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For the more than one million Africans transported to Jamaica —
and for those who survived to build something the ocean could not take.
─────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────


AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book almost didn't get written. Not because of any lack of material — the history of British Jamaica is extraordinarily well-documented, if you know where to look, and I have spent the better part of four years looking. It almost didn't get written because I kept stopping. I kept putting down my notes, pushing back from the desk, walking out into the street, needing air.
I grew up in South London. My family came from Jamaica, via Windrush, via the sugarcane parishes of Clarendon and St. Elizabeth. My grandmother told me stories. Not the dates and figures of history — she wouldn't have used those words — but stories of places and people, of land that felt like something, of a past that was present in the way she talked about home even forty years after she'd left it. I grew up knowing Jamaica as a feeling before I knew it as a place. And when I began researching this volume, I began to understand why so much about home felt haunted.
The history in these pages is not comfortable reading. I have not tried to make it comfortable. What happened on the sugar plantations of Jamaica between 1655 and 1807 was a crime on a scale that human language struggles to accommodate: more than a million people transported across an ocean in conditions designed to dehumanise, and then worked in conditions designed to consume. The men who built this system were not monsters in the Hollywood sense. That is, in some ways, the most disturbing thing about them. They were businessmen. They were politicians. They were husbands and fathers. They went to church on Sundays. They built libraries and endowed schools and commissioned portraits of their families, and they did all of this on the proceeds of slavery, and most of them never lost a night's sleep.
I have tried, in writing this volume, to keep two things in view simultaneously. The first is the full weight of what was done: the mechanics of the trade, the violence of the plantation, the ideology of race that was constructed to justify both. The second is what the enslaved Africans and their descendants built from within that catastrophe: the culture, the language, the spiritual life, the resistance. Both of these things are true. Both are essential. A history that focuses only on the suffering risks turning its subjects into perpetual victims, which is itself a form of disrespect. A history that focuses only on the resilience risks softening the crime. I have tried to hold both edges.
I want to say one more thing, and it is personal. Every time I read Thomas Thistlewood's diaries — and I have read significant portions of them, more than once, because the historian's work requires it — I think of the women he enslaved. Not as a category. As specific women: Phibbah, who managed his household and negotiated her survival across thirty-seven years with an intelligence and a determination that deserves to be called heroic. The women whose names he recorded only in the context of assault. The women whose names he did not record at all. I cannot give them back what was taken. But I can refuse to forget them. This book is, among other things, an act of refusal.
I am grateful to the archivists, scholars, and historians whose work undergirds every chapter of this volume. Their names appear in the sources section. I am grateful to Wappy King Publishing House for believing in this series, and to everyone who has read the previous volumes and written to tell me that this history matters to them. It matters to me. It is, in a very direct sense, mine.
Write about history long enough and you start to understand that the dead are not as past as we like to think. The sugar is still in the soil. The chains are still in the record. The world they built is the world we live in.
Winston Phillips
London, 2026
─────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────


A NOTE ON THIS VOLUME

This is the third volume of a six-volume history of Jamaica. Where Volume One covered the island's indigenous Taíno peoples and the Spanish occupation from 1494 to 1655, and Volume Two examined the final decades of Spanish rule and the conditions that would make conquest possible, this volume deals with the longest and darkest chapter of Jamaican history: the one hundred and fifty years of British plantation slavery, from the English seizure of the island in 1655 to the abolition of the British slave trade in 1807.
A word about sources and method. The documented history of this period is heavily weighted toward the voices of enslavers — their diaries, letters, accounts, plantation records, Parliamentary testimony. The voices of the enslaved survive mostly in fragments: in the records of revolts, in trial testimony, in the oral histories that descended through families and communities, in the cultural forms — language, music, spiritual practice — that survived despite every effort to extinguish them. Where possible, this volume has tried to hold both registers in view simultaneously: to use the coloniser's records as evidence of a world while insisting that those records do not contain the full reality of that world.
Among the primary sources that anchor this volume: the diary of Thomas Thistlewood, the Jamaican overseer and planter who kept a daily record from 1748 to 1786 (thirty-seven volumes, held at the Beinecke Library at Yale University); the autobiography of Olaudah Equiano, first published in London in 1789; the scholarship of Vincent Brown, whose 2020 work Tacky's Revolt: The Story of an Atlantic Slave War represents the most important recent reframing of the 1760 rebellion and its context; and Edward Long's History of Jamaica (1774), which is used here not as a reliable account but as a specimen of the ideology that sustained the plantation system.
The story that follows is not comfortable. It should not be. History that makes us comfortable with atrocity has failed its most basic duty.
─────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────────
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PROLOGUE: SOMEWHERE IN THE ATLANTIC

The ship has no name worth remembering. Call it what you like — The Industry, The Providence, The Good Hope. The captains of the Middle Passage loved ironic names. What matters is not the ship's name but what lives inside it, below the waterline, in the darkness between the wooden planking and the bilge.
It is somewhere around 1762. The vessel is perhaps twelve days out of the West African coast, maybe twenty days from Jamaica. The Atlantic is neither stormy nor calm — it is merely indifferent, heaving slowly beneath a sky that offers no mercy and no comfort. Up on deck, sailors go about their work. The air smells of salt and tar, of cooking smoke from the galley, of ordinary life.
Below, there is no ordinary life.
The hold measures perhaps thirty feet across and five feet high, a low ceiling that forces a man to crouch if he stands. Along both sides run wooden shelves, built close together like the bunks of a coffin-ship, each shelf eighteen inches wide. On these shelves, shackled two by two at the ankle — left leg to right leg, right leg to left leg — lie more than four hundred human beings.
They have been lying here for days. Some of them were free men and women two months ago. They had names, lineages, histories, languages, futures. One of them, a man of perhaps twenty-five — we will call him Kofi, because it is an Akan name for a boy born on Friday, and it is a name that would have been his — remembers the market at Cape Coast, the European men with their lists and their fingers, the branding iron that someone pressed against his chest while he was held down. He carries the scar of the transaction on his skin.
He also carries other things, less visible. He carries the memory of a village arranged around a central courtyard, the morning light hitting the packed earth in a particular way, the smell of woodsmoke before the day's work began. He carries the voice of his father giving instruction and the sound of his mother's grinding stone, the rhythmic percussion of preparation. He carries, in his chest, a grief so total that it has no name in any language yet available to him, because no language had yet needed to name this specific variety of loss: the loss of everything at once, the loss so complete that even the word loss seems inadequate to the magnitude of the subtraction.
The smell below deck is unlike anything a human mind is designed to process: the accumulated waste of four hundred bodies, the copper sweetness of dysentery, the salt of old sweat and new terror. The men are chained. The women and children are unchained — a small mercy that is no mercy at all, because without chains you can feel more keenly the pitch and roll of the ship, the wooden planks grinding against you as the sea moves, the impossibility of anything that might once have been called comfort.
Some people are already dead. They have been dead for a day or two. The sailors will eventually come down and drag the bodies up and throw them over the side, and the sharks that have been trailing the ship since the Windward Coast will receive them. But not yet. For now the dead and the living share the same shelf, the same chain, the same dark.
Kofi has memorised the face of the man chained to his left ankle. He does not know his name. They share no language — Kofi speaks Twi and a little of the trader's pidgin from the coast; the man beside him speaks something that might be Yoruba or might be Ewe, impossible to tell in the dark and the noise. But they have communicated anyway, in the way that desperate people always find a way to communicate: by touch, by a mutual arrangement of sleep, by the small negotiations of two bodies sharing eighteen inches of wooden shelf. When the ship rolls hard and they grip each other's arms to keep from falling, something passes between them that is not quite friendship but is something: the acknowledgement of shared humanity in a space designed to deny it.
On deck, the ship's surgeon makes a note in his log. He records the number of sick, the ratio of provisions to mouths, the weather, the latitude. He does not record what he can smell from the hatch. He does not record what it
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