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For my uncle, Trevor Ashby,
whose stories started it all












The past is not dead. In fact, it’s not even past.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER
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Preface

My family is just one of millions across the globe that were forged by sugar and slavery. And so my chronicle has echoes across the Americas as far away as Australia and the Indian Ocean. Virtually all our stories began the same way: some English or European migrant abandoned the Old World for the New, eventually to become enriched by the production of sugar, which became known as “white gold.” During this process, their bloodlines inevitably became intermingled with that of the slaves imported to farm and service this new economy. Yet, despite the ubiquity of this tale, I could not recollect a non-fiction book that tried to tell it; one which explored how the epic forces of sugar, slavery and settlement made and shaped the life experiences of our ancestors, and our world today. So I have written that book myself.

The narrative of the book is organized around the particular genealogy of the Ashby family, my maternal ancestors. It begins with my first identifiable ancestor and continues to the present day. This approach caused me some heartache, since it has meant focusing the initial section of the story largely around its white progenitors, whose experience is definitively documented. That doesn’t feel comfortable, but it allows a more representative story to be told, since the Caribbean was a European world in the early years of settlement, with blacks in the minority for several decades. And this methodology also demonstrates a fundamental truth about the region’s families, which overwhelmingly started as ethnically white and over time became predominantly black.

So, historical veracity triumphed. But that has meant that my African ancestors do not enter the picture until they are confirmed on the family tree. The unknowability of their past is one of the many terrible by-products of slavery, when people, reduced to chattels, are written out of history and deprived of a personal past. Ghosts haunt this tale, small men whose lives leave only very faint footprints and slaves whose sufferings leave no mark at all. My debt of honour has been to try to reconstruct their stories, black and white, and bring them to vivid life, using the scraps and fragments of information available to me. In doing so, I have been very aware of the tensions between helping stories to be told without abusing the limitations of historical record, and allowing myself to interpret and comment while acknowledging the silences of the undocumented past.

The completion of Sugar in the Blood would not have been possible without the support and encouragement of a great number of people. My first debt is to my editor, Laura Barber, whose passion for the book, unfailing encouragement and editorial prowess have made this the book it is; and then to everyone else at Portobello for producing and publicizing it with such enthusiasm and energy. In America I am grateful to Sonny Mehta’s team at Knopf, with a special mention to Diana Coglianese, for taking this project to their hearts and backing it so unequivocally. My wonderful agent, Clare Alexander, “got” this project immediately and went in to bat for it with panache and passion. My profound gratitude also goes to the Wingate Foundation, without whose financial support this book could not have been written.

My research has taken me on interesting journeys. In Barbados, where much of my primary research was undertaken, I was met with great kindness. My dear friend Alissandra Cummins, director of the Barbados Museum, has been invaluable: introducing me to the right people, tracking down useful sources, recommending useful texts. Huge thanks are due to Robert Morris and my newly discovered cousin John Knox, who have guided me through the maze of Ashby-related sources, and whose unstinting generosity with their research, time and superior local knowledge have been invaluable. Thanks are also due to Sir Hilary Beckles, Dr. Pedro Welch, Dr. Karl Watson and Dr. Tara Iniss, who in different ways have contributed to this project. Cynthia Cummerbatch and Patricia Stafford both shared their precious work with me. The library staff at the Barbados Museum and the Barbados Archives were always patient and helpful. In England I particularly wish to thank Bill Schwarz at Queen Mary, University of London, for his vital input in thinking through the research process. Staff at the London Library were always willing to help me source material, and I would like to thank the Athenaeum for granting access to their collection of pamphlets on the slave trade.

My special gratitude goes to Tara Kaufmann, who has walked the entire way with me, helping with research and reading and editing sections; and to my daughters Ava and Georgie, whose cries of “Is it finished yet?” have spurred me to the finishing line. My siblings, Lynda and Steven, have been unstinting in their support, while my parents, Kenneth and Barbara Stuart, have been wonderful in every way: finding material, reading samples and providing feedback. My wider family—especially my uncle John and aunts Muriel and Dottie—have provided me with pictures and other family material. And, to end, I offer a special salute to all the new relatives whom I have uncovered in researching this book, especially Andrea Ramsey, Diana Miller and Robert Wulf. To them and all the other Ashbys I have spoken to or heard about, from Australia to America, Canada to Trinidad, France to Holland, this book belongs to you.

AS
FEBRUARY 2012


Introduction


In every conceivable manner, the family is link to our past, bridge to our future.

—ALEX HALEY



I HAPPENED UPON the name of my earliest known ancestor while sitting in a brutally air-conditioned library at the Barbados Museum, poring over a seventeenth-century census. There he was: George Ashby, my maternal grandfather eight times removed. I knew how unusual it was for family research to reach back that far and I felt utterly exhilarated: my stomach lurched and my eyes filled with tears. This sense of elation lingered for a long time and my previously vague interest in genealogy suddenly sharpened. I decided to find out more.

The journey that followed wasn’t always joyful. There were unpleasant shocks as well as happy surprises, perhaps the most painful being the discovery of one of my ancestors on a slave return (a register of slaves held on an individual plantation): just another commodity, listed like pigs and cows and farm machinery. My sorrow and fury were tempered only by my gratitude that I had found him, as if somehow he could draw comfort—as I did—from having his life noticed and honoured by a free descendant.

Eventually I built up an unbroken family tree reaching back to 1620. I was initially triumphant, but as time went on a sense of anticlimax overwhelmed me. What did my neatly formatted family tree really mean? It was, after all, just names on a page. Genealogical research has its limitations: it yields the skeleton, not the body. But between the bones I had, nonetheless, glimpsed something intriguing: a story of migration, settlement, survival, slavery and the making of the Atlantic world. I realized that there was a book here, struggling to emerge. I continued investigating, but now focusing on secondary sources that brought to life the context and detail of the period. Over time, my maternal line began to gain both shape and colour. I followed George Ashby from seventeenth-century England, where he, alongside thousands of others, turned his back on his homeland and migrated to the Caribbean island of Barbados in search of a new life. I tracked the lives of his descendants as they became enmeshed in the sugar industry and the Atlantic slave system. And I followed the offspring of those descendants, myself included, as they migrated back to the cold winters of England, the U.S. and Canada.

Although this book is not about me, the story is of course my own. It forced me to revisit my own Caribbean childhood: the holidays spent at the family plantation, Plumgrove, where we could look out of the bedroom windows and watch the fields of waving sugar cane being harvested by other, poorer Barbadians. At the time, I had no idea how privileged this life was; that understanding came later, after I had grown up and made my home in England and had come to see that the cane fields in which I played had once been drenched in exploitation, grief and death. And I had recognized something else: that my family’s story is at once very specific, very particular, but also wholly typical and representative. It is a story that belongs not just to me but to many, many others.

My family, like the families of those others, is the product of sugar and of its siblings, settlement and slavery. This book is the story of how those forces shaped the minutiae of the Ashby family’s intimate relationships—and how, in turn, those family relationships rippled outwards, transforming the societies in which they lived. It is, then, more than a family history: it is a global story, too—one that fixes its gaze on the connections between continents, between black and white, men and women, the free and the enslaved—demonstrating that the individual is not just a victim of global history, but an author of it as well.
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1


    There was a wind over England, and it blew.

    (Have you heard the news of Virginia?)

    A west wind blowing, the wind of a western star,

    To gather men’s lives like pollen and cast them forth,

    Blowing in hedge and highway and seaport town,

    Whirling dead leaf and living but always blowing,

    A salt wind, a sea wind, a wind from the world’s end,

    From the coasts that have new wild names, from the huge unknown.

—STEPHEN VINCENT BENÉT, “WESTERN STAR”



GEORGE ASHBY’S STORY began as all migrants’ stories do: with a journey.

Some time in the late 1630s, when George Ashby was finally given notification that his ship was ready to sail, he must have been afraid. He was a blacksmith, a young man in his late teens, about to leave behind everything he had ever known. Though the voyage carried the seeds of his dreams he, like most of the population, had probably never undergone a long sea journey before and had no real idea of what to expect when he arrived in the Americas.

Those who chose to undertake the fearsome Atlantic crossing in search of a new life were generally tough—or else dangerously foolish. But what else can we know about George Ashby, my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather? Was he fleeing from a family or seeking a new one? Did he dream of religious freedom or of wealth? Was he ambivalent about leaving his homeland or were his life experiences so bitter that he believed nothing in the Americas could be worse? As he set sail for the adventuresome world of the Caribbean he would have had no idea how heavily the odds were stacked against him. (According to one historian, men like him were “pursuing a will-o’-the-wisp,” since very few of them ever achieved the better life they longed for.) He could not know that he would be one of the lucky ones: that he would not just survive but found a dynasty that endures to this day, built on sugar and forged by slavery.

The first sight of the ship would have done nothing to allay his trepidation. The typical merchant vessel that plied the route between the Caribbean and Britain was rated at around 200 tons (meaning that it could accommodate 200 casks or tuns of wine). Trussed against the stone walls of the dock, the ship looked like a gigantic gutted carcass afloat upon the water. The gaunt ribs of the wooden hull curved menacingly into the sky and the base was coated with a shaggy pelt of seaweed and barnacles. It would have been hard for George to countenance that he would be confined in the belly of this behemoth for almost two months, with the real possibility that his journey would end, like that of so many before him, in massacre by pirates or drowning at sea.

After unpacking and settling in, the passengers were summoned on deck to present their documents to the “searchers.” These officials administered the oath of allegiance to the king, stamped each traveller’s ticket with the crucial “Licences under their hands and seals to pass the seas,” and then cleared the vessel for departure. Since every passenger had to undergo this process, no matter what their individual circumstances or where they came from, it represented their first rite of passage, one that made their new status as migrants starkly real.

Still gathered on the bridge, the passengers chatted among themselves or waved to family and friends gathered portside to wish them bon voyage. Then, all of a sudden, a flurry of activity: the sailors scrambling across the deck, busying themselves with a series of tasks that were inexplicable to most of the passengers, the screeching of the anchor as it was winched aboard, the screaming of the hoisted sails, the shouting of the master and the sailors, all combined in a violent auditory assault. As the crew worked furiously in the bows, stern and dock, the passengers jostled to be as near the rails as possible.

Despite the noise and bustle of the ship, most of the migrants would have been as hushed as worshippers in a church, fearful of what the voyage might hold or trying to imagine what lay at the other end. They were aware that the journey was, in all probability, final. Some may have dreamt of returning to their homeland enriched, perhaps even ennobled, but most rightly sensed that they would not be coming back.

To truly grasp what this sea journey meant, what bravery and audacity it required, one must understand how the world was seen and known at that time. Though George Ashby and his contemporaries had been born in the Age of Discovery (1500–1700), most of the world was still terra incognita for Europeans. Maps were often sketchy and inaccurate. Two continents, Australia and Antarctica, had not been traced at all, and vast areas were still blank. The interiors of South America, Africa and Asia had scarcely been explored. Beyond the eastern fringe of North America, which George’s fellow pioneers had begun to document, were millions of square miles of uncharted wilderness.

Like many other countries in the Old World, England was poised between the medieval and the modern, where most people’s lives played out within a narrow radius around their birthplace, and their beliefs were characterized by superstition and ignorance. It was an age in which magic still played a large part in the lives of ordinary people and many firmly believed in witches and fairies, that butterflies were the souls of the dearly departed, and that churchyards swarmed with souls and spirits. In the absence of real information about far-off lands, fantasies abounded: that the east was populated with dog-headed men and basilisks, that Africa had tribes with no heads at all—just eyes and mouths in their breasts—and that the Caribbean was peopled by cannibals, amazons and giants. Some believed that the oceans were full of strange creatures such as mermaids and sea dragons. In 1583 Sir Henry Gilbert professed to have encountered a lion-like sea monster on his return from claiming St. John’s, Newfoundland, for England. In a world that was as yet so immeasurable, frightening and inexplicable, George and his fellow travellers must have feared that they were not just crossing the map, but falling off the edge of it.

Yet by the seventeenth century, many thousands of Britons, beguiled by the much-vaunted possibilities of the “New World” (which they saw as a tabula rasa on which they could write, despite the long history and complex cultures long implanted there), were willing to take that leap into the unknown, and left their homeland to start a fresh life in the Americas. The migration had begun as a trickle in 1607 with the settling of Jamestown, the first permanent colony in what is now the United States. It had increased to a recognizable stream by 1629 and became a veritable flood in the 1640s, when over 100,000 people left a country with a population of just under five million. (Between 1600 and 1700 over 700,000 people emigrated from England, about 17 per cent of the English population in 1600.) At the rate of one ship departing from England every day, these pioneers arrived to “settle the Americas,” fanning out from Newfoundland for three thousand miles, via Virginia and the Caribbean, to Guiana on the South American mainland. All the way they fought, worked and died to establish themselves in new and terrifying lands.

The English weren’t the only nation on the move. The Spanish were the pioneers of colonization of the Americas, and the Portuguese, French and Dutch swiftly became essential players in the region. But just over a century after Christopher Columbus’s discovery of the New World (which the historian Germán Arciniegas described as being “so momentous a development in human history that it was like the passing from the third to the fourth day in the first chapter of Genesis”), it was the small nation of England that emerged as Europe’s greatest colonizing power. This was particularly surprising for a people who were “wedded to their native Soile like a Snaile to his shell.” What motivated these patriotic and insular people to abandon the world as they knew it and move halfway across the globe?

The why of George Ashby’s departure is something I will never know; my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather was most likely typical of the men who settled much of the New World, a man of action, not reflection, who did not take time out to write letters or keep journals; nor was he important enough for others to write about him. But certainly some of the wider reasons that stirred migrants to risk the New World would have applied to him. Historians have summarized Europe’s motivation for the conquest of the Americas with the pithy phrase “God, gold and glory.” This formula is slightly reductive—and certainly doesn’t allow for the large number of migrants who had no say in their transfer—but it does convey the positive pull of the opportunities represented by the New World.

It was not only the much-persecuted Puritans who went to settle New England for whom God was important. The vast majority of those who migrated to colonies south of Maryland were what the historian Carl Bridenbaugh has dubbed “non-separating puritans.” They may not have moved together as a religious community led by a minister, but they did share the Puritans’ profound unease with the old ways of worship and were questioning of the ancient, ceremonial doctrines of the established church. They too had looked on at the risible spectacle of “the typical Sunday service in England, where parishioners stared dumbly at a minister mumbling incomprehensible phrases from the Book of Common Prayer” and recognized “how far most people were from a true engagement with the word of God.” So while they had not been impassioned enough to make their faith the prime motivation for their migration, their religious leanings meant that they were that bit more likely to be disillusioned—and therefore to contemplate migration—than their fellow Englishmen.

The Bible was, in fact, a potent recruiter for colonization. In an age where the scriptures permeated everyday life, there were numerous passages that would have resonated with those tempted by the “Western Star.” Great orators such as the Anglican priest Robert Gray, or John Donne, the Dean of St. Paul’s, or the Puritan preachers Thomas Hooker and John Cotton thundered from Genesis: “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee: And I will make of thee a great nation,” or from II Samuel 7:10: “I will appoint a place for my people Israel, and will plant them, that they may dwell in a place of their own, and move no more: neither shall the children of wickedness afflict them any more, as beforetime.”

The dream of building a City on the Hill for the perfection of the human spirit, so inspirational to the Puritans, was also an attractive one for many other migrants, as was the entire project of spreading the word. Captain John Smith, the era’s most famous adventurer turned planter, declared:


If hee have any graine of faith or zeale in Religion, what can he doe less hurtfull to any, or more agreeable to God, then to seeke to convert those poore Savages to know Christ and humanity, whose labours with discretion will triple requite thy charge and paine; what so truly sutes with honour and honesty, as the discovering things unknowne, erecting Townes, peopling Countries, informing the ignorant, reforming things unjust, teaching vertue and gaine to our native mother Country a Kingdome to attend her.



But rhetoric about taking Christianity and civilization to the heathen (so lavishly exploited by the Spanish conquistadors), or giving European creativity and imagination space to grow, was a smokescreen for the economic imperatives that drove the majority of migrants. They hungered for gold; or at least the chance to acquire land, their own little piece of paradise.

Most seventeenth-century English émigrés were in flight from terrible poverty. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, rapid population growth and periodic agricultural depression, culminating in a series of terrible famines, caused genuine hardship. In the countryside large numbers of people had been deprived of their ancient rural security. The lack of land to cultivate frustrated many, while unemployment threatened agricultural labourers as well as village artisans. The rise in the cost of living and the simultaneous fall in the value of wages meant that many people were surviving on the very margins of existence. Housing was inadequate at best; in cold or wet weather fuel was scarce and expensive. Health scares were frequent, with regular outbreaks of tuberculosis and plague. Effective medical treatment was almost non-existent and so the mortality rate—already high—rose even higher.

Resentment against these conditions focused and crystallized on a lavish, self-indulgent monarch: Charles I. His resistance to parliamentary challenge meant that, from 1629, the people had been governed by arbitrary monarchical rule. His decision to levy various taxes to obtain revenue and his exploitation of press-gangs who forced unwilling souls into the navy, meant greater financial strain for his already beleaguered subjects and generated a real sense of bitterness. (“Thus was the king’s coffers filled with oppression,” concluded one pamphlet in 1649.) His popularity was eroded further by his religious affiliations: not only had he displayed a preference for the High Anglican worship that would so alienate the Puritans and others of that ilk, he had also married a Catholic queen, Henrietta Maria, and allowed her to observe her faith publicly.

The wider political situation also contributed to the depressed mood of the country and the general suffering endured during this period. The Thirty Years War (1618–48), which had seen warring Protestant and Catholic forces reduce much of Europe to a corpse-strewn battleground, further depleted the nation and contributed to profound collective dissatisfaction with the status quo. The decades from the 1630s through to the end of the 1650s were, according to the historian Peter Bowden, “probably amongst the most terrible years through which the country had ever passed.” He goes on: “It is probably no coincidence that the first real beginnings of the colonisation of America dated from this period.” Facing poverty, hunger and actual starvation at home, the populace were more than usually attentive to the pedlars of tales told in taverns of the lands across the sea, where everyone could have a full belly and their own property.

One such economic migrant was Richard Ligon. A cultured, educated gentleman of “above sixty years” who had served at Charles I’s court, he sailed for Barbados in 1647. Ligon was untypical of most migrants to the Caribbean by virtue of his age and class. But his reasons for migrating—essentially economic—would have resonated with most of his contemporaries. Though in the “last scene of my life,” he had “lost (by a Barbarous Riot) all I had gotten by the painful travels and cares of my youth … and left destitute of a subsistence.” In this desperate condition he looked about for friends to support him, found none, and therefore considered himself “a stranger in my own Countrey.” As a result, he “resolv’d to lay on the first opportunity that might convey me to any other part of the World, how far distant soever, rather than abide here.”

But the impetus towards the west was also a romantic one. Though the 1600s were still primarily a “listening age,” England, by virtue of its high literacy rates (over half the males in London could read by 1640), had a great many subjects who were able to disseminate the seductive mythology of the New World. This story, which had been evolving ever since Columbus, was a dream of Shangri-La, a completely inviolate and untouched world. In Richard Eden’s A Treatyse of the Newe India (1553), one of the first books about the Americas, the author writes about the new lands, beautiful and rich, where there was much gold and a mountain whose sand sparkled with “pearls and other such riches.” He also talks of “strange new peoples, some antagonistic, some friendly, all essentially rude and barbarous,” “beastly and fierce.” This frightening yet bewitching fiction was heightened in the sixteenth century by the widely read tales of Spanish conquistadors like Antonio de Berrio and the English adventurers Walter Raleigh and John Hawkins, who swashbuckled their way across the “torrid zone” in search of El Dorado. If these heroic quests came to naught, it did not dent the public appetite for images of America as a place where an adventurous man could fulfil his destiny.

From the publication of the Treatyse in 1553 until the departure of Newport’s ships for Virginia in 1606, there were literally scores of books published about the New World. In subsequent years Eden’s book was thrice reprinted and was joined by Peter Martyr’s Decades of the Newe Worlde (1530), Richard Hakluyt’s seminal Principal Navigations of the English Nation (1598–1600) and Samuel Purchas’s His Pilgrims (1625). Over time the information in these works was supplemented by first-hand accounts of European voyages to the New World (many of which were published in English) as well as the numerous catalogues of people and fauna that had been generated from journeys that swept from Newfoundland to the Amazon. Maps of the Americas (including the one that Shakespeare refers to in Twelfth Night) also enhanced geographical knowledge of the region. The curios that sailors brought home to England were acquired by shopkeepers, who titillated their customers with displays of American treasures, genuine as well as fake. The fascination with the New World was even evident in popular entertainment: the public could now go and see curiosities from the region in the form of artefacts and real humans, such as men dressed as “savages,” at places like London’s annual Bartholomew Fair.

Many great writers of the age depicted the Americas in gendered terms as “a succulent maiden to be seduced, deflowered, and plundered by a virile Europe, which shall bask in her treasures.” John Donne, who was closely connected to many of those in the Virginia Company and at one point planned to go to America as the company’s official recorder, thoroughly eroticized the colonial conquest:


    Licence my roving hands, and let them go,

    Before, behind, between, above, below.

    O my America! my new-found-land,

    My kingdome, safeliest when with one man mann’d,

    My Myne of precious stones, My Emperie,

    How blest am I in this discovering thee!



Andrew Marvell’s poem “The Emigrants” celebrated the bravery and fortitude of those who had followed the “Western Star,” while Shakespeare—whose two patrons, the successive Earls of Pembroke, were great colonizers and adventurers—was fascinated by those daring enough to chase the dreams associated with the New World. In Two Gentlemen of Verona, he declaimed:


    He wondered that your lordship

    Would suffer him to spend his youth at home

    While other men, of slender reputation,

    Put forth their sons to seek preferment out—

    Some to the wars, to try their fortune there,

    Some to discover islands far away.



The message was clear. There was no longer any room for noble endeavours in the Old World; the future lay in places of danger and profit, delight and possibilities—the Americas.

Henry Colt, a young ex-soldier turned gentleman adventurer who arrived in the Caribbean in 1631, was typical of such men. He clearly saw himself and his fellows as the descendants of heroes like Raleigh and Hawkins: “they could not rest” until they too had “done some thinges worthy of ourselves, or dye in the attempt.” These men’s decision to go to the West Indies was not as surprising as it now seems. The Caribbean was, according to the historian Richard Dunn, “the Wild West of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, promising far more in the way of excitement, quick profit and constant peril, than the prosaic settlements along the North American coast.” It was in these “provinces of El Dorado” that the more romantic yarns had been spun, it was here that the gold and pearls could be found, it was here that English pirates made their base, it was here that Hawkins and Raleigh had flirted with glory.

[image: ]

Migration to the New World was also actively promoted by those who stood to profit from it. The shipping companies that transported people to the west had a vested interest in selling this dream, as did the companies that financed the early settlements across the region. These groups took it upon themselves “to educate the public in the wonders of the New World and the possibilities there for a new and better life.” Many of these promotional tracts played on the sense of disillusion that already existed among ordinary Britons. One, written in 1624 to promote migration to Newfoundland, implored: “Bee not too much in love with that countrie, wherein you were borne … which bearing you, yet cannot breed you, but seemth and is indeed, weary of you.” These tracts were supplemented by excited letters home from the recently departed, as well as sermons, broadsides and ballads. Depictions of the New World tended towards the hyperbolic. One critic described the company, which had disseminated a tract designed to promote Virginia, as “varnishing their owne actions with colourable schemes and Cozzening ballads,” filled with “we know not what imaginarie success of plenty and prosperitie.”

Ordinary people, then, had a vivid—if not entirely accurate—image of the New World to fuel their dreams of a different and better life. And so they went, hundreds upon hundreds, on ships with heroic names like the Achilles or the Alexander or the Invincible. These emigrants were unrepresentative of the population of their various homelands in that they were overwhelmingly young, male and unmarried. While history has highlighted the stories of ambitious adventurers and the privileged second and third sons who made their reputations in the New World, the vast majority were, in fact, ordinary people. As the passenger manifests of the day attest, it is men of modest means who are listed page after page: rope-makers and butchers, masons and farmers. Their numbers were swelled by the streams of involuntary migrants who went to the Americas in chains: indentured servants who were tricked aboard ship by “spirits” (agents paid by the settlement companies to recruit labourers by any means necessary); political prisoners who were exiled as punishment; vagrants and orphans and criminals who had been deposited there like so much rubbish.

Whether travelling by choice or by compulsion, all of these individuals flooding into the New World were part of a historical epic that had consequences its participants could not begin to foresee. Those who survived would become the hub of the British Empire and help Britain to become the dominant world power of the day. Along with their European counterparts, they would enrich the European subcontinent and extend the tentacles of its power virtually across the globe, westernizing the great bulk of humanity, imposing its institutions and beliefs, its languages and cultures across the world. Their collective migration would also precipitate the vast redistribution of life across the globe, most notably the millions of Africans who were forcibly transplanted to the Americas to work as slaves on their plantations. And it would transform the world’s entire ecosystem, destroying numerous species and moving innumerable others, to create a world that would be entirely different from what had been before.

Of my ancestor’s early life in England, I could find no historical trace, but the name Ashby was initially associated with the county of Leicestershire and has now spread throughout the Midlands. It is a combination of the Anglo-Saxon word “aesc” (ash tree) and the Danish word “bye” (town) and has numerous spellings: Ashby, Ashbee, Ashbey, Ashbye. In an English context, the name goes back to the thirteenth century, when a Frenchman, Richard de Ashby, arrived from Normandy with William the Conqueror and settled in Leicestershire. The ancient castle of Ashby is mentioned in the Domesday Book, and was held by the Countess Judith, a niece of William’s. Nearby Quenby Hall, for many successive centuries the county seat of the Ashbys, is a Jacobean jewel set in 1,400 acres of rolling woods and hills. It was built in 1627 by another George Ashby, and its claim to fame is that it is the place where Stilton cheese was first made.

We cannot know exactly what motivated George Ashby’s departure, but if each migrant’s motives were singular—a complex web of religious, economic, political and personal incentives—the preparations for relocation usually followed a predictable pattern. It was a process that could take several months as the would-be wayfarer bounced backwards and forwards between shipping agents, grocers, hardware suppliers, lawyers and factors. The first act for many was to make a will in recognition of the hazards posed by the voyage. Another task was to liquidate their estates. The well-to-do, who could afford to maintain property at home, rented it out or placed it in the care of relatives or agents. The less wealthy sold their homes, alongside virtually everything else, in order to fund the trip. But many were young men who didn’t own homes, or much of anything else, and it is a testament to their determination that they managed to make their passage to the New World. The only thing they held on to were the tools of their trades, since “plantation skills” were much prized in the Americas, and they counted on exploiting them to supplement their living. With virtually all their material possessions gone, reduced to a sum of ready money, the travellers entered a curiously vulnerable state—one that would be familiar to any migrant today. Everything that anchored them to their previous existence had gone and now they were in limbo, nowhere people, exiled from their old life but as yet unable to begin their new one.

Beyond their means of livelihood, migrants received variable levels of guidance about how to prepare for their new lives. One contemporary neatly summed up their new role:


The West Indian Colonist of the Seventeenth Century was at all times a fighting farmer … It is no figure of speech to say that he went to his daily toil with his sword at his side and with pistols at his belt. At any time he might be called to throw down the hoe and defend himself against the Caribees, the Buccaneers, the Spaniards, the French, the Dutch and the vindictive treachery of his Negro slaves.



Because the Caribbean was the most popular American destination in the early decades of the seventeenth century, there were fewer pamphlets “selling” life in the region, so the migrants planning to move there tended to be far less well informed than those destined for the American mainland. New England, in particular, offered its prospective residents more detailed guidance:


Before you come be careful to be strongly instructed on what things are fittest to bring with you for your more comfortable passage at sea, also for your husbanding occasions when you come to the land. For when you are once parted with England you shall meet neither with … butchers nor grocers nor apothecaries shops or markets or fairs to help [provide] what things you need, in the midst of the great ocean, nor when you come to land … Therefore be sure to furnish yourself with things fitting to be had before you come.



Even for those without such sensible admonishments, certain purchases were unavoidable for any migrant. One of the most expensive of these was the ticket, which averaged the astronomical sum of five pounds (almost two years’ wages for the average labourer) for berth and victuals. Many travellers, aware of the unreliable quality of ship food, carried their own provisions: oil, peas, oatmeal, vinegar, spices, butter, bread, beef, cheese, codfish, beer, wine and mustard seed. They also took bedding, kitchen equipment, clothing and tools such as hatchets, axes and hammers. Men were also advised to bring a musket, sword or bandolier, and a purse that they could affix directly to the body to keep their money safe. Once the cost of these goods was added up, the exorbitant rates for storing them on board had to be factored in: this alone could double the price of passage.

There were other expenses to deplete the migrant’s nest egg, beginning with the journey from home to the dockside. Then there were the costs precipitated by the almost inevitable delays that occurred with seventeenth-century sea travel, such as contrary winds that confined their ship to the harbour long after they should have been at sea. In these cases, every shilling spent on lodging or food was that much less to spend in the New World. By the time the travellers boarded ship they were often frazzled, tired and substantially poorer than they had hoped to be.

And so, finally, the enormous ship carrying George Ashby and his fellows manoeuvred itself, inch by steady inch, away from the wharf; and the cacophony of departure gave way to a new sound—the rhythmic slapping of water against the sides of the ship. Some of the passengers drifted away from the rails. Others stayed on deck, their eyes glued to the horizon as the coastline faded from view. This sometimes occurred a few hours after the ship left the dock, but it could take up to a couple of days, depending on the caprices of the wind. Then, as one traveller remarked, “having tasted much of God’s mercy in England and lamenting the loss of our native country when we took our last view of it, one and all betook them to the protection of the Lord on the wide ocean.” When all that they had known was out of sight and there was nothing to measure themselves against but the endless expanse of water, they realized that they were no longer just passengers but migrants, cut adrift from the past, and set forth into an unknown future.
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    The real voyage of discovery consists not of seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL PROUST



THE ROUTE THAT my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather’s ship would almost certainly have taken to the Caribbean was the one that Columbus had pioneered a century and a half before: working south past Portugal, Madeira and the Canaries, picking up the trade winds and heading west across the Atlantic. Despite the proximity to England at the start of the voyage, it was still an anxious time, since the Channel was menaced by men-of-war from hostile nations. The captain’s first task therefore was usually the appointment of men to watches, then assessing the number of men who were fit to fight and assigning them their place on deck in the event of a struggle.

In the first days of the passage, George Ashby had a lot to get used to. Most migrants were astonished and intimidated by the scale of the ship on which they were now confined. It was an epic sight: huge masts towered high overhead against the sky, yards and yards of undulating sails and shrouds whipped into the wind, the shifting deck was be-snaked with tangles of ropes used to train and check the sails. Passengers had to creep over these lines warily as they rose and sank and jerked across the wood. Indeed, the entire network of cloth, mast and rope that made up the sailing apparatus was a hazard: a giant spider’s web in which the passenger was in perpetual danger of being ensnared.

The accommodation too was daunting. It was divided roughly into three categories. The best cabins were reserved for the “gentlemen” (there were few or no ladies) who could “finish” them as they pleased: with their own bedding, linen, wax lights, even their own beds. The worst were assigned to the servants for whom the cost of the passage was exchanged for their commitment to labour on arrival. These people endured terrible conditions. As the transportee John Coad recounted, they were taken aboard ship and immediately confined below deck “in a very small room where we could not lay ourselves down without lying upon one another.” The crew gave them no water, provided no heat, and placed only one receptacle in the middle of the room for the use of them all. They were only allowed on deck after the halfway mark of the journey was passed. The captain, eager to save money, kept them on short rations during the entire trip. Inevitably disease broke out: smallpox, calentures, plagues and ailments accompanied by “Frightful Blotches.” Others, according to Coad, “were devoured with lice till they were almost at death’s door.” One-fifth of these pitiable souls died on the crossing.

Situated between the hold and the top deck were the berths for what today we would call steerage passengers. They were not as abject as those allocated to the servants but they were still wretched. The first thing to assail those who descended “ ’tween decks” would have been the smell: a horrible commingling of old food, sweaty bodies and salt. Then there was the curious quality of light: because of its position on the ship, life here was carried on in a perpetual twilight. The only source of direct light and fresh air was a hatch that was opened and closed at the whim of the sailors.

In this dank, airless space, as many as one hundred passengers—mainly young men like George—lived cheek by jowl. They tried to claim their own bit of territory by looping blankets over ropes or piling trunks and boxes atop one another to create makeshift cabins. They arranged their meagre possessions—casks of food, bedding, cooking pans and chamber pots—in as homely a manner as they could. Since steerage passengers were only allowed on deck at the captain’s discretion, these men spent most of their time here, preparing food to supplement the ship’s limited rations, talking to their fellow passengers, trying to sleep, counting down the hours until arrival. It was no wonder that Samuel Johnson famously remarked that “Being on a ship is like being in jail, with the attendant chance of being drowned.”

It took some time to become accustomed to being at sea. Richard Ligon wrote about the perils of the ocean, its “operation and the several faces that watery Element puts on, and the changes and chances that happen there, from Smooth to Rough, from Rough to Raging Seas, and High going Billows (which are killing to some Constitutions).” In the early days of Ligon’s journey the ship suffered from “scant” and “slack” winds, “the weather being very calm and almost no wind at all.” But later on there were storms so severe that he and his shipmates feared for their safety. In contrast, Henry Colt found that in the first few days of his trip the ship was carried along by “a prosperous gale” only to have the winds diminish to so “niggardly” a degree that “the breath the ayre gives us, is noe other butt like the languishinge motions of a dyinge man.” For both men, the unpredictability of the weather only added to the longueurs of the journey. The voyage could be completed in six weeks but often stretched to months. Tales of terribly protracted Atlantic crossings reached the status of legend: the Virginia Merchant, for example, took twenty-two tempest-tossed weeks to arrive at its destination in Virginia in 1649. When its food supplies were exhausted the passengers had started eating rats, and when those ran out they turned to cannibalism. “The living fed upon the dead,” declared one lurid narrative.

There were other trials. Seasickness affected almost everyone at the beginning of the journey, until they found their sea legs. My ancestor was unlikely to have escaped its symptoms: dry mouth, headache, vomiting and dizziness. There were no effective remedies against it, despite the myriad quack potions sold by apothecaries. The tossing and turning of the ship also caused injuries: bruises and broken bones were frequent as unwitting passengers were thrown against the hull of the ship. Deaths on board were common. There were plenty of accidents: one unfortunate passenger bound for New England, attempting to fish for mackerel, managed to get tangled in the ship’s rigging and fell overboard to his death. There were frequent outbreaks of smallpox and “ship fever.” And the longer the journey, the greater the risk of scurvy. In the seventeenth century its cause was unknown, and it was often ascribed to bad air, thickening of the blood or melancholy. The ships carrying servants to the Chesapeake and the West Indian colonies provided the poorest accommodation, so they often had the worst health problems. One passenger on such a voyage wrote: “Our ship was so pestered with people and foodes that were so full of infection that after a while, we saw little but throwing folks over board.” Many also went hungry as unscrupulous suppliers maximized their profits by delivering second-rate goods to ships: musty oatmeal, rotten cheese and rancid butter, the state of which would only be discovered after departure.

But perhaps the most unexpected annoyance was the noise: the tramping sounds of the sailors as they thudded across the decks, as well as their constant shouting, in particular that of the captain, whose ability to be heard for miles around seemed the primary requirement of the job. There was the creaking of the wood, the whining and sawing of the ropes and the whipping and flapping of the sails. And then there were the animals: the average seventeenth-century vessel was a cacophonous floating menagerie of dogs, pigs, horses and poultry.

Worse than these daily nuisances was the very real danger of pirates. Even while still in the English Channel, “Dunkirkers” often boarded ships. In one notorious case in 1637, the English ship Elizabeth was surprised by warships from the Spanish West India fleet while sailing the southern route to America. All 120 of her passengers were captured and transported to Spain, where they were still languishing in prison more than twenty years later. The waters around the Caribbean were also dangerous. The West Indies was “beyond the line”—that is, outside the jurisdiction of existing treaties—and so was effectively lawless. Therefore pirates, largely untroubled by the authorities, combed through the azure waters for bounty, while marauding fleets of all colours battled one another for gold and territory.

Describing a skirmish which “had well nigh putt an end to this my Journall & to my whole voyage,” Henry Colt illustrated the constant peril of the tropical waters. While en route from Barbados to Dominica in 1631, the crew of his ship, the Alexander, noticed they were being pursued by two vessels. Recognizing that the ships were part of a larger Spanish fleet which had hidden itself away on the coast of Dominica, they took flight. (England was then officially at peace with Spain, but the Spaniards regarded the West Indies as their private preserve and therefore would attempt to punish any incursion into their territory.) Laden down by the timber it had taken on board in Barbados, the Alexander was handicapped and a fight became inevitable. Fortified by “Hott Water” (alcohol), the Alexander’s crew confronted their pursuers and musket shots were exchanged. It was only the realization that the Alexander had a large contingent of fighting men on deck that saved it from being boarded and sacked. Colt, an ex-soldier, relished the prospect of a fight, concluding that “Death is better to happen once than to fear it always; even those that fear it most must still come unto it.”

Despite the difficulties and worries, most passengers attempted to maintain some kind of familiar daily routine. Daylight and darkness regulated their behaviour at sea as much as on land; so did the rituals of preparing and partaking of meals. These took a bit more planning and time because of the limited food stocks and lack of equipment and space. They fished to supplement their meagre rations and occasionally butchered the livestock they had brought on board. And there were entertainments. The passengers would get together to sing, play backgammon or cards and gamble in the moonlight.

Life on board was strictly stratified, replicating the class divisions of life on land. (These hierarchies operated alongside the social world of the sailors, who formed a fraternity of their own, with a different language and code of conduct, largely impenetrable to the other passengers.) Henry Colt, for example, marked out his privileged position by insisting on wearing the uniform of a gentleman at all times: “a long sleeved shirt reaching to the knees, a suit of jerkin and hose (that is, a sleeveless jacket and puffed knee breeches), a handkerchief around the neck, a feathered hat, beads, boot hose, stockings and shoes.” He also wore a stomacher—the seventeenth-century equivalent of a sweater—to guard against the wind. The only concession he made to the rigours of the sea journey was to discard his quilted doublet, because they rotted in the humidity.

As the journey progressed, George would have become familiar with his fellow passengers, forging the kind of friendships that were only possible on a passage as long and significant as this one. Those berthed between decks had a certain amount in common, since they were largely of the same estate: small and middling men. But beneath the similarities in their backgrounds were any number of individual stories and colourful personalities. Some travellers were bold and ambitious, others merely curious; some were in flight from creditors or angry relatives, others were broken-hearted or bereaved. These men were brought together by a common goal: all dreamt of improving their fortunes. At the very least they desired “a competency”—a popular seventeenth-century term that indicated “a sufficiency, although not an abundance, of worldly goods.” But the word also signified “independence, the possession of property sufficient to free oneself from reliance on others.” Since only one in seven English heads of households owned freehold land and almost all of them owed at least token payments to a manorial lord, for most men the prospect of a “competency”—and the security and respectability it represented—was alluring.

And the journey did have its consolations: many travellers were enthralled with the sea itself, “sometimes rough with mighty mountains and deep valleys, sometimes smooth like a level meadow.” As the days passed and the ship moved nearer to the Tropic of Cancer, a perceptible change in climate occurred and a balmy quality filled the air. The passengers could not help but be bewitched by the changing hues of the ocean: the dark petrol bleeding into beautiful bright blue and creamy foam. As they entered Caribbean waters, they were joined by wondrous creatures: leaping shoals of flying fish, schools of dolphins swimming alongside the ship, their silvery skins shimmering like gossamer in the sunlight. Colt marvelled that his ship was surrounded by porpoises and fish called grampuses, which were blackish-coloured and much bigger than “our greatest bullocks of England, and they spout out water like the whale.”

Richard Ligon was fascinated by the birds: great gulls that “attend the rising of the fishes and if they be within distance, seldom fail to make them their own,” and by the turtles that “lye and sleep upon the waves, for a longtime together.” As time passed, however, he recognized that the sea’s pleasures were often “mixt with Cruelties”: “I have seen 20 Porpisces very large of that kind, Cross the Prow of our Ship one behind another in so steady and constant a course, in chase of some other fishes; as I have seen a kennel of large Hounds, In Windsor Forrest in the chase of a Stag; one following directly in a track.”

Even the skies were different from anything they had seen before. Ligon wrote of the pleasures of viewing “the heavens and the beauty of them, which were objects of so great glory, that the Inhabitants of the world from 40 degrees to either pole can never be witness of.” The sunsets delighted him, the “sun then there being far brighter than with us here in England, caused such glorious colours to rest upon those clouds, as ’tis not possible to be believed by them that hath not seen it, nor can imagination frame so great a beauty.” He noted that though the stars seemed much more brilliant in the tropics, they also seemed disordered: a particular star that appeared large and bright at home was hardly visible in this hemisphere. There were also celestial phenomena that he had never encountered before: for example, when a perfect confluence of moon shining onto clouds produced a rainbow in the night sky.

The length of the voyage also meant that George Ashby and his fellow travellers would have had the time to acclimatize to the profoundly alien conditions of the tropics: the sun so dazzling they couldn’t look at it directly and so hot that it burnt their pale skins. “One might almost believe,” wrote one startled traveller, “that the puny sun that peeps out upon Old England, is not the same refulgent orb that glows within the Tropics.”

But these wonders aside, there came a point in every journey when the travellers’ spirits began to sag. As the days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, boredom became the defining characteristic of the passage, and the two months at sea often seemed as long as two years. Even swashbuckling Henry Colt found himself lamenting, “Surely the Journey is as great and further by a 1000 miles than ever I supposed it to be.” The challenge of a journey like this transcended mere discomfort and became almost existential. Whatever order and routine were observed on board ship, they were mocked by the untameable vastness of the surrounding sea. As Ligon wrote gloomily, “There is no place so void and empty.” Confined for weeks within a small space, afloat on the great wilderness of the ocean, every traveller became aware of his frailty and insignificance.

Eventually, though, they neared the island. The ship’s master proceeded warily. Barbados is the easternmost island in the Caribbean and lies somewhat apart from its neighbours, which made its longitude difficult to calculate. Sir Henry Colt described the challenge of locating the island as being like finding “sixpence throwne downe upon New Market heath.” This problem had dogged sailors throughout the century, and many ships had inadvertently overshot the island. But it was a mistake that was strenuously avoided because once a ship found itself leeward of any Caribbean island it was extremely hard to tack back against the wind and recover position.

It was said that landfall was always made at night, leaving passengers awaiting daylight like “the woman with childe for her good hour.” And so the ship’s inmates’ first glimpse of their destination was often a shadowy one, blurred outlines of the land and buildings only barely illuminated by flickers of candlelight, the water lit by the rays from the moon and stars.

That my forefather should choose to settle in Barbados was in many ways predictable. If the Caribbean was considered more desirable than the American mainland for most seventeenth-century migrants, then Barbados was the most popular choice among the islands. One of the earliest colonizing expeditions in the area noted that Barbados resembled England, was “more healthful than any of hir neighbours” and therefore “better agreeing with the temper of the English Nacon.”

Barbados is geographically and geologically different from its neighbours because it is not part of the long volcanic mountain range in which the Caribbees are rooted. Instead it is a coral island which has fortuitously worked its way out of the sea. Shaped like a leg of mutton, Barbados feels like two islands rolled into one. The eastern coast, which borders the Atlantic, is wild and steep, dotted with huge, sculptural limestone outcrops, while the Caribbean coast is as tame and smooth as a turquoise rug. In 1690, Governor James Kendall described it as “the beauty-fullst spot of ground I ever saw.”

Barbados has a complex history. Columbus did not actually land on the island during any of his four visits to the Caribbean, but Spanish and Portuguese conquistadors reported a number of visits there during the sixteenth century. It was one of the first islands settled in the British Americas, claimed in 1625 when Captain John Powell landed there on his way back to England from Brazil. The party erected a wooden cross at the site of what would become St. James Town, later known as Holetown, and inscribed on a nearby tree: “James King of England and this island.” After inspecting the south and west coasts, the party realized what a promising prospect for “planting” the island offered. It was lush, with rich open land, and entirely uninhabited: the Amerindian population that had once lived there had long since deserted the island. The settlers of Barbados, therefore, would avoid the years of tumultuous and bloody battles that their brethren on the American mainland, and nearby islands such as Martinique, endured in order to settle their colonies.

Two years after Powell’s reconnaissance mission, a colonizing expedition led by his brother Henry and funded by two London merchants—Peter and William Courteen—set out for the island. Their ship set sail with eighty settlers and managed to capture eight African slaves en route, stolen from another ship. Their numbers were supplemented by thirty-two Indians from Maine who had been “hired” to teach the settlers how to plant, and were promptly enslaved as soon as they landed. The two groups, Africans and Indians, were the first slaves to land in the British Caribbean. These original settlers had a simple plan for life in Barbados: they were going to make a living cultivating tobacco and cotton and they would sustain themselves with the unfamiliar crops they had brought with them—cassava, yams, Indian corn, potatoes, plantains, bananas, oranges, lemons, limes, pineapples and melons. Over the next decades, more pioneers—including George Ashby—would swell the ranks of this first wave and the island would emerge as the most important in the region.

As George Ashby saw his new home for the first time, he would have had no idea what a tumultuous story he had been catapulted into. As well as being caught up in the more quotidian dramas of the region—hurricanes, rebellions and famine—he would also survive an outbreak of plague and a civil war with his own homeland, which would see Barbados besieged for months by Cromwellian forces. But most significantly, he would be a witness to a seismic shift in world events, when his little island successfully pioneered the production of sugar through the industrial exploitation of enslaved human beings. And in other colonies in Cuba or Brazil, or Martinique and Guadeloupe, in Louisiana or Georgia, other men and women would soon witness the same.

But for now, morning dawned and the excited immigrants rushed from their berths, clambered on deck and crowded against the rails, pushing and jostling for a view. The first sight of the island evoked rhapsodies in Ligon: “The nearer we came, the more beautiful it appeared to our eyes.” Indeed, Barbados approached by sea was a wonderful sight, as the ship cut through the water and the seafarers were first assailed by the fresh, tangy air. The land was lush and green, covered by “high, large and lofty trees, with their spreading branches and flourishing tops.” As the ship moved on, sailing through the turquoise waters, George Ashby would have been able to see, clustered around the shoreline, several plantations—small and large—carved out of the woods.

When the ship arrived at the entrance to Carlisle Bay, it fired its guns to salute the fort and manoeuvred gingerly to accommodate its tricky entrance. On that morning it would have taken George Ashby some time to appreciate what was around him. Now that the ship was becalmed in the bay, the sun reflected off the sea and the deck would have made him squint. Shading his eyes with his hand, he would have taken in the body of blue glittering water and the curves of land coated with the green forest that embraced the bay.

He must have felt that all the stories and letters home had understated the awe-inspiring freshness of this new world with its vivid brushstrokes of greens, blues and gold. Directly surrounding him were the azure waters of the bay, which despite the youth of the colony, were busy with vessels of various kinds. These small and large craft—sloops, ketches, barques and brigantines—decorated the bay with their rigging, casting fantastic shapes against the iridescent sky. And beyond, he would have seen the wharves, crowded with men rolling and handling hogsheads of merchandise.

Aboard ship, the travellers would have been busy packing up their belongings and queuing to be ferried to the port by watermen, whose job it was to ply backwards and forwards moving goods and passengers between the ship and the shore. Stepping onto the wharf, George would have staggered and swayed as his feet, so long accustomed to the motion of the ship, adjusted to this new stillness. And, from the wharf, he would have been able to take in the town. George may not have realized it, but he was lucky. In contrast with New England, where the Puritans had disembarked to be confronted with nothing but rough country, Bridgetown was bustling with many of the amenities the traveller needed to refresh his weary body and supplement his waning stores.

Founded the year after Barbados was settled in 1627, Bridgetown was then more commonly known as “The Bridge,” “The Indian Bridge” or “Indian Bridge Town.” It had emerged as the island’s major port because of certain natural advantages: an abundant water supply and a convenient harbour. But the site also had
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