(ABRIEF HISTORY OF THE )

'CARIBBEAN

D.H. FIGUEREDO AND FRANK ARGOTE-FREYRE




A BRIEF HISTORY
OF THE CARIBBEAN

D. H. FIGUEREDO

Director, Library and Media Center at
Bloomfield College

FRANK ARGOTE-FREYRE

Kean University

o Facts On Hile

mprint of Infobase Publishing



D. H. F: To my wife and inspiration, Yvonne, and to my joyful
children, Daniel and Gabriela, the Caribbean sun shines in them.

E A. F: For Popi—George Freyre (1924-2000).

A Brief History of the Caribbean
Copyright © 2008 by D. H. Figueredo

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by
any information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the
publisher. For information contact:

Facts On File, Inc.

An imprint of Infobase Publishing
132 West 31st Street

New York NY 10001

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Figueredo, D. H., 1951-

A brief history of the Caribbean / D. H. Figueredo, Frank Argote-Freyre.
p.- cm.—(Brief history)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN-13: 978-0-8160-7021-3

ISBN-10: 0-8160-7021-0

1. Caribbean Area—History. I. Argote-Freyre, Frank. II. Title.

F2175.F54 2007

972.9—dc22 2007008202

Facts On File books are available at special discounts when purchased in bulk
quantities for businesses, associations, institutions, or sales promotions. Please call our
Special Sales Department in New York at (212) 967-8800 or (800) 322-8755.

You can find Facts On File on the World Wide Web at http://www.factsonfile.com
Maps by Melissa Ericksen

Printed in the United States of America

MP Hermitage 10987654321

This book is printed on acid-free paper.



CONTENTS

List of Tllustrations
List of Maps
List of Tables
Foreword
Acknowledgments
Introduction
1 Pre-Columbian Inhabitants

2 Two Worlds in Collision: The Spanish Conquest
(1492-1552)

European Challenges to Spanish Rule (1500-1850)
4 Industry and Slavery (1500-1850)

Revolutions in America, France, and Haiti
(c. 1700-1850)

6 Slave Rebellions, Antislavery Movements, and Wars of
Independence (c. 1700-1850)

7 Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Spanish-Cuban-American
War (1850-1900)

8 Cuba: Dictatorship and Revolution (1900-2007)

9 TFragmentation and Occupation: Haiti and the
Dominican Republic (1900-2000)

10 Commonwealth, Federation, and Autonomy:
Puerto Rico, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and the
Dutch Caribbean (1900-2000)

11 Jamaica, Trinidad, and Grenada: Uncertain Glory
(1900-2000)

12 The 21st Century: Immigration and Uncertainties

vi
vii
viii
xi

xiil

11
31
56

75

94

117
137

164

184

199
217



Appendixes
1 Tables
2 Basic Facts about the Caribbean
3 Chronology
4 Bibliography
5 Suggested Reading

Index

242
254
266
279
289
297



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

El Yunque, Puerto Rico xix
El Yunque mountains xix
Hills of Saint Martin XX
Drawing of a bohio 3
Portrait of Columbus 12
Portrait of Queen Isabella 13
Portrait of King Ferdinand 13
Caravel ships 14
Cover of catechism 19
Tainos washing gold 20
Conquistador 24
Colonial city, Santo Domingo 26
Diego Columbus’s house 29
Huguenot massacre site, Florida 33
El Morro fortress, Havana 36
Protective wall 37
Queen Elizabeth I 40
Sixteenth-century pistols 41
Martinique, 1800s 50
Queen of Tobacco, postcard 58
Slave ship 61
Slaves in a shed 06
Santeria dancers 68
A Jamaican Maroon 69
Sugar plantation, British West Indies 71
Cuban sugar mill 73
St. Augustine defender 76
Cannon used during the War of Jenkins’ Ear 77
Toussaint Louverture 86
Napoléon Bonaparte 90
Abraham Lincoln and members of his cabinet 93
John Quincy Adams 96
Olaudah Equiano 99
East Indian woman 105



East Indian sugarcane cutters
Charge of Cuban soldiers
Wreck of the USS Maine

U.S. Marines

Fulgencio Batista

Fidel Castro

Attack on Moncada, 1953
Battle of Las Villas, 1958
Che Guevara

Old Havana during the Special Period
Luis Munioz Marin

Pedro Albizu Campos

Father Félix Varela

Jestus Colon

A vendor in St. Martin

St. Martin’s Main Street

LIST OF MAPS

Caribbean Region

Voyages of Columbus, 1492-1504

Hispaniola, 1493-1520

Spanish Treasure Fleet, 1550-1790

Port Royal before and after the Earthquake of 1692
Transatlantic African Slave Trade, Fifteenth—Eighteenth Centuries
Bay of Pigs, 1961

Cuba, Provincial Boundaries in 1959

Cuba, Provincial Boundaries after 1976
Hispaniola, Twentieth Century

Naval Bases, Vieques, Puerto Rico

Sint Maarten/Saint Martin

Independence Dates for the West Indies

vi

106
124
128
130
141
144
145
148
154
161
186
188
218
225
236
238

XV
16
18
43
49
63

150

152

153

165

191

196

204



LIST OF TABLES

The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus
Some Caribbean Fortifications
Caribbean Destinations of Slaves from the 16th to
Early 19th Centuries
Abolition of Slavery: A Time Line
Remittances to Selected Caribbean Countries
(in millions of US$)
Islands of the Caribbean, 2005
Population in the Spanish Caribbean, 1750
Population in the British West Indies, 1670-1680
Population in the French Caribbean, 1660-1680
18th Century: Spain at War
Haitian Rulers during the 19th Century
Presidents of the Dominican Republic, 1844-1861
Spanish Governors-General of Santo Domingo, 1861-1865
Heads of State of the Dominican Republic, 1863-1865
Haitian Presidents before and during U.S. Occupation
Chief Ministers of Jamaica
Prime Ministers of Jamaica
Dominican Republic Presidents after Trujillo
Governors of Puerto Rico, 1949—Present
Presidents of Cuba, 1902—Present
Presidents of Haiti, 1941—Present
Caribbean Immigration to the United States: Two Decades

vii

15
38

62
103

240
242
243
243
243
244
244
246
246
246
247
248
248
248
249
250
252
253



FOREWORD

he customs and traditions of the Caribbean are visible on the

streets of many cities of the United States. The bodegas of Upper
Manhattan or the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston conduct busi-
ness with salsa and merengue playing in the background. Warm Cuban
bread and espresso coffee, sometimes with a pastelito, or pastry, are
consumed at little coffee stands across South Florida every morning.
Botanicas in Union City, New Jersey, sell the ingredients required for
Vodun or Santeria ceremonies that promise a better life. Voices speak-
ing in Haitian Kreyol (or Creole) reverberate in the Brooklyn neighbor-
hood of East Flatbush or on Chicago’s North Side. The cuatro, a musical
instrument native to Puerto Rico, can be heard not only in New York,
the second home for many islanders, but in locations as far afield as
Hawaii and San Gabriel, California, where there is a festival dedicated
to the instrument. Jamaican jerked chicken, beef patties, ackee, and salt
fish are part of the local cuisine in New York City, Miami, and Windsor,
Ontario. As of the 2000 Census, approximately 7 million people in the
United States identified their nationality, at least in part, as originating
in the Caribbean. The authors of this book count themselves among
that 7 million, and it is that heritage that makes us passionate about
spreading the history.

There is a hunger for knowledge about these Caribbean communi-
ties, not only among immigrants seeking to stay in touch with their
original homelands, but within the larger community seeking to
understand the history, customs, and traditions of these vibrant ethnic
enclaves. The central goal of A Brief History of the Caribbean is to pro-
vide this information in a way that is free of academic jargon and yet
conveys the complexities of the Caribbean for the educated reader. At
its core, the book is a primer on the last 500 years of Caribbean history.
We see ourselves as tour guides on an amazing journey to destinations
both glorious and disturbing. We seek to whet the appetites of read-
ers for the themes that have dominated the history of the Caribbean,
including the conquest, genocide, race construction, slavery, colonial-
ism, immigration, economic dependency, revolution, and struggle to
create viable democracies.
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FOREWORD

The book should be seen as a gentle entry to deeper study. To further
that aim, an extensive bibliography is included so that readers can fol-
low up with additional research in areas of specific interest. Sidebars
sprinkled throughout the work add information on subjects both seri-
ous and curious, from the ideology of racism that justified slavery to the
lovable transparent coqui of Puerto Rico. The sidebars are intended to
explore some subjects that are part of popular culture, yet are seldom
addressed. Here again, we seek to make serious subjects accessible.
For example, the sidebar on female pirates will be viewed by some as a
curiosity, but it raises important questions about the role of women in
this most “manly” of colonial occupations. It is, likewise, an indication
of the growing importance of gender studies and how, over the last two
decades, they have contributed nuance to our understanding of gen-
der roles. The importance of Evangelina Cisneros as the consummate
“damsel in distress” and the role she played in propelling the United
States to intervene in the Cuban Independence War of 1895 is another
indication of the importance of gender studies to our analysis.

In writing the book, we tried to play to our specific strengths.
Figueredo, an expert on the literature of the Caribbean, used this
knowledge to enrich the analysis throughout the book. History created
the themes for much Caribbean literature, while the literature influ-
enced the historical path. The section on the slave narrative of Olaudah
Equiano is a good example for this interaction between history and
literature. Equiano’s slave narrative was a “must read” in abolitionist
circles of the 18th century and was important in establishing an ideo-
logical and humanitarian argument against slavery, which ultimately
contributed to its demise. Other examples are the early Cuban revolu-
tionary literature and the reaction of Haitian writers to U.S. occupation
in the early part of the 20th century. Argote-Freyre’s extensive experi-
ence teaching Caribbean history in the classroom has allowed him to
shape the book with this specific audience in mind. His interpretations
on slave resistance, prerevolutionary Cuba, the Cuban Revolution of
1959, and Caribbean immigrant communities in the United States have
been dissected by students in years of classroom discussions. Beginning
college students and advanced high school students are an ideal audi-
ence for our book, given that emphasis. With regard to prerevolution-
ary Cuba, Argote-Freyre drew greatly on the research done for his
two-volume biography on Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista.

A few points are in order about some of the content decisions. This
work concentrates on the Caribbean islands rather than the Caribbean
Basin, a larger region including parts of Mexico, Central America,
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Venezuela, and Colombia. The task was daunting enough without add-
ing in this larger region, although we acknowledge that there are strong
arguments for including those areas in a history of the Caribbean. We
examined regional trends among the islands, such as the impact of
black nationalism in Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, and the rela-
tionship of all the islands to the United States. The struggle for political
and economic sovereignty by the island-nations of the Caribbean is a
central theme of the work. Independence and the establishment of an
identity apart from the European colonial powers was a key goal of the
18th and 19th centuries. Independence from the United States was a
central theme of the 20th century and remains an aspiration in the 21st.
Emphasis is given to key individuals whose strong personalities shaped
the culture, politics, and legacy of the Caribbean.

Some events in North America, specifically in Florida, are dealt with
in the book because they affected, or were affected by, events in the
Caribbean. We specifically look at Florida in terms of the War of Jenkins’
Ear and the U.S. Revolutionary War. During the first conflict, Spanish
and Spanish-Cuban soldiers defended the Castillo de San Marcos in
Saint Augustine, Florida, against a British attack in 1740. During the
Revolutionary War, Spain declared war on Britain, and the Spanish gov-
ernor of Louisiana, Bernardo de Gdlvez, led troops from Spain, Cuba,
Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico against British forces in Florida.

One final point is in order: How to be balanced about the Caribbean,
a region we love, a region that is the birthplace of most of our parents
and grandparents? Marxist writers try to mold history to fit their ideol-
ogy, though still making a major contribution to the study of history.
Writers who claim objectivity are often the products of systems that
tend to favor European and North American perspectives, maybe even
elite interpretations. Knowing this, we have tried to examine issues
from different viewpoints and have tried to be as balanced in our inter-
pretations as possible. Yet we know that our Caribbean roots—Cuban,
to be precise—might not allow us to see that part of the world through
the same eyes as someone who is not from the Caribbean. That might
be good. That might be bad. It might encourage readers to debate our
conclusions. And that, we welcome.

—Frank Argote-Freyre and D. H. Figueredo
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INTRODUCTION

When students think of the Caribbean, they think of the region
as a whole, unless, that is, they happen to have an affinity for a
particular island, say Jamaicans for Jamaica and Haitians for Hispaniola.
But the overall tendency is to conjure up an image defined by generali-
ties: palm trees, beaches, lively music, peoples of diverse and mixed
ethnicity. This generalization invites the danger of stereotyping, but
nevertheless there are sufficient geographic similarities and common
historical and political developments—essentially being conquered by
European powers and serving as servants of those powers for several
centuries—to offer historians the opportunity to write of the Caribbean
islands as one body. Of course, as in the human anatomy, the parts can
look different from each other—say an arm from a nose—but the fin-
ished product is one entity, one body where one part affects the others.
Thus, in the Caribbean, the wars of independence of the 19th century
that started in one location spread to other islands, for example from
Cuba to Puerto Rico. And the revolution that shook the island of Cuba
in 1959 inspired the political struggles of such neighbors as Grenada
and Jamaica in the late 1970s.

The history of the islands binds them as one: first encounter with
Europeans, conquest and colonization, imposed European monopoly,
slavery, the era of piracy, stirrings of a national identity, slave rebellions,
abolition, wars of independence, economic dependence on outside
sources, local political fragmentation, strong rulers, and dependence on
tourism. But after acknowledging the similarities, the individual traits
of individual islands, or of a group of islands, must be accepted: For
example, the political experience of the anglophone Caribbean in the
20th century tends to be different from the political experience of the
Hispanic and francophone islands.

It is all suggestive of a duality, of two competing and different per-
spectives: the uniqueness of each island and the likeness of all the
islands taken as a whole. It is the whole that is usually projected onto
the world, and it is the whole that students, travelers, and investors
tend to conjure up in their heads when thinking of the Caribbean.
Therefore, it makes sense to write of the region as one large body while
also devoting attention to its parts.
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Geography

Geography binds the islands together as an entity—a community of
nations worth studying as a whole. At the risk of oversimplification,
geography is history, or at the very least is critical in understanding the
history of a region. A quick glance at a map of the Caribbean reveals
how it lies to the east of Mexico and Central America, forming an oddly
shaped Y, with the larger islands of Cuba, Hispaniola, Jamaica, and
Puerto Rico forming one arm, the Bahamian Archipelago another, and
the smaller islands of the Lesser Antilles the base of the Y.

The location of the islands and their proximity to each other is
critical to understanding their history. In the pre-Columbian era, the
closeness of the islands made it possible for Amerindians to island-hop
from one to the other and avoid the more powerful currents of the
Atlantic. Long before the arrival of the Europeans, there was a com-
munity of islands trading, learning, and sometimes fighting with each
other. Once the Spaniards arrived, the location of the islands made
them key jumping-off points for exploration of the North and South
American mainlands. Shortly thereafter, their position made them
ideal as defensive outposts for the gold and silver trade from Mexico
(known as the viceroyalty of New Spain) and other parts of the Spanish
Empire. The fact that they form a natural defensive barrier for Mexico
and Central America was not lost on the United States, and these same
islands became crucial for the defense of the Panama Canal in the 20th
century. The proximity of the Caribbean to the United States and the
relatively small size of the island-nations make the region vulnerable
to exploitation and undue influence by its powerful neighbor to the
north. The position of the islands near the equator is key to their cur-
rent economic development as tourist havens, making the sun and surf
important commodities.

The Caribbean, also called the West Indies and the Antilles, stretches
over 2,500 miles, descending from the north toward the south like a
string of pearls. Formed by volcanic eruptions, the Caribbean islands
consist of over 700 isles, islets, cays, and atolls—islands are large bod-
ies of land, such as Cuba, surrounded on all sides by water; islets are
smaller islands, Vieques in Puerto Rico, for example; cays are much
smaller, made up of corals and sands, and usually roundish in shape
though not always so; atolls are small and surrounded by algae and cor-
als with a depression in the center of its mass. The Caribbean islands
are part of a submerged mountain range that at its highest is 10,417
feet above sea level (on Hispaniola) and at its lowest (on the Cayman
Islands) is less than 100 feet above sea level. On the highest peaks of
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Hispaniola, along the Cordillera Central, the temperature occasionally
drops below freezing and frost forms.

Bodies of Water
The islands are located in the Caribbean Sea, a stretch of water that is
actually part of the Atlantic Ocean and occupies more than 1 million
square miles. To the north of the Caribbean Sea are the islands of Cuba,
Hispaniola, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico. To the south are the countries of
Colombia, Panama, and Venezuela. Central America and the Yucatan
Peninsula rest on the west of the Caribbean Sea, and to the east are
the smaller islands of Grenada, Trinidad, and Martinique. The Cayman
Trench, between Cuba and Jamaica, is the deepest area of the Caribbean
Sea, with a depth of over 24,000 feet. The well-known Gulf Stream,
which warms parts of the Atlantic Ocean, originates in the Caribbean.

The Gulf of Mexico is to the north and west of the Caribbean Sea and
the islands, extending over 600,000 square miles from the tip of Florida
to the coasts of Texas and Mexico and the tip of the Yucatan Peninsula.
The waters of the Gulf of Mexico connect with the Caribbean Sea
through the Yucatan Channel and with the Atlantic Ocean through the
Florida Straits, located between Florida and Cuba.

The Atlantic Ocean flanks the Caribbean on the east. This ocean,
the second largest in the world (the Pacific Ocean is the first, with 70
million square miles), covers more than 32 million square miles and is
located between the continents of North America and South America
on the west and Europe and Africa on the east. Today, most of the
world’s shipping occurs on this ocean.

Main Islands

Cuba is the largest island in the Caribbean. Shaped like an alligator,
the island is 775 miles long and 118 miles at its widest. It is long and
essentially flat but for several mountain ranges, the largest being the
Sierra Maestra in southeastern Cuba, the head of the alligator. There is
a second smaller mountain range in south-central Cuba known as the
Escambray. The island is located to the south of the Florida Straits and
to the east of the Yucatdn Peninsula.

Hispaniola, which consists of Haiti on the western side and the
Dominican Republic in the eastern section, is the second-largest
island in the Caribbean, having a length of 400 miles; at its widest
point, Hispaniola is 150 miles. The island is located between Cuba,
to the west, and Puerto Rico, to the east. Hispaniola is mountainous,
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INTRODUCTION

especially on the one third of the island that is occupied by Haiti; the
Dominican Republic covers the remaining two thirds.

The third-largest island is Jamaica, less than 500 miles south of
Florida, 146 miles long and 51 miles wide. Hills rise on the center pla-
teau, and on the easternmost part are the famous Blue Mountains, over
7,000 feet tall and home to the legendary Jamaican Maroons, runaway
slaves who built villages in the mountains. On a map, Cuba appears to
sit atop this island, 95 miles to the northeast.

To the southeast of Florida is Puerto Rico. The island is 111 miles
long and 39 miles wide. While beaches flank its coast, the island is
mountainous with terrains that appear to be poised on the edge of a
blue precipice. From a plane, Puerto Rico seems to jut out into the air
from the ocean floor.

These four islands are known as the Greater Antilles. The appel-
lation refers to Antilia, a mythical island located somewhere in the
Atlantic Ocean, near the Canary Islands, off Spain. Antilia, also Antillia,
called the phantom island, might have been the basis for the legend of
Atlantis. Spanish and Portuguese traditions maintained that Catholic
bishops visited the island during the 700s. In the early 1400s, it was
rumored that Portuguese and Spanish sailors had sighted the island.

Island Groups

The Bahamas Group, also known as the Bahamian Archipelago, consists
of the Bahamas and Turks and Caicos Islands, forming a chain that lies
to the southeast of Florida and to the north of Cuba. These islands,
which are actually coral reefs, are flat with miles of white and pinkish
sandy beaches. There are no rivers in the Bahamas, and 5 percent of
the world’s corals are found on this island group. The corals produce
calcium that in turn clears the coastal waters, affording the sea near the
island a visibility of 200 feet.

The group that includes the U.S. and British Virgin Islands, Barbados,
Grenada, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Saint Lucia, Saint Martin, and
Trinidad-Tobago is known as the Lesser Antilles. These islands form an
arc that extends from Puerto Rico to the northeast of South America
and the north of Venezuela. There are numerous mountains and hills
spread out on these islands, with some, such as Saint Lucia and St.
Martin, having very little land mass.

Some of these islands are part of a group known as the Leeward
Islands, referring to their location facing downwind, or leeward, from
the winds that blow from the east to the west in the Caribbean. The
Leeward Islands include these islands that are in the Lesser Antilles:
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Anguilla, Antigua, Barbuda, Dominica, Guadeloupe, Montserrat,
Netherlands Antilles, Nevis, Saint Kitts, St. Martin, and the Virgin
Islands. Those known as the Windward Islands—referring to the islands
facing the winds blowing from the east to the west, thus facilitating
the arrival of ships whose sails were propelled by the wind—are the
Grenadines, Grenada, Martinique, Saint Lucia, and Saint Vincent. Three
small islands—Grand Cayman, 76 square miles; Little Cayman, 20
square miles; and Cayman Brac, 22 square miles—form the Cayman
Islands group. This group is south-southwest of Cuba and northwest
of Jamaica.

Geology and Topography

The geology and topography of the Caribbean can be similar within an
island group but can vary from group to group, making it possible to
see both similarities and diversity within the region. While the beaches
might offer long strands of fine sands and crystalline water, a trek into
the countryside can expose the traveler to swamps and quicksand, such
as in Cuba, or desertlike terrain in Curacao in the Netherlands Antilles.
A long savannah, or flat valley, in the Dominican Republic might not
suggest the hint of a forest nearby, but a half-hour drive from San Juan,
in Puerto Rico, can transport the driver to the primeval world of a rain
forest.

There are three types of rain forests in the Caribbean. There is the
dry forest, also called tropical deciduous, areas where there is rain accu-
mulation of 30 to 50 inches a year and seven months or so of humid
weather. The trees in this forest grow together and reach a height of
about 30 feet. Since little sunlight reaches the forest floor, there is an
absence of lush vegetation.

Seasonal rain forests are characterized by pine trees, cedar trees, and
logwood. The seasonal rain forest receives about 50 to 80 inches of rain
during seven to nine months a year. Seasonal rain forests can also have
extensive grasslands.

The tropical rain forests are the best known and most dramatic. A
rain forest consists of tall trees and thick vegetation. The recipient of
nearly 80 to 250 inches of rain a year, the water accumulation in the
forest allows for the growth of plants. Even when there is no rain, the
water that accumulates on the leaves of plants nurtures them. Most rain
forests are located near the equator, and the temperature within the
habitat ranges between 64 and 95°F The rain forests of the world are
important to the development of new drug treatments because many of
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The lush rain forest and mountains of El Yunque, Puerto Rico, where the dense vegetation
forms a natural canopy (Photos by D. H. Figueredo)

the plants are unique and may have medicinal applications. Some of the
plants and animals dwelling in the rain forests are yet to be identified
and cataloged, so preserving the rain forests of the world has emerged
in recent decades as an important ecological issue.
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Hills of Saint Martin/Sint Maarten hugging the bay and beaches (Photo by D. H. Figueredo)

El Yunque, in Puerto Rico, is the best-known rain forest in the
Caribbean. Within sight of San Juan, the island’s capital, El Yunque
receives over 80 inches of rain a year. As the mountain ascends, the
temperature drops and the trees, reaching heights of 120 feet, grow
closer together, blocking sunlight and creating a veritable green wall
and roof that can prevent onlookers from peeking inside the forest
and those inside from catching a glimpse of the outside world. In fact,
in a similar rain forest in Guadeloupe, some of Columbus’s men were
lost for days in 1502 because they could not catch a glimpse of the sky
above them and were therefore unable to see the stars and the Sun for
direction. Eventually, they stumbled back to the beach.

There are mountains that seem to stretch out into infinity. So vast
is the mountainous expanse in Haiti, for example, that Haitians are
fond of saying of their country, deyé mon, gin mon (beyond mountains
are more mountains) (Bellegard-Smith, 1). There are ranges of strik-
ing beauty, such as the famous Blue Mountains of Jamaica, composed
of different rocks that in combination form the blue stone that gives
the range its name. There are picturesque hills that seem to embrace
harbors, such as in St. Martin, and in Trinidad there are formations
that rise from the bottom of the ocean like a closed fist, forming inhos-
pitable islets.



INTRODUCTION

HOW CORAL ISLANDS ARE MADE

COraI islands are constantly forming and re-forming themselves.
This is how an expert describes it: “The coral polyp is a tiny sea
creature that lives in a shell in fairly shallow waters that are warm and
clear. When the polyp dies, the softer parts of the body are washed
away, but the skeleton is left behind. New polyps grow on shells of
dead ones, eventually forming a great mass of coral. An atoll is a coral
reef that forms an almost complete circle around a lagoon. The circular
coral reefs of most atolls reach deep down into water where no coral
can grow. ... As the island sinks, or the sea level changes, the coral
continues to grow. The original ... island disappears far below the
lagoon, and the reef forms an atoll.”

David, Kenneth C. Don’t Know Much about Geography: Everything You Need
to Know about the World but Never Learned. New York: William Morrow
and Co,, 1992, p. 184.

But not all the terrain is mountainous. Cuba and Hispaniola, for
example, have large areas of savannahs, which are flat dry grasslands
with scattered scrub trees, mangrove swamps in coastal areas (some
containing salt), and rolling hills encircling valleys. The Curacao
islands are home to thorny woodlands and cactus scrub, with large
areas resembling deserts. The Bahamian Archipelago consists of many
small coral islands. (Coral is a substance secreted by certain marine
animals that accumulates over long periods of time into reefs or small
islands.) As a result, the Bahamian islands are rich in marine life but
lack the sediment to support diverse agriculture.

Flora and Fauna

At the time of Columbus’s arrival in 1492, most animals found in the
Greater Antilles were small because the natural environment did not
favor the evolution of larger beasts, and the animals of South America
were unable to migrate across to the islands. Some animals that did evolve
in the Caribbean included a small dog that did not bark, bats, crocodiles
(caimanes), iguanas, snakes, turtles, and parrots. On the islands closer to
the continent, such as Trinidad, some larger animals were found, such
as sloths, anteaters, tiger cats, raccoons, and small deer. In the sea and
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rivers there were groupers, red snappers, tuna, clams, crabs, lobsters,
squid, and manatees, the slow-moving sea cow that lives comfortably in
fresh and salt water. The flora included palm trees, orchids, oleanders,
begonias, pineapples, guava trees, mamey trees, peanuts, corn, beans,
squash, peppers, tobacco, yams, and yucca. The latter was well suited
to the climate and the soil and could survive drought, rain, and strong
winds, since hurricanes, for example, could uproot trees, while the gusts
of winds could bend but not tear the yucca’s leaves.

There were and still are some spectacularly unique animals and
plants in the region. Cuba is home to the smallest bird in the world,
the zunzuito, or the bee hummingbird—the Calypte heleane—which
is the size of a thumbnail. Cuba’s royal palm tree grows very thin and
tall, over 75 feet, with a white bark that appears to the eye to be hand
painted. The coqui of Puerto Rico is a frog that sings a beautiful song—
co-qui, co-qui, co-qui—thus the name. The watapana, or divi-divi tree,
flourishes on the sandy beaches of Aruba. It is a shrub with a trunk that
seems to be permanently bent by the wind, topped by a green canopy
that resembles a bristly crown.

The imperial and jaco parrots, from the island of Dominica, pair for
life and can live up to 70 years; they are emerald green with red stripes.
The chuchubi, a gray mockingbird, lives in the islands of the Curacao
group. It announces the arrival and departure of strangers with harmo-
nious chirps. There are also luminous lagoons where the thickness of
the plankton makes the water glow as if lit by an underwater lamp.

Climate

Located south of the tropic of Cancer and with an average tempera-
ture ranging from 78 to 88°F, the Caribbean offers temperate weather
throughout the year. The climate is pleasantly affected by the northeast
trade winds, which blow at about 15 to 25 knots. The trade winds origi-
nate in the Azores, off the Iberian Peninsula, and then in the Bermudas
shift to the south, always warmed by the Sun. The ocean current ben-
efits from the trade winds. It was the trade winds and the current that
helped Columbus reach the Caribbean in 1492.

The size and height of an island can affect the trade winds, cooling
it off and thus creating rain as the moisture in the wind condenses.
Low islands receive less rain than high islands, especially mountainous
islands such as Hispaniola. Clouds hover over the mountains, the result
of the wind becoming hotter during the day and thrusting an upward
draft that forms the clouds. The clouds cool off the land, ending the rise
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THE COQUIi, A FROG FROM
PUERTO RICO

I n the evenings in Puerto Rico, especially in the countryside, the air
is enriched by the melodic pattern of a natural lullaby: co-qui, co-qui,
co-qui. It is the song of a tiny amphibian warning other males to get
away from its territory and inviting female frogs to mate. Local tradi-
tion maintains that the sound “co” means “go away” and “qui” means
“come over””

This miniature frog is between |5 and 80 millimeters long and is
colored brown, green, yellow, or gray. The coqui has only three toes
and no swimming membrane between the toes. Instead, the coqui’s toes
end in pads or discs that allow the amphibian to cling to any vertical
surface. Coquis do not give birth over water but lay their eggs on a leaf.
The male guards the tiny eggs from which the young emerge as exact
replicas of the parents, bypassing the tadpole stage.

There are 16 coqui species, |3 of them endemic to Puerto Rico.The
tiny frog has been taken to other countries, such as Panama and the
United States, but according to tradition, once removed from Puerto
Rico, the coqui no longer sings. Some question this assertion, but island-
ers take it as a point of pride and believe it to be true.

For Puerto Ricans, the coqui is symbolic of the purity of the land and
of the love of the island. Paintings or small sculptures of the coqui are
found throughout Puerto Rico.

Silva Lee, Alfonsoe. Coqui y sus amigos: Los animales de Puerto Rico
(Coqui and his friends: The animals of Puerto Rico). St. Paul, Minn.:
Pangaea, 2000.

of hot air and bringing sudden heavy rains. (Most islands experience
three seasons: a dry season from February to April and a wet season in
the fall; summer extends from May to September, the time when island-
ers prefer to swim in the sea [tourists flock to the beaches and swim all
year long, much to the surprise of locals].)

Natural Phenomena

The region is subject to earthquakes, floods, volcanic eruptions, and
hurricanes. In 1527, explorer and chronicler Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de
Vaca (1490?-1556?) described how the winds of a hurricane snatched
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a boat from a ship on the bay and tossed it several miles inland: “We
went into the woods, and a quarter of a league into them we found one
of the ship’s boats in some trees. Ten leagues from there we found the
bodies of two persons from my ship . . . were so disfigured from having
struck the rocks that they could not be recognized” (Cabeza de Vaca,
32). In 1692, an earthquake destroyed much of Kingston, Jamaica,
and a subsequent tidal wave swallowed up the section known as Port
Royal, which was once a haven for pirates. In 1902, the eruption of
Mont Pelée, in Martinique, wiped out the town of Saint-Pierre. More
recently, in 1995, a series of volcanic eruptions from the Soufriere Hills
Volcano devastated the island of Montserrat, forcing two-thirds of the
9,500 residents to flee the island. Volcanic activity there remains a dan-
ger, with the most recent eruptions occurring in 2003. It is difficult to
know whether, or if, the island population will ever return to pre-1995
levels. Of these catastrophes, hurricanes are the most common, with an
average of 18 per year sweeping through the Caribbean.

Natural Resources

Sugar is identified with the Caribbean. It is a crop cultivated on all
the islands for domestic consumption and export, although different
islands have dominated production in different periods. In the 18th
century Haiti and Jamaica were the best-known sugar producers, while
in the mid 19th and early 20th centuries, Cuba became the primary
producer of sugar in the region. At the turn of the 21st century, Cuba
was still producing over 3 million tons per year, although its impor-
tance as the dominant export was in decline. Sugar remains an impor-
tant export for the Dominican Republic, Barbados, Jamaica, Martinique,
and Guadeloupe.

Coffee and tobacco are cultivated in Cuba, the Dominican Republic,
and Puerto Rico, with the Dominican Republic exporting an average of
36,000 kilograms of coffee per year. Cuba and Puerto Rico produce cof-
fee primarily for local use. The cigar industry is associated with Cuba
and the Dominican Republic. The exportation of bananas provides half
the income for the smaller islands of Dominica, the Grenadines, Saint
Lucia, and Saint Vincent, and in Jamaica the banana industry is second
to sugar. Other important products are cocoa, coconuts, and citrus.

Some of the islands are blessed with oil, gas, and mineral wealth,
most notably Trinidad—Tobago, which exports substantial quantities of
oil and natural gas. A recent estimate by the U.S. Central Intelligence
Agency noted that Trinidad—Tobago produces 150,000 barrels of oil per
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day and has reserves of 990 million barrels. The same estimate found
substantial natural gas reserves as well. Nickel and cobalt deposits are
ample in Cuba, and alumina/bauxite mining is an important industry in
Jamaica. Other resources include fishing, which provides $3 to 4 billion
a year to the nations of the Caribbean.

Economy

The predominant industry is tourism. In the last 20 years of the 20th
century, nearly 2 billion tourists visited the Caribbean, providing half
the national budget of many of the smaller islands. The Caribbean
tourist industry depends on the prosperity of other nations, mainly
the United States, as the average family that vacations on the islands
spends about $3,000 for a one-week stay. There are negative by-prod-
ucts of the tourism industry as well, including prostitution and child
exploitation. In addition, many of the resorts are too expensive for the
islanders to patronize, creating what some have called “tourism apart-
heid” in the Caribbean.

XXV






1

PRE-COLUMBIAN
INHABITANTS

Guanahatabey

Before Europeans arrived, three major groups of people were indig-
enous to the Caribbean: the Guanahatabey, the Tainos, and the Caribs.
The Guanahatabey (sometimes mistakenly referred to as the Ciboneyes)
were the least populous of the three communities, and their civiliza-
tion was the least sophisticated. Not much is known about them;
historians believe that they were hunters and gatherers: “Their culture
was that of the paleolithic or stone age, although they used rough
wood, seas shells and fish bones as implements as well as unpolished
stones” (Foner 1962: 17). There is no evidence that they practiced
military arts, and it is believed that they did not have any form of
organized religion, though they seemed to bury their dead in mounds.
They tended to live in small, loosely structured groups and were in the
process of being culturally assimilated by the Tainos at the times of
Columbus’s arrival. The Guanahatabey and their civilization vanished
before much could be learned about them. Evidence from archaeo-
logical expeditions to western Cuba, where they dwelled, suggests
that they lived in the open or in caves and relied heavily on shellfish,
fish, and game for sustenance. No pottery samples have been found
for this community.

It is theorized that the Guanahatabey originated in Florida and sailed
to the islands from there, suggesting they were able to build a sailing
vessel, probably by hollowing out a tree trunk. Archaeological evidence
indicates a cultural link between the Guanahatabey and the indigenous
communities of Florida. Columbus made contact with the Guanahatabey
with the assistance of Taino guides. The Tainos and Guanahatabey
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spoke different languages, so communication was difficult; in any case,
Columbus lost interest in them because they had few possessions of any
kind, and certainly none that he deemed of value.

Tainos

Much more is known about the Tainos and Caribs, beginning with
the extensive descriptions left by Columbus. The Tainos probably
originated in northeastern South America and reached the Caribbean
about 2,500 years ago, sailing on canoes carved out of tree trunks and
using paddles for propulsion. Their civilization was quite complex,
and scholars generally divide it along geographic boundaries, with
the “classic Tainos” living in Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and a sliver of
eastern Cuba. Hispaniola and Puerto Rico were at the center of the
Taino world, and trade was most intensive between them. The Tainos
living in most of Cuba, Jamaica, and the Bahamas are identified as
the western Tainos, and those in the Lesser Antilles are known as the
eastern Tainos.

The Europeans referred to all indigenous peoples as “Indians,”
but the peoples themselves identified each other by region. As an
example, the Tainos living in the Bahamian Archipelago were known
as Lucayos, while those in Puerto Rico identified themselves as
Borinquen. Tainos became another way to identify the indigenous
communities of the Caribbean, because it was one of the first words
Columbus heard. It means “good” or “noble” in their language and
was used by Tainos to differentiate themselves from their rivals, the
Caribs. The first Tainos that Columbus saw were those from Cuba
and Hispaniola; he described them as good looking, tall, well propor-
tioned, with olive skin.

Taino culture included a complex agricultural system, political divi-
sions based on villages and regions, an appreciation of the arts, and
a ritualistic religion. Small sculptures of gods, well-preserved carved
stools, carvings of bats on rocks, and the remains of a ball or ceremonial
park have been found in the Dominican Republic, near La Romana, and
in Tibes, Puerto Rico.

Society
Within Taino society, there was a division of labor, with men respon-
sible for clearing the woods for planting, building canoes, and hunting
(usually birds, iguanas, and snakes) and also fishing using nets, spears,
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and cages. In some areas the men developed fish farms where they bred
seafood for consumption.

Women were responsible for harvesting. The main crop was cas-
sava, and so important was it to their diet that their principal deity was
Yucahu—the god of cassava. Another powerful deity was Atabey, the
goddess of fresh water and fertility. Women wove hammocks and skirts
that covered the front of the body and were responsible for preparing
meals. Mothers carried their babies on their backs and flattened the
infant’s head by placing boards on the front and back of the head, since
Tainos found a flat forehead an attractive physical attribute. Despite
this traditional division of labor among the sexes, many scholars
believe that Taino society was quite egalitarian and that women chiefs
were not uncommon.

Tainos lived near the coasts or near rivers in settlements that, accord-
ing to historian Franklin Knight, “ranged from single units of many
families to towns of one thousand houses, and probably three to four
thousand persons. The village houses were arranged around the ball
courts, and the straw-roofed adobe hut of the chief, called a bohio”
(Knight 1978: 13). They divided their island homes into provinces
that were ruled by a cacique, or chief, a position inherited through the

"

Taino dwelling used throughout the Caribbean in 1492 and even today (Drawing by Carlos Diaz)
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matrilineal line. The provinces were composed of villages ruled by less
powerful chiefs or subchiefs.

A cacique typically had many wives, often from other tribes with the
purpose of creating alliances, and oversaw religious events and ceremo-
nial ball games. These chiefs were responsible for settling disputes and
were rewarded for their labor with large canoes, special foods such as
the giant iguana, and colorful clothes and small ornate statues of semis
or zemis, spirits and gods that the Tainos believed protected individu-
als and villages. Knight describes the zemis statues as resembling “gro-
tesque anthropomorphic figures, often with exaggerated sex organs”
(Knight, 12). In addition to a chief, there was a spiritual and natural
healer, known as bohuti, in every village who tended to the medical
and spiritual needs of the community. The bohuti were renowned for
their knowledge of the desires of the gods and their wisdom regarding
the healing benefits of local plants. They were typically paid for their
services with cassava.

It appears that the Tainos did not have zemi figures that carried
weapons or represented warriors, leading some scholars to suggest that
the Tainos were not aggressive by nature. Columbus himself served
as a witness to the Tainos’s kindly disposition. When one of his ships
was wrecked off the island of Hispaniola in 1492, the local cacique
employed canoes to help rescue the sailors and to transport the goods
that were on the ship and then offered Columbus and his men shelter.
However, while the Tainos were generally pacific, violence was not
unknown to them. Personal disputes were occasionally settled by mur-
der, and villages occasionally went to battle over hunting and fishing
rights.

The Tainos did have an enemy: the Caribs. Columbus noticed
that some of the Tainos bore scars on their bodies and concluded
that another group of inhabitants made war on them. Later on, in
Hispaniola, the admiral learned from a cacique that indeed the Caribs
not only raided Taino villages but also captured their women and
killed and ate their young men.

Columbus turned out to be an enemy of the Tainos as well, though
their initial reaction to his arrival did not reveal fear; quite the contrary,
the Tainos responded in friendship. The Tainos were willing to share
their food with the Europeans and “taught the Spanish about herbs,
food crops, and housing” and the cultivation of such crops as tobacco,
potatoes, and peanuts (Knight, 1978: 16). However, some were sus-
picious when Columbus wanted to employ them as translators. The
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admiral wrote to the Spanish monarch: “I took by force some of them
in order that they might learn [Spanish]. . . . I still have them with me”
(Morison, 184). It was the beginning of a process whereby Columbus
and those who followed took who and what they wanted from the
Caribbean, without the permission of those already there.

Traditions, Customs, and Myths

The Tainos saw the world as consisting of good and evil. The deity
Yucahu embodied all that was good, such as pleasant weather, good
crops, and happiness. Juracan was the opposite: strong winds and
storms, flooding, and destruction. There were also evil spirits, called
maboyas, who hid in the forest and came out at night to hurt people,
which is why some Tainos were afraid of the dark. The Tainos believed
in life after death, and thus personal objects, such as jewelry, were
interred with the deceased. As part of their religious rituals they
induced a hallucinogenic state by smoking tobacco.

There were dances and musical activities, called areyto, that rendered
tribute to the deities. Held on a field or a ceremonial plaza, the areyto
used a combination of narration, poetry, singing, and dancing to tell
events from the past or comment on more recent events such as a birth
or a death. Areytos were even used to rally the villagers into battle with
rival families or other villages.

The Tainos also played a ball game called batu, something resembling
volleyball. The objective of the game was to keep the ball from falling to
the ground; however, hands could not be used to achieve this objective.
The team that let the ball fall lost the game. These ball games provided
an opportunity for cultural exchange between different villages. Men
and women played, although on segregated teams of between 10 and
30 players.

Languages

The language spoken by the Tainos is related to Arawak languages in
use today in some regions of the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers in South
America. It is a soft, musical-sounding language with a nasal quality,
many vowels, and aspirated consonants such as h; thus Hamaca is pro-
nounced “amaca.”

The Caribs seemed to have two types of verbal communication, one
used by the men and one used by the women. Scholars who visited the
Carib reservation in Dominica noticed that the men and women spoke
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CONUCO: AN
ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY
AGRICULTURE

The Tainos and the Caribs cultivated cassava, also known as yuca
or manioc, using a system know as conuco, where a chunk of the
root is planted in a position parallel to the surface. There, the seedling
is buried just a few inches into the dirt with enough space to allow the
root to stretch out sideways. Sometimes,a small pile of soil, shaped into
a cone, was used for planting. The conuco system did not need much
water and much soil, and thus it could be planted near a beach and on
the side of a hill or 2 mountain. The yuca plant sprouted long, thick,
angular leaves that could survive the strongest of winds.

The system is still in use today. In Cuba, small farms devoted to
genetic planting, protected by the government, are called conucos; home
gardens in small apartments are also often described as conucos. Conuco
planting also occurs in the Dominican Republic and Curagao, where it
is called kunuku. The term has come to suggest the practice of limited
agriculture for a family or small community who are sensitive to the
ecosystem and environmentally friendly.

Cassava is still a popular dish in Cuban, Haitian, and Puerto Rican
cuisine. Haitians flatten it into a dough, similar to bread, and it is eaten
as such. Cubans and Puerto Ricans boil and sometimes fry cassava.The
cassava is then served hot with olive oil, garlic sauce, and slivers of
either garlic or onion. It accompanies a main meal of beef or pork.

Spector, Amy. “Yuca: Chefs Go Maniac for Manio.” Nation’s Restaurant
News 37,27 (July 2003): 37.

using different words and forms of address, suggesting a language usage
determined by gender. This might be a by-product of intermarriage
between the Tainos and the Caribs. Taino women who married Caribs,
either by choice or abduction, spoke the Taino language, while the men
descended from the Caribs on the mainland spoke Cariban. It is also
suggested that because the Island Caribs traveled throughout the north-
ern coasts of South America, they picked up the words and sounds of
the Cariban language. This language uses vowels, similar in sound to
vowels in Spanish, and consonants that sound like their counterparts
in English.
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TAINO WORDS IN USE TODAY

Hundreds of Taino words are used in Spanish, and a handful
have been adopted into English. During the early 20th century,
Puerto Rican scholar Cayetano Coll y Toste (1850-1930) identified
and collected many Taino expressions. Today an organization called the
United Confederation of Taino People, founded in 1998 in New York,
is attempting to produce a dictionary of Taino words in Spanish and in
English. Here are some Taino words that are used in English today; some
of these words were also used by the Caribs, suggesting a linguistic
exchange between the Tainos and the Caribs:

Taino English
barbacoa barbecue
canoa canoe
hamaca hammock
huracan hurricane
manati manatee
yuca yucca plant

Coll y Toste, Cayetano. Seleccion de leyendas puertorriquefias. Boston,
and Washington, D.C.: Heath, 1932.

Music

Tainos used several instruments to accompany areyto performances and
religious ceremonies: drums, called mayohavau, that were elongated
and made of thin wood; the maracas, a hollow ball with another ball
inside, which musicians shook (a modern variation is still in use); and
flutes. A singer or group of singers sang a tune that told of historic
events or stories about the gods; the songs were long and could last
hours. The musicians were usually prominent leaders of the tribe.

Visual Arts
Taino art represented what Tainos valued in their society and environ-
ment. Therefore, gods were often sculpted in wood of various sizes, with
large sculptures of the gods given as a gift to caciques, and drawings and
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carvings depicting such animals as birds, bats, and frogs were made on
rocks and shells. Archaeological findings in Puerto Rico have yielded
three-peaked stones with human features and animal motifs, stone dag-
gers, stone masks, amulets, and ceramic vases. Vomit spatulas, used dur-
ing religious rituals, had intricate designs of either humans or animals,
and decorated stools, made of wood, revealed sophisticated patterns of
animals, people, or geometric shapes. These stools were also used during
religious ceremonies. The details found in Taino art indicate a class of
workers who could perform such tasks and who took long hours and days
to complete the artwork. These craftsmen were probably appreciated in
the villages, and some were likely well known throughout a province.

New Research on the Disappearance of the Tainos
It was long thought that there were no Taino descendants in the mod-
ern era. The assumption was that either the group was annihilated
during the conquest and colonization of the Caribbean or that they
intermarried with the Caribs and the Spanish.

In the 1700s a group of Tainos was discovered living on the tiny
island of Mona, Puerto Rico. When relocating to central Puerto Rico,
these Tainos probably intermarried with Africans and Spanish. The
German scientist Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) described a
surviving indigenous community in 19th-century Cuba in his work
Personal Narrative of a Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New
Continent (1800). Early in the 20th century, there were unconfirmed
rumors of small Taino communities in the Cuban countryside, which
also suggested intermarriage with the locals.

In 2001 Puerto Rican researchers studied the hair and remains of
three Tainos found at an archaeological site. The DNA structure in
the hair was compared with the DNA of 56 Puerto Rican volunteers
from a region on the island where the Tainos once lived. The findings
confirmed that nearly 60 percent of the volunteers exactly matched the
DNA of the Tainos from the archaeological site. Though historians are
waiting for the results of similar studies being conducted in Cuba and
the Dominican Republic, it is now believed that while the Tainos were
defeated by the Spanish, they were not completely exterminated.

Caribs

Of these three major groups, the Caribs were the last to arrive in the
Caribbean. They came from South America, probably over 2,000 years
ago. They were culturally and ethnically linked with the Caribs on the
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South American mainland; thus, to distinguish them, the ones living
in the Caribbean were identified as Island Caribs. They also referred to
themselves as the Kalina. At the time of Columbus’s arrival, they occu-
pied some of the islands of the Lesser Antilles, including the Windward
Islands and Guadeloupe, having conquered these from an earlier civili-
zation known as the Igneri or Eyeri.

They waged periodic warfare on the Tainos. The Caribs were known
to be fierce warriors, and the Tainos told Columbus that they were can-
nibals. Their reputation for cannibalism was probably exaggerated by
the Spaniards, who used it as an excuse to conquer them. They likely
resorted to cannibalism in some of their religious rituals, but not as a
regular source of food.

The Island Caribs built large canoes that carried over 100 men at a
time and sailed from island to island, raiding Taino villages. They spe-
cifically sought wives on their raiding expeditions because there was a
demographic imbalance in their society. The presence of Taino women
in Island Carib society influenced it significantly, and evidence of this
is seen in the similarity in pottery and home furnishings. In addition
to cassava agriculture, the Caribs ate fish, lizards, crabs, and beans, and
they brewed beer.

Always ready to move, they did not build large villages or com-
munities the way the Tainos did but favored small gatherings of fam-
ily members. Research suggests that they lived in sexually segregated
housing, with men in a large residence in the center of the village. The
women lived in family homes surrounding the main house. The Caribs
preferred to settle on hills that afforded them a view of the landscape,
a useful strategy in the event of combat. Their weapons included bows,
poisoned arrows, spears, and clubs. Unlike the Tainos, who diminished
in number a few short years after Columbus’s arrival, the Caribs man-
aged to survive, at least in part. This was not solely because of their
military abilities but because they lived on islands that were initially
too out of the way for the Spanish colonizers. Some aspects of their
culture survived the conquest, although they were influenced by the
French and the British in the 17th century. The Island Caribs fought
numerous wars against the Europeans, and runaway slaves periodically
joined their communities, which created a new cultural dynamic. Some
of these indigenous communities were labeled the “Black Caribs.”

Early in the 20th century, a Carib reservation was established on the
east coast of Dominica. The inhabitants were descendants of Caribs
who in the 1760s relocated to the north of Dominica and whom a cen-
tury later the Church of England promised to protect. The result was
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that in 1903, more than 3,000 acres were declared a Carib reservation.
Imperfect as the reservation might have been for the preservation of
Carib culture, it did allow scholars something of a glimpse of a pre-
Columbian past. Carib influence and culture can still be found on some
of the other islands of the Lesser Antilles, including Saint Vincent.
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TWO WORLDS IN COLLISION:
THE SPANISH CONQUEST
(1492-1552)

n January 1492, a rider was seen atop a mule heading away from the

Spanish court outside Granada. The rider, not a knight but an expe-
rienced sailor, had been recently turned away by the rulers of Spain,
Queen Isabella (1451-1504) and King Ferdinand (1452-1516). He had
offered the monarchs a scheme to bypass the dangerous land crossing
needed to reach India and Asia by sailing west across the ocean to the
other side of the world.

A middle-aged man, the sailor rode quietly on. What other monarchs
could he persuade to fund his trip to India using a new route rather
than sailing around Africa? How many other sovereigns could he visit
in Europe? From behind him, a man came galloping and calling out his
name. The messenger told the sailor that the court, hitherto strapped
for cash, had found a way to finance his venture and that the king and
queen were now willing to reconsider his proposal (Morison, 136).

As the sailor rode back to Granada, he was setting off on the first leg
of a journey that would change the face of the world and that would
make the surname Columbus a household word.

The Admiral with Many Names:

Colén, Colombo, Columbus

In the English-speaking world, the “admiral of the ocean-sea” is known as
Christopher Columbus. But he was born Cristoforo Colombo Fontanarossa
in the republic of Genoa—now in Italy—in 1451. His father was a crafts-
man who dabbled in real estate and politics. His mother was the daughter
of a successful weaver. Genoa was an active port city and a commercial
link between Europe and Asia, where tradesmen purchased spices and silk
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to be sold at higher prices in Europe. Young Colombo felt an attraction for
sailing and exploring and as a teenager signed on for several short trips in
the Mediterranean. At the age of 20 he embarked on a long voyage to the
Aegean Sea in which he augmented his expertise in navigating, the use of
ocean currents, and charting the stars. Then in 1476, while on another
voyage, his ship was sunk by pirates off the coast of Portugal. Using an
oar as a life preserver, Colombo reached the shore.

At the time, the Portuguese ruled the seas. During the 1400s,
Portugal colonized Madeira and the Azores in the Atlantic, sailed along
Africa’s coastline, conquered the city of Ceuta in Africa, and ventured
as far inland in Africa as Sierra Leone. The most enthusiastic supporter
of these expeditions was a member of the royal family, Prince Henry
the Navigator (1394-1460). Prince Henry encouraged his father, King
John (1357-1433), and his brother, King Duarte (1391-1438), to
expand Portugal’s territories and to seek out trade routes through the
Sahara. Henry surrounded himself with cartographers and geographers;
his legacy was the emergence of Portugal as the center of geographic
knowledge in Europe.

In Portugal, Columbus was exposed to new theories of navigation
that included observations of the Sun to determine latitude and the
use of tides for propulsion, and he associated with learned individuals
who did not believe Earth to be flat, as some of the less educated did
(scholar Jeffrey Burton Russell, in
Inventing the Flat Earth: Columbus
and Modern Historians [1991],
maintains that Europeans famil-
iar with navigation, regardless of
educational background, knew
that Earth was a globe, and the
concept that Columbus had to
convince people that Earth was
not flat is an erroneous myth).
He also began to consider the
notion of reaching India and
Japan by sailing west. In this he
was probably influenced by the
theories of Italian geographer
and mathematician Paolo dal
Pozzo Toscanelli (1397-1482),

Likeness of Christopher Columbus, though no with  whom Columbus corre-
one knows precisely what he looked like sponded, according to historian




TWO WORLDS IN COLLISION: THE SPANISH CONQUEST

Queen Isabella and her husband, King Ferdinand, turned their attention to Columbus dfter
their victory over the Muslims in Granada. (From The Christian Recovery of Spain, by Henry
Edward Watts, New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1894. p. 1,280)

Samuel Eliot Morison (Morison, 13-15). Toscanelli believed that an
island, Antilla or Antilia, lay between Europe and Asia and could serve
as a way station en route to India and Japan.

In 1479, Columbus married a woman of noble descent with connec-
tions to the Portuguese royal court. In 1484, he obtained an audience
with King John II, but the king declined to offer Columbus his patron-
age; he was more interested in reaching India by circumnavigating
Africa than in exploring other routes. The royal documents of that
period called the sailor by the name Christovao Colom, a Portuguese
translation of the Italian original.

When Columbus was widowed in 1485, he and his son Diego moved
to Spain. At a monastery, Columbus befriended a Franciscan monk who
took an interest in his plans to reach India and introduced him to aris-
tocrats with contacts at the Spanish court. In 1486, the Genoese sailor,
now using the name of Cristobal Colon, was granted an audience with
Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. Queen Isabella, wishing to rival

13
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Portugal’s dominance of the sea, displayed an interest in Columbus’s
plans, but it was not the right time to finance an expedition. The king
and queen were dealing with the more pressing matter of finishing the
reconquista, the reconquest, of Spain and were on the verge of driving
the Moors from the Iberian Peninsula.

Finally, in January 1492, the king and queen succeeded in taking
back control of Spain from the Muslim rulers. Queen Isabella and King
Ferdinand were now ready to consider imperial growth beyond the
peninsula. Meeting with Columbus and responding to his promise of
gold from India and Japan and untold numbers of new converts to the
Catholic faith, Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand provided the sailor
with three caravels for the first voyage.

Three Ships Sailing the Ocean Blue
Over a period of eight years, Columbus made four voyages. The first
and the third are the most famous. The first voyage began in 1492. On
September 6, Columbus and a crew of 100 men left the Canary Islands,
a Spanish possession off the west coast of Africa. Legends lend color
to the adventure. One story portrays the crew as recently released or

Caravels were lightweight ships, easy to maneuver with two or three masts.
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The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus

Voyage Dates Places Reached
First 1492-1493 San Salvador, the Bahamas, Cuba, Hispaniola

Second 1493-1496 Dominica, Hispaniola, Guadeloupe,
Antigua, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Jamaica,
Nevis, St. Kitts, St. Croix, Virgin Islands

Third 1498-1500 St. Vincent, Grenada, Trinidad, Margarita,
Venezuela, Tobago, Hispaniola
Fourth 1502-1504 St. Lucia, Martinique, Honduras,

Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Panama, Jamaica

Bedini, Silvio, ed. The Christopher Columbus Encyclopedia. New York: Simon & Schuster,
1992, pp. 693-728.

pardoned convicts terrified of falling off the edge of the world, but a
seasoned sailor like Columbus would have been unlikely to accept
criminals as crew members. It is probable that he signed on only pro-
fessionals. Similarly, the sailors most likely did not fear falling into an
abyss; rather, they would have been concerned that there would be no
east wind to help them return to Spain.

It took Columbus 36 days to travel 2,400 nautical miles and reach
the Caribbean, landing on either the island of Samana Cay or Watling’s
Island on October 12, 1492. On this voyage, he reached the Bahamas,
Cuba, and Hispaniola. In Cuba, while venturing inland toward the cen-
ter of the island, Columbus saw Tainos smoking cigars, the very first
time Europeans witnessed the use of tobacco. Toward the end of the
journey, Columbus established a fort near Cap-Haitien in what is Haiti
today and left 40 men there to search for gold. On January 16, 1493,
the Genoese sailor headed back to Spain.

It was a triumphant return. Welcoming him back as a hero, Queen
Isabella and King Ferdinand awarded Columbus the title of Admiral of
the Ocean Sea, made him viceroy of the new lands, and permitted him
to sit in their presence, a rare boon. After the celebrations, the monarchs
ordered Columbus to proceed with preparations for a second voyage.

With a fleet of 17 ships and 1,000 men, the admiral set sail in Sep-
tember 1493. On this voyage, Columbus reached Dominica, Guadeloupe,
Antigua, Nevis, St. Kitts, St. Croix, the Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico
and revisited Cuba. Disembarking in Hispaniola, he was met by an
unexpected sight: The fort was in ruins, destroyed by the Tainos, and
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the 40 men he had settled there were dead. Leaving Hispaniola and pro-
ceeding north, Columbus found an island that he named Isabela. He also
reached Jamaica on this voyage. In 1496, he returned to Spain.

Columbus set off on his third voyage on May 30, 1498. He landed on
Trinidad, off the coast of mainland South America. He explored part of
what is now Venezuela and sighted the islands of Tobago and Grenada.
He sailed back to Hispaniola in August. This trip, however, had unfor-
tunate consequences for Columbus.

In Hispaniola, a group of Spanish settlers led by Francisco Roldan
rebelled against Columbus’s rule, opposing his desire to restrict the
mining of gold for personal gain and the exploitation of the Tainos for
personal use rather than for the Crown. In addition, these disgruntled
aristocrats felt that Columbus had forced them to perform manual
labor; they also accused him of keeping some of the gold for himself.
Though Columbus yielded to some of the requests made by Roldan
and his followers, allowing them to use the Tainos as they wished, the
accusations nevertheless reached the Spanish monarchs, who decided
to send an official representative to investigate, a request that ironically
originated with Columbus, who had asked Queen Isabella to send a
judge to help him administer the colony.

In August 1500, the royal representative, Francisco Bobadilla (?-1502),
arrived in Hispaniola, where a second rebellion had just been crushed by
Columbus. Upon entering the harbor, Bobabilla saw seven Spanish rebels
hanging on a gallows, a sight that greatly disturbed him. Since Columbus
was in the countryside, tracking down rebels, Bobadilla interviewed only
rebels and enemies of the admiral. Bobadilla accepted their grievances
as true and in October decided to put Columbus in chains and dispatch
him to Spain, not as a hero but as a prisoner. In Spain, the sorry spectacle
Columbus made dragging chains about him moved the monarchs to dis-
miss the charges. The king and queen forgave Columbus for his errors
and granted him permission for a fourth voyage, though they did not
allow him to resume administrative duties of the islands.

Many Spanish scholars consider that Columbus’s treatment was
severe and unjust, but for many Caribbean scholars and writers, the
admiral’s fate was poetic justice. (For instance, in the novel Annie John,
author Jamaica Kincaid depicts her heroine celebrating Columbus’s
imprisonment.) To them, Columbus was the destroyer of the Caribbean
paradise and the initiator of the capitalist oppression that led to the
slavery of Tainos, Caribs, and Africans.

In 1502 Columbus made his fourth and final voyage to the Caribbean.
He landed in Martinique, sailed along the coast of Central America and
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the northern coast of South America, and spent some time in Jamaica
before returning to Spain in November 1504. Columbus died two years
later in Valladolid, Spain. It is unknown whether Columbus ever real-
ized the significance of his explorations, which led to the opening of
the New World rather than a passage to the Far East.

The First Contact between Europeans and Caribbeans
The Europeans were given to pageantry, and their entry into the
Caribbean was no exception. How Columbus approached the first
island was the pattern followed by other explorers.

In October 1492, the admiral climbed onto a boat, and his officers
rowed ashore. Carrying a royal standard, Columbus dropped to his
knees when he reached the shore. After thanking God, he proclaimed
the island for the Spanish monarchs and then gave the island a name.
Cuba became Juana, Quisqueya became Hispaniola, Borinquén became
San Juan Bautista, and so on. This ritual of possession was repeated on
each new island Columbus approached, and it was always conducted
without the participation of the inhabitants.

In giving the islands names in a European language and in assuming
that the islands were nameless to
begin with, the admiral adopted a
position of power—the master
over the nameless subject. This
became a model used by other
Spanish explorers such as Hernan
Cortés, and in the next two cen-
turies by explorers from other
European powers such as Great
Britain and France. The ritual
transformed the unwilling Tainos
and other indigenous people in
the Americas into subjects of the
Spanish monarchs. Once in pos-
session of the Caribbean, the
Spanish saw themselves as hav-
ing the right to rule over their
newly found subjects as they
wished. Though the initial desire
might have been to convert the Cover of replica of book used by friars to con-
Tainos and Caribs to the Catholic  vert indigenous people to Catholicism (An Otomi
faith, the need to search for gold Catechism, Princeton University Library, 1968)
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sidetracked the religious designs, and the original inhabitants of the
Caribbean were soon forced into hard labor.

Disease, Slavery, Annihilation

The conquest of the Caribbean began in earnest in 1502, when Queen
Isabella dispatched the first Spanish governor to the New World. The
first island to be colonized was Hispaniola, between 1502 and 1509.
The other large islands were occupied relatively quickly: Puerto Rico
in 1508, Jamaica in 1509, and Cuba in 1511. The colonizers were ini-
tially sailors and soldiers, but as settlements were established, artisans,
farmers, and unskilled laborers were included, with about 3,000 a
year migrating to the New World during the first half of the 16th cen-
tury. These men came primarily from the provinces of Andalucia and
Extramadura, either as bachelors or without their wives; they created
unions with Taino women—Iater on with African slaves—whether or
not the women consented. Ten years into the colonization, women
from Spain began to arrive at a ratio of one for every three men.

There was a pattern to colonization: swift progress through the ter-
ritories; conversion of the indigenous people to the Catholic faith, as
mandated by Queen Isabella; harsh elimination of native insurrection-

Tainos were forced by the Spanish to mine gold from riverbanks in the Caribbean in exchange
for religious training. The training, however, was not forthcoming. (North Wind Archives)

20



TWO WORLDS IN COLLISION: THE SPANISH CONQUEST

ists; and forced labor for the Tainos and Caribs. The aim of the labor
was the procurement of gold and silver for the monarchs, an almost
fanatic search first encouraged by Columbus, who was convinced that
the islands were rich in silver and gold by early findings in Hispaniola
of gold nuggests on the Ozama River (at the entrance of present day
Santo Domingo). The Spanish supervised the mining, while the work
was done by the Tainos. When the Tainos began to fall ill and die in
large numbers, the Spanish simply abducted more Tainos from other
Caribbean islands. The captured Tainos were taken to Cuba, Hispaniola,
Jamaica, and Puerto Rico and put to work there.

By the 1520s, the Tainos were disappearing. Dominican historian
Juan de Jestis Dominguez sums up the reasons for their disappearance:
“The genocide of defenseless [Taino] women, children, and the elderly.
Starvation and disease caused by malnutrition . . . the forced labor in
the building of cities and fortresses, agriculture, and digging for gold
in rivers and mines. Suicide, voluntary abortions to escape the Spanish,
and diseases brought from Spain, the most noticeable small pox [sic]”
(Dominguez, 13).

Taino Martyrs and Heroes
Upon realizing Spanish intentions, the Tainos and the Caribs rebelled,
beginning with the destruction of Fort Navidad in Hispaniola in 1493.
Several leaders emerged: the princess Anacaona, the chief Hatuey, and
the rebel leader Enriquillo.

In 1503 a Taino princess named Anacaona reigned in the western
region of Hispaniola, where she sought shelter after her husband was
kidnapped by Columbus in 1492 and perished en route to Spain. Eager
to end Anacaona’s rule, Spanish governor Nicolds de Ovando tricked
her into meeting him in September 1503. The princess arranged a ban-
quet to welcome her guests, but Ovando ambushed her unarmed war-
riors and captured the princess. As a display of Spanish power, Ovando
sentenced the princess to death by public hanging.

Hatuey, acclaimed by the Dominican Republic, admired in Cuba, and
honored by Haitians, became a symbol of liberty in the fight against
Spanish oppression. The chief of a region in Hispaniola called Guahaba,
Hatuey fought unsuccessfully against the Spanish. Sometime around
1510, he and 400 men, women, and children relocated to the island of
Cuba, where they hoped to find peace. In 1511, when Spanish soldiers
and settlers under the leadership of Diego Velasquez de Cuéllar (1461—
1524) arrived in Cuba, Hatuey and his men attacked the invaders. The
cacique employed guerrilla tactics, attacking small numbers of Spanish

21



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

soldiers and then hiding in the hills. For a few months, Hatuey kept
the Spanish at bay; the invaders were unable to leave the fort they had
built. In 1512, however, Velasquez captured Hatuey and sentenced him
to death by being burned alive.

When Hatuey was tied to the post, a priest offered him Communion
and acceptance of Christ so that he might, as the priest believed, go to
heaven. Hatuey responded, “Do white men go to heaven as well?” “Yes”
the priest replied, “provided they're good.” “Then, I do not wish to go
to heaven,” said Hatuey. Shortly thereafter he was burned at the stake
(Encyclopedia of Cuba, 87).

More successful was the Taino chief Enriquillo, who fought against
the conquistadores for 13 years on the island of Hispaniola. In 1533, he
was granted a pardon as part of a truce engineered by Emperor Charles
V (King Charles I of Spain; 1500-58). However, although Enriquillo
survived and inflicted losses on the Spanish, he could not alter the path
to extinction upon which the Spanish led his people and culture.

The 16th Century: Spain Rules
By sailing into the harbors of the New World, Spain was entering into a
new arena of global power. Prior to 1492, the empires that emerged in
Europe and Asia were ruled from a central authority that was relatively
close by. To be sure, there were natural obstacles such as mountains
and rivers, but no ocean separated the rulers from the ruled until Spain
appropriated the New World.

It was an appropriation achieved with unprecedented speed. In 1513,
11 years after Columbus reached the Caribbean, the Spanish crossed
the isthmus of Panama and reached the Pacific Ocean while Juan Ponce
de Leon was claiming Florida for Spain. In the years 1519-21, Cortés
subjugated the Aztec Empire in Mexico, and by 1526, Spanish sailors
were exploring latter-day South Carolina and Georgia. From 1528 to
1536 Cabeza de Vaca, a survivor of a shipwreck off Tampa, walked from
Florida to Texas, traveling naked and barefoot. Between 1532 and 1536,
Pizarro conquered the Incas, took over Cuzco, and founded the city of
Lima. In 1536, Buenos Aires, Argentina, was founded, followed by the
establishment of Bogota, Colombia, two years later. In 1548, La Paz was
founded in what would become Bolivia.

Characteristics of the Occupation of the Caribbean
Francisco Bobadilla, who sent Columbus back to Spain in chains, took
over the administration of Hispaniola until he was relieved in 1502 by
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Nicolas de Ovando (1540-1618), the first actual governor assigned
to the Caribbean. A good administrator who pacified the rebellious
Spanish settlers, Ovando efficiently and effectively managed the min-
ing of gold in the new colonies, shipping to Spain the equivalent of $30
million in gold during his seven-year tenure. Though he began the con-
struction of cities and organized food production to make Hispaniola
self-sufficient, Ovando was first and foremost a conquistador, a soldier
trained to use the sword, display courage in the face of danger, and
show no mercy to captives. These were military traits that made the
Spanish successful during the reconquest of Iberia in 1492 and were
highly esteemed by the Spanish king and queen. For Ovando, pacifica-
tion of the Tainos did not mean the use of diplomacy, but the elimina-
tion of a perceived enemy.

From 1502 to 1504, the 2,500 soldiers and settlers who traveled to
Hispaniola with Ovando conducted at least three major campaigns that
resulted in the virtual destruction of Taino civilization on that island.
The tactics used included outright lying and treachery, as demonstrated
in Ovando’s treatment of the Taino princess Anacaona.

Ovando’s brutal tactics were emulated by other conquistadores. Friar
Bartolomé de Las Casas gave this description of the Spanish massacre
of a Taino village:

When the Spaniards arrived at the village and found the Indians
at peace in their houses, they did not fail to injure and scandalize
them. Not content with that the Indians freely gave, they took their
wretched subsistence from them, and some, going further, chased
dfter their wives and daughters, for this and always has been the
Spaniards’ common custom in these Indies. ... A Spaniard, in whom
the devil is thought to have clothed himself, suddenly drew his
sword. Then the whole hundred drew theirs and began to rip open
the bellies, to cut and kill those lambs men, women, children, and
old folk (de Las Casas, 25).

In Jamaica, Juan de Esquivel employed similar tactics in 1509, and
Juan Ponce de Leon followed suit in Puerto Rico in 1511. In one cam-
paign, Ponce de Leon led 125 men on a forced march across a mountain
range and into a village, which he attacked at night. Of the 6,000 Tainos
reportedly sleeping there, more than 200 were slain, while the Spanish
suffered no casualties (B. Williams, 24).

The characteristics of the conquistadores were soon clear to the
Tainos: audacious, ruthless, and violent. Their professed interest in
converting them to Christianity was overshadowed by their gold lust
and their need for a labor force. They were capable of virtually any
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Spanish conquistador aiming a harquebus, late 1500s (North Wind Archives)

atrocity if it furthered their aims. To deal with the invaders, the Tainos
had limited choices: They could fight or avoid the invaders by escaping
into the mountains. There was a third choice, death by mass suicide or
infanticide, an option that some chose rather than live in the new world
that the Spanish were creating.

The Settlement of Cuba, Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico

As the Tainos were conquered and enslaved, the conquistadores pro-
ceeded with the settlement of the Caribbean. Some of the cities founded
in what would become the island of Puerto Rico included Puerto Rico,
Santiago, and San German. In 1521, the town of Puerto Rico became
known as San Juan, and the island itself became known as Puerto Rico.
The Spanish population, however, remained in the low hundreds, and
their dwellings were simple wooden structures.
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THE CONQUEST OF MEXICO
BEGAN IN CUBA

The Caribbean served as a naval base from which to launch expedi-
tions to the Americas. In this passage Bernal Diaz del Castillo, a
participant in the conquest of Mexico, recalls preparations in Cuba and
departure from that island:

When the Governor [of Cuba] Diego Veldsquez understood how
rich were these newly discovered lands, he ordered another fleet,
much larger than the former one to be sent off, and he had already
collected in the Port of Santiago, where he resided, ten ships....
He had them furnished with provisions, consisting of Cassava bread
and salt pork.These provisions were only to last until we arrived at
Havana, for it was at that port we were to take in our stores. ...

...As soon as Hernando Cortés had been appointed General he
began to search for all sorts of arms, guns, powder and crossbows,
and every kind of warlike stores which he could get together, and
all sort of articles to be used for barter, and other things neces-
sary for the expedition ... whence we set out with the fleet more
than three hundred and fifty soldiers in number....The next day
... dfter having heard Mass we went to our ships and [Veldsquez
and Cortés] embraced with many fair speeches one to the other
until we set sail.

Diaz del Castillo, Bernal. The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico. Translated
by A. P. Maudslay. New York: Noonday Press, 1956.

During the same period, however, Spanish conquistadores were also
making inroads on the mainland of Mexico and South America. There
they found riches greater than anything they had seen in the islands
of the Caribbean. In Mexico, Hernan Cortés (1485-1547) saw temples
and mansions that dwarfed castles in Spain and canals and bridges that
rivaled Venice. In Peru, Francisco Pizarro (1475-1541) described how
an Inca prince, bargaining for his survival, filled a large room with gold
statues. The gold beckoned the Spanish settlers with the possibility of
enormous wealth and a better life than in the Caribbean. A common
lament arose: “Dios me lleve a Peru!” (God take me to Peru).

But if the lack of wealth on the islands dissuaded settlers and invited
neglect, the very riches from the conquered Aztec and Inca Empires
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forced the Spanish rulers to keep the islands, if for nothing else than
as rest stops for sailors and soldiers. Furthermore, the treasures from
South America piqued the desire of European monarchs, who soon
began to attack ships transporting the loot to Spain. Therefore, a mili-
tary presence in the Caribbean was crucial.

Spain passed strict laws prohibiting the emigration of colonists to
Mexico, Central America, and South America. Despite this, waves of
colonists left the Caribbean. Many of the islands became colonial back-
waters, and little attention was paid to developing the economies of the
Caribbean. It would be many decades before European powers dedicated
themselves seriously to agriculture as a means of economic viability.

In the interim, for most of the 16th and early 17th centuries, the
Spanish built military fortifications on the islands to safeguard the
lucrative gold and silver trade. The Spanish built a series of mor-
ros, or forts, in the major Caribbean seaports. The fortified seaports
included Havana, San Juan, Santo Domingo, Port of Spain, and even
Saint Augustine in northern Florida. These seaports became havens for
Spanish merchant ships seeking safety from competing European pow-
ers or pirates. For many years, the economies of these cities centered

Colonial city, Santo Domingo, first European city in the Caribbean (Matos Family Archives)
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on military investment and the periodic caravans from the American
mainland to Spain.

The Establishment of the Encomiendas

The decision to maintain the islands meant that the colonies had to
be self-supporting and still produce something of an income for the
Spanish monarchs. If gold was not available, agricultural products
could prove of value to Spain as an export to other European nations.
What better way to get workers than through the encomienda system?
The encomienda system was used during the reconquest of Spain from
the Muslims. It was introduced in Hispaniola by Columbus in 1499
and institutionalized by Governor Nicolas de Ovando in 1503. Under
the encomienda system, settlers, known as encomenderos, were assigned
plots of land and Taino laborers who were forced to mine riverbanks
for gold and cultivate the fields to produce food. An encomendero
could have no more than 300 Tainos, whom he employed as labor
gangs assigned to mining, farming, and taking care of cattle. Through
the encomiendas, “indigenous people were ‘entrusted’ . . . to each con-
queror, who had the responsibility of Christianizing them and the
privilege of making them work for him. . . . Conquerors who received
encomiendas became much like European nobles, able to live from the
labor of serflike farmers who delivered part of their crops as regular
tribute” (Chasteen, 53). In return for their labor, the indigenous people
were meant to be instructed in Catholicism and Spanish culture and to
receive military protection. However, very few encomenderos kept up
their part of the bargain.

The system was not supported by all Spaniards in the colonies. In
1511 a Dominican friar, Antonio de Montesinos (?—1545), protested
the system from the pulpit. In 1512 King Ferdinand (1452-1516), who
wanted to maintain the encomiendas but also wished to help the Tainos,
enacted laws to improve the lot of the laborers. The laws stipulated that
Tainos were to work only nine months out of the year and that women
were excused from work during the ninth month of pregnancy. They
also mandated that the sons of chieftains were to be educated.

These laws, however, were essentially ignored, and most encomen-
deros continued to do little for their charges. Instead, they abused the
Tainos; when they protested, they were punished. Although there was
no claim of ownership, the encomienda system was a form of slavery.

The encomienda system decimated the Taino and Carib popula-
tions; in Hispaniola alone the population dropped from nearly 300,000
Tainos in 1492 to less than 50,000 in 1510. Friar Bartolomé de Las
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FRIAR BARTOLOME DE LAS
CASAS: TOO LATE THE SAVIOR

A handful of friars in the Caribbean and in Spain protested the
harsh treatment received by the natives. Friar Bartolomé de
Las Casas became the most vocal and best known, remembered in
history as the “defender of the Indians.” His best-known work,
Brevisima relacion de la destruccion de las Indias (Short Account of the
Destruction of the Indies, 1552), was one of the earliest books that
attempted to bring about social justice in the Caribbean.

Las Casas (1474—1566) was the first priest ordained in the Americas.
The descendant of Jews and the son of a man who took part in
Columbus’s second journey to the Caribbean in 1494, Las Casas sailed
in 1502 for Hispaniola, participating in the suppression of several Taino
uprisings. For his effort, he was awarded an encomienda.

Ordained a priest in 1510, three years later Las Casas went to
Cuba to participate in the conquest of that island, but the abuses he
witnessed and the poverty and servitude subjected upon the Tainos
made him remorseful of his participation in the conquest. Deciding to
dedicate his life to protect the indigenous population, he returned his
encomienda to Cuba’s governor and returned to Hispaniola. From that
island, he traveled to Spain, where he pleaded for the Tainos before the
royal court.

In 1515 the Spanish king named him “The Protector of the Indians.”
Las Casas recommended the end of the encomienda system, the
release of all Tainos from servitude, and the restoration of the lands to
the Tainos. He also suggested that, to relieve the natives from hard
labor, white and black laborers should be exported to the Caribbean,
especially Africans. Thus, inadvertently, Las Casas helped bring about the
replacement of one evil with another. Later on, Las Casas’s writings
were used by other European writers to attack Spanish colonization of
the Americas. They used them as a justification to challenge Spanish
dominance.

Casas took up the Taino cause and persuaded the Spanish Crown to
intercede. In 1542, the New Laws modified the system of encomiendas.
“Encomiendas were to continue to be inheritable, though only for a
limited number of generations; the emphasis now was on Indian tribute
rather than labor services; and, in fact, the institution slowly ceased to
be of importance” (Collier, 109).
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TWO WORLDS IN COLLISION: THE SPANISH CONQUEST

In 1550, the encomienda system was officially abolished in the
Caribbean, but by that time there were few Tainos left. The world of the
Tainos was gone. The Spaniards started to contemplate the importation
of a new labor force to make up for their loss—slaves from Africa.

The Keys to the Americas: Havana and Santo Domingo
Despite the disappointment the Spanish felt upon realizing that the
hills and rivers of the Caribbean contained very little gold, in the early
1500s cities began to emerge. Santo Domingo, in Hispaniola, was the
first. The wooden structures of the town that originally bore this name
were destroyed by a hurricane in 1502. Governor Ovando ordered the
construction of a new city on the banks of the Ozama River, built of
bricks and stones and designed to withstand strong winds. The city
was granted a royal charter in 1508, making Santo Domingo the first
European-chartered city in the New World. An administrative center,
Santo Domingo served as a trading post and was the site of the first
cathedral in the Americas, the Basilica Menor de Santa Maria.

Diego Columbus’s house built 1510—11 when Santo Domingo was the main capital of the
Caribbean. Diego was Christopher Columbus’s son and a colonial administrator. (Matos Family
Archives)
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By the 1520s the city was a launching pad for colonial expansion,
dispatching explorers to Mexico and to Florida and South Carolina
in what is now the United States. It was also a hub of development
where Spanish planters and merchants planned economic options for
Hispaniola, working to keep Santo Domingo a viable option for coloni-
zation and trade, despite the greater appeal of the mainland.

In Cuba, the city of Havana was first established in the swamps of
southwestern Cuba. In 1519, it was transferred to the north of the
island. Its harbor provided protection from such perils as hurricanes
and, later, pirates; its taverns and inns welcomed the Spanish soldiers
and sailors who arrived twice a year with the Spanish fleet that carried
gold to Spain and returned with supplies for the colonies.

The fleets were not the only visitors to Havana. Other Spanish mer-
chants traveling alone in the Caribbean sought the protection of the
harbor and eventual union with the fleet for the return to Spain. With
these merchants came precious metals and jewelry, leather, spices, dyes,
and corn. In return, the merchants traded or purchased water, food, and
supplies for the ocean voyage. Ships and boats needed repair, encourag-
ing Cubans to pursue this craft and eventually making shipbuilding a
major industry in Cuba.

In 1583, Havana was officially recognized as the capital of Cuba. Its
proximity to Mexico helped shift the center of trade and troop move-
ment from Santo Domingo to Havana. This led to a surge in the con-
struction of fortresses and mansions, which in turn attracted artisans,
craftsmen, and businesses in the service of the military, such as repair
shops for weapons, tailors, and taverns. By the end of the century the
Spanish Crown had dubbed Havana the “key of the New World.” The
population of Havana included 13,000 of the total of 20,000 inhabitants
of the island (P. Foner, 34).

The 16th century marked the height of Spanish supremacy in the
Americas. Portuguese colonization of Brazil was slow and sporadic. The
other European powers gradually formulated strategies to challenge
Spanish dominance, first indirectly, then more forcefully and systemati-
cally. The Caribbean became a focal point for European competition in
the Americas.
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EUROPEAN CHALLENGES
TO SPANISH RULE
(1500-1850)

When Columbus returned with news of his landfall in the
Caribbean in 1492, Spain was transformed from a peninsular
nation to a global power, claiming at once ownership of all the new
territories. Portugal, until then the reigning sea power and the leader
in oceanic exploration, challenged Spanish claims. The dispute was
settled by Pope Alexander VI (1431-1503) with the papal bull Inter
caetera (“Among other [works]”) of 1493, formalized in the Treaty
of Tordesillas in 1494. This agreement drew an imaginary line 100
leagues west of Cape Verde Island, off the coast of Africa. To the west
of this line, any new lands discovered would belong to Spain. To the
east, new lands would belong to Portugal. The line was adjusted later
on to include portions of Brazil, which Portugal claimed.

The artificial boundary was intended to prevent the rest of Europe
from exploring and exploiting the riches of the Caribbean and the
Americas. The line created a border between Europe and the New
World. When warring European countries agreed to a truce, they
often considered that the truce did not apply to the lands “beyond
the line,” thus leaving them open for conflict and hostilities. That
is to say, if Spain and France agreed to a truce in Europe, it was still
acceptable to engage in combat beyond the line—in the Americas.
The result was that the Caribbean became a war zone for European
nations fighting each other, especially fighting against Spain, and for
sea robbers—the colorful pirates, corsairs, buccaneers, and privateers
of whom legends and novels are made—to prosper and grow rich
from their plunder.
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Europe’s Reaction to Spanish Supremacy

By the 1590s, the islands that attracted Spain’s colonial efforts were
Cuba, Hispaniola, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico, with a little fewer than
90,000 colonizers spread out unevenly throughout the region. Over
time, sea traffic increased dramatically as Spanish ships docked in the
Caribbean on the way to and from Mexico and Peru. With the ships,
there was always a naval presence that could number anywhere from
the hundreds to the thousands.

The British were envious of the activities in the Caribbean, long-
ing to be participants in the colonization and economic exploitation.
Thus less than 100 years after Columbus sighted the Caribbean, a
British geographer named Richard Hakluyt (1522/3-1616) used his
pen to express the sentiments of his countrymen regarding Spanish
possession of the New World and to encourage Great Britain to dis-
regard the papal bull of 1493. Hakluyt claimed that the bull reflected
the pope’s bias, since the pope was of Spanish origin, and that, fur-
thermore, the Spanish “executed most outrageous ... cruelties in
all the West Indies” (Hakluyt, 34). Regardless of Hakluyt’s concerns
with Spanish abuse of the indigenous populations and his call for
Protestant teachings in the New World to combat Catholic indoctri-
nation, the real lure was the wealth of the region and the potential
treasure for England.

For most of the 16th century, the European powers were not ready
to pose direct challenges to Spanish rule. One deterrent was the knowl-
edge of Spanish might and their proven efficiency and cruelty in the art
of conquest. After all, two conquistadores, Hernan Cortés (1485-1547)
in Mexico and Francisco Pizarro (1478-1541) in Peru, had annihilated
the Aztec and Inca Empires with just several hundred men. And if
any doubted Spain’s zealousness at keeping its domains untouched by
other Europeans, there was a 1564 massacre in Florida in which 200
Frenchmen were executed by the Spanish.

This was a lesson that kept France focused on the exploration of
Canada rather than challenging Spanish hegemony farther south. As
for Britain, King Henry VIII (1491-1547), despite the establishment
of a Protestant state in England, maintained a good relationship with
Spain. Henry’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon, was the daughter of
King Ferdinand of Spain. The strategy employed by the English and
French, then, was to avoid an open contest and encourage instead,
excursions conducted by individuals or mercantile companies acting
for personal or corporate gains and not officially for national or royal
objectives.
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Beach inlet and Matanzas River, south of St. Augustine, site of the Huguenot massacre of
1564 that established Spanish supremacy in Florida for nearly three centuries (Photo by
Gabriela E. Figueredo)

Smuggling

One area of incursion was smuggling. Spain, by virtue of having financed
the exploration of the region, saw itself as the sole proprietor of the
islands. In 1503, the government established the Casa de Contratacion
(House of Contracts) to oversee all mercantile transactions in the New
World. Spain did not allow the colonies to trade with any other nation.
Caribbean settlers were forced to buy goods from Spain, paying prices
set by Spain. They also paid taxes and tariffs on each purchase. Similar
conditions applied when goods from the Caribbean were sold to Spain.
As a result, transactions for the colonists were far more costly than for
those living in Spain. These requirements contributed to a rise in smug-
gling in the Caribbean.

Many smugglers were merchants who were willing to break Spain’s
trading laws to make a profit. Because the Spanish fleet could not police
all the waters of the Caribbean, it was easy for these merchants to buy
and sell goods among the colonies. Since the smugglers did not pay
taxes or tariffs, they sold goods at a better price to the colonists and
often offered a better price for Caribbean goods such as tobacco. In 1611
alone, 200,000 pounds of tobacco leaves from the Caribbean reached
England and France, while only 6,000 taxable pounds passed through
the Spanish port of Seville (P Wood, 104).
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To facilitate their enterprise, some smugglers scouted for locations
where they could live and plant such products as tobacco. It was with
that objective that smugglers helped settle some of the islands of the
Lesser Antilles, attracting other smugglers as well as Dutch, English,
and French planters. In 1629 Spain responded to the establishment of
non-Spanish settlements and attacked St. Kitts, destroying dwellings
and crops and shipping 700 prisoners to Europe. It was an act that reaf-
firmed and energized hatred of the Spanish Empire.

Enter the Pirates

Another consequence of the wealth of the Caribbean and Spain’s
monopoly on the region was an upsurge in piracy, as roving sea rob-
bers sought to help themselves to some of the wealth being shipped
from the Americas to Spain. The peak period of piracy in the Caribbean
was from 1692 to 1725, an era referred to as the “golden age of piracy.”
From this era emerged the romantic notions of pirates seen in the nov-
els of Rafael Sabatini (1875-1950), Emilio Salgari (1862-1911), and
Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-94) and later depicted in the films of
Errol Flynn (1909-59) and, more recently, Johnny Depp (1963— ). This
romantic image of pirates is more common in the United States and the
United Kingdom, since pirates often covertly promoted English for-
eign policy aims while their victims were typically Spanish. In reality,
pirates were far-from-romantic figures; they were often outlaws who in
time of war served whichever nation paid for their service. In times of
peace, pirates raided randomly and opportunistically, motivated by the
promise of a hefty purse. Pirates risked their lives for wealth, a wealth
they often foolishly spent when on land. They were known for eating
to the point of sickness and drinking themselves into stupor. When
they were not raiding, they were quarrelsome with each other.

There were essentially two types of pirates: privateers and bucca-
neers. The earliest buccaneers were bands of hunters who settled in
remote areas in Hispaniola. Many of them originally came from Europe
as indentured servants. Some later ran away from abusive masters.
Others were unwilling to return to Europe after their contracts expired.
For many reasons, they sought freedom in the wilds of the island.
The buccaneers learned survival skills from the indigenous peoples,
including a process for preserving meat using a wooden frame known
in French as a boucan. From this meat, which was a mainstay of their
diet, came the name buccaneers. In the mid-1630s, some buccaneers
took to the sea.
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Privateers were hired hands in the service of a nation at war with
another; their orders were to attack enemy ships. All the European pow-
ers used privateers, including Spain. Privateers could keep a percentage
of the plunder they took, while the bulk of the riches was intended for
the patron’s coffers. One advantage of using privateers was that their
actions were taken on their own initiative. This allowed monarchs to
claim no official knowledge of the privateers’ acts in the Caribbean Sea.
(Queen Elizabeth T [1533-1603] was notorious for personally fund-
ing privateers.) Another advantage was that using privateers was eco-
nomical and practical. Since the privateer already owned a ship or the
resources to obtain one, the sponsoring nation was freed of the need to
use its own navy to harass enemy ships.

Piracy at Sea

Whatever their origin, both types of pirates were drawn to the ships of
the Spanish fleet. They studied the routes followed by the ships bound
for Spain, laden with gold and silver from the Americas. Initially, home-
bound trips were made by solitary Spanish merchant ships. After 1523,
when French pirates seized a vessel loaded with gold, Spain revised its
sailing policies and developed a convoy system, known as the flota, to
deliver goods to the Caribbean and transport New World treasures to
Spain. In the spring, one convoy of about 30 vessels sailed for Mexico
guarded by Spanish ships known as galeones, or galleons, which could
both transport goods and serve as warring vessels. In the summer a
second fleet sailed for Panama. Between 12 and 20 warships accompa-
nied both flotillas. In the Americas, both fleets were loaded with goods
in the respective regions. They then rendezvoused in Havana, forming
one giant combined fleet of up to 100 ships for the Atlantic cross-
ing. The size of the fleet served as a defense against pirates. Instead,
the pirates searched out vessels that were separated from the fleet by
storms, fog, or the poor sailing skills of the captain. The pirates also
plundered ships that sailed alone within the Caribbean, since the fleet
system was not used to carry goods from one island to another.

Attacks were carefully planned, usually relying on the element of
surprise, either by sailing with the Sun behind them or pretending to
be a friendly vessel. The offensive typically consisted of broadside artil-
lery fire followed by the boarding of the target ship after it had been
secured onto the pirate ship by grappling hooks. In the din of battle,
pirates could tell each other by the dangling loop earrings they wore.
Sometimes the ship was captured and converted into a pirate vessel.
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Often, the surviving crew members were invited to become pirates;
those who refused were set adrift on a boat to survive or perish.

Piracy on Land

For a long time, the cities and harbors of the Spanish colonies, which
were not as well protected as the fleets, were easier targets for pirates.
Typically, once pirates entered a city, they herded the citizens into a
church and demanded a ransom for their release. Prisoners were tor-
tured until they betrayed where family possessions were hidden. In
1555, the French corsair Jacques de Sores (15?—15?) captured Havana
and burned it to the ground. In 1573, Francis Drake (1540-96) raided
Panama, and in 1585-86 he looted Santo Domingo.

King Philip II of Spain (r. 1556-98) and the colonial governors
undertook the task of building fortresses to protect the cities. In 1586,
an Italian engineer named Juan Bautista Antonelli (1550-1616), known
as the “architect of the King’s defense,” drew up plans for the fortresses
El Morro of Havana, El Morro of San Juan, and several other forts and
garrisons throughout the Caribbean. Construction took decades, even
centuries, as the forts were enlarged and buildings added.

The mighty fort of EI Morro protecting Havana Harbor. Construction began in 1589 and
ended in [630. (Tarjeta Postal, Republica de Cuba. Mark Jackson’s Postcards Archives)
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Portion of defensive wall protecting St. Augustine, Florida. Similar walls were erected in
Havana, San Juan, and throughout the Caribbean to protect cities from attacks. (Photo by
D. H. Figueredo)

The typical fortification consisted of a massive fort on the top of a
hill to protect the entry into the harbor, with protective walls surround-
ing the city. By the mid-17th century, the major cities and ports formed
a sort of fortified chain. Smaller towns, however, were left unprotected
and were often raided by the pirates.

Though antisocial and amoral, some pirates practiced the earliest
form of democracy in the Caribbean. They chose their captain by vote
and decided upon the objective of a particular mission. This system
forced a captain to lobby support from the crew to win approval for
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Some Caribbean Fortifications

Location Type of Fortification Date Built
Fort Cap-Haitien, Several garrisons connected by 1760

Haiti walls built by French buccaneers

Fort Dauphin, Fort on a small peninsula on 1732

Haiti Cap-Haitien

Fort Délires, Fort with towers and connecting ~ 1650-1780
Guadeloupe bridge with military barracks over-

looking sea and beach; constructed
by Generals Charles Hovel and
R. P Labat, working for the French

Fort King Fort with arches and esplanades  1779-1803
George, Tobago  built with bricks by British and
French troops

Fort Labouque,  Towers facing the sea with a undocumented,;
Haiti building or barracks located probably 1700s
between the towers

Forts La Cabafia, Massive and complex fortifica-  between 1589

El Morro, tion system protecting the and 1774
La Punta, and entrance to the harbor;

Castillo de la designed by architect Juan

Real Fuerza, Bautista Antonelli

Havana, Cuba

Fort Saint Garrison built on top of a hill,  between 1706
George, Grenada on the edge of a cliff, over- and 1783
looking the bay, consisting
of a protective wall and towers

Fort Saint-Louis, Small garrison with protective 1609-1703
Martinique wall built with volcanic rocks
Kingston Extensive and massive system between 1740
Harbour, Jamaica of forts that can accommodate and 1750

98 cannons, protecting

Kingston Bay
San Juan, Puerto  Protective wall, designed and 1654-1765
Rico built by engineers and architects

Thomas O'Daly and Juan Bautista

Antonelli
Santo Domingo, Protective wall with fortified 1500s
Dominican towers, designed by architect and 1600s
Republic Juan Bautista Antonelli

Adapted from Fortificaciones del Caribe. New York, UNESCO, 1997.
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WOMEN PIRATES

Anne Bonny and Mary Read sailed with a pirate named Jack
Rackham. Both women were English. By some accounts, Read
(2-1720) was an illegitimate child. Her widowed mother dressed
her in boys’ clothes to pass her off as her late son so that she could
receive an allowance from her mother-in-law. Other accounts suggest
Read’s mother’s duplicity was motivated by the desire for her child
to receive the advantages males had at the time. In her teens, Read
joined the Royal Navy. After a stint with the English, she went to the
Netherlands and, again as a young man, signed on to a ship headed
for the Caribbean. The ship was attacked by pirate Jack Rackham
(2-1720), who offered the defeated sailors the opportunity to join
his ranks. Read accepted the offer and earned the reputation of a
brave fighter. After becoming a well-known and feared pirate, she was
arrested by the British. She died in prison in Jamaica in 1720.

Bonny (1697/8-!) was born in Ireland but was raised in South
Carolina, where she married a sailor. The two opened a tavern that was
frequented by former pirates, including Jack Rackham, who at the time
was trying to lead the life of a civilian. Rackham and Bonny became lov-
ers.When Rackham decided to return to his life as a pirate, Bonny joined
him, dressed as a man. She was respected for her skills as a fighter and
her ability to lead in combat. She was arrested alongside Mary Read, but
there are no records of her life or death after her capture in 1720.

Salmoral, Manuel Lucena. Piratas, bucaneros, filibusteros y corsarios en
América. Madrid: Editorial MAPFRE, 1992, pp. 239-240.

his choice of a mission. This embryonic form of democracy placed
checks on the captain’s power, and he was able to rule without ques-
tion only at times of combat. The pirates followed a code of conduct,
an accord that they signed or marked with an x. They were entitled for
compensation when injured; the more severe the injury, such as losing
a right arm, for example, the higher was the compensation provided
by the participants.

Famous and Infamous Pirates: Hawkins, Drake, Morgan
As modern Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes quipped (Fuentes, 158),
England’s Queen Elizabeth habitually turned English privateers into
knights. Queen Elizabeth placed the sword of knighthood on the
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Mask of Queen Elizabeth I, Tower of London.
This mask was made from life, producing a
near exact likeness. Queen Elizabeth hired
privateers to plunder Spanish wealth; Francis
Drake was her favorite. (Photo by Daniel A.

shoulders of privateers John
Hawkins (1532-95) and his
cousin Francis Drake (1540-
96), the queen’s favorite, whom
she dubbed “my pirate.”
Hawkins was a slave trader and
smuggler. In the Caribbean, he
forced unwilling Spanish settlers
to trade with him, threatening to
destroy their towns if they refused.
Hawkins’s presence illustrated the
difficult situation faced by many
Spanish settlers who were torn
between obeying Spanish rules
prohibiting commerce with an
English subject and their fear
of Hawkins and his men. In the
1580s, Hawkins helped develop
the British fleet by designing

smaller, sleeker ships. During this
same period, he openly promoted
piracy in the Caribbean as a justi-
fiable tool of war against the Spanish monarchs. In 1568, Spanish ships
attacked Hawkins’s fleet off the coast of Mexico, destroying most of his
ships and capturing and executing more than 100 of his men. This inci-
dent provoked open warfare between England and Spain.

There was no more eager participant in the conflict between the
two nations than Hawkins’s cousin, Francis Drake. Drake, called “el
Dragon” by the Spanish, terrorized Cuba and Puerto Rico. In 1572,
he looted Panama, taking back to England more than £100,000 worth
of loot. After circumnavigating the world, along the way claiming
California for England, Drake returned to terrorize the Caribbean and
the Spanish peninsula. In 1587, he attacked Cadiz, Spain, in a sort of
commando raid that resulted in the destruction of 24 Spanish ships. A
year later, when the Spanish Armada—a giant military fleet that carried
7,000 sailors and 18,000 soldiers—approached the English coastline,
Drake, aided by a storm, defeated the mighty flotilla of 130 ships.

Hawkins’s and Drake’s piracy, which were considered to be acts of
patriotism, enriched Queen Elizabeth’s treasury. The profits helped
Queen Elizabeth pay England’s national debt, and the booty converted
London into a center of trade and commerce.

Figueredo)
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A lesser patriot and on-and-off pirate was Henry Morgan (1635-88).
In the 1660s, the English granted Morgan a letter of marque, or license,
to harass the Spanish. In 1668, with 12 ships and nearly 500 privateers
under his command, Morgan plundered the town of Porto Bello on the
Caribbean side of Panama. In 1671, he macheted his way through the
isthmus jungle and attacked Panama, a confrontation that pitted 2,000
of his buccaneers against 3,000 Spanish soldiers. News of the daring raid
sent waves of fear throughout the Caribbean, especially with the report
that Morgan massacred dozens of Spanish soldiers by locking them in a
cell and blowing them up.

Unfortunately for Morgan,
between the time he was granted
the letter of marque and his attack
on Panama, Britain and Spain
reached an agreement regarding
the Caribbean. Under the terms
of the Treaty of Madrid, signed
in 1670, Spain recognized British
possessions in the Caribbean. As
a result, England began to sup-
press the actions of the bucca-
neers and privateers.

King Charles 1I (1630-85)
ordered Morgan to London for
a reprimand. The reprimand
appears to have been a gentle one,
however, for the king admired
Morgan’s audacity. Shortly after-
ward, he knighted the pirate and
appointed him deputy gover-
nor of Jamaica. Perhaps Charles
thought it would be easier to end
privateering if a former pirate
was in charge of policing the
Caribbean.

Returning to Jamaica, Morgan
made the transition from pirate
to government official, offering
amnesty to those who were ready

> i Type of pistols used by British privateers and
to quit and hanging those who soidiers during the |6th century (Photo by
refused. Under his leadership, Daniel A. Figueredo)

41



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

warehouses and stores were erected in Port Royal, as well as hundreds
of taverns. Today, a popular rum is named for Morgan. The label depicts
a black-bearded swashbuckler dressed in red and holding a sword—
another example of the idealization and commercialization of pirates.

The Treaty of Madrid signaled the beginning of the end of piracy.
Pirates would continue to plunder for a few more decades, but other
European nations followed Spain and England in treating pirates as
enemies of all nations. More important, by signing the treaty, Spain
agreed to end its monopoly in the Caribbean and to recognize the ter-
ritories Great Britain occupied during the previous century. This gave
Britain a motive to end piracy in the region.

Other Nations Settle the Caribbean
Despite Spain’s claims to the Caribbean under the Treaty of Tordesillas,
other European powers had a presence in the area. The Dutch, English,
and French were successful in making dents in the Spanish monopoly
in the Caribbean. Forced to defend major ports such as Havana and San
Juan and to protect the treasure fleet, the Spanish directed their attention
to the largest of the islands: Cuba, Hispaniola, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico.
The smaller islands, which the Spanish considered less valuable, were
abandoned. These islands served as entry points for Spain’s rivals—first
buccaneers and privateers, then merchants, leading eventually to a pres-
ence in the Caribbean for England, France, and the Netherlands.
Though slow in settling their newly acquired possessions, the
English, the Dutch, and the French soon saw the value of the islands
beyond points from which to attack the Spanish. Agriculture—par-
ticularly the development of sugar plantations—commerce, and min-
ing became attractive. Such activities were to define colonial life in the
Caribbean in the centuries to come.

Settlement of the British Colonies

The first English settlements in the area were established in the
Bermudas, located in the North Atlantic, east of South Carolina and
north of the Caribbean. This came about not by design but by accident
in 1609 when a ship under the command of Sir George Summers (1554—
1610) was wrecked off the islands. The English claimed possession of
the islands in 1612, but actual colonization did not begin until 1624.
Colonies in the Caribbean followed, including St. Kitts, Montserrat,
and Nevis. However, there was constant turmoil on these islands as a
result of war with the Spanish and competing French claims.
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The biggest prize for the English was Jamaica. In 1655, English
forces sent to conquer Hispaniola were soundly defeated. The British
fleet, afraid to return home without a victory, opted to attack Jamaica.
The island was ill equipped to meet the challenge of 8,000 British sol-

diers disembarking from 38 ships. The Spanish settlers surrendered and
accepted passage back to Europe. However, Spain did not relinquish its

claim to the island until 1670.
The Dutch and Danish Arrive

The Dutch arrived in the Caribbean, not to colonize, but to fight the
Spanish and to obtain salt for the herring industry in the Netherlands.

The Dutch West India Company was created in 1621 to supervise Dutch
sailors’ forays to the Caribbean. In 1623 the company sent a small fleet
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of three ships to the Caribbean. The number of expeditions and the size
of the fleet increased in the next five years. By 1628, 30 ships a year
sailed from the Netherlands. As a result, what began as warfare evolved
into a highly profitable mercantile adventure for the Dutch.

In 1631, the Dutch West India Company took over the southern part
of the island of St. Maarten. Its objective was twofold: establishing a
naval base to monitor the movements of the Spanish fleet and setting
up a salt plant. Two years later, the Spanish reclaimed the island, and
the Dutch moved on to Curacao, Aruba, and Bonaire. Other settlements
were established on Suriname and Guyana.

In 1648, the Spanish quietly abandoned St. Maarten, and the Dutch
returned. Curacao became a major center in the slave trade. Slaves
brought from Africa were often taken first to the island to become
acclimatized before being sold to settlers in the Spanish and British
Caribbean islands.

Denmark imitated the Dutch model by establishing the Danish
West India and Guinea Company in 1671. Danish colonists settled St.
Thomas in 1672 with a charter issued by King Christian V of Denmark-
Norway. In 1683 they expanded to St. John, competing with England
for the island. In 1733 they bought St. Croix from the French West
Indies Company.

French Claims in the Caribbean

The French arrived through the establishment of several companies
similar to the Dutch West India Company: the Compagnie de Saint
Christophe (St. Christopher Company), established by Cardinal Richelieu
(1585-1642), the Compagnie des Illes d’Amérique (Company of the
American Islands), and the Compagnie des Indes Occidentales (West
Indies Company), all founded between 1626 and 1664. Their objec-
tive, as dictated by a charter drafted in 1626, was to colonize the Lesser
Antilles. In that spirit, 300 Frenchmen settled in St. Kitts in 1627. Less
than a decade later, in 1635, the island served as the jumping-off point
for the colonization of Martinique. That same year the French took pos-
session of Guadeloupe. In 1665 France gained possession of St. Croix
(later sold to Denmark), and in 1697 it acquired Saint-Domingue, which
became the French side of Hispaniola, from the Spanish via a treaty.

Governance of the Caribbean
The various European nations had different reasons for setting up
colonies in the Caribbean, and different nations had widely varying
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numbers of colonies and colonists in the region. Spain went to the
New World to conquer. The Dutch, French, and English, on the other
hand, originally did not envision permanent settlements. They went
to the Caribbean to plunder Spanish wealth and raid Spanish colonies.
Over the years, each country developed its own style and approach to
governing its Caribbean possessions.

The Spanish Style

Spain went to the New World to conquer, colonize, and exploit. Such
disposition included an attitude that was different from the approaches
used by the European powers that envied Spain’s possessions in the
New World. Spain intended to establish permanent settlements and
economic enterprises, doing so even in the Caribbean, where early
on the islands served only as beachheads for other conquests or as a
rendezvous point for the fleet bound for Spain. A need for administra-
tive procedures and for administrators to oversee the colonies soon
emerged. To address that need, Spain set up laws and bureaucratic sys-
tems. By 1524, the Council of Indies was established with the purpose
of advising the king and appointing church officials to the New World.
The council dictated who was and was not allowed to travel to the New
World and oversaw the Christian conversion of the indigenous peoples.
The council also managed the Casa de Contratacion, which controlled
business in the colonies. Both institutions aided and complemented
each other, but the council was essentially a tool of politics, while the
Casa was a promoter of business.

Viceroyalties were administrative units, representative of the Spanish
monarch, created to govern in the name of the king the large hold-
ings of colonial possessions from Mexico to the tip of South America
and the Caribbean. The viceroyalty responsible for the Caribbean was
established in 1535; based in Mexico City, the viceroyalty of New Spain
also administered Mexico, Panama, the Philippines, and Venezuela.
The king appointed the viceroys, who governed in the king’s name
and wielded enormous civic and military power. The viceroys, in turn,
appointed regional governors who appointed local alcaldes, or mayors.
The mayors operated in conjunction with a town council, called a
cabildo. Members of the councils were supposed to serve for a specific
term of office, but family relations and economic and religious influ-
ences determined who served in the cabildo and their length of service.
In time, as political positions came to mean economic gains, settlers
tried to buy political posts to gain monetary rewards. The practice of
graft and favoritism became firmly entrenched.
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Over the decades, the Spanish would make minor changes regarding
which administrative position reported to which entity, or department,
and would employ a variety of titles or names. But ultimately, respon-
sibility for the fate and welfare of the Caribbean rested with the king.
It was a hierarchical structure with the king at the top of the pyramid:
“The original system of power in Spanish America was ... a vertical
autocracy, governed from afar through paternalistic laws which were
rarely implemented, while at the local level practical arrangements
between landowners and political bosses assured the harsh and often
inefficient exploitation of land and labor” (Fuentes, 137).

In theory, the monarch’s commands were law, and his subjects were
bound to obey. His administrators were charged with implementing
royal decrees without question, but in practice the system worked
very differently. It could take anywhere from three months to a year
for a decree to arrive in Havana or San Juan, and by then the circum-
stances surrounding it might make it irrelevant. The royal decree
might also run counter to the political or business interests of the
local government official and the local elite; this made enforcement
difficult, if not impossible. As a result of these factors, local admin-
istrators allowed themselves a great deal of autonomy, as reflected by
the popular phrase Obezco pero no cumplo—(1 obey but do not com-
ply) (Collier, 307).

This ruling philosophy fostered alliances between Crown officials,
known as peninsulares because of their birth on the Iberian Peninsula,
and Creole merchants born in the Americas. Over time there was a great
deal of intermarriage between the two groups, and the children of these
unions became the elites of the New World.

Local rulers built cities and towns, beginning first on Hispaniola in
1502. The city plans followed a grid pattern created in Spain and evenly
applied throughout the colonies. There was a plaza, or central square,
which was usually a park. The church stood on one side of the plaza,
and city hall stood on the other, often facing the church. There was
typically a military or militia headquarters on the main square as well.
Houses radiated away from the central plazas, edging on narrow side-
walks with a large barred window and an enclosed courtyard. Settlers
were allotted land for cultivation on the outskirts of town. At the end
of the day, the Spanish residents returned to their homes in the city.
On Saturday evenings and Sunday afternoons they met in the park or
on the plaza. This settlement pattern, based on a preference for urban
dwelling, became characteristic of Spanish America from colonial times
onward (Comision Econémica, 17).
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How the English Ruled

At first, the English authorized private individuals to colonize and
establish settlements on some of the islands of the Caribbean. For
example, St. Christopher, or St. Kitts, was the dream of a Puritan,
Thomas Warner (?2-1649), who in 1624 convinced London merchants
to finance the settlement of 100 men on the island and who was sub-
sequently appointed governor and knighted. Similarly, Barbados was
claimed in 1625 by an English captain who financed the settlement
with funds from a merchant who created a company for that purpose.
These proprietors, called lord proprietors, governed with the advice of
an assembly.

Charter colonies were the next step in colonial administration.
In this case the king granted a settlement charter to a private enter-
prise—usually a trading company—rather than to an individual. Such
colonies were managed more like a business than a colonial outpost or
settlement, a practical approach that in theory discouraged strong rule
by one individual.

This changed in the 1600s, when the English monarchy decided it
wanted to exert more control over its Caribbean colonies. Governors
were then directly appointed and dispatched by the king. The governor,
in turn, appointed a council of 12 members. The council, composed
of representatives from different constituencies, asserted the right to
speak for the colony, collect local taxes, and monitor expenditures. In
Jamaica, the colony itself was divided into vestries where local repre-
sentatives were responsible for the local administration of the parishes.
To serve on the council, a representative had to be a property owner
and white. The council established local laws, and the governor was
responsible for enforcing them.

The English governor was not as powerful as his Spanish counter-
part. He was required to consult with the council and was not always
able to impose his will, especially since the council approved all laws
before the governor signed them. Essentially, his power was kept in
check by the council.

There were instances, though, when English rule was not evenly
implemented. After taking over Trinidad in 1797, as an experiment
the British king instructed the governor to rule without an assembly
or council. Former Spanish administrative posts, such as the alcalde
and the cabildo, were abolished. The stage was set for an individual of
strong character to exert his will. That was what one governor, Colonel
Thomas Picton (1758-1815), chose to do, angering the planters who
called him authoritarian as he reorganized the police, increasing their
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authority over the populace. To curb Picton’s power, the British mon-
arch created a three-member commission with all members sharing
equal power.

A salient characteristic of the English style of administration was an
emotional and cultural detachment from the Caribbean, as evidenced by
the high percentage of planters and landlords who exploited the islands
but made England home. Scores of prominent British families made
their wealth in the Caribbean while an overseer or manager adminis-
tered their possessions. While in residence on the island, the English
made a point of distinguishing themselves from the local population by
maintaining their European customs in a tropical environment. It gave
the colonists a sense of security in the midst of what were typically
slave plantation societies that operated by completely different rules.

As a result, English settlers spent vast sums importing luxury items
from Europe. They imported large amounts of flour because they did
not like such tropical substitutes as cassava and plantains. English
wines and liquors were favored over rum. They missed the beef and
lamb of their homeland but made do with imported salted meats. Some
persisted with the tradition of partaking of the main meal of the day
between noon and 2 P.M., even though the Caribbean heat was usually
at its peak during those hours. The custom of wearing waistcoats and
periwigs was maintained, despite the higher temperatures. The English
viewed food and dress in hierarchical terms; to partake of local cuisine
and utilize native dress was seen as beneath them. The stereotype of the
wealthy English planter who earned his money in the West Indies was
so prevalent that the image was popularized in stage plays and dramas.
Typically, the wealthy planter was portrayed as ill mannered as a result
of bad habits picked up in the Caribbean.

Such detachment fostered a type of 17th-century architecture typi-
fied by places such as Port Royal, Jamaica, where more than 800 houses
were crowded together on a thin peninsula facing the harbor, compet-
ing for space with scores of taverns and inns. Such a setting did not
encourage the presence of families but of adventurers. While Spain
chose bricks and mortar to build edifices, England employed wood and
mud, easily destroyed. In 1692, an earthquake followed by a tsunami
wiped out and submerged Jamaica’s Port Royal.

The French Way
The first French colonies in the Caribbean were in violation of Spain’s
claims to the region. Knowing that Spain likened French intrusion
to acts of piracy, the goals of the settlers were to establish modes of
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escape in case of an attack by the Spanish and ways to raid and pillage
Spanish ships. These settlers were more adventurers, such as the buc-
caneers, and less colonizers; often they would leave their possessions to
join expeditions attacking Spanish harbors in the Caribbean or South
America. To maintain order, the companies that founded the colonies
appointed governors who received a salary but were, in fact, members
of the French upper class and wealthy in their own right.

The new acquisitions were placed under direct French monopoly
through a policy known as the Pacte Colonial, or colonial accord. The
policy required settlers on the islands to trade only with the French
navy, representing France. Colonists in the French islands could not
manufacture goods they could purchase from France, while France
was obliged to obtain all its tropical products only from the French
Caribbean. It was an ironic development, considering how fervently the
French criticized Spain for enforcing a monopoly on the colonies.
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In 1664, the French Crown took possession of Guadeloupe and
Martinique, among other territories, from the companies and made
them part of the French Empire. Royal power was represented by a
governor and an intendant, the former in charge of the military, the lat-
ter responsible for legal matters and finances. Both reported directly to
the king and had no authority over each other. Their power was further
reduced by lobbyists in Paris who advocated for planters and merchants
with business interests in the Caribbean. Since the French king needed
the products of the islands, the tendency was to yield to the planters
and merchants. For example, in 1717, the council in Martinique, com-
posed of representatives of the planters, forced both the governor and
the intendant out of office.

In Guadeloupe and St. Martin, a few farmers and planters with large
land holdings were the shapers of local politics. But in the most precious
Caribbean possession, Saint-Domingue, local power rested in the hands
of overseers and managers. This occurred because, as with the English
colonials, plantation owners preferred metropolitan life, seldom living
permanently in the colonies. City building, therefore, was not a priority.
Even Port-au-Prince, Saint-Domingue’s official capital, was a far cry in

View of Martinique (From Down the Islands, by William A. Paton, New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1887, p. 102)

50



EUROPEAN CHALLENGES TO SPANISH RULE

urban development from Havana and San Juan. The historian C. L. R.
James cites the 18th-century writer Moreau de Saint-Méry’s description
of the streets of Port-au-Prince as “sewers” and goes on to state that
“If it rained at night, one could not walk in the town the next day, and
streams of water filled the ditches at the side of the street in which one
could hear the croaking of toads” (James, 31). For the colonists there
was a preference for houses in the country and an even stronger desire
to return to France.

Dutch and Danish Companies
As mentioned earlier, the Dutch had no desire for permanent colonies
in the Caribbean. For them, the Caribbean was primarily an economic
opportunity. They concentrated their efforts on harassing Spanish ship-
ping and trading in smuggled goods.

This effort was run by the Dutch West India Company, administered
by a board, the Heeren XIX (19 Lords). By the late 1620s the govern-
ment gave the company the power to administer the Dutch colonies,
maintain an army, handle legal matters, and make treaties with foreign
nations. The government mandated that the company and its colonial
activities were to be governed by a series of managers.

Denmark’s colonies in the Caribbean were also initiated by a com-
pany, the Danish West India and Guinea Company. However, the com-
pany struggled to attract investors. In 1754 the Danish king bought all
the shares in the company and appointed royal governors to manage
the islands of Saint Thomas, Saint John, and Saint Croix.

Emerging Capitals and Culture

With the increase in population and international trade, cities in the
Caribbean began to evolve as centers of culture and finance and to form
an identity that in turn shaped the self-identify of the colonists.

In the 1760s, Havana, Cuba’s capital, was a walled city with a
population of 75,618, larger than most other cities in Latin America.
There were churches, monasteries, a printing press, and a university
(Hernandez, 17), and between 1776 and 1851 four major theaters
were erected in Havana. In 1792, the Sociedad Econémica de Amigos
del Pais (Economic Society of Friends of the Country) was founded
to promote education, commerce, industry, history, literature, and the
fine arts. Through its scholarships, Cuban students were able to travel
and study in Madrid and Mexico. The society funded charitable orga-
nizations and published economic and cultural journals. Members of
the society, representative of elite families and Cuban intellectuals,
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became influential political figures during the independence move-
ments of the late 19th century. In 1812, at least 12 newspapers cir-
culated throughout Havana. By the mid-1800s, travelers to Havana
described it as having one of the finest theaters in the world, El Teatro
de Tacon (Dana, 21).

In the 1700s, Puerto Rico had a total population of over 150,426
(Ribes Tovar, 205) spread throughout the island. Most inhabitants lived
on small farms and earned a living from agriculture, but about 8,000
of them lived in San Juan. By 1784, the streets of the city were paved.
Residents were involved in the military or trading, or they were con-
nected with business that serviced the ships that stopped in the harbor.
For entertainment, they favored games of cards. In fact, these games
proved so popular that the local government organized the selling of
cards as a means to make money for the public treasury. Games of cards
were sold at two or four Spanish reales, equivalent to 25 or 50 American
cents, with a 6 percent tariff collected for the local government.

The first books published in Puerto Rico, appearing in San Juan in
1806, were two volumes of poetry, Poesias and Ocios de Juventud by the
Spanish poet Juan Rodriguez Calderon (dates unknown). This showed
an early interest by Puerto Ricans in poetry, a genre widely cultivated
during the 19th and 20th centuries. For news, residents purchased cop-
ies of the weekly La gaceta, published for the first time in 1807. The first
theater was built in 1811. In 1824, the governor, General Miguel de la
Torre (1786-1838), authorized a tax for the construction of a munici-
pal theater in San Juan that still stands today under the name of Teatro
Tapia. Just as important as the construction of facilities were theatrical
organizations that traveled throughout the neighborhoods on the island
staging Spanish classics. Visiting theatrical companies from Spain staged
popular zarzuelas, a combination of comedies and operettas.

Music was a driving cultural force, especially in churches, where
choirs and religious organ music accompanied the mass. During the
Christmas season, aguinaldos, or carols, were widely heard in the
streets, at churches, and at family gatherings.

In the Spanish-held part of Hispaniola, Santo Domingo’s growth as
a capital and cultural center was impeded in 1801 when Haitian forces
from the other part of the island invaded. The Haitians shut down the
university and attempted to impose French and African culture on the
people of Santo Domingo. The invaders formed a theatrical society to
perform French comedies, a cultural indoctrination that Dominicans
resisted by avoidance. Before the invasion, musical performances
sponsored by the Catholic Church occurred throughout the year on
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holidays or religious days. From 1771 to 1779, the Spanish governor,
José Solano y Bote (1725/26-1806), sponsored cultural activities in the
gubernatorial palace. From 1822 to 1844, during the second Haitian
occupation, the university was shut down once again, and residents
avoided religious events. However, Spanish aristocrats continued to
meet, often in secret, to read books, write poetry, and conduct cultural
activities that reaffirmed their ties to Spain.

In Port-au-Prince, Haiti, development was hampered by the Haitian
Revolution. However, after Haiti became independent in 1804, Port-
au-Prince eventually became the capital of the new nation. Recovering
from 10 years of fighting during the revolution, the Haitian elite in
Port-au-Prince formed literary societies modeled on the literary salons
that flourished in Paris during the monarchy. At these societies intel-
lectuals discussed politics and engaged in poetry and writing competi-
tions. One group, the Cénacle of 1836, attracted would-be writers from
the countryside and planted the seed of Haiti’s national literature.

In Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, and in Kingston, Jamaica, music was
particularly revered. It was the cultural expression of the slaves and the
planters, who often attended the slaves’ musical celebrations. Public
entertainment was scheduled for religious holidays, such as Christmas.
The streets were packed with processions of dancers beautifully dressed
in muslin and silk. They wore masks and mimicked white settlers.
There was singing and the use of a variety of African-origin instruments:
flutes, banjos, and different varieties of drums. These processions led in
the 20th century to the establishment of the famous national carnivals
of the British Caribbean.

An Evolving Cultural Identity

In the Spanish colonies religious drama was promoted and encouraged
early on, although the authorities were less enthusiastic of pioneering
forms of social protest literature. One such example was the work of play-
wright Cristobal de Llerena (1540-1610?), a cleric in Santo Domingo,
who criticized the alcalde and the church for their slow reaction in 1586
to the threat posed to the capital by Francis Drake, who eventually sacked
the city. Throughout the 1600s, Havana residents preferred comedies that
were slightly bawdy, prompting the church to forbid their performance.
In the early 1800s, in Port-au-Prince, the palace served as the site for
theatrical productions that depicted events from the Haitian Revolution
or incidents in the life of a Haitian leader. Such productions were prob-
ably among the first instances in the Americas of dramatic performances
involving black actors, writers, and stage crews.
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THE MUSIC OF THE SLAVES

Music flourished early in the Caribbean: first the areytos per
formed by the Tainos before 1492, then the music the Spanish
brought during colonization, and lastly the music performed by slaves. It
is often forgotten that slaves found escape through music and dance.

“Slaves ... danced and sang at work, at play, at worship, from fear,
from sorrow, from joy. Here was the characteristic form of their social
and artistic expression. It was secular/religious. There was no real dis-
tinction ... between these worlds in the way that a post-Renaissance
European was likely to understand. And because this music and dance
was so misunderstood, and since the music was based on tonal scales
and the dancing on choreographic traditions entirely outside the white
observers’ experience ... their music was dismissed as ‘noise, and their
dancing as a way of (or to) sexual misconduct and debauchery. On the
other hand, the political function of the slaves’ music was quickly rec-
ognized by their masters—hence the banning of drumming or gathering
where drumming took place—often on the excuse that it disturbed ...
neighbours.”

Brathwaite, Edward Kamau. Folk Cultures of the Slaves in Jamaica. London
and Port of Spain: New Beacon Books, 1981.

In 1850, the first play written by a Puerto Rican, Alejandro Tapia
y Rivera (1826-82), was staged in San Juan. Titled Roberto d’Evreux,
it was a retelling of the famous love affair between Queen Elizabeth I
(1533-1603) and Robert Devereux, second earl of Essex (1556-1601),
whom she executed for conspiring against her. At the same time, the
play served as a platform to present royals as humans full of folly.
Spanish authorities did not approve of the author’s sentiments and
forced him to write a version that was less critical of the nobility and
aristocracy.

These cultural endeavors helped foster a sense of identity within the
Caribbean and emphasized the developing differences between colo-
nists born in Europe, who preferred European culture and thought it
superior to anything produced in the Caribbean, and the Spanish criollo
and the British and French Creole, who were developing a culture of
their own and which they saw as the equal of Europe’s. An example
of this manifestation was a poem by a Cuban general named Manuel
Zequeira y Arango (1764-1846). In the poem “A la pina” (Ode to the
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pineapple), written in the late 1700s, the poet uses lofty descriptions
of a pineapple to emphasize the beauty of the Caribbean in general and
of Cuba in particular. In doing so, he rejects the European attitudes
of cultural and physical superiority. This posture was not appreciated
by colonial authorities, for the cultural divide was easy to perceive in
the poem, which ends with the stanza, “the pineapple, the pride of my
country,” meaning Cuba and not Spain, a potential act of rebellion and
a wish for separation from colonial rulers. The colonial rulers were
correct in their interpretation, and the rebellions and wars of indepen-
dence of the 19th century provided them with ample proof.

55



4

INDUSTRY AND SLAVERY
(1500-1850)

Europe intended to enrich itself in the Caribbean, but European
settlers did not intend to do the work needed to acquire those
riches. From the beginning, racism and oppression were features of
European colonies in the Caribbean, as Eric Williams pointed out in
From Columbus to Castro: The History of the Caribbean (1970): “the
conquistadores . . . first . . . fell on their knees, and then they fell on the
aborigines” (E. Williams, 30).

The underlying belief of most Europeans was that the indigenous
peoples of the Caribbean were not the equals of Europeans: They were
heathens, less than human, and lacked souls. According to that way
of thinking, imposing a labor system on the Tainos was an avenue
to civilization, a way of instructing them in the art of discipline and
bringing them closer to Christianity. Spain’s encomienda system was
intended to be that avenue, but the demise of the Tainos and the protec-
tion bestowed on the survivors by the Spanish king ended this ignoble
experiment in the Caribbean.

However, there was still a need for laborers. Commerce in the
Caribbean, which initially centered on mining and the search for gold,
shifted in the 16th and 17th centuries to agriculture. Tobacco and sugar
emerged as the dominant crops.

The Brown and the White: The Beginnings of

the Tobacco and Sugar Industries

Although laws were passed forbidding colonists in the Caribbean from
relocating to the mainland, the Spanish Crown knew that laws alone
could not keep the settlers on the islands. There had to be another
attraction, another source of wealth. Sugar held that promise.
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The sugar industry that would in time define the Caribbean had
humble beginnings. Columbus introduced sugarcane to Hispaniola on
his second voyage in 1493, but at that time mining was seen as more
important than farming. In 1503, in the town of Concepcién de La
Vega, on Hispaniola, a settler began to cultivate sugarcane and pro-
duce molasses. In 1514 a trapiche, a horse-powered mill that crushed
sugarcane, was set up in the same town. Two years later an ingenio, a
sugar plantation and refinery, was established in which water powered
the sugar mill, reducing labor and producing twice as much sugar and
molasses as the trapiche. Twenty years later there were 40 or 50 ingenios
in Hispaniola, each employing between 80 and 100 slaves and costing
about 10,000 gold ducats, approximately $75,000, to set up, though
there is no data on the actual income made by ingenios.

The industry required cattle to feed the workers and to pull the carts
that hauled cane from the fields to the ingenio. Land and water were
needed for planting. It was an expensive proposition and one that at
the beginning the Spanish Crown subsidized: “The Crown pardoned
all debts of those engaged in growing sugar. Later, slaves, tools, and
supplies necessary to produce sugar were made exempt from foreclo-
sure. . . . To further ease the credit problem in order to stimulate sugar
production, the Crown also authorized a sum for direct loans to finance
the construction of sugar mills” (B. Williams, 43). It was a profitable
proposition: Planters could earn over 6,000 gold ducats a year.

The idea spread. In Puerto Rico, settlers experimented with the
planting of sugarcane, and in 1523 the first sugar mill was set up near
San German. By 1528 five ingenios were running. During the same
decade, Jamaica established 30 ingenios. In Cuba, however, the sugar
industry took hold slowly, as colonists there focused on the cultivation
of another crop: tobacco.

Tobacco Appears
Soon after his arrival in the Caribbean, Columbus saw the Tainos
inserting a long rolled leaf into either their noses or mouths and inhal-
ing and exhaling smoke. Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas learned that the
Tainos used a plant they called cohiba or cojiba as part of a religious
ceremony and for healing purposes. In the 1560s seeds of this plant
were taken to Spain, where in 1571 a physician, Nicolo Manardes (?-?),
wrote a treatise identifying 36 medical conditions, such as headaches or
blisters, that could be alleviated by the use of the plant. A French dip-
lomat and scholar, Jean Nicot (1530-1600), introduced it to Parisian

57



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

society and named the leaf
Nicotiana tabacum—tobacco. By
the early 1600s there was a grow-
ing market for tobacco in Europe
and the American colonies. For
example, in 1609, Cuba shipped
over 15,000 pounds of tobacco
to Spain. Four years later, the
amount of tobacco being shipped
increased to more than 400,000
pounds.

Cultivation in Cuba spread
throughout the island with the
establishment of small farms
called vegas. The potential for
wealth stirred interest in Spain,
where the king saw another pos-
sible avenue to collect taxes and
tariffs. In 1717, the Real Factoria
de Tabacos was established to

In the 18th century, Cuban tobacco became purchase from the vegueros, the
the best known in the world. (Ministerio de tobacco farmers, all the tobacco
Agricultura, Habana. Mark Jackson’s Postcards produced in Cuba, restricting
Archives)

direct sales to other Spanish col-
onies. The vegueros saw this new
monopoly as a harsh economic measure instituted by the Crown and
immediately led an uprising against it. The tobacco growers resisted
these measures sporadically for several years. In 1723, the Crown
executed 12 insurgent tobacco growers.

To avoid the interference of the colonial government, some tobacco
growers decided to relocate to a region known as Vuelta Abajo in
western Cuba (present-day Pinar del Rio). There the growers found
better soil for the cultivation of tobacco. The product produced there,
described as having a richer aroma, was considered superior to the
tobacco cultivated in other areas of Cuba and on other Caribbean
islands. By the end of the 17th century, tobacco from Cuba was more
popular in Great Britain—which paid dearly for it, since it was often
obtained through smuggling—than the leaf from Virginia in Britain’s
American colonies.

During this time, tobacco was increasingly popular in Cuba: “The
quantity of tobacco smoked in Cuba amazed all visitors; even elderly
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women smoked . . . even lunatics in the Mazorra asylum chain-smoked
cigars” (Thomas, 134). It had become a Cuban trait, a characteristic of
Cuban society and ethnicity, which consisted of the whiteness of sugar
(those of European descent) and the brownness of tobacco (those of
African descent).

Introduction of Slavery

Tobacco and sugar are both labor-intensive crops. The Spanish settlers
were not willing to venture into the sugarcane fields to cut and carry
cane, and the indigenous peoples had been largely exterminated by the
Spanish. An alternative work force was required.

White Laborers

The first solution to the need for laborers was the importation of white
laborers, usually either indentured servants, redemptioners, or convicted
criminals. Indentured servants were often immigrants who were too
poor to travel to the Caribbean on their own. To pay for their passage,
they signed a contract in their homeland in which they agreed to serve a
master on the islands for a set amount of time. Once the contracted time
was up, they could return to Europe or remain in the Caribbean.

Redemptioners were would-be colonists who were too poor to pay
for passage, but they did not have labor contracts arranged in advance.
They promised themselves to the ship’s captain in return for their pas-
sage. Upon arriving in the Caribbean, they tried to find a friend or
employer to redeem them by paying the captain. If they were not able
to pay, the captain sold the redemptioners to other captains or mer-
chants.

The third source of white laborers were convicts, who were shipped
to the colonies for a specific length of time, usually seven to 10 years.
The reason for the imprisonment could be anything as minor as steal-
ing a silk scarf from a lady, and the sentences meted out were not always
appropriate to the crime. In the Caribbean, convicts were kept in a
compound inside the plantation and were supervised by an overseer.
Upon completion of the labor term, the convicts were granted their
liberty and sometimes passage back home. Many of these individuals
would eventually join the ranks of the buccaneers upon their release or
if they were able to escape.

Abuses in the acquisition and transportation of white servants were
part of the system. Unsuspecting candidates were sometimes kid-
napped at a seaport, either by force or by being plied with liquor by

59



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

the kidnapper. Contractors often extended a servant’s contract through
legal reinterpretations of the contract or claims that the servant had
not met all contractual obligations.

Despite the abuses, this system ultimately proved costly to planters
and merchants. A servant expected a plot of land at the termination of
the contract. When legal disputes arose, the servant sued the master,
and a court battle ensued. The planter bought the servant’s services for
a limited time; the planter did not buy the servant, only the service.
And indentured servants could escape and mingle in with other colo-
nists in a town or go off to sea.

The Beginnings of the Slave Trade

European merchants and settlers sought a better way to supply the labor
needs of the Caribbean. The colonists turned to a suggestion made by
Las Casas in his defense of the Tainos: He suggested that Africans were
a good fit for the Caribbean climate, were known for being capable of
hard labor, and were not as susceptible to disease as the Tainos. It was a
suggestion that Las Casas regretted years later. It is a mistake, however,
to put the blame for the scourge of slavery on Las Casas alone. In the
15th century, African slave labor was already in use in European colo-
nies near Africa, such as the Canary Islands, so it is likely that Spain,
sooner or later, would have turned to African slavery with or without
the inadvertent prompting of Las Casas.

European colonists wanted cheaper labor to toil on the plantations.
African slaves met those requirements: “The money which procured
a white man’s services for ten years could buy a Negro for life.” (E.
Williams, 19). There was already a system in place. Africa, an immense
continent with hundreds of states, included warring nations that ben-
efited from the capture of enemies who could be sent away as slaves.
Some tribes or states eventually went to war with the sole purpose of
capturing slaves. Those slaves were sent first to Portugal, which had
long-established trading agreements with African chieftains, and from
there to the Americas.

In the 1600s, the Dutch entered the slave trade. Between 1662 and
the end of the century, the Dutch West India Company emerged as
a chief provider of slaves to the Americas. By 1775 the Dutch were
responsible for transporting over 100,000 slaves to the Americas.

(opposite page) Deck of slave ship with slaves arranged as cargo. Slaves did not have room to
stretch. (North Wind Archives)
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Caribbean Destinations of Slaves from
the 16th to Early 19th Centuries

Colony Slaves
Barbados 494,200
British Leewards 304,900
British Windwards and Trinidad 362,000
Danish Caribbean 124,700
Haiti 787,400
Jamaica 1,077,100
Spanish Caribbean 791,900
Adapted from: Postman, Johannes. The Atlantic Slave Trade. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood
Press, 2003.

The French were latecomers to the slave trade. In the 1700s,
France opted to supply their Caribbean colonies by obtaining slaves
directly from Africa, taking them to France, and then shipping them to
Guadeloupe, Martinique, Saint-Domingue, and St. Martin. By the end
of the 1700s, France was responsible for shipping 1.25 million slaves
to the Caribbean.

Triangle of Misery
The Portuguese were the first to recognize the economic potential of
the slave trade. At first they collected slaves in ports along the African
coasts, then shipped them to the Iberian Peninsula. This method
was costly, slow, and inefficient and was soon modified. Beginning in
1518, slaves were taken directly to the Caribbean. A triangle of misery
emerged.

Called the triangle, or triangular, trade, the business of shipping
slaves to the Americas involved three distinct stages. In the first stage,
European merchants took trade goods such as guns, knives, jewelry,
spirits, and tobacco to Africa and traded these for slaves. From Africa,
the slaves were shipped across the Atlantic to the Caribbean, often
making their first landing in the Dutch colony of Curacao. From there,
the slaves were taken to other islands, Brazil, and England’s northern
American colonies (which later became the United States). In the
Caribbean, plantation owners purchased the slaves and in turn sold
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the merchants coffee, sugar, rum, and tobacco. These merchants then
completed the triangle by taking those products to Europe.

The slaves began their journey to captivity when they were seized
in the interior of Africa and sold to slave traders. Slave ships carried
anywhere from 100 to 500 slaves, depending on the size of the vessel.
Groups of slaves were fastened together and brought to the coast, where
they were kept confined until a ship was ready to take them. On board
the ship, slaves were shackled together and jammed into the lower
decks with so little space that they did not have room to stretch out an
arm in any direction.

The journey to the Caribbean, called the Middle Passage, lasted two
to three months. Diseases that afflicted slaves on the crossing included
malaria, yellow fever, and intestinal disorders such as the bloody flux,
marked by blood in the stool. In the early years of the slave trade, 15
percent of the slaves died before reaching shore. By the 1800s this rate
dropped to 5 percent due to improved medical treatments and better
use of space on the ships—changes made not out of kindness but to
protect the slave trader’s investment.

Upon arrival in the Caribbean the slaves were sold in auctions and
taken to their final destination, usually a sugar or tobacco plantation.
When they were bound for destinations beyond the port of entry, the
slaves stayed in locations such as Curacao to become acclimatized to their
new surroundings, a phase known to the slave traders as “seasoning.”

The Growth of Slavery

By the 1600s, about 60 percent of the settlers in the Caribbean were
white; the rest of the population consisted of African slaves and surviv-
ing Tainos and Caribs. Spanish restrictions on trade with other nations
and Spain’s own desire to keep the African population lower than the
white European population limited the slave presence on the islands.
The British and the French were also mindful of the threat posed by an
overly large slave population and enacted similar measures.

Over the years, however, the European powers threw caution aside.
The demographic change was first apparent in Barbados as small farm-
ers were replaced by sugar planters with large estates. By the 1670s, the
white population stood at 17,000, while slaves numbered 37,000. Over
1,000 slaves a year were brought to Barbados. By the end of the 17th
century, the island’s slave population numbered 50,000. This pattern
was repeated throughout most of the Caribbean.

The most dramatic development occurred in Saint-Domingue. In
1789, affected by the booming sugar industry, the population of the
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island included 460,000 slaves and 30,000 whites. Most of the slaves
were born in Africa, and most of the whites were born in France.
Cuba was next in total of slave holdings, with 50,000 slaves in 1790,
a population that had increased to 239,000 by 1817. From 1811 to
1867, a total of 637,000 slaves were shipped to the island (Martinez
Fernandez, 113). Puerto Rico was an exception to this trend. In 1827,
the slave population there numbered about 34,240 compared with
320,000 whites and people of color. This was because most farms there
were small, in part due to the island’s mountainous nature and lack of
valleys or long, flat tracts of land. The Puerto Rican landscape was not
favorable for sugar planting but was ideal for coffee cultivation.

The need for slave labor was constant. Work in the sugarcane fields
was exhausting, and slaves often suffered from heatstroke. Accidents
occurred in the mills, where malfunctioning equipment killed or inca-
pacitated workers. From 1600 to 1850, an estimated 10 million to 15
million slaves were shipped to the Americas, with about 4 million going
to the Caribbean. The main slave transporters were Britain, with 28 per-
cent of the market; France, 13 percent; Denmark, 12 percent; and Spain
and the Netherlands, which were responsible for about 4.5 percent each
(Postma, 36-37, 41). Portugal supplied over 40 percent of the slave
market, but its principal destination was Brazil.

Plantation Slave v. Urban Slave

In the British West Indies, about 60 percent of the slaves on plantations
worked in the fields. Field hands were placed in groups involved in
planting, weeding, and cutting of sugarcane. Placement was determined
by the age and vigor, but not the gender, of the slave. About 10 percent
of the slave force worked at milling and refining sugar, and about 20
percent transported the cane to the sugar mill or the market. The rest
worked in the house as servants. Women participated in all aspects of
sugar production, excused from work only when they were pregnant
and near labor.

In the French possessions a similar labor structure was used, with
the exception that one category—the grand atelier or “great gang”—
consisted of men, usually young, assigned the tasks of clearing forests
for planting and removing roots and tree trunks. Children between the
ages of eight and 12 were placed in petit atelier groups with the task of
weeding the fields. About 10 percent of the men worked in the mill and
another 10 percent in craft and skilled trades.

In the Hispanic Caribbean, the labor process was similar. All field
slaves worked together, regardless of gender. They were supervised by
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Slaves for sale, waiting in a shed (North Wind Archives)

an overseer carrying a whip, who was usually a poor white or a person
of color. During the harvest, slave gangs could be forced to work up to
24 hours at a time, with Sunday allowed as a day of rest. Slaves who did
not work in gangs were assigned tasks. Such slaves were not directly
supervised and, on occasion, were fortunate enough to receive some
free time.

Life as a field slave was generally brutal and short. Many planters,
rather than encouraging natural reproduction among the slaves, simply
replaced slaves when they died as a result of the difficult working con-
ditions. Many considered that their initial investment in the slave was
paid off by the sixth or seventh year, so anything after that was pure
profit. The planters also tended to import replacement slaves rather
than invest in health and sanitary conditions that would prolong the
lives of their laborers.

Conditions for city slaves were probably somewhat easier because
their labor was connected to a trade, such as carpentry, or a function, such
as driving a coach. Where a skill or a talent was involved—sewing, for
example—replacement was not as easy as replacing a sugarcane cutter. In
Havana, there was the instance of an aristocratic woman who so favored
a young slave for his gift of mimicking languages that she allowed him
to memorize poems and sermons and often thought of the boy, named
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Juan Francisco Manzano (1797-1853), as an adopted son. The boy would
grow up to become an important poet.

The proximity afforded by city life and service within the household
was not always benign. “The slave was under constant supervision of
the master and therefore subjected to greater and more capricious pun-
ishment and humiliation. . . . This was particularly true of the female
slave . . .” who could be sexually abused, without recourse to protesta-
tions, and maltreated by the master’s jealous wife (Patterson, 175).

Whether in the field or in the house, the country or the city, a slave
was not deemed a human being, certainly not the equal of a white per-
son. Slaves were defined by law as both a person and property. They
were to work as needed by the master and could be sold like a piece
of furniture. Slavery was hereditary, usually through the mother’s side,
and slaves could be inherited as part of an estate. When the master was
in financial arrears, the slave could be sold. Codes, such as France’s
Code Noir (Black Code), were written to protect the slaves—they
were investments, after all—but the level of protection varied from
European power to power, and the codes were not always followed by
the masters.

Slaves developed a variety of resistance strategies. Resistance ranged
from the mundane, such as breaking tools or contaminating the master’s
food with bodily fluids, to outright disobedience and rebellion. Some
slaves committed suicide to extricate themselves from their cruel living
conditions. Some women used herbs and plants to abort their fetuses
rather than bear a child who would become a slave.

Slaves strove to preserve some of their African cultural traditions.
Many pretended to adopt Christianity as their faith but secretly con-
tinued to worship their traditional African deities. As a result of this
cultural resistance, hybrid religions, blending elements of African
and European traditions, emerged, including Santeria in the Spanish
Caribbean, Vodun in the French Caribbean, and Candomble in Brazil.
Today, these faiths are practiced by millions of followers throughout
the world.

Runaway Slave Communities
Many slaves escaped by running away. Runaway slaves, called Maroons
(from the Spanish cimarron, “runaway”), fled into the woods and the
mountains. If a runaway slave was captured, punishment ranged from
amputating a limb to execution, based on the number of times the slave
had attempted to escape. Successful runaways tended to band together,
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THE WAY OF THE SAINTS

Santeria combines Catholicism with African traditions, with the slave
attributing to a Catholic saint traits of an African god, thus creating
an African-Catholic saint. But Santeria also maintains that gods and spir-
its could manifest themselves through humans after a lengthy ceremony
where a person would serve as a vessel of entry for a supernatural
being. Many Christians believe that santeros, Santerian priests, worship
the devil. Santeros deny such conceptions and maintain that santeros
aim to help others.

Santeria expert Miguel A. De La Torre explains it: “Santeria is an
amorphous and practical religion that promises immediate, tangible
power in dealing with life’s hardship.... The focus is not on under-
standing the sacred forces of orishas [the Santeria gods]; rather, it is
concerned with how these universal forces can be used for the better-
ment of humans.”

De La Torre, Miguel A. Santeria: The Beliefs and Rituals of a Growing
Religion in America. Grand Rapids, Mich., and Cambridge: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 2004, pp. 189—190.

Santero dancers performing a ritual that dates back to the sugar plantation era of the |9th
century (Photo by William Luis)
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forming communities that were
modeled on the African villages
of their childhood or on the bar-
racks or compound where they
lived on the plantations.

The sites Maroons typically
chose for villages tended to
be deep in the forest and usu-
ally surrounded by swamps. As
the communities matured, the
Maroons were able to expand
their agriculture into the cul-
tivation of rice and vegetables.
They planted trees and used
palm leaves to craft ropes and
hammocks. Contacts with smug-
glers and buccaneers allowed the
Maroons to trade for products. Runaway slaves known as Ma.rqons were t?rave

Constant pursuit by Europeans ﬁght.ers; many of the communities they bq:lt

) survived into the 20th century. (North Wind
often discouraged slave women 4 cyives)
from joining the men in their
isolated communities. As a
result, Maroons on some of the islands kidnapped Carib women.
Eventually, a peaceful relationship with the Caribs allowed nonhostile
access to women. Because of their scarcity, women were very influen-
tial in Maroon society. In the 1730s, a Maroon woman named Nanny
(1680s-1730s) founded the municipality Nanny Town in Jamaica’s Blue
Mountains and became a legendary fighter. She was reportedly so brave
and strong that she could stop bullets with her buttocks, which she
then retrieved and reused against her attackers. Though little is known
about Nanny, it is believed that she led the Jamaican Maroons from
about 1725 to 1740.

Maroon settlements in Jamaica can be traced as far back as 1655,
the year the British took over the island. Many slaves fled into the
mountains to join already established groups of runaway slaves and
hunters. The Maroons harassed the British, employing guerrilla warfare
techniques such as raiding plantations at night and disappearing into
the forest before sunrise. During such raids, slaves joined the Maroons,
and slave women were often taken by the Maroons. The British fought
the Maroons for over eight decades, a major endeavor that slowed down
the development of sugar plantations. In 1739 the governor finally
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decided to call for a truce. The Maroons signed a treaty that granted
them autonomy and gave them 15,000 acres of land in a mountainous
area called the “Cockpit Country.” In turn, the Maroons agreed to not
accept any more runaway slaves and to help the British track down
escaped slaves and fugitives from justice. There was a second war in
1793, but this time the British used hunting dogs purchased in Cuba to
track down the Maroons. More than 500 Maroons were captured and
expelled from Jamaica to Sierra Leone. In Jamaica, there are still sur-
viving remnants of the Maroon communities populated by the descen-
dants of runaway slaves. In the Sierra Maestra in eastern Cuba, there are
also remnants of former runaway slave communities.

Sugar and Salt: Developing Industries

By the 1700s, sugar was king in the Caribbean. The industry dominated
and defined Barbados, Jamaica, and Saint-Domingue. For Great Britain
and France, sugar became the precious metal equal in value to the gold
and silver produced by the Spanish Empire.

Although sugarcane was first introduced to the Caribbean by Columbus,
it was not until the 1640s that sugar plantations became important sources
of income for planters. This was the beginning of a period referred to as
the Sugar Revolution due to the insatiable appetite in Europe, and espe-
cially in Great Britain, for sugar: “Sugar habit . . . increased most rapidly
in England. In 1700 . . . Britons ate 4 pounds of sugar a year. By 1750 per
capita consumption doubled” (Rogozinski, 107).

Sugar in the British Colonies

Barbados responded to the demand. Between 1664 and 1665 28 million
pounds of sugar were shipped to England (B. Wood, 47). Barbadian
planters learned the craft of sugarcane planting and refining from Dutch
settlers, who learned it in Brazil. The Dutch, who settled in northeast-
ern Brazil, were successful planters, importing and using West African
slaves. When the Portuguese expelled them from Brazil in 1656, the
Dutch took their African slaves and the methods of sugarcane planting
and production to Caribbean islands such as Barbados. The interrup-
tion of sugar production in Brazil benefited Barbados’s role in the sugar
industry as it rose to meet the demand.

The boom in Barbados increased the island’s population. By 1670,
there were 70,000 people living on 166 square miles, with about 75
percent of the population consisting of slaves. Within the white popula-
tion, there were just over 700 major sugar planters. The typical planta-
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Typical sugar plantation in the British West Indies (Mark Jackson’s Postcards Archives)

tion consisted of about 100 acres “of which forty were planted to cane,
forty allowed to lie fallow, twenty used for pasture, provisions, and as a
nursery for canes” (E. Williams 1984, 113). There was a mill for grind-
ing sugarcane and buildings for manufacturing.

Limited land mass and overuse of the soil, though, fated Barbados
to a short reign as the king of sugar. By the mid 1700s Jamaica had
become England’s most important Caribbean colony. In 1740 Jamaica
produced 36,000 tons of sugar a year. The sugar, partially processed,
was sent to England for processing and distribution throughout
Europe and the American colonies, where molasses and rum from
Jamaica were particularly popular. Jamaica became England’s main
sugar provider, enriching planters there. In 1759 Britain’s capture of
Guadeloupe provided a competitor in the sugar market. Jamaican
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planters, many of whom lived in London and formed a West Indian
lobby that was well funded with money from the Caribbean, com-
plained to the king and Parliament. The Jamaican planters won. Their
appeal for mercantile protection was one reason for England’s return
of Guadeloupe to France in 1763.

France Enters the Sugar Market
The sugar industry was not the sole domain of Jamaicans. Saint
Thomas and Nevis entered the market. There was also Martinique. But
the most successful of all competitors was the French colony of Saint-
Domingue, which was destined to be the king of the sugar colonies
until the 19th century.

By the 1750s, Saint-Domingue was producing 61,000 tons of sugar,
while Jamaica was producing 36,000 tons (Klein, 59). From a slow begin-
ning in the cultivation of cotton, indigo, and coffee and a slow growth in
the slave and white populations, Saint-Domingue, on the French side of
Hispaniola, was by the 1780s the richest colony in the world, and Saint-
Domingue planters were considered the most efficient producers of sugar.
There were 460,000 slaves on Saint-Domingue, the largest population in
the Caribbean, and over 800 sugarcane plantations. Because the soil was
richer than in Jamaica or Barbados, workers in Saint-Domingue pro-
duced twice as much as the same number of workers in Jamaica: “French
sugar cost one-fifth less than British, the average yield in Saint-Domingue
and Jamaica was five to one” (E. Williams 1984, 122). Therefore, French
planters could undersell their counterparts in the Caribbean by 10 to
20 percent. It is estimated that near the end of the 18th century, Saint-
Domingue produced 30 percent of the world’s sugar (Klein, 90). The
colony generated 40 percent of France’s foreign trade.

It was a market that drew over 1,500 ships a year to Port-au-Prince.
Saint-Domingue traded not only with France but also with the American
colonies. Wine, salted meat, linens, and clothing arrived in Saint-
Domingue, ordered and purchased by the planters and merchants. These
goods gave the settlers an appearance of luxury and wealth envied by
their neighbors in the Caribbean and their countrymen in France.

Nineteenth Century: Cuba’s Entry
The British occupation of Havana in 1762 introduced new trading part-
ners to Cuba, such as Great Britain and the American colonies, and the
arrival of 10,000 slaves that were purchased by sugar plantation owners
throughout the island. The 70 sugar plantations already in existence
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now had a larger workforce. But it was the Haitian Revolution of 1791
that served as a catalyst for the mass importation of slaves to Cuba. With
Saint-Domingue out of the market, Cuban planters saw the opportunity
to fill the vacuum. French planters and technicians fleeing Haiti flocked
to Cuba, bringing their expertise with them. Spanish planters from
Hispaniola, afraid of a Haitian invasion, followed their French coun-
terparts to Cuba. Spain helped by allowing the transportation of more
slaves to the island and importing capital, machinery, and technicians.

The first few decades were spent modernizing sugar mills for the use
of steam power. Between 1780 and 1836, production increased from
18,000 tons to 113,000 tons a year. In 1840 Cuba was further aided by
the emancipation of slaves in Jamaica, which led to a diminished labor
force on that island’s sugar plantations. As sugar prices rose from 4 to
14 cents per pound by mid-century, Cuba became the world’s largest
producer of sugar, providing 29 percent of the market. In 1870 Cuba
reached its 19th-century plateau: over 700,000 tons, or 41 percent of
the world’s output (Klein, 93).

During the 19th, century Europe found another source of sugar in
sugar beets; however, Cuba’s sugar industry survived this development
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Inside a sugar mill in Cuba during the 1800s (From Cuba’s Struggle for Freedom, by Gonzalo De
Quesada and Henry Davenport Northrop, s.n., 1898, p. 428)
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by increasing its output through the implementation of new technolo-
gies. These included building the first railroad system in Latin America
in 1837, with 768 miles of track in use by the 1860s. Other innovations
included filtering the crushed sugarcane and the use of mechanized
pans to receive the flowing juice. The administrative process of central-
izing the sugar refinery in large factories, called centrales, and allowing
colonos, independent planters, to grow and cut their own sugarcane
fields accelerated the manufacturing process. Nevertheless, the primary
factor behind the success of the sugar industry in Cuba, as in the other
islands, was the labor provided by the slaves.

Salt Industry of St. Martin

In St. Martin, salt was the equivalent of the sugar industry. There are
several salt ponds on the minuscule island. The largest and best-known
is the Great Salt Pond, a circular enclosure with an area of one square
mile and a depth of about 28 inches throughout most of the pond. The
salt was formed when direct sunlight warmed the surface of the water
to 92 to 110°E causing the water to evaporate. In the evening, the
thickening salt would sink, and the layers would build up as the cycle
was repeated over weeks and months in different areas of the pond.
Eventually, cakes of salt would form. At that point, bands of workers,
composed of slaves, poor whites, and free people of color, would col-
lect the salt with baskets, wading into the heated water and walking
barefoot on the burning sand. The work went on for about 11 months
of the year. During the peak years of salt mining, from 1789 to 1961,
6,000 to 7,000 salt miners at a time worked in the pond.

Mining the salt beds resulted in a total of 200,000 tons of salt shipped
to the Netherlands by the end of the 1700s. Though there are no firm
estimates of the number of slaves who worked during any given year
due to the destruction of St. Martin’s archives in 1810 during the British
occupation, about 50,000 slaves arrived on the island between the late
1600s and the end of slavery in 1795 (Sekou, 115).

As the slave presence increased throughout the Caribbean, so did
the fruit of their labors. White planters grew rich, as did the European
merchants who traded in products—sugar, tobacco, salt—from the
islands. To the planters and merchants, the slaves were a reliable source
of wealth. Little did they imagine how that source would come to end
less than a century later.
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REVOLUTIONS IN AMERICA,
FRANCE, AND HAITI
(C.1700-1850)

hen European nations found themselves at war, possessions in

the Caribbean were used as bargaining chips. As military strat-
egies changed in the 1700s, European nations began to develop ways
of conducting warfare far from home. Conflicts in Europe now played
out in the Caribbean Sea, no longer with a pirate ship attacking a
lone merchant vessel or isolating a stranded ship from the flotilla, but
with large fleets battling each other. The Seven Years’ War (1754 and
1756-63) was the result of European concern over a consolidation of
military power by Great Britain and Prussia. Coupled with this was
the animosity between Great Britain and France over territories along
the Ohio River in the North American colonies, territories that both
nations claimed. As the two powers positioned their forces along the
river in 1754, war erupted. The war was fought in Europe, coastal
Africa, India, North America, the Philippines, and the Caribbean.
Many historians consider this conflict the first global war.

The American Revolutionary War, which raged from 1776 to 1783,
led to a bigger conflict, with the French and Spanish supporting the
North Americans against the British. An unexpected outcome of the
Revolutionary War was France’s bankruptcy, which in turn ignited the
French Revolution of 1789-99. More than any other conflict in Europe,
the French Revolution helped change the way of life of the Caribbean
islands.

But if there was a conlflict that served as a military rehearsal for the
emergence of Great Britain as a world power, the candidate is a little-
known war with a curious name: the War of Jenkins’ Ear.
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Jenkins’ Ear: The War of 1739

An ear started off a conflict that embroiled British and Spanish forces
on the high seas of the Caribbean and along Florida’s coastline. The
ear belonged to a mariner named Robert Jenkins (1700-?). In 1738,
at a hearing of the House of Commons in London, Jenkins presented
a bundle of dried skin that he said was his ear. He claimed that it had
been sliced off in 1731 by a Spanish coast guard captain named Juan
de Leon Fandino, who boarded his vessel miles away from Spanish
possessions. Many observers at the time doubted Jenkins’s account of
the incident and his claim that he kept the ear in his possession for
seven years. Some did not think he lost his ear at all, especially since
he wore a wig at the hearing and did not remove it to reveal a scar.
Nevertheless, Jenkins’s account inflamed passions among Londoners,
who demanded vengeance.

The war that came about
capped the tensions that had
flared on and off for decades
between the Spanish and the
British regarding smuggling in the
Caribbean. Spain hired Spanish
privateers who manned guarda
costas, vessels that sailed along
the coasts of Cuba, Hispaniola,
Jamaica, and Puerto Rico, with
the mission of boarding British
ships. The Spanish claimed that
foreign ships belonged to pirates
and confiscated whatever goods
were on board. The British claimed
the Spanish were pirates who
were plundering goods destined
for Great Britain. Thus, whether
or not Jenkins’s story was true, it
was enough to send the two
nations on the path to war.

On October 23, 1739, Great
Britain declared war on Spain.
In the next two years, the Brit-

An enactor portraying Spanish or Spanish- X -
Cuban infantryman in the Castillo San Marcos, ~ ish dispatched 8,000 men and
St. Augustine, Florida, c. 1740 (Photo by D.H.  nearly 80 ships to the Carib-

Figueredo) bean. It was the first time Britain
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Cannon used against James Oglethorpe in 1742 when he attempted to take St. Augustine for
the British for the second time during the War of Jenkins’ Ear (Photo by D. H. Figueredo)

conducted a transatlantic campaign that required the service and
administration of officers at home, in the Caribbean, and in the
American colonies (Syrett). One of the battlefields in this war was
the Florida coastline, as the European powers fought for control of
Saint Augustine.

This war did not settle old disputes and did not alter the balance
of European power: The British maintained their American colonies,
and the Spanish remained in Saint Augustine. It did, however, demon-
strate to the British that they could conduct and maintain transatlantic
operations (Syrett) and that the use of larger forces was required to
capture an overseas city. The experience encouraged a grander scheme
20 years later.

British Occupy Havana, 1762
As part of the Seven Years’ War, Great Britain, fighting against Austria,
France, Portugal, the Russian Empire, Spain, Sweden, and Saxony,
captured the islands of Guadeloupe in 1759 and Martinique in 1762.
In June 1762, British forces reached the port of Havana and laid a siege
that lasted 42 days. On August 13, 14,000 British soldiers rushed El
Morro Castle through a breach in a wall while the infantry attacked
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the edge of the city. After occupying the fortress, the British turned the
cannons on the city itself, destroying numerous residences.

At first the Cubans feared and distrusted the British. But the occupi-
ers proved wiser than Spanish administrators and soon implemented
changes that made life easier for Cubans, beginning with the abolition
of taxes. The occupation, rather than restricting Cubans, gave them a
sense of liberation: “The British ... opened the port to unrestricted
commerce, sold merchandise and slaves at reduced prices, . .. [gave]
Cubans their first taste of legal trade with all countries.” (P. Foner,
42). More than 1,000 ships unloaded cargo with merchandise from
Europe and the American colonies and then loaded to take back to
Europe Cuban tobacco and sugar. The grasp of the Catholic Church
was relaxed as Protestant services and Freemasonry, a secret fraternal
and nonreligious society, were introduced. The latter would prove of
great importance during the wars of independence of the 19th century,
as the vast and secret network of communications from one Masonic
lodge to another provided Cuban rebels with a means of conspiring
against the Spanish.

With the British came an increase in the slave trade, which gave a
boost to the sugar industry in Cuba. There was also an unexpected
development: an increasing awareness of a Cuban identity as sepa-
rate from Spanish traits, called Cubanidad, or Cubanness. Cubanidad
emerged in several ways. It was the by-product of Cuban militiamen
and volunteers fighting the British under the command of Cuban
officers and Cuban civic leaders without instruction from the Spanish
authorities. The free-trade policies of the British made many elite
Cubans aware that their economic interests were not the same as those
of the mother country. Over the next 100 years, this divergence of
interests increased along economic, cultural, and social lines, leading
to an eventual dissolution of the bond between Cuba and Spain. This
growing sense of Cubanidad was expressed by Cuban writer Martin de
Ulloa (1716-95). Upon the British departure from Cuba, he was asked
whether he preferred to be a Spanish or a British subject. Ulloa replied
that it mattered little because he was neither Spanish nor British but
Cuban (Santovenia, 202).

The occupation ended in 1763 with the signing of the Treaty of
Paris, which brought an end to the Seven Years’ War. The British
returned Havana to Spain in exchange for Florida, which they viewed
as a natural appendage to the North American colonies. France yielded
to Britain its North American territories except for Louisiana and New
Orleans, which it ceded to Spain.
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America’s War of Independence

The Seven Years’ War demonstrated Great Britain’s naval power and
military might, a fact that worried North American patriots who in
1776 rebelled against King George III. The North Americans saw the
need to enlist foreign allies in their struggle and turned to France, still
reeling from giving up its territory on the North American continent,
and Spain, still seeking vengeance for the attack on Havana and the
loss of Florida. Three years before Spain declared war on Britain in
1779, Cuban spies were in Florida gathering information for the North
American rebels. They also helped to send money from France and
Spain to the colonial troops. In the fall of 1779 the Spanish governor
of Louisiana, Bernardo de Gdlvez (1746-86), led several expeditions
against the British, winning victories along the Mississippi River and in
Florida. In 1781 the French and Spanish in Cuba secured 1,200 livres,
the equivalent of $300 million (R. Hernandez, 24), needed by George
Washington and the Continental Army to continue with the war. The
Spanish, encouraged by Galvez, contemplated the recapture of Jamaica
from Britain.

The principal contestants in the Caribbean Sea were the British and
the French, involved in a naval game of chess where opposing fleets
journeyed from island to island, fought near harbors, and gave each
other chase. In September 1778, a French fleet from Martinique cap-
tured the lightly fortified British island of Dominica, located between
Guadeloupe and Martinique. In December the British invaded French
St. Lucia, defeating the island’s defenders. A French fleet sailing from
North America arrived later with intentions of ousting the British. For
10 days, more than 70 British ships and 5,000 soldiers fought against 12
French ships and 7,000 troops. Though leading several gallant charges
against the fortress that defended the bay, the French commander,
Admiral Jean-Baptiste Theodat, comte d’Estaing (1729-94), was unable
to defeat the British and was forced to sail away. In July of the same year,
the same commander took British Grenada and successfully defended it
from a counterattack led by the British navy.

In 1780 there were indecisive battles off Martinique, and in 1782
there was a major encounter between the British and the French,
known as the Battle of the Saints, off Dominica. In this encounter,
the British fleet, under Admiral George Rodney (1718-92), boxed in
between the harbor and the French, broke through the defensive line of
the French, fired on enemy ships they isolated, and captured the French
commander, Admiral Francois-Joseph De Grasse (1722-88). The defeat
forced the Spanish and French to reevaluate, then abandon, designs for
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HOW GEORGE WASHINGTON’S
BRIEF STAY IN BARBADOS
HELPED THE
REVOLUTIONARY WAR

c eorge Washington and his brother, Lawrence, headed to the West
Indies in the winter of 1751:“The decision of the Washingtons
to travel ... to Barbados was strengthened by family ties. Lawrence’s
wife, one of the prominent Fairfaxes of Virginia, was related to Gedney
Clark, a well-established resident of Barbados. The brothers rented a
house on the outskirts of Bridgetown on an encampment overlook-
ing Carlisle Bay. Dinner invitations interspersed with engagements at
the theater, fireworks displays, and horseback rides in the country to
visit various plantations kept George occupied. However, Lawrence
[suffering from tuberculosis] did not respond to the treatment of
local doctors. George himself contracted smallpox and was laid up for
three weeks.While the smallpox scarred him, it also gave him immunity
from this major scourge of the eighteenth century. In later years, when
smallpox decimated the American forces fighting for independence,
George, as their leader, went unscathed and was the first to inoculate
his troops when a vaccine became available.”

Kiernan, James Patrick. “George Washington’s Barbados Connection.”
Americas 53, 3 (May/June): 5

an invasion of Jamaica. This was the last major battle in the Caribbean
during the American Revolutionary War.

The economic repercussions of the Revolutionary War were felt
throughout the Caribbean. Many of the colonists, even in the British
possessions, sympathized with the Americans’ desire for liberty and their
protests against colonial economic monopolies. For Cuba, Hispaniola,
and Puerto Rico, the Spanish alliance with the American rebels sig-
naled the allowance of American and French ships into their ports. In
the British Caribbean, temporary blockades and the inability of British
ships to bring goods to the islands led to famine in Jamaica and Antigua
and a food shortage in Barbados. The food shortage affected the most
vulnerable disproportionately, such as the 15,000 slaves who starved
to death in Jamaica (E. Williams 1984, 226). On the other hand, the
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independence of the North American colonies in 1783 created a new
market for Caribbean goods and an eager trading partner.

However, the victory of the Americans over the British Empire had a
wider political and ideological significance for the Spanish Caribbean.
It sent a clear signal that colonial powers could be overthrown by their
oppressed subjects.

The French Revolution in the Caribbean

The cries of “Liberty! Equality! Fraternity!” that reverberated in the
streets of Paris in 1789 echoed throughout the French Caribbean. The
French Revolution, which lasted from 1789 to 1799, fueled fires of rebel-
lion in Guadeloupe and Martinique and revolutionized Saint-Domingue,
on the French side of Hispaniola. News of the French Revolution, like
news of other developments in Europe and North America, reached the
islands through rumor and from travelers visiting the Caribbean before
official reports arrived from Paris (Banks, 198, 219). In 1789, when the
French National Assembly declared all whites equal and with the same
right to own property, the governors in Guadeloupe and Martinique wel-
comed the news. But in Martinique, poor whites sided with the French
Republic, while wealthy whites chose royalty. Similarly, in Guadeloupe,
republicans and royalists grew further apart, with royalists often plotting
the murder of republican officials (Dubois, 98).

In the meantime, black slaves in Martinique and Guadeloupe
observed the events in silence and waited their turn. “They had heard
of the revolution and had construed it in their own image: the white
slaves in France had risen, and killed their masters, and were enjoying
the fruits of the earth. It was gravely inaccurate, but they had caught
the spirit” (James, 81).

In March 1791, a new governor and fresh troops from France
restored order in Martinique and ended street fighting and skirmish-
ing in the countryside. That same year, the National Assembly in Paris
removed the French king from the throne; a year later, the king and
his family were executed. In response, the governors of Guadeloupe
and Martinique declared their support for the monarchy, an act that
signaled independence from Republican France. Slaves in Guadeloupe
rebelled. After killing 23 whites, they presented themselves before the
colonial authorities and proclaimed their innocence, explaining that
their actions were directed only against royalists. This was an explana-
tion the supporters of the French Revolution on the island and repub-
licans in Paris accepted.
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Promonarchy planters in Guadeloupe and Martinique sought the
support of the British. Early in 1794, more than 6,000 British troops
invaded Guadeloupe, Martinique, and St. Lucia, military actions
that seemed successful. But in June 1794, the French returned to
Guadeloupe with 1,150 men under the command of an enigmatic fig-
ure named Victor Hugues (1774-1826), an efficient administrator and
fearless fighter. Hugues rallied 2,000 slaves, and together the French
soldiers and the slaves forced the British out of Guadeloupe. Hugues
then sent agents to the neighboring islands to encourage slaves to rebel
against the British, who by now had more than 90,000 troops dispersed
throughout the Caribbean.

The weakest point for the British was their intervention in Saint-
Domingue, where, encouraged by white French planters, the British
prime minister sent 20,000 men to intervene in the Haitian rebellion
that began in 1791. In September 1793, British forces sailed from
Jamaica to Saint-Domingue. A year later they were in control of all
major ports in Saint-Dominque.

It was not a successful campaign, however, as the British were con-
stantly attacked by Haitian forces using guerrilla warfare techniques.
Exhausted and unable to get reinforcements, the British acknowledged
defeat in 1798 and signed a peace treaty with Toussaint Louverture,
the Haitian leader. The five years in Saint-Domingue cost the British
14,000 dead, with about 1,000 men killed in combat and the rest felled
by malaria, yellow fever, diarrhea, and other diseases.

The Guillotine Comes to Guadeloupe
Victor Hugues brought the guillotine to Guadeloupe, where he carried
it from town to town as he sought enemies of the revolution and con-
demned to death over 700 traitors. The guillotine became a symbol of
the whimsical nature of the revolutionary process. In France, many of
the Jacobins who sent the enemies of the French Revolution to the guil-
lotine were themselves guillotined when accused by former colleagues
of being counterrevolutionaries. In the Caribbean, the ups and downs
of the guillotine reflected the changes in how Hugues approached
the abolition of slavery. In 1794, Hugues favored abolition of slavery
and freed the slaves who fought with him against the British. He later
switched to gradual emancipation as a way to ensure employment to
fuel the island economy and maintain the country’s productivity. The
freed men who objected to Hugues’s policy were then forced by Hugues
himself to work for an unspecified period. Those who protested were
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accused of being counterrevolutionary and threatened with the ever-
present guillotine.

The underlining motivation for Hugues was neither idealism nor
freedom for the slaves but the need to keep the plantations in opera-
tion. Hugues felt that without the labor of slaves there would be no
plantations, since freed slaves tended to relocate to towns and villages
and work at trades such as carpentry. Thus, in 1802, when the planta-
tion economy required the presence of a large workforce, Hugues found
no difficulty in implementing the new orders from France: to reestab-
lish slavery.

From Guadeloupe, Victor Hugues moved to French Cayenne on the
South American mainland, where his rule as a colonial administra-
tor was close to that of a tyrant. His transformation from liberator to
oppressor embodied what one scholar described as “the broader tale
of revolution and its limits,” meaning that once in power, the idealist
revolutionary became a reactionary bureaucrat intent on preserving
revolutionary measures (Dubois, 195). In that respect, Hugues was a
precursor to such 20th-century Caribbean revolutionaries as Maurice
Bishop of Grenada and Fidel Castro of Cuba.

Haiti: The First Black Republic

In the 18th century, Saint-Domingue was the richest of all the colo-
nies in the Caribbean and one of the richest in the world. The great
Trinidadian writer C. L. R. James sums up the wealth of the colony
this way: “By 1754, there were 599 plantations of sugar and 3,379 of
indigo. . . . In 1767, [Haiti] exported 72 million pounds’ weight of raw
sugar and 51 million pounds of white, a million pounds of indigo and
two million pounds of cotton, and quantities of hides, molasses, cocoa
and rum. . .. Nor was it only in quantity that [Haiti] excelled but in
quality” (James, 45). At the time, the colony generated about 40 per-
cent of France’s foreign trade. It was a prosperity envied by all, espe-
cially England and Spain. But it was a prosperity based on the flawed
institution of slavery.

The white planters in Saint-Domingue lived in luxury, often better
than their counterparts in Europe. But they did not work for these
riches. The labor, the sweat, and the agony fell on the backs of thou-
sands of African slaves stolen away from their homeland and shipped
like beasts of burden to Saint-Domingue. Yet the white planters did not
acknowledge and did not appreciate the work of the slaves, dehuman-
izing them and abusing them for the slightest fault, such as dropping
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a bucket of water. If the planters refrained from causing permanent
damage, it was because to do so could impair or destroy the slave, the
principal source of labor and their chief investment.

Aware of the need to keep the slaves healthy and strong, France
enacted the Black, or Negro, Code (Code Noir) in 1685. This code pro-
vided guidelines for the humane handling of slaves, specifying the diet
they should be fed, the religious instructions they were to receive, how
many lashes a slave could receive for misbehaving, the proper punish-
ment for theft, and so forth. The code advocated punishment for planters
who willfully incapacitated or murdered their slaves. It, however, was sel-
dom enforced. Hundreds of violations, even killings, went unpunished.
One notorious case was that of a plantation owner named Le Jeune who
in 1788 murdered four of his slaves he suspected of attempting to poi-
son him and tortured two slave women he accused of being part of the
conspiracy. Le Jeune told all his slaves that he was planning to murder
them. When the frightened slaves reported the incident to the governor
and a hearing was scheduled on the case, the white planters in the region
testified on behalf of Le Jeune. Even though the evidence was against Le
Jeune, the court voted in his favor and, furthermore, ordered that the
blacks who accused and testified against him were to be given 50 lashes.
It was evident that whites could get away, literally, with murder.

The slaves were not passive recipients of injustices, however. Some
committed suicide. Some ran into the woods and formed Maroon soci-
eties. A few plotted to kill their white masters. In 1720, a runaway slave
named Mackandal (1715-58), through a series of secret organizations
with ties to plantation slaves, enlisted up to 1,000 individuals to mass
murder the whites by poisoning their food.

Plantations were infiltrated by Mackandal’s men, who convinced
the slaves at some of the locations to join the conspiracy. Ultimately,
the plot failed when Mackandal was betrayed, captured, and burned
alive, but the spark lit by Mackandal’s rebellion was not extinguished.
In 1791 the repressed hatred and anger of the slaves engulfed Saint-
Domingue in flames.

Seeds of Rebellion
In 1789, there were two aristocracies in Saint-Domingue: the aristocracy
of land and the aristocracy of skin. The former was based on wealth;
the latter was based on whiteness. Those who were white, regardless of
socioeconomic background, were on top; those who were not were at
the bottom. The wealthy whites at the top of the social hierarchy were
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known as the grand blancs. Between them and the black slaves at the
bottom were poor whites, called the petit blancs; the mulatto popula-
tion, known as affrinchis, who were the freed offspring of a white and
a black or free-born people of color. This latter term also referred to
African slaves who earned their freedom as well as mulattoes. The
mulattoes in Haitian society were tied to both races, although they fre-
quently identified with the white Europeans.

There were racial classifications based on an individual’s ancestry to
determine a person’s “blackness,” but the fundamental concept was that
all that was white was superior to all that was black. This was the gen-
eral pattern in the colony, although it was not unusual in some regions
for poor whites and poor people of color to compete for employment or
in small businesses. Some free people of color owned land and slaves.

The black and mixed population greatly outnumbered the whites.
In the 1780s, there were 28,000 whites, 22,000 affrinchis and free
people of color, and 460,000 black slaves. This demographic imbalance
between oppressors and oppressed was a prescription for rebellion
and revolution. The whites held the power. The mulattoes, identifying
lighter skin color with power, tended to side with the whites. The free
people of color were often divided in their loyalties. In fact, many of the
colonial militias consisted primarily of free people of color and mulat-
toes. Without weapons and education, the slaves could not challenge
the whites, but many remembered Mackandal and dreamed of remov-
ing the chains of slavery.

Revolution in Paris

The opportunity for freedom came from the other side of the Atlantic.
In 1789, the French Revolution shook the foundations not only of
France but of the rest of Europe as the rebels convened a National
Assembly, limited the power of the king, abolished the feudal system,
and claimed the rights of all men before the government. An abolition-
ist society in Paris, Les Amis des Noirs (friends of the blacks), began
to dispatch to Saint-Domingue literature claiming liberty and equal-
ity for all people. In 1790, a mulatto leader, Vincent Ogé¢ (1750-91),
responded to the call for freedom by leading a rebellion of 200 free
people of color and former slaves in the north of Saint-Domingue. Ogé
was not advocating equality for slaves but only for free people of color.
Furthermore, he was not asking for separation from France but only to
be treated the same as any Frenchman. The planters captured Ogé and
executed him.
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Ogé’s execution prompted the National Assembly in Paris in 1791
to pass a decree offering equality to all free people of color in Saint-
Domingue. Within months, however, the assembly yielded to pressure
from white aristocrats who did not support equal rights for the free
people of color, demonstrating that the assembly was more interested
in the welfare of the white population than in the rights of all people.
The message was clear: Regardless of the French Revolution, whites
were still on top. The reversal of the decree set the stage for a civil war
between whites and the free people of color, a rift that was soon exac-
erbated by slave revolts.

The Genius of Toussaint Louverture

A strong leader was needed to fight for the freedom, the equality, and
the rights of the slave population of Saint-Domingue. That leader
emerged in the person of Toussaint Louverture. Born on May 20, 1743,
Louverture was the son of a slave believed to be a descendant of an
African king. He was born into the ownership of a kind master, Bayon
de Libertad, who took a liking to him and allowed him to use his library.
Louverture’s godfather was a priest who taught him to read and write
and introduced him to Latin.
The youth became a medical
practitioner before the age of 20.
His ability to discuss the classics
and philosophy with his master
delighted the latter so much that
he allowed Louverture to super-
vise 40 acres of the plantation
and a dozen slaves. When rebel-
lion broke out a few months after
the death of Ogé, Louverture
helped his master escape to the
United States before joining the
rebellion.

The rebellion was planned on
the night of August 14-15, 1791.
The leader was a Vodun priest
named Boukman (?—1791). After
a Vodun ceremony where the par-
ticipants supposedly slaughtered
Toussaint Louverture, liberator of Haiti (North 4 Pig and drank its blood, the
Wind Archives) conspirators, about 200, pledged
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death to all whites. Known as the Bois Caiman Ceremony, this event is
one of the cornerstones of modern Haitian history.

A week after the ceremony, nearly 50,000 slaves joined the plot and
set out for the plantations in the north of Saint-Domingue. They burned
more than 1,000 plantations, slaughtered men, raped and murdered
women, and decapitated children. Surprised and terrified, the white
planters, who had not thought the blacks able to organize on such a
large scale, hid. A few days later they reorganized. Taking advantage of
the rebels’ weariness and the fact that some slave units disbanded, the
whites began their attack, killing any black person they came across,
rebel or not. Dozens of decapitated black heads were placed on stakes
around plantations. Hundreds of slaves were crucified, and many more
were hanged in the streets. One head planted on a pole was that of
the Vodun priest Boukman, who was killed in action on November 7,
1791. A sign on the post read, “This is the head of Boukman, chief of
the rebels.”

The revolution continued for the next 13 years, with different
leaders in charge of different groups, mostly in the north of Saint-
Domingue. The whites and mulattoes often fought together against the
slaves, while many free people of color supported the slaves. The first
two groups wanted power for themselves and wanted to maintain slav-
ery; the blacks wanted the abolition of slavery. In France, monarchists
and republicans continued to battle each other in the assembly and on
the streets on whether to keep the monarchy or enforce the rights of
all men. They shared, however, one concern: to keep Saint-Domingue
a colony.

Fighting for Freedom

Toussaint Louverture’s objective was the abolition of slavery. Between
1791 and 1794 he organized and trained an army of 4,000 slaves.
According to historian Martin Ros, he gained the troops’ loyalty in
three ways: knowledge of medicinal herbs that allowed him to treat
the soldiers’ wounds and to help cure their ills; knowledge of French,
Spanish, and rudimentary Latin so that he could easily converse with
whites, especially in seeking information; and discipline (Ros, 57-58).
The black leader trained his soldiers to endure long marches loaded
with backpacks and weapons in the tropical heat, to go without water
and food for long stretches of time, and to obey and respect officers
in command.

Spain and England watched Louverture and the rebellion with great
interest. The British, who feared similar uprisings throughout the
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DID THE HAITIAN REVOLUTION
BEGIN IN A VODUN
CEREMONY?

Though the ceremony at Bois Caiman is a foundational text in
the teaching of history in Haiti, there are scholars who question
whether the event occurred at all. The initial accounts of the gather-
ing at Bois Caiman were written by Frenchmen, some sympathetic
to the whites and others in support of the slaves. The first account,
published in 1814, was written by a white man, Antoine Damas, who
had not witnessed the ceremony but obtained the information from
the interrogation of captured rebels. He described the participants
as ignorant and equated the ceremony to primitive rituals. Haitian
historians of the 19th century also shied away from a description of
the event, either because they were Catholics who rejected Vodun or
were Francophiles who wanted to identify the Haitian Revolution with
French idealism, not African traditions.

Nevertheless, an account written in 1853 by Beaubrun Ardouin
served as the basis for the textbook renditions that appeared in Haiti
in the early 20th century. By the 1940s, Haitian children were taught
about the ceremony as a true event. Some argue that the influence of
an African-based belief system is central to understanding the political
significance of the meeting. Léon-Francois Hoffman wrote,“Those who
dismiss ... Bois Caiman ... argue that only after the thirst for blind
revenge and destruction was canalized and Boukman’s hordes trained
... into regular Western-type armies did the revolt turned into revolu-
tion.They ... [argue] that the plantation slaves ...can only act effectively
under the leadership of the overseers.” Hoffman then adds that “those
who glorify the ... legend ... revere the charismatic leader, divinely
inspired to be the interpreter of the will and instinct of the people.”

The conclusion is that whether or not the ceremony took place,
African beliefs influenced the slaves’ desire for freedom.

Hoffman, Leon-Francois. Haitian Fiction Revisited. Pueblo, Colo.: Passeg-
giate Press, 1999. pp. 159-180.

Caribbean, supported the white planters, while Spain supported the
rebels. In 1793, Louverture joined the Spanish and led them to several
victories and the capture of several cities. In the summer of 1793,
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however, France’s representative on the island, Léger-Félicité Sonthonax
(1763-1813), abolished slavery in Saint-Domingue. In this, he was fol-
lowing instructions from France, which anticipated that abolition would
entice the slaves to the French side to help defeat the English and
Spanish invaders. The move worked; Louverture left the Spanish to sup-
port commissioner Sonthonax.

Under Louverture’s leadership, the Haitians defeated the Spanish
forces. Then, in 1797, the black leader expelled the British invaders.
Four years later, Louverture’s forces occupied the Spanish side of the
island. In virtual command of the whole of Hispaniola, Louverture
formed a commission to help him govern and draft a constitution that
claimed loyalty to France but gave autonomy to Saint-Domingue. He
appointed himself governor for life.

Napoléonic Forces Invade Haiti

In France, Napoléon Bonaparte (1769-1821) came to power. He grew
uncomfortable with Louverture’s popularity and influence. Concerned
that the end of slavery meant financial disaster for the plantation econ-
omy of Saint-Domingue, in 1802 Napoléon ordered 22,000 French sol-
diers under the command of his brother-in-law Charles-Victor Leclerc
(1772-1802) to invade the colony, remove Louverture from power, and
reestablish slavery. In May of that year, Napoléon’s forces surrounded
Louverture at his stronghold in Créte-a-Pierrot. The black general sur-
rendered and retreated to his plantation. He probably anticipated that
the tropical heat and local diseases, such as yellow fever, would soon
debilitate the invaders, placing him and his troops in a good position
to take up arms once more and defeat the invaders. However, this did
not occur.

In June 1802, Louverture was tricked into meeting French officers,
who proceeded to arrest him. As he was rushed off to a ship and then
to Europe, the black general said, “In overthrowing me, you have cut
down . . . only the trunk of the tree of liberty. It will spring up again by
the roots for they are numerous and deep” (James, 334). In the spring
of the following year, Louverture died in a French prison.

Victory for Haiti
Napoléon, though, could not claim victory in Saint-Domingue. Shortly
after Louverture’s arrest, his second-in-command, Jean-Jacques Dessalines
(1758-1806), sought a temporary alliance with the French invaders.
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As soon as yellow fever para-
lyzed Leclerc and his troops, with
Leclerc himself succumbing to
the disease, Dessalines renewed
the rebellion. In December 1803,
the French were finally defeated,
and Dessalines proclaimed Saint-
Domingue a free republic, naming
the new nation Haiti. The choice
of the name for the new republic
symbolized a desire to accentuate
the pre-European, Amerindian
roots, since “Haiti” was how the
Tainos referred to the island. The
Haitian Revolution is a singu-
lar event in world history. It is
perhaps the only time in history
that a slave population launched
a successful revolution. It sent
Napoléon Bonaparte tricked and arrested a powerful message to the rest
Louverture, but to no avail, for his elite troops of the world that the racial ide-
were soundly defeated by Haitians. It was the ~ ologies used to oppress slaves
first major defeat suffered by Napoléon’s army.  and other non-European popula-

tions were built on a foundation

of lies.

In January 1804, Dessalines and his followers drafted Haiti’s dec-
laration of independence. The principal author was Louis Boisrond-
Tonnerre (1776-1806), Dessalines’s adviser and secretary. Tonnerre,
recalling the horror of slavery and the abuses perpetrated by whites on
blacks, exclaimed, “For our declaration of independence, we should
have the skin of a white man for parchment, his skull for an inkwell,
his blood for ink, and a bayonet for a pen!”

Shaped by an era of violence where only the strong could rule,
Dessalines grew dictatorial and in September 1804 proclaimed him-
self Emperor Jacques I of Haiti. He ordered the execution of nearly all
whites on the island and created a system of agricultural forced labor.
There was opposition to his rule, and several of his lieutenants planned
his assassination. On October 17, 1806, Dessalines was murdered and
his body dismembered.
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WRITTEN ON WHITE SKINS:
HAITI’S DECLARATION

H aiti's Declaration of Independence is actually called “Act of
Independence of Haiti.” It was signed in the town of Gonaives in
northern Haiti. Part of it reads thus:

“Today, January |, 1804, the General in Chief of the indigenous army,
along with the generals of the army, convene to take measures that will
lead to the happiness of the country ...to make known to foreign pow-
ers the resolution to render the country independent, and to enjoy a
freedom established through the blood of the people....The generals ...
have sworn to posterity, to the entire universe, to forever renounce alle-
giance to France, and to die rather [than] live under its domination.”

Schutt-Ainé, Patricia, and the staff of Libraire au Service de la Culture.
Haiti: A Basic Reference Book; General Information on Haiti. Miami and
Port-au-Prince: Librairie au Service de la Culture, 1994, p. 66.

A Divided Haiti
The republic of Haiti entered the 19th century divided: mulattoes
against blacks and the northern region against the southern part of the
nation. Henry Christophe (1767-1820), who had been a general under
both Toussaint and Dessalines, declared himself king of Northern Haiti.
His former comrade-in-arms Alexandre Pétion (1770-1818), who was
supported by the mulattoes, ruled in the south.

In the north, Christophe renewed the plantation system of agri-
culture, which helped create an elite black aristocracy. He created a
Haitian currency, invited European intellectuals to help develop edu-
cational reforms, and built monuments and a palace. In the south,
Pétion distributed land to former soldiers and encouraged cultivation
on small plots. He attempted to create a republic and lent his support
to the war of liberation in Venezuela, inviting liberator Simon Bolivar
(1783-1830) to the south of Haiti.

In 1815 Bolivar visited Pétion. Bolivar explained his dream of liberat-
ing his country from Spanish rule and then the rest of South America,
and be asked Pétion to support the enterprise and to provide him with
“money, arms, ammunition, ships, and food.” In return, Pétion asked

9l



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

Bolivar to free the slaves in all the states he should liberate. Bolivar
agreed, adding that he would take such action in the name of Pétion,
thus building for the Haitian a monument of freedom in South America.
Pétion, however, declined the honor; all he wanted was liberty for the
slaves. Historian Gerhard Masur pointed out: “With this agreement for
the emancipation of the slaves Pétion and Bolivar achieved world his-
torical significance. Before Abraham Lincoln had raised his voice in the
Anglo-Saxon world these two men on a little island in the Caribbean
proclaimed the application of the principles of liberty and equality to
an anonymous host of slaves” (Masur, 272-273).

When Pétion died of malaria at the age of 48 in 1818, a mulatto
named Jean-Pierre Boyer (1776-1850) assumed the presidency. Well
liked by the people, Boyer was able to unite the north and south of Haiti
in 1820 after Christophe’s death. (Christophe committed suicide, using
a silver bullet, at the age of 57.) In 1822, Boyer, pursuing Louverture’s
dream of creating one nation out of the two countries occupying
Hispaniola, annexed the Spanish side of the island. By the time peace
came to Haiti in the 1820s, more than 100,000 blacks had been killed
in the effort to create a free republic.

The United States Shuns the Black Republic

During the Haitian Revolution, the United States kept a wary eye on
the colony, willing to help the French planters defeat the rebels not
because they were rebels, but because they were blacks. Americans
feared that the slave rebellion would spread to the United States. After
Haiti became a republic, the United States refused to acknowledge its
existence. In 1806 U.S. president James Madison (1751-1836) banned
trade with Haiti. This embargo continued until 1809.

In 1826, the United States did not want Haiti to participate in an
international conference held in Latin America. When this first inter-
American congress took place in Panama, no representative from
Haiti attended. The United States still maintained that Haiti’s indepen-
dence was illegal and did not consider the black republic part of the
Americas.

At the same time, the United States benefited immensely from the
Haitian Revolution. The instability during the revolution forced France
to focus its economic and military resources on Haiti and to give up
its claims in the continental United States. Thus, in 1803 France sold
the Louisiana Territory to President Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826).
In the acquisition, the United States gained Arkansas, Missouri,
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After years of refusing to recognize Haiti as a free republic, the U.S. government did so in
1862 during the presidency of Abraham Lincoln.

Iowa, Minnesota, the Mississippi River, North Dakota, South Dakota,
Nebraska, portions of New Mexico, Montana, Wyoming, Oklahoma,
Texas, Kansas, and Colorado. In 1862, under President Abraham
Lincoln (1809-65), the United States finally recognized the republic of
Haiti, and trade started in earnest.
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SLAVE REBELLIONS,
ANTISLAVERY MOVEMENTS,
AND WARS OF INDEPENDENCE
(C. 1700-1850)

From the beginning of the conquest until halfway through the 19th
century, slave traders and white planters perceived themselves
as superior beings who ruled over less advanced creatures, first the
indigenous population, then African slaves. By force and intimidation,
sanctioned by European powers, the traders, planters, and slavehold-
ers filled their coffers and lived a life of comfort. As long as they were
white and free, even those who were not wealthy saw themselves as
superior.

It was a way of life they envisioned as unchanging. After all, there
were slaves in the Bible, and “institution[s] of servitude” existed early
in the world’s history (Barnes, 22). But even at the beginning of the
conquest of the Caribbean, there were some, like Friar Bartolomé de
Las Casas, who questioned the concept of white superiority over the
rest of the world and condemned slavery as an evil institution. Over
the centuries, slaves and others who agreed with Las Casas worked
together and separately to end the world that slave traders and white
planters cherished.

While it is certain that white religious leaders played a role in bring-
ing an end to slavery by leading abolition campaigns in Europe and the
United States, the role of slave resistance was long underestimated. A
more balanced interpretation of the end of slavery and the slave trade
needs to take into account abolitionist efforts, slave resistance, and
evolving industrial technologies that made slave labor less necessary.
All these factors were key to the unraveling of slavery in the middle of
the 19th century.
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Slave Rebellions

There were slave rebellions, many rebellions. Between 1735 and 1834
there were at least 57 rebellions throughout the Caribbean, an average
of one uprising every other year, and a formidable achievement con-
sidering that the slaves were oppressed under conditions intended to
break the spirit of resistance. Rebellions occurred on plantations and
on ships. There were individual acts of resistance and small acts of dis-
obedience, often interpreted by white overseers as sheer ignorance or
lassitude on the part of the slaves. Scholars and writers classify these
under the general heading of day-to-day resistance. These acts encom-
passed everything from breaking tools and poor work habits to befoul-
ing the food of the masters. Slaves also resisted by fleeing either on a
short-term basis or to permanent runaway slave communities known as
Maroon towns, palenques (Spanish), or quilombos (Portuguese). Slaves
with considerable technical knowledge and skill occasionally used tem-
porary flight, known throughout the Caribbean as petit marronnage, as a
bargaining tool for better conditions. The flight of a number of slaves at
the same time on their way to a permanent slave community, typically
in the aftermath of a revolt, was known as grand marronnage.

Scholars of an earlier era often viewed acts of day-to-day resistance as
characteristic of black inferiority or the effect of the lack of a Christian
upbringing (Bush, 4). But, in fact, when a slave lied, deceived the mas-
ter, or did not accomplish assigned tasks, the cause was often deliber-
ate insubordination. Black women were active participants in the acts
of everyday rebellion. “Many Europeans in the West Indies declared
women slaves to be more troublesome than men. . . . Women slaves of
all classes used many ploys to frustrate their masters and avoid work.
Sometimes they feigned sickness.” (Bush, 53, 62). There was also poi-
soning, an approach that house slaves could use because they prepared
meals and had access to medicine cabinets, liquor, and other household
items. Though there are no figures on actual poisonings—the same
symptoms could be the manifestation of disease and not poison—the
planters lived in fear of being poisoned.

A more self-destructive act of resistance was self-mutilation and sui-
cide. There were instances of women slaves making cuts on their arms,
wrists, or legs, binding the wound, and applying dirt to provoke sick-
ness. Suicide was attempted on slave ships by leaping into the ocean
with legs or arms bound or holding weights to make them sink.

Slave ships were occasionally the setting for revolts, often unsuc-
cessful. Perhaps the most famous rebellion on a ship occurred onboard
the Amistad, off the coast of Cuba. In 1839, a prince from Sierra Leone
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known as Joseph Cinque (c.
1813-79)—a Spanish variation
of his actual name, Singbe—orga-
nized a rebellion with 54 natives
from Sierra Leone and a young
girl. The slaves seized the ship’s
crew of six and killed the captain
and the cook. After 57 days at
sea, the Amistad was seized by
an American coast guard ves-
sel. A trial followed in which
former president John Quincy
Adams (1767-1848) represented
the slaves. Since the slaves were
purchased illegally by a Spanish
slaver in violation of interna-
Former president John Quincy Adams suc- tional trade laws established in
cessfully defen.ded ti?e slayes who mutineered 1807, their acquisition was ruled
aboard the ship Amistad in 1839. illegal by the court and their

sale voided. The slaves won their
case and were returned to Africa in November 1841.

Rebellions on land were more common. At first, in the 1500s, many
planters did not seriously consider the possibilities of large-scale upris-
ings because the number of slaves was relatively small. The ratio of
slaves to Europeans (10 to 1 at most) was not inordinately high, given
that Europeans had access to most of the weapons. Another factor was
that the planters did not hold the intellectual capacities of their captives
in high regard. The planters were confident that the novelty of the set-
ting, the language barrier among the slaves, the separation from family,
the hours of long labor, and the constant threat of intimidation were
sufficient to dissuade slave revolts. Another technique practiced by the
planters was to sow dissension among the slaves by pitting house and
field slaves against each other. Sometimes members from rival tribal
communities in Africa were made to supervise each other in the fields,
an arrangement that fostered old resentments.

But in the 1600s, as sugarcane became the dominant crop in the
Caribbean, the potential for armed conflict increased because of the
need for a large workforce to cut the cane. On some islands, the ratio
of slaves to free residents increased dramatically, in some cases reaching
50 to 1. These islands became powder kegs waiting to explode. Some
colonies took steps to reduce the potential for rebellion. For example,
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in Barbados, planters formed a large militia and encouraged British war-
ships to make frequent stops to the island.

Nevertheless, rebellions erupted. There were uprisings in Barbados
in 1649, 1675, and 1692. The 1675 rebellion involved more than 100
slaves from plantations across the island. Betrayed by a female slave
named Fortuna, the conspirators were captured. Half of them were
executed. The rest were punished and sent back to the plantations.
The 1692 rebellion involved more than 300 slaves, nearly one-third
of whom were executed. During the second half of the 18th century,
there were eight rebellions in Jamaica; during the first half of the 19th
century, six rebellions were reported in Cuba. As noted in an earlier
chapter, Haiti was the scene of the only successful slave revolution in
the history of the modern world.

One of the bloodiest uprisings occurred in Grenada. Many histo-
rians think of Fedon’s Rebellion in Grenada as that island’s version
of the Haitian Revolution (Rodriguez, 266). As in Haiti, the struggle
in Grenada involved free people of color, slaves, the British, and the
French. Though the rebellion started in 1795, its evolution dated to
1763, when the British took Grenada from the French. The British
imposed English as the official language and forbade native born white
Grenadians from holding public office. Free people of color were not
allowed to vote, serve in the military, or acquire land. Julien Fedon
(?-?) was one of those free people of color.

Fedon was familiar with both the French and Haitian Revolutions.
In 1795, he sought support from French Republican agents, who were
using Guadeloupe as a base, in planning a rebellion against the British.
Fedon assumed the role of commandant-general of the revolutionary
army, which included 7,000 slaves (of the 14,000 on the island) and
nearly 200 whites and free people of color. Surprising British troops and
civilians on March 1, Fedon took over three villages, forcing the colo-
nists to flee to the capital. In less than a year, Fedon’s army controlled
all of Grenada except for the capital.

In June 1796, the British captured Fedon’s camp and summarily
executed all the black slaves and free people of color. The whites who
supported Fedon were sent into exile on other Caribbean islands.
Fedon disappeared, a mystery yet to be solved. The rebellion cost
Great Britain nearly 3 million pounds sterling in losses, demoralized
the white population, and ended Britain’s designs to create a sugar
colony on the island. After 1796, colonists in Grenada concentrated
on the development of small farms and abandoned the notion of a
plantation economy.
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The British faced another massive rebellion 20 years later on an
island they thought pacified: Barbados. In 1816 the Easter Rebellion
involved the southern half of the island. Its leader was an African slave
named Bussa. The uprising lasted three days and cost 500 to 1,000
slaves their lives. The insurrection forced British officials in London to
persuade the island’s governor and the council to implement policies
to improve the lot of Barbadian slaves. In 1825 the island’s parliament
passed the Consolidation Law, which allowed slaves to own property
and testify in court and reduced the fees paid by slave owners willing
to emancipate their slaves.

Characteristics of the Rebellions

Recent arrivals from Africa, bozales, were more willing to rebel and orga-
nize uprisings than slaves born in the Caribbean, creoles. In the Haitian
Revolution, recently arrived slaves, often warriors fresh from battle in
Africa, played a big role in organizing military strategies against the
European troops and local militias sent against them. Religious activi-
ties offered inspiration and organized avenues for rebellion. Obeah
and Vodun priests held a mystical sway over their congregations. They
helped plan meetings and enforce secrecy. The otherworldly nature of
the religion, promising a return to Africa after death, encouraged open
rebellion, for it was better to die and have a free afterlife in Africa than
to live in slavery.

Christian religion also helped shape rebellions. One 19th-century
pastor wrote, “The Christian religion lends no sanction to slavery; that
itis not adverted to in the New Testament either as a good and desirable
relation, or as one that religion would have originated for the good of
society. . . . It would be clearly impossible to find a hint . . . to prove . . .
that either Christ or his apostles would have originated slavery, or that
they regarded it as a good and desirable institution” (Barnes, 341). (At
the same time, many planters used religious passages from the Bible to
justify the correctness of slavery, interpreting scripture to fit their politi-
cal and economic needs.) In 1831, a rebellion in Jamaica evolved out
of a meeting of Baptist slaves who used the Bible as a basis, especially
one of Paul’s observations that a subject cannot serve two masters. For
Christian slaves, Jesus was the benign master who offered freedom and
eternal life; the planters were the evil masters who stole the life from the
slaves. In the 1830s, British planters blamed missionaries for encourag-
ing slaves to rebel. In turn, the missionaries were encouraged to sup-
port abolition by the cruel manner in which rebellions were crushed,
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such as an 1831 insurrection in Jamaica in which 300 slaves were given
hasty trials and then hanged in the public square in Montego Bay.

Abolition/Slavery Narrative

Toward the end of the 18th century, abolition literature began to
appear in England and in the northeastern United States; it then spread
throughout the Caribbean. Printed in newspapers and broadsides, abo-
litionist literature, also called antislavery literature, was dedicated to a
political objective: the end of slavery. However, some of the abolitionist
writers wrote out of a need to escape slavery or to make something of a
living once they found themselves free. Probably the best known work
from the Caribbean is the autobiography The Interesting Narratives of
the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African, written by
himself (1787) by Olaudah Equiano.

The first to write a slave narrative entirely on his own, Equiano was an
extraordinary man who bought his own freedom, sailed as part of a sci-
entific expedition, and then wrote, published, and sold an account of his
life, which became an 18th-century best-seller. When he died, Equiano
left his children an inheritance of
about $150,000—an enormous
sum by the standards of the day.
Equiano was probably born in
1745 in present-day Nigeria.
When he was about 11 years
old, he and his sister were cap-
tured by slave traders. The two
were separated. When Equiano
was 12, he arrived in England.
From there he was shipped to
Barbados, where he witnessed
the selling of slaves as if they
were animals and the deliberate
separation of friends and families
by the white colonists.

Equiano was taken to Virginia,
where he was sold to a Royal
Navy officer who named him

Equiano was an extraordinary man who

Gustavus Nassa, a common
strategy used to deny slaves their
identity by denying them their

bought his own freedom and fought to end
slavery. (Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, The New York Public Library)
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original names. As personal servant to the officer, Equiano took part
in the Seven Years’ War (1754 or 1756-63). In England, the officer
allowed Equiano to attend schools, where he learned to read and write.
To Equiano’s surprise, the officer sold him to another captain who took
Equiano to Montserrat; there he was sold again to a Quaker merchant.

Sailing throughout the islands of the Caribbean with the merchant,
Equiano began to buy and sell merchandise and saved 40 pounds ster-
ling, the amount needed to buy his freedom. He returned to England
as a freedman and worked as a hairdresser before becoming a seaman;
he sailed the Mediterranean, went on an expedition to the Arctic in
1772, and spent some time with Miskito Indians on the Caribbean coast
of Central America. In 1783 he befriended the abolitionist Granville
Sharp (1735-1813). In 1787 Equiano was appointed “commissary for
stores” in charge of acquiring provisions for an expedition to resettle
freed slaves in Sierra Leone. Equiano realized that the enterprise was
doomed to failure due to poor planning and widespread theft by many
of the white organizers. When he made these observations public, he
was reprimanded and removed from his post. The expedition failed, and
Equiano was vindicated.

Around this time, Equiano began to write his memoir with the
intention of stirring “a sense of compassion for the miseries which the
Slave-Trade has entailed on my unfortunate countrymen” (Equiano,
iii). To print the book he sought funds from abolitionists. Contributors
included the prince of Wales and the duke of York. Once the memoir
was published, Equiano promoted it through lectures and discussions
throughout England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. The narrative was
a bestseller. It was reprinted eight times in Great Britain and later pub-
lished in the United States. In 1792, Equiano married a white English
woman and had two daughters. During the 1790s, he devoted his
energy to campaigning against slavery, using his book and his own life
as an abolitionist document. He died in 1797.

The narrative effectively denounces the inhumanity of all those
involved in slavery, draws ethnographic scenes of life in Africa during
the 18th century, and offers one of the first travelogues of the Caribbean.
Equiano’s account of his conversion to Christianity is an excellent
example of religious literature. The text is held together, though, and
made engaging by Equiano’s persona: likeable, imaginative, and modest.
He finishes his autobiography thus: “What makes any event important,
unless by its observation we become better and wiser” (Equiano, 255).

Just as effective and well received was the work of Mary Prince enti-
tled The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, Related by Herself.
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The volume was published as an antislavery tract in 1833. Mary Prince
was born in Bermuda in 1788. She worked in the salt mines in Bermuda
and Antigua, where chemicals damaged her feet. In 1826, she married a
free black man but was still held as a slave by her owner, John A. Wood,
who abused her physically, often stripping her naked and beating her.
In 1828, Wood and his wife traveled to England, taking Prince with
them. Mary Prince seized the opportunity to escape, seeking shelter
in a Moravian church in London. Mary Prince narrated her story to
Reverend Thomas Pringle (1789-1834), a poet, who edited the narra-
tive. The memoir depicted the horrors of slavery from a very personal
viewpoint while also serving as a document of resistance. According
to scholar Sandra Pouchet Paquet, the narrative presented “personal
freedom . . . as the moral and legal right to determine one’s identity as
a birthright” (Paquet, 32).

The narratives of Prince and Equiano contained strong Christian
motifs evocative of the British religious classic Pilgrim’s Progress (1678).
The texts often served as the basis for sermons given at Protestant ser-
vices in England, helping to fuel the abolitionist movement.

TESTIMONY OF SLAVERY

For generations, the experience of slaves was discounted and mini-
mized. Slaves were depicted as acted upon but seldom as actors in
shaping history.That changed in the aftermath of the Civil Rights move-
ment in the United States, when slave narratives were widely recog-
nized as valuable historical sources.Today the emphasis is on examining
the testimonies of both white masters and slaves.

“If scholars want to know the hearts and secret thoughts of slaves,
they must study the testimony of the blacks. But, since the slaves did not
know the hearts and secret thoughts of masters, historians must also
examine the testimony of whites. Neither the whites nor the blacks had
a monopoly on truth, had rended the veil cloaking the life of the other,
or had seen clearly the pain and joy bounded by color and caste....
Consequently, whether we focus on the slave or the master, we must
systematically examine both black and white testimony.”

Blassingame, John. Introduction to Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of
Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies. Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1977, p. xiv.
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The Antislavery Movements of the 19th Century

In the 1790s, abolitionists promoted the end of the slave trade through
the lobbying efforts of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the
Slave Trade, founded in 1787 in England, and the Societé des Amis des
Noirs (Society of Friends of the Blacks), founded in 1788 in France. The
British society conducted research on slave conditions in the colonies
and on the Middle Passage by interviewing 20,000 sailors, document-
ing cruelty at sea and unsanitary conditions for both the sailors and the
slaves. The society, composed of Anglicans and Quakers, concluded
that slavery was simply against the will of God.

Members of the French organization believed that France was setting
an example for the world by applying the principles of equality to the
slaves. The Societé des Amis des Noirs disseminated French transla-
tions of abolitionist texts and sponsored lectures in which speakers
affirmed that it was more economical to hire laborers for specific jobs
than to keep slaves. In 1790, the society was able to place delegates
in the National Assembly in Paris. Internal chaos in France and the
French and Haitian Revolutions made the society’s promotion of an end
to slavery ineffective. In 1794, the society did gain a victory of sorts
when the National Assembly abolished slavery; however, the victory
was short-lived, and slavery was reinstituted in 1802.

In the meantime, in 1807, the British passed laws to end the slave
trade. Britain then tried unsuccessfully to persuade the Portuguese and
Spanish to follow suit. These countries maintained that since Britain
lost its North American colonies and was no longer intent on develop-
ing large plantations, the British Empire saw no need for slaves. In their
view, ending the slave trade would be a painless decision for Britain.

From 1810 onward, the abolitionist movement changed strategy from
advocating for a remediation of the conditions of slavery to espousing
full emancipation for all slaves. In 1823, the Anti-Slavery Society was
formed in London with the objective of protecting slaves from inhu-
mane treatment and developing plans for their gradual emancipation. In
the 1820s the British Parliament approved measures that would allow
slaves time for religious practice, keep slave families together, minimize
physical punishment, and make it easier for slaves to buy their freedom
by allowing them to save money they made on their own.

British colonists protested these measures. Jamaican planters
observed that such practices would place them at a disadvantage with
their competitors in the Spanish Caribbean. They claimed that Spanish
planters could continue to maltreat their slaves to increase production,
while British planters would be handcuffed by being forced to consider
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the living conditions of their slaves. Despite the objections of the plant-
ers, the abolitionist tide continued to build. Finally, in 1832, Parliament
passed the Emancipation Act, ending slavery in all British possessions.
The act included a compromise to appease the Caribbean planters by
allowing them a five-year transition period from slavery to freedom.

In Cuba and Puerto Rico, the antislavery movement was home-
grown,; unlike the British government, the Spanish government did not
support abolition. Cuban and Puerto Rican intellectuals and abolition-
ists used literature as a weapon. The inhumanity of slavery was decried
in works such as the 1839 novel Francisco: el ingenio o las delicias del
campo (Francisco: the sugar plantation or the delights of the country-
side) by Cuban Anselmo Suarez y Romero and the 1867 drama La cuar-
terona by Puerto Rican Alejandro Tapia y Rivera. In 1867, Segundo Ruiz
Belvis, also from Puerto Rico, wrote a brilliant argument against slavery,
Proyecto para la abolicion de la esclavitud en Puerto Rico (Proposal for
the abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico). One strategy to end slavery,
promoted by the Cuban economist José Antonio Saco (1797-1879),
was importing white workers from Spain to slowly replace slave labor.
This was to be accompanied by hiring former slaves as paid laborers.

Abolition of Slavery: A Time Line

1792 France (reinstituted and abolished slavery several times
until 1848)

1794 Haiti

1807-1808 slave trade abolished in United States and Great Britain

1822 Dominican Republic

1824 Spain

1833 entire British Empire

1848 Denmark territory in the Caribbean

1848 St. Martin

1865 United States

1873 Puerto Rico

1886 Cuba

1888 Brazil

Based on several sources, including: Sekou, Lasana M. National Symbols of St. Martin.
St. Martin: House of Nehesi Publishers, 1996, 1997; Williams, Eric. From Columbus to
Castro: The History of the Caribbean. New York: Vintage Books, 1970, 1984.
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Saco believed that the economic incentives of free labor would benefit
the economy as a whole. He proposed the emigration of European
workers not only on economic grounds, but on racial ones as well, as
he was concerned that Cuba might become an “Africanized” nation.

Since Spain was being pressured by England to consider abolition,
proslavery Cubans, fearing Spain might eventually yield, lobbied the
United States to acquire the island. Nothing came of these plans. Cuban
rebels fighting for independence during the late 1800s freed many of
Cuba’s remaining slaves. This led the Spanish to implement a gradual
abolition plan in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Slavery ended in Puerto Rico
in 1873 and in Cuba in 1886.

The Chinese of the Caribbean

Planters hoped that with the end of slavery most slaves would remain
in the plantation economy by working as wage laborers. This held true
in some cases, but in many instances former slaves left the plantations
and pursued new lives in cities and towns, where many worked as
tradesmen or in shops, hotels, and restaurants. Soon the need arose for
laborers in the sugar industry. The solution was to import East Indian
and Chinese workers.

Chinese emigrants, eager to escape unrest at home and hoping
for better economic opportunities, responded to the call for work-
ers. About a quarter of a million Chinese emigrated to the Caribbean.
Some 125,000 of them went to Cuba, 18,000 went to the British
Caribbean, and the rest were dispersed throughout the French islands
and Suriname (Lai, 3).

The Chinese laborer, typically a man, signed a contract for five to
seven years of labor and was provided free transportation and clothing.
The standard labor contract included an exit clause that allowed the
laborer to terminate the contract upon payment of the transportation
costs to the contracting agency. These costs were prorated based on
how much time remained on the contract. For example, a laborer who
ended the contract during the first year was expected to repay $75, in
the second year $50, and so on. Arrangements were occasionally made
to provide a salary advance, about $20, to the laborer’s family in China.

The life of a Chinese worker was not much better than the life of an
African slave, with the contractor assuming the role of a slave master.
Abuses were common, since the contractor viewed the Chinese worker
as inferior to white Europeans. In the 1870s, the Chinese government
suspended emigration to Cuba until 1877, when China and Spain
negotiated better treatment for Chinese workers. As part of the new
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agreement, Chinese laborers were free to leave when they wished. The
forced abduction of workers was also prohibited.

Chinese laborers started by working in the sugar plantations. By the
end of the 19th century, they had began to move into towns, where they
often bought small shops supplying goods to plantation workers and
the rural poor. The Chinese made a practice of selling small quantities
of a given product at an economical price, allowing customers to spend
as little as possible. When customers did not have sufficient cash, the
Chinese owners often allowed purchases on credit, keeping a tally from
which amounts were deducted as the customer made payments. There
were also instances when Chinese store owners lent money to their cli-
ents. The stores were characterized by long hours of service, from dawn
to midnight, with work provided by relatives and close friends.

The Arrival of East Indians

In 1845, 225 East Indians, the first laborers from India, arrived in
Trinidad, the beginning of an emigration that by 1915 accounted for a
population of 143,000 East Indians; in Jamaica, there were about 39,000
by the end of the century. Like
the Chinese, the East Indians,
eager for economic opportuni-
ties as well as encouraged by the
British to reduce unemployment
in certain areas in India, such
as the state of Uttar Pradesh,
signed a contract: five years of
service for men, three years for
women. The contract was renew-
able. After 10 years of work, the
laborer was offered a subsidized
return to India. It is estimated
that one-third returned.

The laborers worked in the
sugarcane fieldsand cotton farms,
living on the plantation but even-
tually moving out to form their
own communities, “leaving the

estates until, by setting them-
selves up as peasant proprietors,
they had . . . achieved a measure
of economic independence. With

East Indian woman in Trinidad, late |9th
century (From Down the Islands, by William A.
Paton, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1887,
frontispiece)
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East Indians were recruited to work in sugar plantations in Jamaica and Trinidad, as replace-
ment for slave labor. (From Down the Islands, by William A. Paton, New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1887, p. 207)

the achievement of this independence and the establishment of village
life, came the social establishment of the Indians” (Tikasingh, 12). In
their villages, the East Indians maintained their own traditions, practic-
ing either Hinduism or Islam.

106



SLAVE REBELLIONS, ANTISLAVERY MOVEMENTS, AND WARS OF INDEPENDENCE

In Trinidad, East Indians began to emerge as an economic force
in the period between 1870 and 1900. Over the next 20 years, East
Indians went from owning 50,000 acres of land in 1900 to over 90,000
by 1921. In Jamaica, the small East Indian population cultivated rice as
a means of earning financial independence. As they moved away from
the sugar plantations, they formed villages on the edges of swamps. The
East Indians planted sugarcane, which they sold to the sugar mills, and
rice, which they used for themselves as well as to earn extra income,
since rice stems could be used as feed for pigs. With the income this
provided the East Indians paid the rent for their houses and plots and
managed to keep some money for themselves. Remaining in rural areas,
the East Indians in Jamaica and in Trinidad did not mingle with the rest
of the population. In Trinidad, this changed in the 20th century when
East Indians challenged Afro-Trinidadians for political power.

Morant Bay Rebellion
The end of slavery did not immediately transform social relations on
the islands. The racial and ethnic divisions that typified slavery con-
tinued to typify postemancipation societies, with whites still on top of
the economic and political pecking order. Discrimination flourished,
and opportunities for economic advancement were limited for blacks.
In the British Caribbean, for instance, there were 750,000 freed slaves,
but there was little they could do with that freedom. For example, eli-
gibility to vote for the legislative assembly responsible for levying and
collecting taxes required property ownership, something not available
to most former slaves. In Jamaica in 1863, out of a total population of
440,000, only 1,457 people were eligible voters. Tension and resent-
ment simmered in the Caribbean as a result of these inequalities.

On October 7, 1865, during a judicial proceeding in Morant Bay,
a disruptive black spectator was arrested. A crowd came to the man’s
defense and rescued him from the militia. A black preacher named Paul
Bogle (1822?-65) was suspected of inciting the crowd, so on October
8, eight black policemen set out to arrest him. Bogle’s supporters inter-
cepted and disarmed them. Bogle sent the officers back to Morant Bay.

On October 11, Bogle and 400 men armed with guns, pikes, and
bayonets marched into town, where they had a verbal confrontation
with the justice of the peace. The militia shot at Bogle and his men,
who responded by throwing rocks and forcing the militia and the local
official into the courthouse. Enraged, Bogle’s men set fire to the build-
ing and beat to death those attempting to escape.

107



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CARIBBEAN

The rebels looted Morant Bay, burning down all the buildings in the
center of town. After releasing the prisoners from the jail, the rebels
headed into the countryside with a pledge to kill all the whites in the
parish. Soon, the island of Jamaica was gripped in fear as people antici-
pated a rebellion similar to the Haitian Revolution. Governor Edward
Eyre (1815-1901) dispatched troops to the area. The soldiers shot
anyone who was black, whether or not they were participants in the
rebellion. Bogle was captured and killed. In the 20th century Bogle’s
treatment by colonial authorities was sympathetically treated in the
lyrics of Jamaican singer Bob Marley’s “So Much Things to Say.” Bogle
remains a heroic figure in Jamaica to this day.

During the rebellion on October 11, 22 civilians and officials were
killed and 34 were wounded. During Eyre’s reprisals, nearly 900 alleged
rebels were executed, and 1,000 houses belonging to the rebels and
sympathizers were destroyed (Cundall, 245).

The British governor also arrested a planter named George William
Gordon (1820-65), the son of a Scottish planter and a slave, for
his alleged role in the rebellion. An accountant who was a friend of
Bogle’s, Gordon was influential in the parish, attended a Baptist church
that served the poor of the area, and was a member of the Legislative
Assembly. He sympathized with the plight of peasants and was critical of
the governor and town officials. Gordon once called the governor a dic-
tator and advocated his removal from office by force. On October 23, the
governor put Gordon on trial. The jury found him guilty of inciting the
Morant Bay Rebellion and sentenced him to death, despite the fact that
he was not in the area when the incidents occurred. Gordon’s body was
left to decompose, hanging from a post before the burned courthouse.

Governor Eyre’s violent suppression of the rebellion displeased the
British Parliament. He was removed from office, and the island’s gov-
ernment was replaced by direct Crown rule. In Great Britain, however,
the press described the rebellion as a riot led by unruly blacks. This
provided ammunition to racist politicians who claimed that blacks in
Jamaica were not ready to rule themselves. For nearly a century, the
Morant Bay Rebellion was viewed as an act of criminal behavior and not
as a political uprising. It was not until the novel New Day, by Vic Reid,
appeared in 1949 that the events were narrated from the perspective of
the rebels. The novel led scholars to reexamine the events of October
1865 and realize the importance of the Morant Bay Rebellion in plant-
ing the seeds of political consciousness in the Jamaican population, a
consciousness that would come into full bloom in the middle of the
20th century.
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Spain’s War of Independence

Due to political differences in the Spanish court, in 1808 King Charles IV
(1748-1819) of Spain passed on the throne to his son, Prince Ferdinand
(1784-1833). Napoléon Bonaparte (1769-1821), eager to expand his
empire and sensing disunity within the Spanish court, intervened,
forcing the father king to offer the crown to Napoléon’s brother Joseph
Bonaparte (1768-1844). On May 2, 1808, the Spanish people rebelled
against Napoléon, a conflict known as the War of Independence or the
Peninsular War. As a result of this war, the Spanish Crown lost effec-
tive control over and communication with its American empire. The
Spanish colonies formed independent juntas to rule themselves. In 1813
the Spanish, with help from the British, defeated the French invaders.
The conflict led to the first Spanish constitution. The Constitution of
1812 established parliamentary rule and limited the authority of the
monarch. However, in the intervening years the colonies learned to live
without guidance from the mother country. By 1824, the great Spanish
Empire was history.

The Most Loyal Islands

At the end of the 1700s, as a result of economic and administrative
reforms, Spain was ruling more efficiently than ever. However, the
Napoleonic invasion created a power vacuum in Spanish America and
revealed festering tensions between the mother country and the colo-
nies. Spain’s inability to run the colonies directly while it was occupied
by French troops set off a wave of nationalism and independence move-
ments across the Spanish Empire. When it was all over, only the islands
of Puerto Rico and Cuba remained Spanish.

The colonies broke away in rapid succession. Venezuela declared
its independence in 1811. Colombia followed in 1819 and Peru in
1821. Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, Costa Rica, and El Salvador
established the United Provinces of Central America in 1821. Ecuador
and Mexico broke away in 1822. In 1824, Simén Bolivar (1783-1830)
defeated once and for all the Spanish forces in South America.

Historians and scholars have often asked why Puerto Rico and Cuba
remained loyal to Spain. Part of the answer lies with the slave system,
particularly in the case of Cuba. The slave system stunted nationalist
aspirations in Cuba because local planters feared a Haitian-style revo-
lution and relied on Spanish troops to keep the slave system in place.
The flight of Spanish loyalists to Cuba and Puerto Rico also affected the
decision to forgo immediate independence.
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As a result of this immigration, the population of Cuba and Puerto
Rico grew dramatically. In Puerto Rico, the population went from
150,000 in the 1780s to 400,000 in the early 1800s, with about 80
percent of the people settling in the countryside. They included about
400 Corsican immigrants who were allowed into Puerto Rico under
the Cédula de Gracia (Royal Decree of Graces) of 1815, which was
designed to attract settlers from parts of Europe other than Spain. They
settled in the southwestern part of the mountainous countryside of
Puerto Rico, where they planted coffee, sugarcane, and tobacco; by the
1860s, seven out of 10 coffee plantations on the island were owned
by Corsican families (Casablanca, 19). The cédula gave immigrants
certain benefits. These included an allotment of six acres of land per
family member, three acres per slave, and the right to become Spanish
citizens. These benefits discouraged newcomers from supporting rebel-
lious plots against Spain.

Refugees to the island from the wars of independence in other
colonies were also averse to rebellion. The independence movement
was further slowed by the political rights granted by Spain in 1809.
As a result of the Napoleonic invasion of the peninsula in 1808,
Spanish citizens formed juntas, a government consisting of a mili-
tary or civilian coalition or both, on the Iberian Peninsula to com-
bat the invaders. In 1809, the junta in Cadiz, seeking allies against
Napoléon, declared Puerto Rico a province rather than a colony, with
full representation before the Spanish Cortes, or parliament. The
island’s representative helped draft the liberal constitution of 1812
and demanded that, should Spain be defeated by France, Puerto Rico
should have the right to declare independence. Such advances made
Puerto Ricans seriously contemplate whether or not to part ways
with the mother country.

Yet these political concessions were short-lived. After Napoléon’s
defeat in 1813 the Spanish monarchy was reestablished, and the consti-
tutional government was dismissed. The return to absolutism was a key
factor in the decision by many of the Spanish colonies to seek indepen-
dence. Political unrest continued in Spain. In 1820 the monarch, the
restored King Ferdinand VII, was forced to bring back some of the ear-
lier constitutional reforms. The struggle between monarch and politi-
cal elites continued, and in 1823 the king again revoked constitutional
gains. The king sent governors and captain-generals with unchecked
powers to Cuba and Puerto Rico; these governors and captains ruled
the islands as if they were monarchs. Their harshness encouraged
exactly what they wished to oppose, separatist movements.
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Imperial Rule in Puerto Rico

Spain, concerned that the wars of independence on the continent
would spread to Puerto Rico, gave rights with one hand and took them
away with the other. While notifying Puerto Rico of its change to pro-
vincial status, the junta instructed governors to rule as if under a state
of siege, with permission to suppress individual liberties as needed. In
addition, the Spanish Parliament placed Puerto Rico under special laws,
removing constitutional rights and forcing Puerto Ricans to pay up to
a half million pesos to Spain to help the mother country recover from
the losses suffered during the Napoleonic invasion.

From 1822 to 1837, the military governors ruled whimsically and
impulsively (Wagenheim, 54). Governor Miguel de la Torre (1786-
1838) implemented the regime of the three B’s: baile, botella, baraja
(dance, bottle, cards), encouraging dancing, drinking, and gambling
on the assumption that the diversions would distract Puerto Ricans
from political activities. Other governors also enacted mercurial
edicts: a decree that punished the unemployed for being lazy; a ban
on mustaches and goatees; a requirement that blacks remain indoors
after 11 P.M.; and a decree that said people could not move from one
residence to another, travel throughout the island. Words such as dic-
tatorship and tyranny were not permitted in print. During the 1830s
and 1840s, at least three major newspapers were shut down by the
Spanish authorities.

Several conspirators were betrayed and arrested during this period.
They included Maria Mercedes Barbudo (1780-1825), a Puerto Rican
woman who was one of the independence pioneers of the Hispanic
Caribbean. Barbudo used her home as a center for discussions of inde-
pendence and for the dissemination of revolutionary tracts and writ-
ings, distributing anti-Spanish propaganda published in South America
and in the United States. In 1824 Governor de la Torre deported her to
Cuba, where she later died in exile.

Beginning of the Abolition Movement in Puerto Rico

With an agricultural economy based on small farms and diversified
crops, which included coffee, maize, rice, tobacco, and sugarcane,
Puerto Rican landowners had no need for extensive holdings of
slaves. The slave population on the island was not as large as in other
Caribbean islands. In 1827, the population included 162,311 whites
and 34,240 slaves; in 1872, there were 618,150 whites and 31,635
slaves. In comparison, Cuba had 279,689 whites and 239,694 slaves
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EARLY CUBAN
REVOLUTIONARY LITERATURE

The first Cuban newspaper to openly seek independence was El
Habanero, published in exile in Philadelphia in 1823 and 1824 and
in New York between 1824 and 1826. Edited and published by Cuban
exile Father Félix Varela, the paper was smuggled into Cuba, where it
caused a sensation.The Spanish government denounced the publication
of El Habanero and ordered a stop to its circulation.The governor even
authorized the assassination of Varela.

The newspaper is credited with inspiring Cubans to seek a break
against colonial rule. Varela is also credited with writing Jicoténcal in
1826, the first Latin American novel published in the United States.The
work criticized Spain’s conquest of the Americas.

Leal, Luis, and Cortina, Rodolfo J. Introduction to Jicoténcal, by Félix
Varela. Houston: Arte Public Press, 1995, pp. xiv—xv.

in 1817, and 833,157 whites and 344,615 slaves in 1867 (E. Williams
1984, 291).

In 1865, Julio Vizcarrondo (1830-89), a Puerto Rican living in Spain,
founded the Sociedad Abolicionista Espanola (Spanish Abolitionist
Society). The society established branches throughout Spain and pub-
lished an antislavery journal, El abolicionista espaiol (The Spanish
abolitionist). In 1867, a commission from Puerto Rico traveled to Spain
to plead for the abolition of slavery. One of its members, Segundo Ruiz
Belvis (1819-67), wrote an antislavery manifesto, Proyecto para la
abolicion de la esclavitud en Puerto Rico (Project for the abolition of slav-
ery in Puerto Rico). The combined efforts of these patriots influenced
Spain in its decision to abolish slavery in Puerto Rico in 1873.

Seeds of Rebellion in Cuba

In Cuba, the first conspiracy against Spain was organized in 1809. The
plotters drafted a constitution whereby suffrage would be based upon
property ownership, and Catholicism would be recognized as the offi-
cial religion. It was hoped that this would attract the support of the
wealthy classes and conservative Cubans. This plot was not supported
by the landowners, who feared that independence would bring about
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the end of slavery. In 1810-11 there was a rebellion planned by slaves
who were inspired by the Haitian Revolution. It was suppressed with
the execution of its architect, José Antonio Aponte (?-1812), a free
black carpenter. Conspiracies, often including slaves, abounded and
were violently suppressed throughout the 1820s.

Three political movements emerged during the 19th century: reform,
autonomy, and annexation. The reform movement proposed freedom for
the island to trade with all countries, the maintenance of slavery and the
slave trade, and the conversion of Cuba into a Spanish province. In the
1830s, the reform movement dropped support for the slave trade while
allowing for the maintenance of slavery. The autonomous movement,
modeled on the regime established in Canada by the British, promoted
the end of slavery, equal political participation with Spain, freedom of
trade, freedom of the press, and the right to hold political meetings. The
autonomists did not advocate a formal break with Spain.

Annexationism was probably the biggest movement during the early
1800s. Promoted by slave owners, the annexationists wanted Cuba to
become a slave state of the United States, which would allow for the
practice of slavery. Two approaches were considered. One included
the acquisition of the island by the United States, with prices ranging
from $100 million in 1848 to $310 million in 1854. Another approach
endorsed military action, with a Cuban leader taking over the island,
calling for its independence, and then annexing it to the United States.
This was the initial objective of one of Cuba’s most memorable and
controversial patriots, General Narciso Lopez (1797-1851).

General L6pez: Independence or Annexation?

Related to wealthy Cuban families, Lopez, a native of Venezuela, fought
with the Spanish troops in South America against liberator Simén
Bolivar (1783-1830). In Cuba, Lopez married into wealth and was
attracted to the annexationist cause. Some historians suggest that Lopez
began as an annexationist but later considered joining the struggle for
full independence. He was a popular figure in the American South,
where he was seen as an important advocate of adding Cuba to the
United States union as a slave state. The press of the era, particularly
in the southern states, precursors to the Hearst journalism of 1898,
advocated for war against Spain and portrayed Lopez as a romantic
adventurer.

In 1848, after participating in a conspiracy against the Spanish gov-
ernment in Cuba, he fled to New Orleans, where he plotted the inva-
sion of Cuba. In 1851, Lopez and 400 men landed on the northern side
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of Cuba. His troops included Cuban patriots as well as Americans who
were veterans of the U.S. and Mexican War of 1846-48. After disem-
barking in Cuba, Lopez was captured and sentenced to death. Minutes
before he was garroted in a public execution in Havana in 1851, Lopez
shouted, “My death will not change the destiny of Cuba.”

The Raising of the Cuban Flag

Lopez carried and raised for the first time in Cuba the island’s national
flag. Lopez conceived the flag, which incorporated the pyramid symbol
used by Freemasons and stripes in blue and white with a solitary star
in the center of the pyramid. The flag was sewn by Emilia Teurbe Tolon
(1828-?), the wife of coconspirator Miguel Teurbe Tolén (1820-57).
The lone star signified Cuba’s sovereignty, though some historians have
observed that the one star in the Cuban flag was meant to be incorpo-
rated with the other stars in the U.S. flag, reflective of Lopez’s plans for
annexation. Seventeen years after Lopez’s execution, Cuba’s Republic-
in-Arms, fighting the Spanish government during the Ten Years’ War
(1868-78), selected the flag as the island’s national banner.

Haiti Invades Santo Domingo

For the Dominican Republic, then called Santo Domingo, the initial inde-
pendence struggle was not against Spain but against its neighbor, the black
republic of Haiti. In 1795, Spain ceded two-thirds of Hispaniola to France
by the provisions of the Treaty of Basel. The treaty ended a war that Spain
conducted with other European allies to end the French Revolution. The
problem was, though, that Spain lost to France as French troops defeated
Spanish troops and invaded Spain. Spain offered to exchange Santo
Domingo (the Spanish part of Hispaniola) for the withdrawal of French
forces from Spain. France agreed. However, the French government was
slow in claiming the island. Toussaint Louverture decided to take posses-
sion of Santo Domingo on behalf of the French, doing so in 1801. His
first act was to proclaim the abolition of slavery.

In 1802, when Emperor Napoléon attempted to reconquer Haiti
and reestablish slavery, French troops on the Spanish side of the island
united with Dominican forces to expel Louverture. In 1805, Haitian
emperor Dessalines, the successor to Louverture, attempted an invasion
of Santo Domingo but was repelled. As Dessalines retreated into Haiti,
he torched several cities along the way. Seventeen years later, Haitian
president Jean-Pierre Boyer (1776-1850), leading a force of 12,000 sol-
diers, was successful in occupying the Spanish side of Hispaniola.
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The Haitian occupation of Santo Domingo lasted from 1822 to 1844.
Boyer immediately freed the slaves, about 9,000, and granted them
land taken from the Spanish planters who escaped to Cuba and Puerto
Rico. He imposed French as the official language and shut down the
University of Santo Domingo, the oldest in the Americas.

Independence from Haiti

In 1838, well-to-do Spanish-Dominicans under the leadership of Juan
Pablo Duarte (1813-76) formed a secret society called La Trinitaria, the
Trinity, with the objective of obtaining independence. The conspirators
sought an alliance with Haitian political reformers who opposed the rule
of President Boyer. When internal developments in the black republic
forced Boyer into exile, his successor, Riviere Hérard, attempted to
imprison the Trinity conspirators, forcing Duarte to flee the island. In
1844, 105 Dominican patriots signed the Manifestacion de la Parte Este
(Declaration from the Eastern Section), claiming independence from
Haiti. This was not accepted by the Haitian government. Over the next
decade, the Haitians conducted military campaigns against the newly
formed Dominican Republic. This history of aggression would be used
to fan the flames of anti-Haitianism in the Dominican Republic in the
20th century.

The Haitian military campaigns involved more than 40,000 Haitian
soldiers against 15,000 Dominicans. Despite their numerical superior-
ity, the Haitian forces were not supported by their compatriots, who
feared that the cost of the conflict would drain the national economy.
Furthermore, internal divisions prevented a succession of Haiti’s presi-
dents from forming a united front against the rebellious Dominicans.

Spain Follows Haiti

After independence from Haiti, two Dominican presidents, Pedro
Santana (1801-64) and Buenaventura Bdez (1812-84), took turns
ruling the country from 1844 to 1861. Each man’s primary goal was
becoming powerful and wealthy. Expressing concerns about another
Haitian invasion and afraid that internal turmoil could remove him
from power, Santana invited Spain to annex the republic in 1861. Spain
did so with the help of 20,000 soldiers brought from Cuba and Puerto
Rico. Dominicans fell into two camps, those who supported the annex-
ation out of loyalty to Santana and those who saw in it the recoloniza-
tion of their country, a shameful act, especially because it was initiated
by a fellow Dominican.
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Supporters of the move anticipated political stability and equal foot-
ing in Spain by making the Dominican Republic a Spanish province.
But Spain treated its new acquisition as a rebellious colony, implement-
ing dictatorial laws that censored printing, forbade Protestant services,
and shut down Masonic lodges. Rumors soon circulated that the
Spanish planned to enslave black Dominicans and ship them to Cuba
and Puerto Rico.

The first rebellion against the Spanish occurred in 1863, igniting a
civil war. The conflict ended two years later after Santana’s death (from
natural causes) and Spain’s retreat from the Dominican Republic. The
war left the country bankrupt. Many Dominican cities were destroyed.
Agriculture in the country came to a virtual standstill. The defeat of
Spain, however, reaffirmed Dominican sovereignty and engendered
pride in the fledgling nation. The Dominican victory was a clear signal
to Haiti that any further aggression would be repelled. The war also
sent a message to Puerto Rican and Cuban independence fighters: Spain
could be defeated.

The war of restoration in the Dominican Republic nurtured individu-
alistic rule by regional leaders who united local forces and were able to
maintain control of their regions. In Latin American and the Caribbean
this personalistic style of leadership is known as caudillismo, or loyalty
to a strong political figure, and the local leaders are frequently referred
to as caudillos.

Dominican presidents of the 19th century were typically the stron-
gest of the regional caudillos. Many Dominican caudillos who fought
against Spanish forces employed guerrilla tactics to expel the invaders.
They recruited local youths and relied on knowledge of the terrain
without forming coalitions with other regional leaders. Such strategies
made local leaders more powerful, ruling without aid from the capital
or the national government.

The caudillos who came to power at the end of the 19th century and
through much of the 20th century were intent on accumulating wealth
and reaping personal benefits, disregarding the public good and the
nation at large. It was not until the 20th century and the construction
of a national road system that the Dominican Republic developed more
fully into a nation-state where regional interests were subjugated to a
national agenda.

These dictatorial traits were not unique to the Dominican Republic.
The strongman became a standard figure in the politics of Cuba and
Haiti and, in a slightly different version and perhaps less dictatorial, in
the Anglophone Caribbean during self-rule and after independence.
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PUERTO RICO, CUBA,
AND THE SPANISH-
CUBAN-AMERICAN WAR
(1850-1900)

In the 1860s, Spain treasured Cuba and Puerto Rico, the source of
considerable wealth through high taxes and tariffs. The planter
aristocracy on the islands felt economically abused yet did not seek a
rupture with Spain, the mother country. In Cuba, the planters feared
that a break with Spain could bring an end to the slave trade and also
lead to a black insurrection similar to the Haitian Revolution. In Puerto
Rico, the planters were afraid that the United States might take posses-
sion of the island. There was also a cultural identification with Spain:
The Hispanic islands were Catholic, the language was Spanish, and the
traditions and family values were rooted in Spanish customs.

The islanders did have grievances. They wanted the tariff system
reformed and demanded representation in the Cortes, the Spanish
parliament, as well as equality with Spaniards. Spain, however, was
in no position to entertain these reforms. In 1868, a revolution over-
threw Queen Isabella 11 (1830-1904), and a new king, Amadeo of
Savoy (1845-90), was placed on the throne. The new Spanish govern-
ment, confronting its own political uncertainties and battling dissent,
responded to the requests from the islands with harsh measures that
included increasing the power of the military, shutting down the press,
outlawing political meetings, and increasing taxes and tariffs.

Spain would come to regret these measures.

Puerto Rico
In the 1850s, Puerto Ricans dissatisfied with Spanish rule began to
plot a revolution. Apart from the dissatisfaction with unfair taxation
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and high tariffs, Puerto Ricans also wanted an end to what they saw as
manifestations of Spanish tyranny, which, besides slavery, included the
libreta system, which made serfs out of laborers. It was put in place in
1848 by the Spanish governor. Under this system, laborers who lived
and worked on a plantation could not venture off the grounds without
the planter’s permission. The libreta was a notebook that had to be in
the laborer’s possession at all times. Laborers had to account for their
movements by indicating on their libreta time off from work, time
away from the plantation, and the time of return. Through the libreta,
planters knew everything about laborers. Such restrictions on personal
freedom were seen as manifestations of Spanish tyranny.

A committee traveled to Spain to plead for the abolition of slavery.
Segundo Ruiz Belviz (1819-76), a member of the committee, presented
an antislavery manifesto, Proyecto para la abolicion de la esclavitud en
Puerto Rico (Project for the abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico), in
which he described the ill effects of slavery on economics, society, and
the family structure. One of his principal arguments was that since
Puerto Rican agriculture was based on small farms rather than large
plantations, as found in Cuba and Jamaica, there was no need for
slavery. Furthermore, the island had the distinction of having a white
population that was greater than the slave population: 328,806 whites
versus 31,635 slaves. By ending slavery, Ruiz Belviz believed the former
slaves could be hired as workers, and the promise of paid labor would
serve as an incentive, thus augmenting productivity.

El Grito de Lares

A physician named Ramon Emeterio Betances (1827-98), who was
opposed to slavery, founded an abolitionist society in the 1850s.
Through the society, he and other wealthy members purchased new-
born slaves and freed them. Betances authored antislavery tracts that
angered the government, resulting in his exile by the Spanish authori-
ties. In the Dominican Republic, Betances wrote a proclamation of
freedom, known in Puerto Rico as “The Ten Commandments of Free
Men,” demanding the abolition of slavery, freedom of speech, freedom
of religion, freedom of the press, and the right to assemble. While pre-
paring his return to the island to lead an insurrection, Betances and his
fellow conspirators were betrayed. The authorities in the Dominican
Republic, observing neutrality accords, confiscated the boat obtained
to transport Betances and the weapons for the uprising.

On September 23, 1868, even without Betances, the rebellion took
place. Revolutionaries took over the town of Lares and raised a banner,
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the island’s first flag. A provisional government was established, slavery
was abolished, and a pile of the hated libretas was torched. As the rebels
moved on to another town, a Spanish militia surprised them; after a
battle, the rebels were dispersed.

Although the insurrection, known as El Grito de Lares, lasted just
one day, it had a long-lasting effect on Puerto Rico and Spain. In the
words of one nationalist writer, it was the day that “Spaniard became
Spaniard and the Puerto Rican, Puerto Rican” (Corretjer, 61), indicat-
ing the island’s political rupture with the mother country.

Aftermath of the Insurrection
The insurrection led to the end of slavery in Puerto Rico. In 1869, in
response to the Lares rebellion, the Spanish government began the
process of abolishing slavery with the desire of reducing Puerto Rican
grievances against the colonial authorities. Finally, in 1873, the slaves
were freed, though they were required to work for their former masters
for a period of three years.

After the Grito de Lares rebellion, there was tranquility in Puerto
Rico. Reforms were implemented that afforded the island a sense of
self-rule. Puerto Rican leaders and intellectuals debated whether to
seek autonomy from Spain or assimilation with the mother country.

In 1887 there was a setback as a new governor, believing liberal Puerto
Ricans who wanted independence were plotting against the government,
ordered hundreds of arrests. Many were then tortured or murdered in
prison. In November of that year, the governor planned to execute prom-
inent autonomist leaders, but protests from the Puerto Rican population
and the neighboring island of St. Thomas alerted the Spanish Cortes, who
removed the governor from office.

The movement toward autonomy continued, and in 1897, Spain
accepted the political compromise, the brainchild of Puerto Rican leader
Luis Munoz Rivera (1859-1916). Puerto Rico was now granted provin-
cial status, and Puerto Ricans were able to participate in local elections.
The deal with the Spanish provided for a military governor in Puerto
Rico who could rule only with the approval and support of elected
Puerto Rican officials. The island was permitted to make treaties with
foreign powers and could even accept or reject treaties with Spain.

Cuba’s Ten Years’ War

Cuba’s destiny was quite different. From 1868 to 1878, war raged on the
island. Prior to the 1860s, Cubans refrained from participating in open
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conflict against Spain. There were two main reasons for this. The first
was the large Spanish army presence on the island. The second was the
fear among the Cuban planter aristocracy that war could bring about the
abolition of slavery. Since black slaves were the sole workers in the sugar
industry, this would jeopardize the whole industry. Instead of rebelling,
Cubans attempted to work through the Spanish Cortes for greater auton-
omy and an end to high tariffs and taxes. Their requests were ignored.

El Grito de Yara

In October 1868, after hearing of the Lares rebellion in Puerto Rico,
Cuban plantation owners in the province of Oriente began their own
rebellion, known as El Grito de Yara, led by a rich planter named Carlos
Manuel de Céspedes