce the arbitrary character of the institution of slavery; but he also declared that the power of masters over slaves should remain unquestioned. He justified his humanitarian laws by saying that they were in the interests of the masters.

These innovations were partly the product of two influences: that of later Stoic philosophy, and of Christianity; the first of these was the most subversive. Henceforth, at all events, if a master were to treat a slave badly, he would have to sell him. If he were to abandon an infirm slave, that slave could be enfranchised. All the same, neither Stoic nor Christian questioned the institution of slavery. The condition was assumed to be from eternity. If a master did not exercise all his rights over his slaves, that concession was never binding, always revocable. The Stoic Epictetus, himself born a slave and freed by his master, even wondered whether enfranchisement would benefit every slave, though he was also concerned about the evil effects of slavery on masters.


Christ’s teaching that ‘all things whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them’, along with the idea of St Paul that ‘God hath made of one blood all men and all nations of men’, played a part in the history of abolition in the United States in the nineteenth century; but, in the early days of Christianity, Christ’s failure to talk specially of slaves was taken to imply that they were excluded from divine generosity.9

St Paul, like Seneca, thought that slavery was something external. So he recommended that slaves serve their masters ‘with fear and trembling’. He thought that every man should abide ‘in the same calling wherein he was called. Art thou called being a slave? Care not for it: but if thou mayest be made free, use it rather’ (the English Authorized Version curiously translates servus as ‘servant’, not ‘slave’).10 The apostle believed, it is true, that the slave who receives the call to be a Christian is ‘the Lord’s freeman’. But the implication was that that liberty could only be expected in the next world. The Epistle to Philemon the Greek described how the apostle returned a fugitive slave, Onesimus, to his master, though he did recommend indulgence. That action was later used by churches to reject the idea that escaping slaves had the right to sanctuary in their church, as common criminals did; and the eighteenth-century French Huguenot trader Jean Barbot thought that the Epistle gave evidence that, though slavery was lawful, slaves should be well treated. An early Christian bishop, and a medieval one, could comfort himself with the reflection that Christ had, after all, come not to change social conditions but to change minds – non venit mutare conditiones sed mentes. What, the ‘bondsman was inwardly free, and spiritually the equal of his master’? No matter: in external matters, he was a mere chattel. Slaves could of course look forward to freedom in the next world. In the meantime, they should endure their terrestrial condition for the glory of God, whose ways were inscrutable.11

Several centuries after St Paul, the austere Father of the Church St John Chrysostom advised the slave to prefer the security of captivity to the uncertainties of freedom. St Augustine agreed. He thought that the first cause of slavery was the sin ‘which has subjected man to man’. But that ‘had not been done without the will of God, who knows no injustice’. Augustine, born at Hippo in North Africa, believed in the equality of races: ‘Whoever is born anywhere as a human being, that is, as a rational mortal creature, however strange he may appear to our senses in bodily form, or colour, or motion, or utterance, or in any faculty, part, or quality of his nature whatsoever, let no true believer have any doubt that such an individual is descended from the one man who first existed.’ All the same, sin made many men slaves; and Augustine remembered the Curse of Ham in Genesis.12 Then St Ambrose, commenting on St Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians, believed that masters had duties to slaves. He also suspected that God had intended all men to be free, but that the tragic

conditions of human life meant that some who were naturally free might, as a result of war, be reduced to slavery. The General Council of the Christian Church (c. 345) at Gangra, in Paphlagonia (that is, northern Turkey), condemned all who under pretext of religion taught slaves to despise their masters; one of the Councils of Carthage (419) refused the right even of enfranchised slaves to bear witness in court. Pope Leo the Great proclaimed in 443 that no slave could become a priest. The Emperor Justinian later sought to change that provision, and to arrange for the entry of slaves into the priesthood if their masters did not oppose the matter; but, though a slave’s collar has been found bearing the inscription ‘Felix the Archdeacon’, the tolerance implicit in the designation had little effect during the late Western empire.

In one of his last speeches, in a debate in the House of Commons in 1806, that passionate friend of liberty Charles James Fox would declare that it was ‘one of the glories of Christianity to have gradually extinguished the slave trade, and even slavery, wherever its influence was felt’.13 That effulgence was, however, hidden for many centuries.

All the same, even if the Church did not question the institution of slavery, it did encourage manumission: the actions of the saintly Melania have been recalled; and a certain Hermes, converted to Christianity in the days of Hadrian, is said to have freed 1,250 slaves one Easter. A decree Manumissio in ecclesia was also approved by the Emperor Constantine the Great in 321.

It was only in the case of Jews that later Roman law was in any way less than helpful to masters. Constantine, however, declared that no Jew could own a Christian slave. If a Jew bought a slave who was not Jewish, and forced him to be circumcised, the Code of Theodosius gave that slave a right to liberty. A law of 417 refined the matter: no Jew could buy Christian slaves. Even if he were to inherit one, he could only keep him on the condition that he not try to convert him to Judaism. Thus, very early in history, the problem of Jews and slaves was posed, though not quite in the way that has seemed appropriate to polemicists of the twentieth century.
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THE SLAVES WHO FIND THE GOLD ARE ALL BLACK


‘The slaves who find the gold are all black but if, by a miracle, they manage to escape from them, they become white.’

Valentim Fernandes, c. 1500



AT THE END of the Roman empire, most ancient institutions collapsed. So did most families, gods, and traditions. But slavery survived. In the worst years of the Dark Ages, Scythian slaves could still be bought in Antioch, and Gothic ones could be found in Rome. Slaves too played a part in the overthrow of the empire. Thus Alaric’s army of 40,000 included many fugitive slaves, many of them Goths in origin. The partisans of the Emperor Honorius in Spain even armed slaves to fight the Franks. In 423, the usurper John seized power in Ravenna and, having no troops, he enfranchised and armed the slaves of the nearby villae. In Gaul, runaway slaves were frequent in the Franks’ invading armies.

The ‘barbarians’ swiftly drew close to the peoples whom they had conquered. It was not their purpose to break up the old social order. Rather, they wanted to capture it. They needed no convincing that their new estates needed slave labour, for they had always used slaves whenever they could, even when they had been nomadic, and they had often suffered from Roman slaving raids in the past.

The new masters of the old Roman world obtained most of their slaves by capture in war; and war was then incessant. There was not only continual fighting between the different Anglo-Saxon monarchies, but by them against the Celts in the west of Britain: wars that often seemed mere manhunts for Celtic slaves. The Franks, too, were always fighting – against Bretons, or Aquitainian Goths – and usually bringing back slaves as booty. In the new post-imperial culture, slaves were

also made as a result of punishments (a criminal who could not pay a fine allocated to the victim might be reduced to slavery). Most slaves in Visigothic Spain seem to have derived from that source; or from debts; or from simple poverty, for men and women deliberately sold themselves, or their children, into bondage for the sake of a better life. Gregory of Tours, the sixth-century historian, recalled that in Gaul of his day, ‘merchants reduced the poor to slavery in return for a morsel of food’.1

Slave markets maintained their rhythm, if at a slower beat than in the past; and in Visigothic Spain Jewish merchants were prominent among those providing slaves for sale – Celts or Suevi, no doubt – until the rising tide of anti-Semitism in the seventh century restricted their activities.

The laws of most of these successor states to Rome reflected Roman practice, though they adapted them to the new age: a Burgundian decree, for example, declared that a slave was worth five and a half oxen, or five hogs. There are many references to slavery in Anglo-Saxon, Lombard, and Frankish codes: innumerable provisions related to punishments for slaves who tried to cross the borderline between bondage and liberty; and, in some ways, the rules read as if they were harsher than those of Rome. Out of nearly 500 Visigothic laws which survive (their kings were great lawyers), almost half refer to some aspect of slavery. St Isidore of Seville, who at a bleak time established a philosophical entente between Christian and Gothic customs, had, meantime, no doubts about the divine origin of slavery: ‘Because of the sin of the first man, the penalty of servitude was inflicted by God on the human race; to those unsuitable for liberty, he has mercifully accorded servitude.’2 It will be remembered that in Tristan and Isolde Tristan’s first mission was to kill Morold, a knight from Ireland who came regularly to Cornwall to obtain slaves.

So throughout the early Middle Ages slaves constituted a highly prized section of the population of Europe, including Northern Europe. How large a proportion of the population of Charlemagne’s empire constituted slaves is a matter for speculation. But certainly, during the Carolingian ‘Renaissance’, slave markets, like learning, prospered. Saxons, Angles, Wends, and Avars could all be bought at Verdun, Arles, and Lyons, at whose ‘great fairs’ slavs soon became also a prime commodity. Verdun prided herself on her production of eunuchs, most of them being sold to the Moors in Spain. Louis the Debonair, Charlemagne’s heir, unlike his father, followed a defensive policy. So slaves as prisoners of war were less easy to come by. He sold licences to trade slaves to the powerful merchants whom he knew, who were concerned to buy and sell abroad as well as in France.

Still, there remains doubt as to whether all these servi, to use the Latin word for them, were slaves proper – chattel slaves, that is – rather

than serfs, persons with some rights of property. The words are confusing, for soon after ‘slavery’ vanished in Northern Europe. The reasons are disputed. Was it because feudal lords found that they could not feed a labour force all the year round and decided to employ them only during the harvest? Was the eclipse of the old institution the consequence of the use of ‘new technology’ – especially on smallholdings (or associations of smallholdings) – which made slave labour inappropriate: for example, large carthorses, with frontal collars; frontal yokes for oxen; the new flail, or the wheeled plough with a mould-board; iron tools; or, above all, the diffusion of watermills (such a wonderful release from the old hand mill, which had given such exhausting work to slaves for so long)? Or were all the feudal lords too poor to be able to afford new slaves? Were there too few foreign wars which could bring home captives in the early Middle Ages (especially in competition with the Muslim markets of the Mediterranean)? Did new lords find it to their economic advantage to free their slaves in return for rent, becoming landlords rather than masters? Did the descendants of slaves rise in the world to merge with a mass of once-independent farmers who were in decline, to form a new class of serfs? Or were slave revolts (such as that against King Aurelius in Asturias in 770) and the mass slave escapes of the time too much for masters to endure? (In Visigothic Spain, King Egica in 702 tried to persuade the entire free population to help him seek runaway slaves.)

The idea that some element of morality introduced by a more penitent Church played a part should not be entirely ignored. Balthilde, an Anglo-Saxon slave of Erchinoald, the maire du palais, married King Clovis II (the first roi fainéant) in 649, and she became known for her efforts both to stop the slave trade and to redeem those already enslaved (she is now very properly St Balthilde). Slaves were beginning to be allowed, in however humble a posture, to enter churches; and there was some intermarriage between freemen and slave girls. The mere act of baptism proved that slaves were men, or women, with souls. Then in AD 960 the Bishops of Venice sought to win divine forgiveness for what they admitted to have been their past sins in selling slaves by seeking to prohibit Venetians from engaging in the trade. In England, manumission became increasingly frequent before 1066, especially by bishops in their wills, and the practice seems to have become almost a commandment. William the Conqueror gave his support to ecclesiastical rules forbidding the enslavement of Christians, as did Henry I. Archbishop Anselm, at the London Council of 1102, denounced the practice of selling Englishmen as ‘brute beasts’; his pious contemporary Bishop Wulfstan preached against the practice of selling English slaves from Bristol to Ireland.3 But it is unclear whether they would have minded selling Frenchmen – or Welshmen, come to that – and the Church remained a slave owner. Much earlier, the goldsmith St Eligius was found enfranchising ‘only’ a

hundred of the slaves whom he offered to the new Monastery of Solignac, near Limoges.

The truth seems to be that many causes for the fall of the ancient institution came together during the eleventh century in Northern Europe. There seem to have been no slaves to speak of by then in central Italy, nor in Catalonia, nor in central France. In Spain the old slave system was on the verge of collapse at the time of the Moorish conquest. Thereafter, the grandsons of many who had been slaves began to be converted into serfs, men with obligations to masters (who provided their houses, as in the mezzadria, the sharecropping arrangement of Italy) but who also worked on their own to gain some part of their living. In northern France it became evident that serfs not only produced more than slaves did, but they required no permanent guards. All the same, there seems to have been what a modern French historian has called ‘un moment privilégié’, a ‘discontinuity’, when slavery was dying, and before serfdom had been properly established.4

England carried through these changes a little later than did her Continental neighbours
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