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This book is dedicated to the friends from Guinea-Bissau, Senegal and The Gambia whom I have been privileged to make over the years.

It is especially for Buba, Mama, Yahya, Mohammed and Fátima; for Baba and Hassoum; for Abdoulie, Assan, Bala and Daniel; for Alaji, Djenaba, Marém, Ndaye, Alfa and Boubacar; and for Carlos, Carmen and José.





The critique of Western humanism is not a mere historical account of what happened – the book of atrocities. It is also the mourning of what was lost, in a way that does not dwell in the trauma, in a way that allows the survivor to escape the curse of repetition, to put the debris together again

Achille Mbembe, Necropolitics
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BIBIANA VAZ: rose to become the most powerful trader in Cacheu by the 1680s and imprisoned the captain-general of Cacheu in her home in Farim for eighteen months; married to Ambrósio Gomes and also one of the chief plotters in Crispina’s trial.
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FRANCISCO LEMOS COELHO: trader and enemy of Jorge over a street-fight with one of his relatives; author of one of the most detailed accounts to survive of life in Senegambia in the 1660s.
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MANOEL DE ALMEIDA: sergeant-major of Cabo Verde, who accompanied Crispina to Lisbon and handed her over to the Inquisitors there; acted as Crispina’s interpreter in the trial; eventually became captain-general of Cacheu.

MANOEL BAUTISTA PEREZ: New Christian trader in Cacheu in the 1610s, who moved to Lima and became the richest trader there; arrested by the Inquisition suspected of heresy in 1636; executed in the auto-da-fé of Lima in 1639; the legal dealings over his credit and debts produced some of the most detailed evidence we have on seventeenth-century Cacheu.

MARIA MENDES: cotton-spinner in Cacheu; born in Ribeira Grande, probably in the 1590s; aunt of the public scribe in Cacheu; known as having some of the best contacts with the djabakós.

NATALIA MENDES: herbalist living in Vila Quente, often called upon to provide cures by people in Cacheu; married to the barber-surgeon known as Frique-Fraque.

PAULO DE LORDELLO: president of the Franciscan monastery of Ribeira Grande at the time of Luis Rodrigues’s trial; agitator for Inquisitorial investigations; official charged with leading the investigations leading to Crispina’s arrest.

SEBASTIÃO RODRIGUES BARRAZA: household slave of Crispina and Jorge, often despatched outside the town on household errands; claimed to be related to the nobility of Casamance; apparently a Muslim, though also an inveterate drunkard.




Peoples of the Cacheu Region in the Seventeenth Century

BAINUNK: most oral histories agree that they were among the oldest inhabitants of today’s Casamance and Guinea-Bissau; Bugendo and Guinguim were Bainunk settlements. Under demographic and political pressure in the seventeenth century, their numbers and significance declined precipitously, and there are very few Bainunk left today.

BALANTA: in the seventeenth century found especially in the region of northern Guinea-Bissau, between Cacheu and Farim, and also south of here. Famous warriors who resisted trading and dealing with Europeans. In the nineteenth century many Balanta also migrated to the south of today’s Guinea-Bissau, to become then the largest ethnic group in the country until recent years.

BIJAGÓS: people who live in the archipelago of small islands off the west coast of the mainland; said to have moved there to escape the invading armies of the Mali empire in the thirteenth century; famed warriors.

CABOVERDEANS: generally mixed-heritage people often found in Senegambia; born in the Cabo Verde archipelago of islands some 300 miles off the African coast north of Dakar in today’s Senegal. Some Caboverdeans came as imperial emissaries in Church, trade and administration; others as captives of some of these people; and others as independent traders wanting to re-establish themselves in the West African homelands whence they or their ancestors had come enslaved to Cabo Verde in the sixteenth century.

JOLOF: large polity and people found north of the Gambia river; little involved in Cacheu in the seventeenth century, although some Cacheu traders did do business in Jolof lands.

FLOUP: people who lived in the lands between Cacheu and the Atlantic Ocean, growing in importance in the seventeenth century; famous for frequency of attacks on Atlantic slave trading ships; known today as the Jola.

FULANI: cattle-herders and scholars of Islam found across West Africa from Kano to Senegambia; migrated in a large group in the late fifteenth century to the Fuuta Jaalò mountains of today’s Guinea-Conakry under Koli Tenguela; involved in raiding captives for the transatlantic slave trade.

JAKHANKÉ: Sufi Islamic scholars and teachers whose centre in the seventeenth century was at Sutucó on the Gambia river; frequent traders across Senegambia and purveyors of amulets. Said to have originated from Dia, in the Middle Niger valley, perhaps the oldest urban settlement in that region (c.500 BCE).

MANDINGA: ethnic group found in Kaabu and across Casamance and Gambia; linked to the Malinké of today’s Guinea-Conakry and to the Mande of the Mali empire.

NALÚ: rice-growers living in small-scale communities in the south of today’s Guinea-Bissau and north of today’s Guinea-Conakry.

PEPEL: major ethnic group living around Cacheu in the seventeenth century and in the bolons round and about, as well as in the nearby kingdom of Mata de Putame. Later subdivided into closely related groups today known as the Manjako (most focused around Cacheu and the coast), Mancaigne (around Bula) and Pepel.

SAPI: name given by the Portuguese to peoples living around Sierra Leone, some way south of Cacheu, and famous as ivory carvers; following invasions from Mane peoples in the 1560s, some moved to live in and around Cacheu.




Glossary



	aguardente

	rum brought from the Americas.


	alcaide

	mayor or chief official of town in Senegambia, deriving from the Portuguese; in Mandinga the word is today Alkalú.


	alúas

	wooden tablets on which children practise writing Arabic verses from the Qu’ran. Still often used today.


	arroba

	a standard measure equivalent to 32 lbs or 15 kilograms.


	auto-da-fé

	public Inquisitorial procession in an urban centre, in which penitents carried candles before them before receiving their punishment; in the seventeenth century, cases of burning or garrotting were comparatively rare.







	barafulas

	white-and-blue cloth woven in the Cabo Verde islands and highly prized in Senegambia.


	bolon

	creek.


	boticário

	apothecary/pharmacist.







	cantareiras

	fixed benches for sitting in the kitchen.


	Carreira da Índia

	sea route of the Portuguese empire from Lisbon to Goa; a fleet undertook this annually once in each direction, a journey of eight months.


	chinas

	shrines of Senegambian religions; a name given by outsiders both to the religious setting in which offerings were made and to the apparel involved in these offerings, such as the pots which could be kept in the home with various special liquids.


	combete

	storehouse.


	compadre

	godfather; co-godparents were known as compadres.


	criado/a

	servant.







	djabakós

	healer or seer drawing on Senegambian religious practice to prescribe cures or offerings to be made.







	farim

	ruler of one of the Mandinga kingdoms of southern Senegambia.


	fazenda/fazendeiro

	plantation(-owner).







	gan

	extended family network.


	godenho

	measure of kola nuts.


	griot

	praise-singer.


	gris-gris

	amulet.


	grumetes

	apprentices of major traffickers, often involved in regional trade in Senegambia, where they would undertake tasks for their mentor/master’s household.







	iran

	spirit-snakes with special magical properties in Senegambian belief-systems.







	kapok

	silk-cotton trees.


	Kristón

	mixed-heritage Catholics living in the port towns of today’s Senegambia, acting as intermediaries for Atlantic traders.







	lumo

	rotational weekly market.







	mato

	bush; also used in colonial documents to indicate areas outside imperial control (i.e. most places).







	New Christians

	descendants of Jews who had been forcibly converted to Christianity in Portugal in 1497, or whose ancestors had chosen to convert rather than to leave Spain in 1492. New Christians held a wide range of beliefs: some were devout Catholics, others were crypto-Jews, others were more or less atheists.


	nyantio

	aristocratic warriors of the kingdom of Kaabu.







	parda

	of mixed heritage.


	praça

	fortified imperial redoubt (such as Cacheu).







	regateiras

	women trading at markets.







	signares

	mixed-heritage women who became powerful traders in the port-towns of West Africa between Senegal and Sierra Leone.


	sobrado

	house with two storeys.







	tabanka

	names for fortified villages in Senegambia, still the word for village in Guinea-Bissau today.


	tchon

	land belonging to a people or to a gan (extended kinship network).
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Introduction

Towards the middle of 1652, Jorge Mesquita de Castelbranco arrived as the new governor of Santiago, largest among the islands of the Cabo Verde archipelago and around 300 miles west of the African coastline. Castelbranco was an ‘impoverished nobleman’ who had been offered this position, which the officials of the Portuguese Colonial Overseas Council probably saw as something of a sinecure. The focus of empire had long moved on from Cabo Verde to Angola and Brazil, where the Portuguese were immersed in a decades-long conflict with the Dutch for control of the South Atlantic. However, Castelbranco saw things differently: being a colonial governor was still an opportunity to rebuild the family fortune, given that Santiago island had long been at the centre of the region’s traffic in enslaved Africans, linking the port of Cacheu in today’s Guinea-Bissau with the Atlantic world.1

As soon as he arrived, Castelbranco made his mark. When a wine-trader arrived from the island of Madeira, further north in the Atlantic Ocean, he imprisoned him for causing him ‘offence’. Vicente Gomes, the Madeira wine-trader, had accused Castelbranco of lying and acting dishonestly when he had tried to stop him from doing business with the sweet wines still famous today, and then essential in Cabo Verde for the Catholic Communion ritual as well as for other, more dissolute, purposes. By the time of the petition, in late June, Gomes had been fuming in prison for a month: Santiago’s community was small, everyone knew everyone, and he couldn’t be released without the governor’s approval.2

But meanwhile, Gomes’s business partner was busy. Manoel Henriques, the scribe of the royal estate, had a side-hustle as an intermediary in the wine business. He had been selling Gomes’s wine to the traders of Ribeira Grande, the capital city of the island. Several witnesses came forward to describe how he had placed wine in their houses for them to sell. All of them were women: Beatriz Jorge, who was thirty years old, Maria Manuel (thirty-four), Maria de Socorro (forty-seven) and Francisca Peres (thirty). In other words, and as the historian Nwando Achebe puts it, while the men paraded around harbouring enmities, sowing political chaos and proclaiming their own self-righteousness in lengthy and tedious epistles, ‘women owned the marketplace’ in this West African island town.3

Political factionalism was already rife in Santiago when Castelbranco appeared in 1652. A deposition from 1655 described how he had arrived to find that the previous governor, Pedro Semedo Cardoso, had imprisoned the judge and purveyor of the Royal Estate Manoel Paez de Aragão ‘because of the great hatred and enmity that there was between them’. Cardoso had replaced Aragão with Francisco Alvares Liste as judge. The deposition went on that he had done this since both of them supported the faction led by the African inhabitants of the island, descendants of enslaved captives who had escaped to live in the high mountains of the interior in Santa Catarina, the region around what is today the town of Assomada. In fact, at that time, ‘the inhabitants of the island who had been born there were mutinying, saying that they were going to come down to the city and kill all the whites there, and saying publicly that the Black man should be governor.’4

Thus, while women owned Ribeira Grande’s marketplace, African women and men ran the island beyond it. Into this complex political world blundered Jorge Mesquita de Castelbranco, this minor Portuguese nobleman who had fallen on hard times, someone who held stereotyped and outdated views of what this world was like. As colonial governor, shouldn’t he be able to do as he pleased and treat the place as his own plaything to profit from as he wished? Wasn’t he automatically in charge?

But, like history itself, things weren’t anything like as simple as he had imagined: by early November 1653, less than eighteen months after he had arrived, Castelbranco had been thrown into jail in the fortress of St Philip, whose restored walls and cannon still command the cliff overlooking Ribeira Grande in today’s country of Cabo Verde.5

This book offers an account of daily life in the seventeenth-century West African port town of Cacheu. It does so through the lens of the life story of the richest trader in the town by the early 1660s, a woman called Crispina Peres. Peres was arrested for trial by the Portuguese Inquisition in 1665 and deported to Lisbon to the Inquisitorial jail. She is the ‘heretic’ of this book’s title. And yet, while Peres was arrested for the crime of heresy, many readers may conclude by the end of the book that her real crime was that her power challenged that of the growing Portuguese empire – that her real ‘heresy’ was a different sort of power, and a different way of understanding the world.

Through the lives of Peres and her family, friends and enemies, this book takes us into the worlds of the women and men who lived between around 1615 and 1670 in Cacheu, in today’s Guinea-Bissau,fn1 then the major West African slave-trading port linked to the colonial world of Santiago island in Cabo Verde. We find out who the people of the town were; how they interacted with the regional and global networks that they were part of; what it was that moved them, angered them or made them afraid; how they made money; and how they enjoyed themselves, and loved, lived and died. Crispina Peres’s life is the continuity which shapes the book as a whole, though at times it is set aside to engage with a broader and more holistic portrait of this seventeenth-century West African port town. In tracing these emotional, economic and social histories, I have tried to allow the lives of the people involved to emerge as in a tapestry. At times the ten chapters cover similar topics, but they always do so from a range of different perspectives. Through the slow layering-up of these different perspectives, a picture takes shape which aims to offer an overall understanding of daily life there. This structure also allows the book to embody one of its central arguments, which is that people in seventeenth-century West Africa did not operate through our current linear approach to time. Instead, they experienced the world and the passing of time in a way that was more cyclical: indeed, the rise of a linear view of time was connected to the rise of the empires of the Atlantic world.

A number of other histories of West African port cities have been written for this period, yet all the same this narrative has an unusual level of emotional detail about daily life almost 400 years ago. We are able to reconstruct these feelings because of a type of historical source that had not been drawn on by historians of West Africa until the last twenty years: the records of the Portuguese and Spanish Inquisitions. These institutions were responsible for imposing and overseeing the ‘purity of the faith’ not only in Spain and Portugal, but also in their colonies. While the enforcement of this policy was very sporadic in places such as today’s Angola and Guinea-Bissau, in the middle of the seventeenth century two lengthy Inquisition trials were held involving West Africans. The first began in 1657, and was brought against the philandering, drunkard canon Luis Rodrigues, of the cathedral of the island of Santiago. Rodrigues was arrested in Cabo Verde for soliciting women in the act of confession and deported to the Inquisitorial jail in Lisbon in March 1658. But there, in spite of a strong range of evidence, he was pardoned.6

A vengeful man, Rodrigues returned to Cabo Verde in 1661 determined to get his own back on his enemies. In 1655, two years before being arrested, Rodrigues had been sent from Cabo Verde to be the parish priest of the town of Farim in Guinea-Bissau, some distance up the São Domingos river from Cacheu. There he had caused many scandals. In one sermon he had claimed that he had been given powers by the Pope to exculpate any incestual relations. He was widely accused of sleeping with any woman he found attractive, making them go to his house for confession, where he received them in breeches and a shirt lying on his bed in a special building he had assigned for this purpose. He had then embarked on an affair with a married woman whose husband had wanted to kill him, forcing him to flee Farim for Cacheu by night in the boat of someone who felt sorry for him.7

In spite of all this – and of the numerous accusations against him in the Cabo Verde islands as well – Rodrigues preferred to blame his enemies for his arrest and trial by the Inquisition, rather than to consider his own faults. He was a human being, warts and all. And so, on his return to West Africa from Lisbon, he set about getting his own back. Rodrigues soon drew on his political contacts to fulminate the papers leading to the second trial, which came to a head in the early months of 1665. This was the trial that was brought against Crispina Peres. Peres was married to the former captain-general of Cacheu, Jorge Gonçalves Frances, someone who in his own trial Rodrigues had declared to be his sworn enemy. After Rodrigues began the proceedings, Peres’s other enemies in the town took charge, and she was eventually arrested on the charge of witchcraft. Following three years of interrogations in Lisbon, Crispina Peres was processed in an auto-da-fé there, where she was given a mild penance – as was often the case with Inquisitorial judgements by this time – returning to Cacheu in June 1668.8

These two trials offer remarkable social histories of a small town and its hinterlands in seventeenth-century West Africa, with the type of detail which was long assumed by historians to apply only to the worlds of Europe. While biographical histories exist for Angola in the seventeenth century, this is the first such book to be written in this era for West Africa. Those interested in this history are extremely fortunate to have these records today, since they are the only cases of their kind which have survived. They were produced at a particular point of Senegambia’s history, as part of the imperial competition then growing across the world. But for the rest of its long active history, the Portuguese Inquisition did next to nothing in West Africa: by and large, its main interests in the empire were in Brazil and in Goa (where they had formed a tribunal in 1560).9

What is more, alongside these 1,000 folios of documents, there is a further bundle of 1,000 or so more pages of Inquisition sources. These documents predate these trials by forty years and are housed in the National Archive of Peru in Lima. There, in the 1630s, the Portuguese slave trafficker Manoel Bautista Pérez was arrested by the Inquisition of Lima. Bautista Pérez was the richest man in the city, and his account books dating back almost twenty years were soon impounded by the Inquisition as his creditors petitioned for the debts which they claimed he owed them. Some of these account books relate to the time that he and his brother João spent as slave traffickers in Cacheu in the 1610s. João had died in Cacheu in 1617, and Manoel had come to the Americas shortly afterwards, where he grew rich. Two decades later, the account books of profit, loss and despair linked to their actions in West Africa and then South America were impounded, as the Inquisition sought to assess the size of Manoel’s property.10

Taken all together, what has endured from that traumatic period of world history is a remarkable collection of documents of over 2,000 folios that offer the chance to reconstruct many aspects of daily life that were long assumed lost. The use of Inquisition documents to provide hitherto unparalleled social histories of medieval and early modern Europe was a feature of history-writing of the 1970s. Books such as Montaillou by the French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie and The Cheese and the Worms by Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg became widely read; and more recently the historian James Sweet used an Inquisition trial to explore the life history of Domingos Álvares, an enslaved African from today’s Benin living in Brazil in the 1730s. These books collectively transformed the ability to understand the fine-grained detail, the textures and the feelings which made up human lives so long ago. In so doing, they challenged the view of history as one performed and enacted by male elites: the kings, noblemen and merchants who so often line the pages of history books.11

One thing which these documents also offered these historians was the opportunity to undercut stereotypes about static, unchanging communities in the past. In Montaillou, Ladurie takes us into the social worlds of this remote Pyrenean redoubt. In doing so, he also shows how mobile many of those who lived there were: the priests who came and went from more important towns nearby such as Aix-les-Thermes and Foix, and the herders who lived an itinerant life of transhumance in the Pyrenees with their flocks, coming and going according to the dictates of pasture, and developing emotional connections along the way.

The long-ignored survival of these documents from Cacheu means that the same kind of detailed insights are also possible for West Africa from a long-ago time. As in Montaillou, people who lived in Cacheu travelled a great deal in the wider Senegambian region in which the town is situated, and so this book offers a picture not only of daily life in this town but also of the worlds around it. What is more, one of the main protagonists of this history – Crispina Peres – was not only female but was also the most powerful merchant in the town. Here is a West African woman’s life-story, bringing her daily life to us in a different way and from a much earlier period than before, across the painful chasm of time that separates us from this past.12

Beneath the measured script produced by the ecclesiastical scribes of these Inquisitorial trials lies a traumatic history. Some readers will wonder how far sources produced by Iberian Church institutions and their male apparatchiks can ever faithfully represent the social and emotional worlds of Senegambians from the seventeenth century. There are many layers of trauma to unpick – more than ever could be framed within a single book, or by a single historian.

Most significantly, there is the collective trauma still so widely felt today, through the globalized assault and grief which was produced by the traffic in enslaved persons. These records all exist, in some way or another, because of the transatlantic slave trade. In the first half of the seventeenth century, Cacheu was at the centre of this traffic in this part of West Africa. It had taken over that dubious mantle from the island of Santiago, Cabo Verde, which had been the fulcrum of the traffic in the sixteenth century. Entering into this book, readers will see just how far greed, violence and trauma connected to this world were workaday aspects of daily life in Cacheu. The documents force us to confront the reality of how easy it is for human beings to justify their involvement in appalling acts.13

Moreover, some readers may feel confused by some of the details here. If Cacheu was a centre of this cruel business, how come Senegambians were able to walk freely about the town? Didn’t they fear being seized and transported out to one of the waiting ships? Of course, many of them did, as will become clear in this book – especially those who worked as servants in the homes of the main human traffickers. However, these are also questions that hark back to an earlier Western assumption that in this era Africa and slavery are somehow synonymous – that there is nothing more about daily life in West Africa that is worth remarking on.

People in Cacheu knew well that most of the captives in the traffic came from elsewhere, seized through warfare and transported by canoe or by sea to the town. The Caboverdean trader and official André Alvares d’Almada described in 1591 how the rivers of Guinea-Bissau were roamed by ‘thieves, who are known locally as gampisas. They are like bandits, and do nothing else, stealing slaves [i.e. raiding and seizing them], and bringing them to sell to the ships.’ Besides raids like this conducted from the rivers, as we will see later, the Bijagó islanders who lived in the archipelago offshore were (in)famous for conducting military raids on villages, destroying them and seizing those left behind as captives for enslavement. Alongside war captives and raiding victims, criminals, those accused of witchcraft, and debtors were also sometimes sold into Atlantic enslavement.14

All of this represented a new and disturbing historical dynamic. Incessant labour demands from the New World mines and plantations were transforming existing West African institutions of dependence and labour into the cruel horror of chattel slavery. Demand stoked supply. The best defence against enslavement for coastal communities in Greater Senegambiafn2 was trade, which could provide access to weapons for defence and also make the Atlantic traffickers reliant on them for local trading networks. Thus, many of the people who lived in Cacheu were secure as they made a decent living through work and trade. Moreover, the Portuguese had stopped trying to raid West Africa for slaves very early in their travels down the coast, by the 1460s, since they had often found themselves outmanoeuvred militarily. Their gunpowder went damp and was useless in the rainy season, and this was for them a new environment. Instead they trusted to their demand stoking these wars fought elsewhere by the Bijagó and others to produce their captives, as we will see later in the book; and moreover they were utterly dependent on the people of Cacheu to meet their material wants, and on the people in the surrounding villages to supply them with provisions and grain stores both for the town and with which to feed enslaved captives on the ‘Middle Passage’.15

All this can begin to explain just a small part of both the trauma and the contours of slavery that emerge in this book. Cacheu was a town which relied economically on the transatlantic traffic. The haunting echoes of this inhumane business were ever-present, from the cries of slave branding in the trading houses to the disturbing presence of captives being marched in irons through the streets to and from the port and the eerie sight of the slave ships themselves, floating out in the harbour, their lanterns bobbing up and down in the night. And yet, as human beings so often will try to ignore the cruelties and inhumanity right in front of their noses, so slavery was only one part of daily life in Cacheu – just as it forms therefore only one part of this book. This institution formed a workaday reality whose cruelty many tried to forget, forgetting also the risk for some of the household enslaved that they too might unexpectedly be seized and transported as just so much human property. Outside the households of the slave traffickers people knew that this happened rarely to people like them in the town, because of the Portuguese dependence on the residents and on the surrounding villages for the basic necessities of daily life.

Beyond this historic and enduring trauma of enslavement, there is also that of the chief protagonist herself. Crispina Peres, the dynamic trader of Bainunk and Portuguese heritage, was at the pinnacle of her social and economic power in Cacheu when her enemies conspired against her, drawing on the Inquisition to bring her down. Her political and kinship links with Bainunk and Pepel kings near to Cacheu, and to other parts of the region, could not protect her. She spent three years in the Inquisitorial jail, and for one entire year she appears to have been left in the cell without any word from the judges – before being summoned before them so that their interrogations could begin again. Her life, and her marriage, were destroyed: Crispina Peres’s personal pain is thus etched on many of the pages of this book.

Moreover, the very existence of these documents offers a signal perspective on this history. For why did the Inquisition decide to launch into two such lengthy (and costly) proceedings in the middle of the seventeenth century? This was part of the growing geopolitical competition which characterized Atlantic trade – and the traffic in enslaved Africans – in this period. For it was in the 1640s and the 1650s that the Dutch and the English entered this business wholesale, and that their competition began to be felt keenly by the Portuguese. Religious competition was also growing with the increasing presence in Greater Senegambia of itinerant Muslim clerics known as the Jakhanké, of French missionaries, and Spanish Capuchins arriving in the 1640s in the Cacheu and Sierra Leone regions.16

As it turned out, the Portuguese Inquisition would be suspended for seven years by the Vatican just a decade later, in 1674, but at the time these Inquisition trials were an attempt to assert Portuguese primacy in this colonial struggle. This was in various ways a struggle over life (and of lives): it was a struggle over the power to conscript labour, to determine worldviews and value systems in a global setting, a struggle over meaning and the authority to ascribe knowledge and to heal disease. It was also, of course, a struggle over the life of Crispina Peres herself, whose trial today thus stands as a marker for the increase in demand for enslaved Africans, the signal role that demand had in accelerating the traffic and the consequent intensification of that historical tragedy from this period onwards.17

In this way, we are reminded of how violent and anti-historical the stereotype of Africa was, as it emerged in Europe in the writings of figures such as Hegel and Adam Smith from the late eighteenth century. Far from Africa standing ‘outside history’, Cacheu was deeply connected to locations around the world, ranging from Cartagena in today’s Colombia and Salvador da Bahía in north-eastern Brazil, to Amsterdam, Seville and Lisbon, to Istanbul in the Ottoman empire, and to textile producers in Gujarat, India. These globalized links were connected with this growing demand for and traffic in enslaved persons: for, without being a global space in the early modern world, Cacheu – and so many other parts of Africa – could not confront us today, through these documentary traces, with the violence and complexity of this painful past.

There are many further layers of trauma which emerge from these texts. There is the way in which the concentration of economic and political power over the early modern and modern periods aggravated inequalities of all kinds. This emerges so starkly in the terse formulae of these documents, as white male priests interrogated witnesses, only then to belittle them in their discussions afterwards – the chief ground given for Luis Rodrigues’s pardon by the Inquisitors of Lisbon in 1661 was that the principal witnesses against him, who were of course Black women, ‘did not have the necessary qualities to proceed to his imprisonment since he is a Canon’.18

Then there is the social violence implicit in the way in which the Inquisitorial interrogations were carried out. Not only was all the evidence written down by male scribes as they themselves decided, but it was filtered through a layer of translation. Most of the key witnesses were West Africans who did not speak Portuguese and had their testimonies rendered by male interpreters. In the case where interrogations were conducted in the vernacular West African coastal Kriolu language, it was the scribes themselves who would then translate and interpret the questions and answers as they saw fit in the trial documents. So there is no sense in which what emerged here can be described as an unfiltered African voice.

These main sources used for writing this book thus pose questions more than they provide answers. How can documents produced as part of the power-grab of white colonial men be a reliable source of evidence to reconstruct this past, of a West African port town? And if they are going to be used, in what ways can readers – and this writer – guard against consciously or unconsciously reproducing the stereotypes which they sought to enforce?

Fortunately, many have pondered these very questions in recent years and developed techniques to address them. The historian Vanicléia Silva Santos also looked at the trial of Crispina Peres in her article on the circulation of the amulets known as ‘Mandinga pouches’ (bolsas de Mandinga) across much of the Atlantic world in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As sources, these Inquisitorial texts are far from neutral. On the other hand, as Santos suggests, historians can read between the lines of what was intended in the texts to excavate its silences and the real social context which they represent: ‘the historian’s task is to read beneath the Inquisitor’s stereotyped discourse to uncover the faith, values, and habits of the accused’.19

A good example of how to do this is the reading of the Inquisitorial judgement of Luis Rodrigues just discussed. The Inquisitors did not openly declare that the ‘qualities’ of the witnesses were insufficient to find Rodrigues guilty of heresy because they were Black women. However, in placing their perceived low-status qualities against the high status of the accused, a white male canon, the silence of the source on this point begins to speak loudly. The explicit social context which formed this judgement emerges with force – and so the historian has also to excavate the social and cultural worlds which helped to produce the document. This investigation offers the chance of a conversation across history: the Inquisition trials and impounded account books offer a precious window onto the intricacies of daily life, but without at the same time also using oral histories, historical linguistics and other sources to gain a sense of the wider daily life in Cacheu and the surrounding region, we cannot understand the Inquisition trials themselves.

The history that emerges from all this is one rarely told; and one which, before working with Philip Havik and Filipa Ribeiro da Silva on Crispina’s case, it had not occurred to me to try. As all readers know, we live in a world which is becoming ever more unequal. With the wealth and power of elites growing disproportionately as never before, sources from the distant past which can undercut the idea of ‘history’ as an inevitable unfolding of the history of elites are more important than ever. The social history of daily life can present a different approach to social relations and to power – and thereby remind us of the many different ways in which societies can organize and have organized themselves over time.20

By looking closely at details which have mostly been forgotten, this book offers several challenges to conventional ideas about economic and social change in world history. The first is linked to economics. One of the major theories of modern liberal economics is called ‘institutional economics’. This holds that it is through building strong institutions that economic growth is achieved. Much of the attention paid by economists to low-income countries therefore goes into studying and promoting the building of the said institutions. However, in this book we see that it really depends on who is building them. The Inquisition was as strong a state institution as existed in the early modern Atlantic world: however, in this case, far from leading to economic stability, its power was imposed in order to stifle the entrepreneurialism and economic power of a West African woman. In other words, strong institutions building economic foundations need to be home-grown.

A second challenge comes towards the history of gender and equality. Recent changes in the way that the topic is understood by some in the West are seen by them as symbolic of modern progress. However, the Crispina Peres trial, and the lives of the many women related to her that we can glimpse through its pages and the other sources considered here, show us how mistaken it is to assume that history always proceeds inexorably towards perceived goods. In the context of women’s history in Africa, historians have shown that women held more or less equal power in many of the continent’s societies in ancient precolonial times, maintaining control over key aspects of political and social life, and that strong aspects of this culture persisted for thousands of years up to the dawn of colonialism.21

In this book, we see clearly how the power now associated with the modern state delivered an all-out attack on female agency and economic empowerment in this West African context. As capital became concentrated and its power grew, European empires – alongside the conservative Salafi Islamic reform movement that followed in the eighteenth century – certainly did not always promote gender equity. As this book shows us, they generally did the reverse, so that women in the seventeenth century like Crispina Peres could be far more powerful than is often imagined in the present. Moreover, West Africa was not alone in this dynamic since many European port cities also experienced mass male migrations by sea in this century, leaving disproportionately large populations of women who often thus controlled important aspects of the contours of daily life. In the end this study of Crispina Peres’s life therefore reveals the shortcomings of simplified approaches to the history of gender in the past and present, and also suggests ways in which the strength of women in the West African past may have influenced more recent dynamics, including the role of women in Guinea-Bissau’s wars of independence (1963–74).22

Third and finally, the details in this book present a concerted challenge to the ways in which history has usually been written in the West. For the writing of ‘world history’ has generally excluded Africa, and included Africans mainly through the lens of enslavement in the diaspora. In this book, we see how the multi-layered connections of Cacheu, on so many different levels, answer back. These granular details challenge not only the approach of the traditional Western historical discourse to Africa, but also challenge the nature of that discourse as a whole. This is not least because, as we see in the last chapters of the book, these details also reveal how the process of objectivity associated with the subject of history in the West was the other side of the coin of the colonial assault on Africa and Africans. The standardization of time and space through lines of longitude and claims to universal time were a core part of the scientific revolution in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries – but as we see here, they were also essential to the intensification of imperial cycles of demand and extraction.23

Another challenge to that language of history comes in the book’s focus on spirituality and healing as a core driver of change in Cacheu. African societies are deeply religious, and yet all too often historical narratives about the continent focus on material forces as the driving motive of history. This suits Western paradigms of history, but it is certainly an approach that is foreign to almost everyone in Africa. As we will see in this book, it is impossible to consider the complex histories of the African past without grasping the centrality of spiritual approaches to life, and what this may have meant to the core actors in the historical past.

In considering these documents, therefore, there is much to surprise us about the historical process and how it has usually been written down. We don’t only receive challenging perspectives on the interactions of West African men and women, the sorrowful place of slavery and empire in this history, the importance of spirituality and healing in social life, and the way in which one small town in West Africa was globally connected. We are also introduced in a unique way to the interior emotional worlds of this time and place.

Just as there are emotional underpinnings to these documents, so this is a book that has its own emotional meanings for me in writing it.

Over thirty years, I visited many times almost all the locations in which this book’s histories took place. I have been to Cacheu itself on several occasions. I first visited in 1995, travelling with a Senegalese friend in the back of a pick-up from the neighbouring town of Canchungo, heartland to Guinea-Bissau’s Manjako community. Cacheu was a famous town, but during the colonial era the rise of motorized transport turned it into a backwater. The road from Canchungo passes just a handful of villages, most of which are off the road – something often the case in Guinea-Bissau, where villages moved into the bush (mato) to escape the violence of colonialism and then the independence war. Today it sweeps into the town, down towards the wide, brown waters of the river, past the remnants of the old two-storey (sobrado) administrative buildings of colonial times. Down by the river is the jetty, and a recently raised memorial to the port’s history of slavery. Opposite this is a museum dedicated to this history, quite recently created. By the waterfront there are some fishing canoes, and the shells of the warehouses that used to store the staple cash crop of groundnuts during the modern era of Portuguese colonialism in the twentieth century. Behind the road which follows along the waterfront, tracks dive off into the trees next to the town, where the compounds inhabited by today’s community can be easily seen.

Cacheu is a far quieter place now than it was in the years on which this book concentrates. The main remnant of the old slave-trafficking times is found in the ruined fort by the riverside, with broken statues of now-dethroned Portuguese colonial ‘heroes’ littering the yard, and the fort’s peeling whitewashed walls sealed off from the town itself by a gate. On one of my later visits, an enterprising person appeared from the compounds beside the fort with a key to the padlock, which he had placed on the gate so as to charge an entry fee to visitors. Then, from the far wall of the fort backing on to the São Domingos river, I looked out at its still waters, which in the seventeenth century were busy with dugout canoes plying to the town markets, and across to the north bank of the river lined with a seemingly thick wall of mangroves, whence the creek then ran north to the markets at the Bainunk town of Bugendo.

[image: ]
1. The fortress of Cacheu.
In the seventeenth century Cacheu was not as isolated as it feels today. Boats of one kind and another arrived constantly. There were the dugout canoes which connected the town with nearby communities, as well as in the rainy season to the Gambia river through the creeks of Casamance in today’s southern Senegal. These vessels unloaded rice and millet, bolts of cloth and also enslaved Africans on the waterfront. There they came upon the Atlantic vessels which then linked the town to the city of Ribeira Grande on Santiago island in Cabo Verde, and also across the Atlantic ocean to ports such as Cartagena in today’s Colombia.

Ribeira Grande in Cabo Verde – the home of Governor Jorge Mesquita de Castelbranco in the 1650s – was nominally the colonial capital on which Cacheu then ‘depended’. These two settlements were deeply intertwined, separated as they were by hundreds of miles of ocean waters. Cacheu residents traded with the people there, and were related by marriage to them. All of the colonial and religious officials who were despatched to Cacheu were sent from there. At the same time, most of the Africans who lived in Ribeira Grande or who had escaped to the highlands of Santiago had come from Cacheu and its environs. While in the sixteenth century Cabo Verde’s connections with West Africa included areas of today’s Senegal north of the Gambia river, by the period on which this book focuses the links were all with Cacheu.24

Ribeira Grande’s site on Santiago was chosen because of the spring of fresh water which came down the steep-sided valley from which it takes its name. Cabo Verde is an arid archipelago, a slab of the Sahara in the Atlantic Ocean. Water sources are scarce on most of the islands. This deep cleft in the mesa gave life not only to the town, and to its business, but also to fruit and vegetable gardens which can still be found in the valley today, a green oasis criss-crossed by irrigation channels and small stone-lined reservoirs which wait patiently, all the year round, for the sporadic bursts of rainfall which give the whole island life. If you climb up the valley sides, you will then be confronted with a view of an unforgiving brown desert which runs for fifteen or twenty miles to the base of the crest of mountains in the middle of the island – where those captives who escaped enslavement in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries formed their own communities in Santa
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2. The church of Our Lady of the Rosary, Cidade Velha, built in 1609.
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