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Introduction

marcus rediker,  cassandra pybus,  
and emma christopher

the “middle passage” is an old maritime phrase, dating to the heyday of
the Atlantic slave trade. It designated the bottom line of a trading triangle,
between the “outward passage” from Europe to Africa and the “homeward
passage” from the Americas back to Europe. The Oxford English Dictionary
notes the first maritime usage as , by the abolitionist Thomas Clarkson.
The phrase is older than that, but by crediting Clarkson another truth is
revealed: through a broad-based social movement, those who campaigned to
abolish the slave trade made the middle passage notorious and a part of pop-
ular vocabulary in their own time and thereafter. Drawing upon and publi-
cizing the gruesome social conditions and the fierce resistance by enslaved
Africans aboard the slave ships, the abolitionists managed to focus attention
on a reality far beyond the shores of most people’s experience and to make
real the horrors of the middle passage to a metropolitan reading public.

This was in itself a great achievement, not least because most people in
the eighteenth century, like most people today, tended to regard as real only
the land—and national—spaces of the earth’s surface. The oceans were 
vast, ahistorical voids. Of course, maritime exploration and discovery
showed that history happened on the oceans, as did the naval battles that
determined the course of history. But explorers and admirals were incor-
porated into top-down, national, and “terra-centric” narratives, even when
the seaborne agents who made the discoveries and battles possible were a





motley crew of sailors who eluded national definition.1 Because the aboli-
tionist campaign demonstrated that history happened on the high seas,
many scholars have turned their attention to the middle passage of the
African slave trade and have built a significant body of historical literature
that transcends the land boundaries of nation-states. This scholarship is the
inspiration for our volume.

In part, this book has evolved from a cluster of ideas presented in The
Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of
the Revolutionary Atlantic.2 The first of these ideas is that the rise of capi-
talism from the late sixteenth century onward forced millions of expro -
priated people to make middle passages from Europe and Africa to the
Americas. The second is that the epitome of these middle passages, that of
the Atlantic slave trade, might be used to explore other social and cultural
transformations that resulted from the transport of people around the globe.
The third is that it might be possible to relate the experiences of slaves,
indentured servants, transported convicts, and coerced migrants of all
kinds. The fourth is that “prisons” of various sorts—from the slave’s barra-
coon to the convict’s jail to the sailor’s crimp house—were themselves an
instrumental part of various middle passages, even when the laborer was
nominally “free.” In all, the middle passage is not merely a maritime phrase
to describe one part of an oceanic voyage; it can, rather, be utilized as a con-
cept—the structuring link between expropriation in one geographic setting
and exploitation in another. Given the current trend toward global histo-
ries, it seemed to the editors of this volume that the scholarship on the
African slave voyage across the Atlantic had a role to play in speaking to the
wider historiography of forced migration, sometimes on land but especially
in ocean crossings. In this book we show how the concept of the middle
passage has relevance to a range of migrations involving the coerced move-
ment of people, sometimes simultaneously with the slave trade, as part of
a worldwide process of capitalist development that spanned centuries and
continues to this day.

Scholars in many disciplines can benefit from what the specialists on the
Atlantic slave trade have shown: that the history made during the middle
passage was essentially threefold, featuring a thesis-antithesis-synthesis
dialectic. It is a history of captivity, cruelty, torture, terror, and death, which
in turn created a history of resistance and, finally, emerging from the two,
a history of cultural creativity. The people who made the voyage were acted
upon, as objects of violence and discipline, but they were also actors in their
own right; they were subjects of rebellion, agents of history-making. They
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i n t r o d u c t i o n 

were transformed, by the actions of others and by their own, as they made
the oceanic voyage, with enormous consequences for world history. As
Ralph Ellison famously wrote of the African-American struggle: “Any peo-
ple who could endure all of that brutalization and keep together, who could
undergo such dismemberment, resuscitate itself, and endure until it could
take the initiative in achieving its own freedom is obviously more than the
sum of its brutalization.”3 As the essays in the book demonstrate, this obser-
vation applies to many other dispossessed peoples around the world.4

The threefold process of violence, resistance, and creativity in the Atlantic
slave trade is illustrated by what happened aboard the slave ship Brookes,
best known as the vessel depicted in the infamous diagram “Plan and Sec-
tions of a Slave Ship,” produced by abolitionists in several editions, first in
– and then many times after. But the Brookes was not just an aboli-
tionist symbol; it was a real ship, built specifically for the slave trade by the
Liverpool merchant Joseph Brookes Jr. It made ten complete voyages as a
slaver, taking on board , Africans and delivering , of them alive
in the New World.5 One of its voyages, in –, was effectively docu-
mented by its surgeon, Dr. Thomas Trotter.

The voyage featured the usual horrors of the trade. The captain, Clement
Noble, was a man “whose character was perfectly congenial to the trade.”
Both Noble and the trade itself were, Trotter implied, brutal and beyond
comprehension. A total of  enslaved people, many of them men who
were chained, were jammed below decks in one-hundred-degree heat and
packed “spoonways.” The rolling of the ship bruised and rubbed their bod-
ies raw; people gasped for breath, and some died of asphyxiation. Others
perished from scurvy, yet more from dysentery. Fifty-eight bodies were
thrown over the side to the sharks that likely waited below. Those who sur-
vived and dared to resist suffered forced “dancing,” choreographed by the
cat-o’-nine-tails, and were force-fed through the dreaded speculum oris. At
night Trotter heard emanating from the slave quarters “a howling melan-
choly kind of noise, something expressive of extreme anguish.” When he
asked a woman who served as an interpreter to discover its cause, she told
him that the visceral cry came when people awoke from dreams of being
back at home with loved ones, only to discover themselves stuck in a float-
ing dungeon.6

The enslaved resisted the violence and terror aboard the Brookes in a vari-
ety of ways. The most famous incident involved a man who had been
enslaved after a quarrel with a village notable and who on his first night



aboard cut his own throat. Summoned below by a sailor, Trotter found the
man a bloody mess. Trotter stitched up the cut, but the man soon tore out
the sutures and cut his throat on the other side. When Trotter returned, the
man (who spoke English) told Trotter “he would never go with white men.”
The man then “looked wistfully at the skies” and uttered several sentences
that Trotter could not understand. The young doctor ordered the sailors to
search the men’s apartment for the instrument the man had used to cut his
throat, but they found nothing. When Trotter discovered that the man had
blood on his fingertips and that the wound had “ragged edges,” the doctor
concluded that the man had ripped open his throat with his own finger-
nails. His hands tied and weapons subdued, he refused all sustenance and
died a week to ten days later.

This man, like so many other nameless people who resisted, made his-
tory by raising the price of conducting business and lowering profits in the
slave trade.7 He also made history in another way. In , abolitionists
persuaded Trotter to tell his tale to a parliamentary committee investigat-
ing the slave trade. The story he told stimulated fierce argument on the
committee, the proslavery members agreeing with Captain Noble that the
enslaved man was “perfectly mad,” while anti–slave-trade members agreed
with Trotter that the man “was perfectly in his senses” and that rationally
chosen suicide was the moral of the story. So a willful act of self-destruc-
tion by an unnamed African on a ship in the middle of the wide Atlantic
provoked debate among the most powerful people in the world and con-
tributed in no small way to an eventual parliamentary vote for abolition less
than two years later.

Amid all the violence, suffering, and death on the lower deck of the
Brookes and on countless other slavers, new means of communication and
new solidarities were being formed among the enslaved, through the lan-
guage of resistance in action (hunger strikes, leaps overboard, and insur-
rection) and through new patterns of speech. In what Richard Price and
Sidney Mintz identified as fictive kinship, the enslaved who traveled across
the Atlantic on the same ship would call each other shipmate, sibbi (Dutch
creole), or malungo (Portuguese in Brazil), all the equivalent of brother and
sister, creating new kin to replace what had been destroyed by their abduc-
tion and enslavement in Africa.8 As Thomas Trotter saw, the families,
friends, and other relations on the Brookes shrieked madly as they were sep-
arated from each other and sold in the slave market of Jamaica.9 Here, as
on hundreds of other slave ships, the community of mortal suffering had
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begun to give birth to defiant, resilient, life-affirming African American cul-
tures. It was a dialectic of stunning power and a sure sign of how important
processes took place on the oceans, on the ships, in the middle passage.

Inspired by this history, and determined to build upon it, we invited a num-
ber of international scholars working in disparate areas of historical inquiry,
economic history, and literature to consider how the transatlantic middle
passage might illuminate their own scholarship in relation to the coerced
movement of people. In so doing we were mindful of the point made by
Paul Lovejoy and other scholars, and reiterated here by Ned Alpers, that the
sea voyage was only one leg of a traumatic journey that forcibly removed
men and women from their homes and delivered them to distant destina-
tions, and that the passage begins when people are swept up by the eco-
nomic and social forces that drive coerced migration around the globe.10

This book is intended to add to the recent trend of historians’ applying a
global perspective to the experiences of forced and free migrations. In 
Patrick Manning’s edited volume Slave Trades, –: The Globaliza-
tion of Forced Labour repositioned work on the slave trade into a global
framework.11 More recently, David Eltis’s edited volume Coerced and Free
Migration: Global Perspectives placed the transatlantic slave trade within the
framework of other migrations from the sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth
centuries. Eltis’s reasons for selecting this period are directly relevant to this
book: he cites the large number of people who voyaged across the seas, as
well as over land, more than half of whom migrated unwillingly, and he
notes that of the rest, a “very large number” were only partially free, bound
as indentured servants, coolie laborers, or under some other kind of com-
pulsion to work when they reached their destination.12

Our intention is not to offer surveys of global events as these books do
but to present specific examination of different facets of the process in var-
ious temporal and geographic locations and to provide a wider perspec -
tive on the trope of the middle passage. By presenting empirically driven
accounts of just some migrations that occurred within the period from the
eighteenth century to the present, our intention is to highlight different 
elements of the journey—both physical and psychological—between the
expropriation of labor in one geographic location and exploitation of labor
in a distant and alien location. Examining the passage from origin to des-
tination, in different places and at different times, accompanied by varying
degrees of violence and coercion, casts new light on the process of forced
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migration and the continuities and divergences with the transatlantic mid-
dle passage. In this way we hope that new questions will be raised and new
areas of research suggested.

The contributors explore a range of topics and employ a variety of narra-
tive approaches, although each author considers individual human experi-
ence, as well as the business that drives coerced migration. The essays
provide a vivid picture of the confusion, anguish, and suffering endured on
these various middle passages, together with insight into the violence,
duplicity, and chilling calculation involved in the shipping of human cargo.
Ned Alpers looks at the passage of enslaved African and Malagasy people
eastward in the Indian Ocean, mostly in small indigenous sailing vessels
operating within a complex set of networks involving Arab, Swahili, Indian,
European, and American slavers in the nineteenth century. In the same ter-
ritory Iain McCalman focuses on David Livingstone’s “discovery” of the
inland sea, Lake Nyassa. In the process Livingstone inadvertently exposed
one of the busiest Indian Ocean slave routes, with Arab dhows carrying
enslaved cargo across the lake on the first leg of their passage to the clove
fields of Zanzibar, the harems of Turkey and Saudi Arabia, or the sugar plan-
tations of Reunion. At the other end of the Indian Ocean, in the Sulu Sea,
James Warren examines the enslavement of people from Borneo, the penin-
sula of Malaya, the Philippine archipelago, and the islands of Indonesia who
were transported over great distances in galleylike prahus by sea raiders with
a vast network of trading bases throughout Southeast Asia. Both Alpers and
Warren explore the experience of capture, enslavement, and migration
through the voices of individuals, drawing on the testimonies of liberated
slaves. McCalman has chosen to privilege the voice of Livingstone alone,
to show how the horror of his unanticipated discovery drove an almost mys-
tical determination to destroy “the slave trade—that monster of iniquity
which has so long brooded over Africa.”13

In Nigel Penn’s contribution we hear the voice of the well-educated Ger-
man traveler Peter Kolb, whose shipboard journal illuminates the experi-
ence of his mostly illiterate fellow countrymen who, as bonded soldiers of
the Verenigde Oost–Indische Compagnie (VOC, or Dutch East India
Company), were transported across vast oceans to the Cape of Good Hope
and Batavia in the early eighteenth century. Examining the beginning of
antipodean penal transportation in the late eighteenth century, Cassandra
Pybus takes the experience of one African convict, transported on the First

r e d i k e r ,  p y b u s ,  a n d  c h r i s t o p h e r



Fleet to Australia, to explore how that long and traumatic voyage echoed
the experience of the transatlantic passage into slavery. Clare Anderson
interrogates first-person accounts of mutiny by Indian convicts on the ships
of the East India Company in the first half of the nineteenth century and
is able to show how the passage into penal servitude in Southeast Asia, Mau-
ritius, and the Andaman Islands could be a catalyst for creative negotiation
and resistance. Julia Martinez examines the testimony of trafficked women
and children in Southeast Asia, from the late nineteenth century to the 
pres ent, and hears disturbing echoes of slavery in a form of labor migration
that is often portrayed as freely undertaken.

Other contributors step back from individual experience to focus primar-
ily on the business and mechanics of labor migration. Emma Christopher
scrutinizes the appalling mortality among the convicts on the Second Fleet
to Australia, contracted for and captained by slave traders for whom this
starved and chained human cargo had no saleable value. Scott Nelson inves-
tigates the Irish and Chinese workers brought to the United States to fill
armies and build railroads during the Civil War, to show how immigrants
who apparently left home of their own free will did not arrive at work that
way. Nelson demonstrates how the “railway ensemble” of fast steamships,
closed arrival points, and hand cars deposited migrant workers at the farthest
reaches of America, creating “a special category of labor somewhere between
slavery and freedom.” Likewise, Evelyn Hu-DeHart looks at the Chinese
coolie trade as a prime example of nineteenth-century global capitalism, a
lucrative new configuration of the famous “triangular trade” in the Atlantic.
In the coolie trade everyone except the labor migrants profited; if the migrants
survived the terrible voyage, they were consigned to a brutal and demeaning
indenture on plantations in Cuba and Peru that were originally worked by
slave labor. In considering the “blackbirding” trade in the western Pacific,
Laurence Brown reveals how the recruitment of Melanesian migrant work-
ers, known as Kanakas, involved a dynamic mix of Mel anesian agency and
external coercion, frequently moving between enslave ment and contract
labor. While some Kanakas were blatantly kidnapped, others were very much
in control of their destiny when they joined the blackbirding ships.

These essays raise questions about relative coercion, volition, agency, and
oppression. As Nelson indicates, it is impossible to know how willing were
the , Irish emigrants who left their homeland to work in the United
States in  or how many of the thousands who departed from China
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went of their own free will. The processes by which Chinese coolies bound
for Latin America joined the transport ships did not involve the buying and
selling of people, although crimps and agents using dubious methods of
recruitment were almost always involved. Although the decision to become
a migrant may have been voluntary, involving little or even no duress, the
process could readily become as coercive, violent, and personally alienating
as the most extreme form of forced labor, while conditions of work could
be as brutally exploitative, with little or no choice available. The point is
well made by Julia Martinez, who agrees that we should acknowledge
women’s capacity for agency, and their right to choose to become workers
in the international sex industry, but the distinction between free will and
coercion is difficult when a woman’s journey begins with some degree of
consent yet ends in brutal and demeaning slavery. Whether immigrant
workers were laborers made to work with nitroglycerine on the American
railroads or sex workers forced into unprotected sex with multiple partners,
they were recruited for labor that was inherently dangerous and almost
always attended by vicious forms of coercion.

Just as every captive African who made the transatlantic crossing had a
distinctive, personal experience within the vast tragedy, so too there are
many different individual stories within the traumatic migrations discussed
in this book. Not that it is our intention to make a comparison of the var-
ious types of forced migration or to attempt judgment about relative suf-
fering. Any such comparison is as repugnant as it is absurd. We would be
the first to acknowledge that chattel slavery has a unique place in human
history and is not just another kind of coerced labor; it has attributes that
distinguish it from other forms of coercion and oppression. In sheer num-
bers alone the transatlantic slave trade dwarfs the other migrations discussed
here. Numbers are problematic, of course. The historiography of the
transatlantic slave trade has produced considerable scholarship and argu-
ment since Philip Curtin’s calculation of . million shipped across the
Atlantic and Joseph Inikori’s rejoinder that  million was closer to the
truth.14 Even the latest statistics, of about  million, mostly emanating
from The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade: A Database on CD-ROM, compiled at
the Du Bois Center, have not completely settled the matter.15 The number
of Africans who died during their long march to the coast, or in the facto-
ries, barracoons, and castles of the coast, are little known and perhaps ulti-
mately unknowable. Still, even with the contested figure of  million
people, the transatlantic slave trade is in a class of its own.
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Numbers for the Indian Ocean slave trade remain elusive, with statistics
constantly being revised, but Alpers estimates that more than  million
slaves left Mozambique alone. Warren estimates that , to ,
people were captured by slavers and taken to the Sulu Sultanate between
the end of the eighteenth century and .16 Hu-DeHart’s conservative
estimate is that more than  million Chinese coolies left for overseas desti-
nations in the second half of the nineteenth century, while other scholars
suggest that more than  million left China for Southeast Asia, Hawaii, the
West Indies, California, and Australia between  and  alone, but
not all were bonded laborers.17 Penn reports that , German bonded
laborers sailed aboard ships of the VOC. Anderson estimates that, in addi-
tion to the , Indian indentured laborers who went to British colonies
in the Caribbean and Asia in the nineteenth century (not discussed here),
about , Indian convicts were exiled overseas between  and 
and perhaps double that during the second half of the nineteenth century.18

According to Nelson, in the single year of , nearly , Irish labor-
ers were brought to the United States. The number of British and Irish con-
victs shipped to Australia between  and  was approximately
,. More than , Pacific Islanders were transported to Australia,
Fiji, New Caledonia, and other Pacific locations between  and .
Even without counting the estimated  million enslaved in the world
today, the middle passages described in this book involved at least  mil-
lion people.

In terms of longevity the transatlantic middle passage was unsurpassed,
albeit the dates of the Indian Ocean trade remain indistinct and contentious.
Lasting more than four centuries, the Atlantic slave trade’s effects on Africa,
Europe, and the Americas are so far reaching as to justify its huge historiog-
raphy and the countless academic and popular discussions surrounding it.
That said, we are mindful that the traffic in enslaved peoples, from Africa
and elsewhere, is today greater than it has ever been. According to the Inter-
national Labour Organisation, more than  million people in the world are
locked in a modern form of slavery, while the U.S. Department of State tells
us that , to , men, women, and children are trafficked across
international borders each year. The pathbreaking work of Kevin Bales has
exposed the problem to be far greater than anyone supposed, with about 
million people enslaved, more than at any point in history.19 As Bales and
Zoe Trodd painfully remind us, quoting Toni Morrison in the afterword,
“All of it is now.” The middle passage continues unabated, but they note
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that where the passage into bondage was racialized in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, “vulnerability counts for more than skin color” in
modern times.20

For the middle passages under discussion here, a shared facet of the expe-
rience is the dislocation and alienation suffered during the journeys. The
sense of disarticulation from all that was previously known was a severe
shock to these long-distance migrants, and the experience of estrangement
and dislocation among voyagers is a common theme of the book. For the
captured Africans discussed by Alpers, with each step of the journey across
land as well as sea that took them away from their own communities into
the alien environments of the Indian Ocean slaving system, they were forced
to learn new languages and new sets of customary practices. Warren dis-
cusses how the trauma of those seized in the Sulu Zone, as capture pro-
gressed into enslavement, was so severe it might be fatal. However, for those
survivors co-opted into the slaving society, a new self-identity could assuage
the overwhelming dislocation of the loss of home and family. In the case of
the forms of penal transportation discussed by Pybus, Christopher, and
Anderson, the forced removal of British, Irish, and Indian convicts from
their homelands was an integral part of their punishment. Within Britain
those found guilty of crimes were judged to have forfeited the right to live
among their family and friends and were banished to an impossibly remote
and unknown place from which, as Pybus notes, it was deemed “hardly pos-
sible for people to return.”21 For Hindu convicts transported from India,
punishment was heightened by being unable to meet their strict food prepa-
ration and ablution requirements during the voyage, while for some the
journey itself—crossing kala pani (black water)—involved a loss of caste.
Hu-DeHart reveals that Chinese coolies found relief in opium from phys-
ical and emotional pain experienced on the long and arduous voyage to
plantations in Cuba and Peru, where the overseers found that withholding
or extending the drug to severely addicted workers was an effective tool of
labor management. Martinez also observes that the use of narcotics has long
been an integral part of the coercion and control of trafficked women.

The theme of death—both actual and social—that runs through this vol-
ume reminds us that Orlando Patterson’s theories of social death have appli-
cations in settings beyond chattel slavery. Certainly, the people discussed
here were alienated from the place of their birth, and many were dishon-
ored and stripped of their personal power, facets that Patterson identifies as
common to the slave experience worldwide and throughout history. His

r e d i k e r ,  p y b u s ,  a n d  c h r i s t o p h e r 



theory has particular pertinence to penal transportation, given that many
of those convicts shipped from Britain, Ireland, and India had originally
been sentenced to death and then reprieved in favor of the profoundly dis-
locating experience of transportation. Rather than being rendered “socially
dead,” so that they could be reborn through their master as the complete
slave might be, convicts existed in a liminal, uncertain legal world, saved
only through the benevolence and mercy of their monarch. In the same
way, those enslaved in the Indian Ocean, the Sulu Zone, and as child slaves
were stripped of their personal sovereignty to live in a subordinate place in
a new society.

Sea voyages were treacherous at the best of times, so physical death was a
terrifyingly real possibility to many of those whose experiences are recounted
here. McCalman relates that even on Lake Nyassa, where wild weather led
Livingstone’s men to rename it the “Lake of Storms,” the slave dhows had
an exceptionally high mortality rate. Dysentery, scurvy, cholera, typhus, yel-
low fever, dropsy, typhoid, dehydration, severe ulcers, coercive brutality, and
general debility caused equally high mortality rates on the vastly different
passages recounted here. Overcrowding aboard transport ships increased the
suffering and risks, a common thread in these discussions of different migra-
tion experiences. Nelson notes the criticism of the New York Times that immi-
grant labor agents in the s strove to “rival one another in the number
of human beings they can crowd ’tween decks.”22 Hu-DeHart writes of the
space on board coolie ships for each migrant as being approximately that of
a coffin and recounts how some of these tightly confined men sought a des-
perate escape through opium overdose or jumping into the sea. Suicide was
also a route of escape for the soldiers of the VOC, who endured privation,
powerlessness, and alienation aboard ship, Penn explains, but more com-
monly escape took the form of psychotic behavior and “all sorts of mad 
imaginings, [that] made it necessary to watch over them as if they were lit-
tle children.”23 In the Kanaka trade the use of aged schooners lighter than
one hundred tons, which could sail between the reefs that surrounded the
Pacific islands, caused overcrowding and unsanitary conditions among
Melanesian recruits. More than the decrepit ships, with their torn rigging,
rotting hulks, and leaking holds, it was the image of naked, dark-skinned
bodies crammed below the deck that led contemporary observers to con-
demn the trade as slavery by another name.

It was, of course, the image of Africans similarly stowed into a tight, 
airless space below deck that made the drawing of the slave ship Brookes
perhaps the most powerful visual propaganda that any social movement has
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ever produced.24 The abolitionist campaigner Thomas Clarkson explained
that the image made “an instantaneous impression of horror upon all who
saw it.” The image was not merely the picture worth a thousand words, he
believed, but a language unto itself “which was at once intelligible and 
irresistible.”25 There can be no doubt that the image of the Brookes played a
fundamental role in making the suffering of the slave trade immediate and
real to metropolitan audiences in the Atlantic world, and it spurred the pres-
sure on Parliament to abolish the trade, in the face of well-funded opposi-
tion, in . The genius of the image of the Brookes was that it not only
raised the question of the evil of the transatlantic slave trade, it captured and
summarized the brutal logic and cold, rational mentality of the business: the
process by which human beings were reduced to a commodity called “slave.”26

As Brown notes, the similarities in the form and process of transportation,
rather than the actual conditions of labor were what focused abolitionists’
attention on the Pacific trade. Accusations that ships were “fitted up pre-
cisely like an African slaver, minus the irons,”27 and so must be engaged in a
slave trade, carried considerable public weight. McCalman recounts that Liv-
ingstone’s horror at the sight of lateen-rigged dhows with their human cargo
strapped face down, three or more layers deep, on bamboo racks drove his
campaign against this “trade in hell.”28 The same abolitionist fervor perme-
ated official British circles in Mozambique in the s and s, Alpers
reveals, in response to shocking revelations about the conditions of passage
in East Africa trade. The American consul to Hong Kong condemned the
coolie trade to Peru and Cuba, in part because he noticed that the ships were
fitted out with bars and grates, “the same as the slave ships are said to have
been fitted.”29 As Christopher points out, the appalling death rate on the
convict ship Neptune among male convicts chained below deck in slave
shackles provoked damning comparisons with the transatlantic trade. “[T]he
slave trade is merciful compared to what I have seen in this fleet,” a shocked
officer complained to William Wilberforce.30 Personal accounts of the hor-
rendous conditions of various middle passages, which inform the contribu-
tions of Alpers, Warren, and Martinez, as well as Bales and Trodd, are
themselves the product of abolitionist campaigns.

Yet it is far from the case that abolitionist zeal has attached to every kind
of middle passage. The contributions of both Pybus and Christopher point
to the significant silence of eighteenth-century abolitionists concerning the
many resemblances between penal transportation and the slave trade. Their
silence is especially telling given that a prominent slave-trading firm had
contracted to provide the transport for the convicts. Christopher shows
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that, despite the anguished appeal to William Wilberforce regarding the
conditions on Neptune, abolitionists turned away from protest against the
treatment of transported felons. Warren shows that the paradox is even more
marked in the Sulu Zone, where the devastating slave trade was both stim-
ulated by the demands of British trade and enhanced by the acquisition of
British firearms, at precisely the time the British were engaged in suppress-
ing the transatlantic slave trade. Hu-DeHart makes a similar point in rela-
tion to the coolie trade, stressing that it was the British, after pressuring the
French, Spanish, and Portuguese to follow their lead in ending the African
slave trade, who first pioneered and profited from this new system of forced
labor. At the very same time that the British banned the slave trade, two
hundred Chinese laborers were sent to work plantations in the colony of
Trinidad, under contract for five years, for a period known euphemistically
as “industrial residence.”

Survival, assimilation, and adaptation are themes that run through this
book, paralleling in some ways the experience of the transatlantic middle
passage. During that voyage from Africa the unspeakable misery between
the decks of the slave vessels brought into being something new and life
affirming. So, too, other middle passages saw the formation of new cultures
welded from disparate life experiences, languages, and belief systems. Even
on ships where the cargo was relatively homogeneous, such as the convict
vessels to Australia, there was still a marked difference in race, dialects,
idioms, and regional customs. Yet, for all their differences, the brutalized
men and women who disembarked in a howling wilderness at the end of
the world discovered common cause in their desperate struggle to fend off
famine and avoid the lash. Anderson reveals how some Indian convicts, tra-
ditionally separated by caste and religion, were able to forge a common bond
in order to foment rebellion and mutiny on the East India Company ves-
sels. Stubborn, resistant life fought back against social death.

The experience of men and women captured in the Sulu Zone provides
a compelling example of the process of assimilation and adaptation.
“Trussed up in the hold of a prahu,” Warren writes, “the main concern of
many new captives was to maintain their personality intact—ethnic iden-
tity and culture of origin. They hoped, at some point in the foreseeable
future, to escape and return to their former world as the same person who
had left it.” Inevitably, these men and women had to turn their attention
to the basic business of staying alive, as their captors tried to break their
spirit and to strip them of all personal honor. In due course many were suc-
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cessfully incorporated into the slave-owning society that had stripped them
of their own cultural integrity, and often they too became captors and tor-
mentors. Just as the transatlantic slave trade created a network of African
traders, middlemen, canoe-men, translators, and guards, the repeat ocean
crossings of Melanesian indentured laborers created a knowing and assertive
cohort of returned immigrants. Brown shows how returned Kanakas were
able to influence, and even control, recruitment in the islands, powerfully
reshaping the Pacific labor trade over time.

In a not dissimilar process the bonded soldiers of the VOC, and the exiled
felons of Britain—having endured terrible trauma on their passage to the
far side of the world—were eventually incorporated into the brutal process
of oppressing and coercing more recent arrivals, as well as indigenous peo-
ples, in the raw colonial outposts that they were sent to subdue and trans-
form. The soldiers sent to the colony established by the VOC at the southern
tip of Africa became founding members of a society based on violent dis-
possession and exploitation of the indigenous people. Penn provides an
intriguing insight: the revulsion with which Peter Kolb came to view so
many of his fellow Europeans, especially the sailors, on the journey to the
Cape may have prepared him to be unusually sensitive and sympathetic to
the indigenous Khoikhoi, whose rapidly disappearing society and culture
he was famously to document for posterity. The British colony created on
the east coast of Australia in  was meant for the reception of trans-
ported felons, but it too was established by a breathtaking act of disposses-
sion. The convicts forcibly shipped to the penal colony included a small
minority of black convicts, who “were perforce participants, active or pas-
sive, in a great crime, the brutal dispossession of the Aborigines.”31 Aus-
tralians are still living with the implications of that dispossession: the life
expectancy of Aboriginals is twenty years less than that of other Australians,
while alcohol and drug abuse, especially gasoline sniffing, have created vio-
lently dysfunctional Aboriginal communities where women and children
suffer catastrophic levels of abuse.32

Set against the experience of unfree migrants who were incorporated into
the culture and society of their new world is the more common experience
of continuing dislocation and alienation in the new homeland, com-
pounded by exclusion, hostility, and rejection. For women and child slaves
without sponsorship and legal sanction, as Martinez reveals, harsh border
controls tragically compound the trauma of forced immigration. The
majority of labor migrants in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were
specifically recruited for arduous and unpleasant labor. The host countries
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had little expectation that the migrants might also be settlers who would
become future citizens. The circumstance of the Chinese coolies in Peru,
who found themselves real pariahs in the distant place to which they had
been carried, was duplicated in other countries. The Chinese migrants dis-
cussed by Nelson faced systematic discrimination and attempts to expel them
from the United States as soon as the transcontinental railway was com-
pleted. When the Federation of Australia was created in , one of the
first acts of nation building was to repudiate the labor recruitment policy
that had bought sixty-four thousand Kanakas to work the sugar plantations
and to deport all those who had made their home in Australia since the pol-
icy was instigated in . In the tiny island nation of Fiji the British colo-
nial practice of importing indentured labor, primarily from India but also
from Pacific islands, meant that the indigenous Fijians were just half the pop-
ulation at the time of independence. Since then, attempts to entrench indige-
nous control have sparked two military coups and repeated attempts to
disenfranchise the immigrant community.

At the other end of the scale the United States presents a stark example
of the problematic aftermath of that monumental forced migration, the
transatlantic middle passage, in the alienation of millions of black youth,
which is seen by many as America’s most significant social problem.33 Recent
studies have shown that young black men have by far the poorest life chance
of any people in the United States, prone to violence and self-destructive
behavior, with staggering figures for incarceration and unemployment. The
historian John Hope Franklin believes that to comprehend fully a social
tragedy of such magnitude, we must reach back to African slavery and the
creation of a segregated society that grew out of slavery, “that made our
nation and that made these young people pariahs of the land, thus hang-
ing a chain of dishonesty and hypocrisy around the nation’s neck.”34

Orlando Patterson also sees this intractable contemporary problem as “a
time-slice of a deep historical process,” a direct legacy of the middle passage
and generations of slavery that have entrenched brutalizing and alienating
cultural practices. It is a “time-slice” of history that is regularly being played
out in penitentiaries across the United States, as Marcus Rediker suggests
in the poetic coda to this book.35
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The Other Middle Passage
The African Slave Trade in the Indian Ocean

edward a.  alpers

the middle passage, traditionally presented as the most traumatic moment
in the entire slave trade, has assumed iconographic significance for many
diasporic Africans in the Black Atlantic.1 As Colin Palmer concludes:

The Middle Passage was more than just a shared physical experience for
those who survived it. It was and is a metaphor for the suffering of African
peoples born of their enslavement, of severed ties, of longing for a lost
homeland, of a forced exile. . . . It is a living and wrenching aspect of the
history of the peoples of the African diaspora, an inescapable part of their
present impossible to erase or exorcise. A gruesome reminder of things
past, it is simultaneously a signifier of a people’s capacity to survive and to
refuse to be vanquished.2

As in the larger historiography of the African slave trade, the Atlantic dom-
inates both the evidence for and the literature of the middle passage. How-
ever, there is no evidence that the middle passage in the Indian Ocean
occupies the kind of central role in collective memory that Palmer describes
for the African diaspora, although persistent recollections bear witness that
Africa is still a presence in many of these communities.

My intention is to bring a measure of balance to this historiography by
examining evidence from eastern Africa in order to shed some light on the
middle passage in the Indian Ocean. In addition, I contend that the sea



voyage from Africa west to the Americas or east across the Indian Ocean
was only one leg of the traumatic journey that forcibly removed free Africans
from their homes in Africa to their ultimate destinations. Indeed, I believe
that it is a mistake to restrict analyses of the middle passage only to oceanic
passages, assuming that enslaved Africans embarked from the African coast
as though they were leaving their native country, when in fact their passage
from freedom into slavery actually began with the moment in which they
were swept up by the economic forces that drove the slave trade deep into
the African interior.

I also seek to demonstrate that the middle passage encompasses a much
more complex set of forced migrations than is usually assumed. From the
moment they were seized and began their movement to the coast, captive
Africans had to begin the process of personal survival and cultural adjust-
ment associated with the diaspora. They learned new languages, received
new names, ate new foods, and forged new bonds among themselves before
they ever had to adjust fully to the work of slavery or the conditions of lib-
eration. I will illustrate how some of these processes worked by presenting
an album of individual experiences—of capture, enslavement, and move-
ment to the coast and then across the water—from nineteenth-century east-
ern Africa. All these accounts refer to events at the height of the slave trade
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and must be understood as prod-
ucts of the abolitionist movement.

The earliest of these published freed-slave narratives is the story of Swema,
a Yao girl from northwestern Mozambique.3 In , when she was perhaps
ten years of age, Swema was given as a pawn to her mother’s creditor, because
Swema’s mother was unable to repay a debt. The creditor then sold Swema
to a passing “Arab” slave caravan.4 During the caravan to the coast, Swema
and the other captives were usually fed a diet of millet or bean porridge,
sometimes even roasted bananas or sweet potatoes. According to Swema,
“To prevent desertion and at the same time husband the strength of the
porters of the merchandise, the leaders take care during the march to feed
the slaves well who are under their command.”5 But soon the caravan left
the fertile country of Yaoland and entered the dry steppe between the
Ruvuma River and Kilwa. Despondent at the failing strength of her mother,
who had been allowed to accompany her, Swema had to be force-fed by her
captor. In the end, Swema’s mother was literally worked to death and left to
die by the road. After a long, harrowing journey, Swema finally reached the
coast at Kilwa, the principal slaving port for all of East Africa, where, after
resting and recuperating for several days, “one beautiful morning” she was
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loaded aboard a slaving dhow bound for the principal Indian Ocean slave
market at Zanzibar. According to Swema’s account,

The slaves who found themselves in the same group began to tremble all
over and to cry out in a strange manner. “Oh!” they said, “we are lost. We
are going to Zanzibar where there are white men who eat the Blacks.”

Although I was generally indifferent to everything that happened
around me, I did not long remain in this state in the dhow, where my suf-
fering redoubled. We were so closely packed that not only could I not
turn, but not even breathe. The heat and thirst became insufferable, and a
great seasickness made my suffering even worse.

At night a strong cold wind chilled us and covered us at every moment
with sea foam that was raised up by the violence of the wind. The next day
each one of us received a little drinking water and a piece of dry manioc
root. Thus it was that we passed six long and still more painful long days
and nights. Hunger, thirst, seasickness, the sudden transition from great
heat to insupportable cold, the impossibility of laying down one’s head for
a moment because of lack of space, finally all these sufferings combined to
make me regret for the first time our painful voyage across the desert. But
courage! Our existence will change, because there we are at the island of
Zanzibar.

A good wind continued to swell our triangular sail [i.e., the lateen sail
of the dhow] and soon we found ourselves before the great city. Two can-
non shots made the dhow shake. The sail was lowered and the anchor was
dropped.6

Upon being landed, Swema was examined at the slave market by the Arab
who had financed the slaving expedition that brought her to the coast, but
because she was so weak, she was discarded as being worthless and buried
alive in a shallow grave outside the town. Miraculously, Swema was rescued
from her shallow grave, taken to the Catholic mission, and revived.

The exhausted state in which she reached the coast was not unique.
According to a report published in  by a member of the British anti–
slave-trade patrol, “The second day after leaving Zanzibar we took a dhow
with  slaves, almost all children, or boys under ; and as they had only
started they were in good health, all but a few who are significantly called
the lanterns by the sailors, because, I suppose, you can almost see through
them.”7 In the mid-s, Sir Bartle Frere, who headed the British Indian
delegation to negotiate the final anti–slave-trade treaty with the sultan of
Zanzibar in , reported to his government on the plight of enslaved chil-
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dren: “[W]henever the child could be got to recount the history of its cap-
ture, the tale was almost invariably one of surprise, kidnapping and gener-
ally of murder, always of indescribable suffering on the way down to the
coast and on the dhow voyage.”8

Dating to the mid-s, the edited journals of J. F. Elton, the British
consul at Mozambique who was an ardent enforcer of the recently con-
cluded anti–slave-trade treaty with the sultan of Zanzibar, are full of refer-
ences to the middle passage. Before he reached Mozambique, Elton had
marched south from Dar es Salaam behind the coast toward the great slave
depot of Kilwa Kivinje, in what is today southern mainland Tanzania. Along
the way, he received reports of numerous slave caravans that were taken
overland from Kilwa, north along the coast, specifically to avoid the new
ban on slave trading and the intervention of the British anti–slave-trade
patrol.9 Most of these captives were destined for the booming clove plan-
tations on Pemba Island; eventually, they would have been smuggled by sea
across the channel separating the mainland from the island, thereby avoid-
ing the sultan’s enforcement of the treaty at Zanzibar itself.

In addition, Elton directly observed two such caravans. The first pre-
sented a scene of chaos, probably caused by the appearance of Elton’s party,
although he was under strict orders not to interfere with any mainland slave
coffles. Arabs were driving gangs of slaves before them through the long
grass into the bush, loose slaves and excited slave drivers running in all direc-
tions, whipping furiously all the while; water jars, rice bags, grain, papers,
slave irons, boxes, and all the baggage of the caravan lay littered about and
thrown aside in the hurry of retreat. A long gang of children, whose chain
was tangled in the thornbushes, wailed piteously as they were herded away.

The second caravan included “about  in all, in wretched condition”
(–). Elton continues,

One gang of lads and women, chained together with iron neck-rings, was in
horrible state, their lower extremities coated with dry mud and their own
excrement and torn with thorns, their bodies mere frameworks, and their
skeletons limbs slightly stretched over with wrinkled parchment-like skin.
One wretched woman had been flung against a tree for slipping her rope,
and came screaming up to us for protection, with one eye half out and the
side of her face and bosom streaming with blood. We washed her wounds,
and that was the only piece of interference on our part with the caravan,
although the temptation was a strong one to cast all adrift, and give them, at
any rate, a chance of starving to death peaceably in the woods. (–)
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Later in his account, Elton describes several captures of slavers made in
the Mozambique Channel by British naval vessels. On March , , a
large dhow with forty Arab and Comorian crew was seized after a display of
cannonade off the northwest coast of Madagascar. As soon as the slavers were
imprisoned, the British served “water and food immediately to the poor
starving and emaciated slaves, of whom there were , many suffering
severely from dysentery.” This act of liberation did not, however, end the
middle passage for the slaves, who were first carried to Mozambique, where
they could not be disembarked, then headed toward Zanzibar, during which
passage on March  the ship “encountered a cyclone, passing through the
vortex at : P.M., and getting clear at noon on the th. The sufferings of
the poor slaves, notwithstanding everything humanity could suggest, were
intense.” Eventually, on March ,  freed slaves were landed, “ having
died since leaving Mozambique.” Ten days later, Elton encountered seventy-
eight of these souls, who had ultimately been transferred to Natal, where
they were housed in newly constructed barracks and provided with blankets,
utensils for eating, and used clothing. Their rations included mealie-meal
(maize) porridge, rice, sweet potato, and meat. When he departed for Zan -
zi bar on April , only one more person had died out of the dozen who had
been sent to the hospital. “It would be impossible to describe the state of
emaciation in which they were when first landed, or the visible change which
even on the second day a few spoonfuls of food had upon them, producing
an almost intoxicating effect and an instant exhilaration of spirits hardly to
be realized unless witnessed,” he wrote (, ).

At Durban, Elton also recorded several depositions from freed slaves who
had been caught up in the Mozambique Channel slave trade from ports in
Mozambique to the Comoro Islands and northwest Madagascar. Maria, a
Makua woman, said that she was kidnapped by a Muslim man as she
searched for crabs along the shore:

He seized me and put a collar round my neck. He took me to a house in a
village and put me in the house. Slaves are put one by one into the house,
so that it may not be known they are there. Umkumba Muntu is the Mus-
sulman. He is black, and is set over us by the Portuguese; he takes the peo-
ple as slaves and barters them. Umkumba Muntu did not actually catch
me. The dhow comes, the men catch as many of us as they can, and they
pay a royalty for each slave to Umkumba Muntu. Sometimes when a ship
comes, Umkumba Muntu gives orders to his men to collect slaves. When
the dhow that we left in sailed, there were still four dhows loading with
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slaves. The slaves are packed in the night, and they sail during the night. I,
with these others (picking out some dozen of the freed slaves), have been
six months in one house imprisoned, waiting for a dhow. Mozambique is
the nearest town to where Umkumba Muntu lives. All the slaves come
from the country around the town of Mozambique. I come from close to
Cabaceira [on the mainland, opposite Mozambique Island]. . . . Where
the dhow came from is a large river, as large as the Jugda, called Umnapa;
the next river to the south of Umnapa is Kivolane [Quivolane]; the next is
Umfusi [Infusse]. Dhows come to these rivers constantly for slaves.
Umkumba Muntu governs the country under the Portuguese. Slave
dhows go to an Arab country. They wear Arab gowns (points one out).
This ship was going there. I was slave to Umsaji, Patron Moro. He did not
sell me, I was kidnapped. (–)

From another group of freed slaves at Durban who also came from the
area controlled by Umkumba Muntu, Elton learned further: “We were ten
days on board before we were captured. We saw no Portuguese whilst we
were being collected. They were Arabs who collected us. We were packed
closely in tiers one above the other. Those of us who died, died of starva-
tion; they gave us hardly any food and but little water” (). In Septem-
ber , Elton joined the HMS Thetis to suppress the slave trade from this
notorious slaving region. During its patrol, the Thetis captured a slave dhow
with  slaves and fifty-three crew. According to the account of Captain
Ward of the Thetis:

The slaves were stowed on two decks, squatting side by side in such a posi-
tion as neither to allow of their standing up nor lying down, nor of mov-
ing for the purpose of obeying the calls of nature; indeed, the stench in
the hold showed plainly that these poor creatures were compelled to squat
in their own excrement. They had been only three days from their last
port, and, therefore might be expected to be in exceptionally good condi-
tion. Some of them were, however, much emaciated, and fifty-three of
them were suffering from a most virulent and loathsome description of
itch, which gave us some trouble from the necessity which it entailed 
of isolating them as much as possible. Notwithstanding every care from
the medical officers of the ship, three have died since they were received
on board; and from the wretched state of the dhow’s ‘tween decks, which
appeared to me to be a pest-house, in which no human being could live
for many hours, I can only conjecture that the majority of her cargo
would have perished before reaching any port in Madagascar had we not
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fallen in with her, as her passage, judging from the winds we experienced,
would have lasted some five or six days longer. ()

Elsewhere, Elton describes the extremely poor state of a dhow from the
Mozambique coast named the Kunguru (Pied-Crow) that the Thetis scut-
tled after capturing its crew and liberating its ninety-three enslaved Makua,
who were bound for the Madagascar market. He observed that “it was an
open question whether she would have reached Madagascar. The water lit-
erally poured in between her beams, and the slaves on the lower deck were
up to their waists in it, crowded and packed in a solid mass. The wind was
strong, and the sea rising with every promise of bad weather” (–).

In , a member of the Universities’ Mission to Central Africa
(UMCA) published a collection of thirteen life histories, Kiungani, that
were written by child captives who had been liberated by the British and
settled at Zanzibar.10 A Nyasa boy (probably from the region around the
south end of Lake Nyasa) remembered living in a state of constant threat
by the Ngoni raiders of the paramount chief Mpezeni. Warfare continued
and eventually this boy found himself fleeing capture with his mother and
sisters in a field of maize. “I soon fell down, for I was quite a little child;
perhaps at that time I was as big as C—(about ten years old)” (). Fol-
lowing his seizure, he was led away to the country of his captors. After stay-
ing a while in Mpezeni’s country, the boy was sold by his master to a Yao
slave trader, who resold him again. The boy stayed about two years at the
town of a great Yao chief (probably Mataka, whose town was Mwembe) in
what is today northwestern Mozambique. “I learnt the Yao language there,
and forgot my own,” the Nyasa boy said. Eventually, he was sold to some
Arabs from Kilwa. On the long march to the coast, “[o]nly the little chil-
dren had no slave-sticks or chains, but the grown-up people were all fas-
tened to prevent their running away.” After reaching the coast at Kilwa, he
was sold to an Arab. “I remember selling mangos in Kilwa, and I remem-
ber trying to know the Swahili language.” Once again, his master sold 
him, in this instance “to an Arab of Muscat, who was a very hard master”
(, ).

Three days afterwards the Arabs started on their journey to Muscat. First
we traveled on foot, and came to a place and slept. The next day we stayed
in the same place till sunset, and in the evening we started to go on board
a dhow, but we did not go on board, but slept at another place. And there
we stayed again till the evening. Then at last we went on board the same
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dhow, late at night. There were a great many Arabs, seven in all, and a
great many slaves in chains. We sailed for three days, and on the fourth
day they said that we should reach Muscat the next day. In the night the
mast of the galley broke. It did not break off, but was sprung inside.

Caught in this vulnerable position when two British naval vessels, one sail
and one steam, found them, the Arabs surrendered and were removed from
the dhow,

but we were left there, with the sailors, in the vessel. For there were a great
many of us, and we could not all get into those two boats. We began to
move on again with those two boats, the steam-boat towing the dhow for
three days, and going after the ship. . . . On the fourth day we saw the
ship, at noon. And we were very much afraid, and said, “To-day we shall
certainly be eaten. What can that be?” And they said: “It is a house in the
water.” Well, we saw rigging going this way and that, and three masts, and
were afraid, for we did not yet see that our lives were safe. (–)

Finally, they were taken on board the ship and the dhow was scuttled. Four
days later, they landed at Zanzibar. They were then received by the UMCA
Mission, where “[w]e were all laid up for a very long time” ().

What befell a Makua boy from the interior of northern Mozambique
highlights the trauma of constantly being uprooted and sold from one mas-
ter to another. By the time he was about eight years old, the boy had already
been passed from hand to hand since being pawned by his family to pay for
an older brother’s transgression. Recollecting a moment when he had been
separated from his companions, the boy wrote:

I kept on thinking and thinking, and fancying, “I shall never get to a
quiet, settled place, where there is no more going away and being sold
over and over again.” I kept on brooding over this, and I could not get my
food down; yet some of those people pitied me, but I refused to eat. I used
to say I had had enough, because I was very, very sad indeed; and, besides,
I had no one to play with. ()

He was finally sold to an Arab from the Comoros and, after a difficult pas-
sage by dhow in which they were grounded on rocks, they soon reached the
Comorian village of Nyumashuwa, on Mwali, where the boy remained for
only ten days before being liberated by the British. He was then sent to
Zanzibar by steamship and ultimately sent to Kiungani. “In this ship by
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which we came we were not at all happy, because some people said to us,
‘You are all going to be eaten.’ This is why we were unhappy; we did not
know they were deceiving us” ().

A second Makua boy was carried by dhow to Madagascar on a trip that
took only two days at sea. He remained at Madagascar for a month and
then embarked again by sea. Soon after the dhow left Madagascar, its cap-
tain thought he spotted a European ship, “[s]o the captain put the dhow
about with all speed, the sail was shifted over, and away we went and sailed
all day long, and reached Madagascar at sunset. At first we did not go ashore,
but remained where we were in the dhow, but in the night we got out and
went to the first dhow in which we had sailed and slept there.” They then
stayed another twenty days in Madagascar and then repeated the scenario:
“[T]he dhow hoisted sail, and was at sea three days” (, ). They soon
reached Nyumashuwa and stayed there for about a month and a half. In
the end, like the other Kiungani boy who had been freed at Mwali, this boy
was taken to Zanzibar aboard a British naval vessel. His experience aboard
ship included hearing the same tale of cannibalism that marked the narra-
tive of his mate, in this case being told by one sailor that the dry biscuits
given him to eat “are made of people’s bones.” Upon reaching Zanzibar, “the
sailors made fun of us, ‘We have not got to our journey’s end yet.’ And we
asked them, ‘Then why has the anchor been let down into the water?’ ‘Oh!
We are resting a little,’ said they. So we said, ‘Very well.’ We were in that
ship a whole month and one week” (). But eventually, they were taken
to the British consul and then to Kiungani for safekeeping by the UMCA.

The account of a Bemba boy is especially effective in conveying both 
the conditions of his confinement on board the dhow that was carrying him
to Pemba and the capture of the dhow in which he and others were being
transported:

There were two dhows there, one smaller than the other, but sailing faster
than the one we got into. When we got into the dhow, it was quite night
time, perhaps the time we go to evening service (. P.M.), and when we
went into the water it came up to our necks. Then we got into the dhow,
and were arranged in order, and the Arabs weighed the anchor, and we put
out to sea, and lay down for three or four days. It was a very large number
of people who went on board, with goats, and fowls, and a large stock of
food. But the Arabs were very cruel during the voyage, and because we
were in a dhow we were told that the Europeans were bad people, but we
thought, “Never mind, they can’t be worse than you. You torment us for
nothing.” . . . [When] it was four o’clock in the morning we heard a can-
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non-shot over the sail, and the Arabs cried “Oh! Ah! the English!” When
the English boarded the dhow, everyone said, “I am a slave, sir.” For when
we were caught by the English we were glad. But when I thought about
my home, I cried. ()

A final testimony from the Kiungani children comes from a boy whose
home was in Bunyoro, in the far west of modern Uganda. He was first cap-
tured in a Ganda raid when he was about three years old and lived there in
nine different locations until he was sold to a Swahili and marched by car-
avan to the coast at Bagamoyo, a journey of more than one thousand miles,
twice changing owners at Unyanyembe. Sold again at Bagamoyo, he was
moved with some other slaves north to Winde, then to Saadani, Mbuyuni,
Kipumbwe, Kikwajuni, Pangani, and, finally, Tanga, by which time the
group of slaves numbered fifty-two, “many more women than men, per-
haps thirty grown women, many young, and only a few with children, about
six. Then there were about four boys and seven Arabs.”

That very night we embarked in a dhow with five Arabs, two remaining
on shore. We embarked in a dhow with five Arabs and sailed. The first day
we had bananas to eat, the second day unripe mangoes, and the third day
the same as the second, both the third and the fourth. Those three days
there was rain with bursts of sunshine on the sea, but water to drink there
was not a drop. On the fourth of these days the sea was very rough, but
we went on till four o’clock, and then we came near Pemba. ()

While the Arabs decided whether or not to head into the customhouse,
their dhow was found by the HMS London, which seized the dhow and
released the captives to the British consulate at Zanzibar.

The UMCA continued to encourage its most notable African members
to record their life experiences to serve as exemplars to others. In , Padre
Petro Kilekwa published his autobiography with the provocative title of
Slave Boy to Priest. Like the homes of several boys from the Central African
interior whose histories are preserved in the earlier UMCA volume,
Kilekwa’s Bisa home near Lake Bangweulu, in what is today northwest Zam-
bia, was plagued by slave raiders. When he was first seized, Kilekwa’s mother
tried to ransom him from the coastal slavers who possessed him, but she
could not raise the eight yards of calico they demanded. “She was very sad
and cried bitterly and I cried bitterly too, ‘Woe is me, mother,’ because I
was leaving my mother and my relations and my country.”11 The rest of this
part of his story reprises in many respects the stories of the other boys taken
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from this part of the interior: being handed over from one master to another,
residence near Mwembe in Yaoland, and finally passage to the coast, which
he reached at Mikindani, to the south of Kilwa. He was soon marched for
three days north along the coast.

On the third evening we saw a big dhow and that same night we went on
board and all the slaves were placed on the lower deck. We traveled all
night and in the morning we found that we were in the midst of the sea
and out of sight of land. We went on thus for many days over the sea. At
first we had food twice a day, in the morning and in the evening. The men
had two platefuls and the women two and for our relish we very often had
fish, for our masters the Arabs caught a large number of fish with hooks
and line. But because the journey was so long the food began to run short
and so we were hungry, and also water was short and they began to mix it
with salt water.

After a long time at sea we drew near to land and we went on shore to
try to get food and water. We stayed on shore one day and we got a little
food and some water. The next day we pushed off. On the third day we
heard our masters the Arabs exclaiming: “Land, land! Muscat.” But we
passed on without landing because the wind was high and our vessel was
driven into a harbour in the Persian Gulf.

In the morning the Arabs began to order us down to the lower deck,
and those who were unwilling to leave the upper deck were shut in the
centre of the lower deck and we were told, “Europeans are coming! They
have sighted us. Their boat is a long way off. They do not want us Arabs,
certainly not! But they are after you slaves and they will eat you and they
will grind your bones and make sweetmeats of them. Europeans are much
whiter than we Arabs are—hide yourselves.”

All the time the vessel kept moving. We did not stop for an instant, till
we heard, “Lower the sail,” and they began to lower it. At that time some
of the Arabs grasped their swords and one man had a gun. The European
boat overtook us quickly and drew up close to our dhow. And one Arab
began to dance about with his sword in hand but the other Arabs stopped
him. The Europeans demanded, “Have you any slaves on board?” and the
Arabs answered, “No, we have not any.” However, a European and some
black men came on board and searched for us, and officers and sailors
were ready in their boat with guns and cutlasses so that if any of the Arabs
made trouble they could fight with them. A European and a black man
peered down into the lower deck and saw us slaves, ever so many of us,
and when we saw the face of the European we were terrified. We were
quite certain that Europeans eat people but the European said to the black
man: “Tell them not to be afraid but let them rejoice,” and the European
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began to smile and to laugh. And the sailor and the black man told the
other Europeans who were on the boat, “There are slaves here, ever so
many of them.” (–)

After a few days on a nearby island, they were collected by HMS Osprey
and carried on to Muscat, although the freed slaves still harbored fears of
being eaten, so that “we thought that the brown sugar which they gave us
was made out of the bones of our fellows who had been captured before
us.” At Muscat, they remained in the compound of the British consul and
helped to take care of other liberated slaves who were disembarked there.
“We forgot all our fears when we were slaves and expecting to be killed and
eaten and to have our bones made into sugar by the Europeans, but we felt
sad about being far from our relations and our homes and we wondered
what our end would be” (, ). Like Olaudah Equiano and the first gen-
eration of Atlantic freed slaves who penned their autobiographies, Kilekwa
became a sailor—in the Royal Navy. Kilekwa joined the navy during the
period –, before finally being chosen for education in England and
a vocation as an Anglican priest.12

A few years later, in April , a British naval lieutenant gave the fol-
lowing detailed account of what transpired upon boarding an Arab dhow
flying French colors:

Whilst examining the papers, one of my boats crew lifted the hatch and at
once a number of children () made a rush on deck, they having been
stowed under close hatches amongst the wood cargo; as passengers going
of their own free will would certainly not be stowed away in such a man-
ner, and as the passenger list, where ages were mentioned, showed ages
from  to , and these were all children, I considered myself justified in
ordering the captain of the dhow to lower his sail, and in instituting a fur-
ther search, in the forepart of the dhow we found five more stowed in
crevices of the wood cargo, and finding the cabin under the poop locked I
demanded the key, which after some demur was produced; on entering we
found two women and five boys in total darkness, and with no ventila-
tion, the stern and the side windows having sheets of tin nailed over them,
and matting again over that; we sent them on deck, and a light being
struck, I saw again a small trap hatch in the deck which I at once ordered
to be opened; as the hatch was lifted a most piteous cry came from the
utter darkness below, and twenty little arms were stretched up to us out of
this horrible hole; we lifted one or two at a time, five or six women, and
upwards of forty children; the heat and stench were something fearful, the
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place being without vestige of ventilation, swarming with rats, cock-
roaches, and other vermin, and a close hatch over it. When the children
were freed they cried most piteously for water, which was at once given
them; they then asked eagerly for food, and I saw one of them devouring
orange peel.

When the dhow took in to anchorage, the scene was piteous, the women
and children struggling for the food; in fact we had considerable difficulty
at first in preventing the smaller and weaker ones, the children of appar-
ently  or  years of age, being injured in the rush. The captain stated that
they were all on board and going to Muscat of their own free will, and that
had all been before the French Consul [at Zanzibar]. I then had them
interrogated, individually, and they all denied that they had ever been
taken before the French Consul at all, and seventy of them declared that
they had been brought on board at night against their own will during the
last three nights and kept under close hatches since whilst seven stated that
they were willing to go to Muscat, there being seventy-seven in all.13

This moving narrative reflects the same kind of abolitionist fervor that per-
meated official British anti–slave-trade circles in East Africa and that was
expressed twenty years before by Frere and Elton.

There are relatively few first-person accounts from northeast Africa. A
missionary-based narrative of capture and transport to the coast comes from
a woman named Medina who appears to have been from somewhere in the
slaving frontier of the modern Republic of the Sudan, perhaps from the
southwest of Bahr al-Ghazal or the far west of Darfur, and who eventually
became a Christian convert. Recorded in Bahrain in the mid-s, when
Medina was about seventy, hers is an exceptional account of the eastern
slave route from middle Sudanic Africa to the Red Sea and Arabia.

The first thing that I can remember of my childhood is that some white
men, Arabs, came to our village in Africa. The men of our village were all
out in the fields. The women and children were forced to gather in the
open place in the village. The men had sticks and guns, and of course we
were frightened and did as we were told. I think I was about five. My
mother had my baby brother in her arms, another brother at her side, and
my sister and me on the other. My sister and I never saw them again. I
think they were killed. We were forced to leave the village with many
other girls of our age.

We were not allowed to take anything with us, not even food. We had
to find what we could along the way, gathering leaves from the trees in the
jungle. We trudged along day after day, but it was bad and many of us
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became sick. My sister became very ill and could not go another step.
Then before my eyes they beat her to death. It was terrible. I wanted to die
too, I was so lonely and unhappy, but I soon learned that crying did not
help for the men with the sticks would beat us more and more.

We walked for weeks and weeks and finally came to the city of Khar-
toum. Never before having seen a city before, we were frightened and then
relieved when they said we were going to the sea in boats. We walked
many miles more and finally arrived at the Red Sea, a much smaller group
than when we had left our village.14

Medina’s account of her long journey from beyond Khartoum and thence
on to the Red Sea, which was probably undertaken in the late s, has
elements of Swema’s harrowing caravan experience half a continent to the
south. In Medina’s short recollection of crossing the Red Sea, a voyage that
she says took sixty days due to the absence of wind, everyone was reduced
to drinking salty water, which aggravated their thirst, and many captives
died. “Some jumped overboard, but the men with sticks prevented many
of us from doing so for that would have meant less money for them when
we were sold.”15

At this point, I want to make several observations about the experience
of capture and enslavement within Africa. First, the several accounts I have
presented illustrate the different ways in which individual Africans came to
be caught up in the slave trade, ranging from warfare to large slave raids to
kidnapping, debt pawnage, stealing, and subterfuge. These accounts also
reflect the different processes by which individuals were transported from
the interior to the coast. In some cases, these individuals were marched
directly from the time of capture to the coast in the clutches of their origi-
nal captors or were seized near the coast. In other cases, captives passed
through the hands of several owners. For some, the passage to the coast was
relatively short, a matter of only a few weeks; for others, passage could take
years and involved several distinct African experiences of enslavement. In
the most extreme of these cases, individuals such as the unnamed Nyasa
boy whose story is recorded in Kiungani, and Petro Kilekwa, this process
involved the breaking and refashioning of social bonds as these children
adjusted to what they thought would be a new life within the family and
society in which fate had deposited them. Although we feel deeply the
expressions of the severing of real kinship bonds in some of these narratives,
we can also see the ties of fictive kinship slowly beginning to form. Some-
times captives were apparently able to speak their native language from the
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moment of their seizure to the point of their sale at the coast, but others
had to learn new languages in moving from the interior to their ultimate
destinations, and some lost their mother tongues altogether. Thus, Petro
Kilekwa learned Nyasa, and the Nyasa boy learned Yao and had begun to
learn Swahili, even as he forgot his own language. Their experiences con-
firm what is known from other sources about the importance of language
acquisition in the Angolan slave trade, for example, where Kimbundu
became a lingua franca for captives on the long passage from the interior to
the coast.16 With the exception of the Makua woman from Cabaceira who
was seized near the coast, the one element missing in these particular nar-
ratives is the experience of being held at the coast in barracoons, or hold-
ing pens, which many contemporary sources reported at the coast. Indeed,
the need for captives to communicate among themselves under these cir-
cumstances also would have encouraged a process of language change.17

Taken together, these adjustments during the initial period of capture and
transportation are significant because they anticipate the larger processes of
adaptation that came to dominate African cultures in the diaspora.

Recent scholarship on the Atlantic slave trade suggests that, rather than
being a caesura that separated Africans in the diaspora from all meaningful
Africa cultural memory, the middle passage represents an extension of adap-
tations already begun in Africa from the time of initial capture and a tran-
sition to those that would evolve in the different places of the diaspora. For
example, the Nigerian historian Okun Uya speaks of “new ties of kinship
during that cruel journey” and gives as evidence a variety of names signify-
ing a kinship born of sharing the experience of the middle passage.18 This
phenomenon, I would add, more generally reflects a kind of fictive kinship
that also served to incorporate strangers (including slaves) into African fam-
ily structures. In the case of the Kiungani children, such community was
found, if not during the middle passage, then in their common experience
within the community created by the UMCA on Zanzibar. For cargoes that
included captives from more than a single language group, as was usually
the case, the process of learning other languages, both African and Euro-
pean, would also have continued during the middle passage. In other words,
for those who survived the middle passage, the likelihood is that they would
already have begun a process of cultural transformation that we can call cre-
olization, or hybridization, before leaving the ship, a process that, as I have
suggested, began even before they left the continent. In the case of the mis-
sion boys whose stories I have examined here, that process seems to have
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ended with their Christianization and their adaptation of a different kind of
life that was based, at least in part, on their acceptance of a mixture of British
missionary and East African coastal (i.e., Swahili) social and cultural norms.
Similarly yet differently, Swema found her family within the Catholic order
into which she was admitted as a novice.

While there is no equivalent for the Indian Ocean trade to the kind of
maritime and commercial record-keeping for the Atlantic trade that has
allowed sophisticated computer analysis, the available evidence clearly indi-
cates that the middle passage was not much different to the east of the Cape
of Good Hope. Conditions on board both European and Arab ships were
wretched, and mortality rates for the French slave trade to Mauritius in the
last decades of the eighteenth century resembled those for the Atlantic
trade.19 As Medina’s brief glimpses indicate, despite the horrific, deliber-
ately dehumanizing conditions of the middle passage, enslaved Africans did
not always surrender meekly to the inevitability of their bondage. Indeed,
the same spirit of resistance that she records is evident in the testimony of
one Mariamo Halii, a seventeen-year-old Comorian woman from Ngazidja
who was kidnapped by a group of Comorian soldiers from the rival island
of Nzwani. Their first night at sea, the vessel in which she and about thirty
other captives were being transported was forced to take shelter at Mwali
by a storm, and because they had neither food nor water, the ship’s captain
went ashore to replenish their supplies: “We heard him say referring to us:
‘They are only children and will be afraid to leave in this strange place.’ The
moment they were out of sight, I and four of my companions jumped over-
board and waded on shore and ran inland till we came to some woods.”20

Historians now know that shipboard revolts were a much more signifi-
cant factor in affecting the patterns and practice of the Atlantic slave trade
than has previously been imagined.21 While the evidence is hardly compa-
rable for the Indian Ocean, one record that survives shows that on January
, , enslaved Makua on board the French ship La Licorne staged a revolt
while still in sight of land. Although this uprising was subdued in an hour
and the leader thrown into the sea, it signaled an endemic problem of the
slave trade.22 Indeed, like their Atlantic counterparts, French slave traders
embraced ethnic stereotypes about the docility or aggressiveness of differ-
ent African groups. Thus, according to Épidariste Colin, writing about dif-
ferent Africans who were available for purchase at the slave market of
Mozambique Island in , the Makua “are almost always those who insti-
gate shipboard revolts, and it is necessary to watch them carefully.”23
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What I am suggesting is that enslaved Africans, whether they actively
resisted their subjugation through revolt or simply endured the trials and
tribulations of the middle passage, did not lose their awareness of being
human and of sharing a common experience, whether they thought of
themselves as “African” or not. Depending on whether they were enslaved
as adults or children, and whether their trip overland from their home area
had been direct or interrupted by the kinds of residencies described in sev-
eral freed-slave narratives, their sense of identity may already have begun to
change or, at the very least, have become complicated by their experiences
en route to the coast and aboard ship. Put plainly, the middle passage effaced
neither what the Africans brought with them from their indigenous cul-
tural heritage nor those elements of other cultures that they acquired in this
process, including the middle passage. Like Africans who were transported
across the Atlantic or Sahara, those who arrived at their Indian Ocean des-
tination were armed with their own cultural inheritance (however damaged
or affected) and the experience of cultural exchange and adjustment that
they had learned from the moment of their capture to the moment of their
arrival at the first of their external destinations.24
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two

The East African Middle Passage

David Livingstone, the Zambesi Expedition, 
and Lake Nyassa, 1858–1866

ia in mccalman

in january  the dour Scottish explorer David Livingstone was in
a buoyant mood, a rare occurrence in a man who habitually scared his Euro-
pean companions with long bouts of silence, explosions of paranoid sar-
casm, and an inflexible intolerance of people with constitutions weaker than
his. As his six European companions and handful of Makololo bearers
chugged up the Shire River in a small steel-plated steamboat, Livingstone
allowed himself a moment of self-congratulation for having snatched his
Zambesi expedition from the ashes of failure.

A year earlier, on the crest of his British celebrity as a missionary hero and
best-selling author, he had persuaded the Foreign Office to finance a costly
expedition up the Zambesi River in East and Central Africa in order to
explore trade, mission, and colonial possibilities within the fertile Batoka
highlands of what is now Zambia. Whatever the foreign secretary’s private
misgivings, it was impossible to resist the wave of popular adulation that
Livingstone’s muscular travel memoir, Missionary Travels, inspired in a
British population depressed by the costly bumbling of the Crimean War
and the scary Indian Rebellion of . By contrast, Livingstone’s vision-
ary confidence when lecturing at churches, town halls, and universities
around the British provinces during – had carried all before him.
On March , , a formidably equipped and experienced party left Eng-
land for the east coast of Africa: in addition to Livingstone himself and his

 



wife and son, Mary and Oswell, it included a naval officer, a geologist, an
artist and store keeper, an engineer, a physician-botanist, and Livingstone’s
clergyman brother, Charles, who was to serve as a moral instructor and 
photographer.

As always, there were early hiccups: Mary and Oswell had to leave almost
at once when it became obvious that she was again pregnant. David Liv-
ingstone’s visceral dislike of the pompous, rule-bound naval officer Nor-
man Bedingfield led Livingstone to dismiss the steamboat captain within
three months of their arriving at the Zambesi river mouth. Various types of
fever and dysentery that were endemic in low-lying delta country also
immediately afflicted the Europeans. But discomfort turned to disaster in
November . After taking several months to force their way along the
rapidly shoaling upper reaches of the river, Livingstone and a small advance
party reached the impassable forty-mile-long cataracts of the Kebra Bassa
gorge whose steep surrounding hinterland also ruled out any possibility of
an overland bypass. Despite Livingstone’s myopic refusal to face harsh facts,
even he eventually had to concede that the Batoka highlands were inacces-
sible by water and that the broken terrain and prevalence of tsetse flies pre-
cluded any major overland expeditions by oxen, horse, or mule.

For a short time the expedition teetered, until Livingstone displayed his
almost pathological resilience by abruptly reformulating the mission. After
consulting with a Portuguese merchant who lived in the river port of Tete
(someone Livingstone ordinarily despised), the missionary decided instead
to explore the navigability of the Shire, a northern tributary of the Zambesi
that forked off about one hundred miles from the coast. According to
rumor, the Shire River snaked through a fertile hinterland that was also high
enough, and therefore healthy enough, to sustain European trading, mis-
sionary, and colonial populations that would otherwise be vulnerable to
malaria at lower elevations. Livingstone’s insatiable explorer’s ego was also
excited by rumors that the river connected with the southern end of a vast
inland lake, known as Nyanja Ninyesi, or Lake of the Stars, a lake that was
as yet “undiscovered” by Europeans—or so Livingstone persuaded himself.
And although the Shire had the disadvantage of being accessible only
through Portuguese-held territory, he also convinced himself and his For-
eign Office masters that he was certain to discover a further navigable river
at the northern end of the lake that would in turn open up a passage to the
East African coast beyond Portugal’s territorial remit.

Despite the feeble “coffee grinder” steamboat engine of the Ma Robert,
which could barely cope with the mild river current, and the vessel’s hem-
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orrhaging steel plates, which steadily filled the hold with water, the open-
ing months of  brought no diminution in Livingstone’s hopes. Though
narrower than the Zambesi, the Shire’s central channel appeared consider-
ably deeper. Abundant flowers, brilliant butterflies, and scores of exotic
birds made him feel like someone entering the Garden of Eden. He rhap-
sodized that “the delight of threading out the meanderings of upwards of
 miles of a hitherto unexplored river must be felt to be appreciated.”1

He reported to the Foreign Office that the Manganja on both sides of the
river were a skilled agricultural and manufacturing people: they cultivated
two native strains of cotton, were expert ironworkers, and grew staple crops
like cassava, maize, mapira, and rice.2 He failed to mention that the party’s
Europeans were already showing signs of physical and mental disintegra-
tion from a dangerous form of cerebral malaria, as well a host of other
endemic parasitical diseases like amoebic dysentery and schistosomiasis. He
ignored signs that the Shire, like the Zambesi earlier, grew ominously more
shallow as they moved southward toward the same latitude as the Kebra
Bassa rapids. Most disquieting of all, he seemed not to notice that the Man-
ganja along the riverbank were nervous and hostile because of their chronic
fear of Arab slave raids.

Even having to abruptly stop the Ma Robert when they encountered thirty
miles of Shire cataracts tumbling down twelve hundred feet did not strike
Livingstone as a critical setback. He declared that the flat surrounding coun-
tryside would make land circumnavigation relatively easy. A disassembled
steamer could be carried around the Murchison Falls, as he named them,
and reassembled in the river’s deeper upper reaches. Later a proper road
could be built. By March he was writing to the Foreign Office, outlining
his plan to lead a land expedition to locate the lake and subsequently to take
a portable steamer to map its coastline until he reached the northern river
outlet, which he was certain flowed from the lake to the east coast of the
Indian Ocean. He further reported that the Shire lowlands would be emi-
nently suitable for the introduction of European cash crops such as rice,
sugarcane, and cotton and that the beautiful Shire highlands would be hos-
pitable both to missionary efforts and to the development of a colony for
Britain’s urban poor.3 This colonial vision now became the essential agenda
of the Zambesi expedition, a raison d’être sufficiently compelling to gen-
erate fresh funding and a new vessel from the British government in 
and, early the following year, a batch of eager missionaries from the Angli-
can Universities’ Mission to Central Africa full of excited dreams of bring-
ing Christianity to the Manganja people.
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Livingstone could not then know that, by the lights of these escalating
colonial ambitions, the reformulated Zambesi expedition was about to
plunge into a much deeper and more tragic phase of failure. Most of Liv-
ingstone’s many biographies expend as little space as possible on the story of
a five-year expedition that turned out to be costly in lives and public money,
made no real geographic discoveries, and generated an embarrassing litany
of lies, quarrels, and misjudgments. I want to argue, however, that Living-
stone’s seemingly disastrous Zambesi expedition actually proved to be a key
moment of modern discovery, though not in the way that he had originally
hoped. Although David Livingstone was not, in fact, the first European to
locate the great inland sea of Lake Nyassa, he was the first to diagnose and
publicize its pivotal role as the middle passage of the East Africa coastal slave
trade, which in turn powered the bulk of the mid-nineteenth-century Ara-
bic and Portuguese Indian Ocean slave trades. Other middle passages might
be much better known, but few were worse in their overall consequences.
Moreover, Livingstone not only uncovered this hidden East African middle
passage, he also suggested how it might effectively be shut down in the future,
a prescription that began to be implemented within a decade of his death.
By this analysis the failed Zambesi expedition turns out to be unequivocally
the most significant of Livingstone’s celebrated explorations.

I

Livingstone’s first attempt overland in March  to find Lake Nyassa,
accompanied by the botanist-physician John Kirk, produced only a distant
glimpse of blue waters from a mountain peak, but it also brought his first
sobering realization of the scale of the surrounding slavery problem. The
march from Murchison Falls led him to the edge of the tribal territory of
the Ajawa, or Yao, people, who had made themselves the potent middle-
men of the Arab and Portuguese slave trade. A restless trader tribe that had
moved from farther east to occupy lands at the southern end of the lake,
the Yao had converted to Islam, intermarried with Arab slave entrepreneurs,
acquired the crucial advantage of muskets, settled in among the Manganja,
and then had begun to prey ruthlessly on their more settled and agricul-
tural hosts.

Considerably sobered, Livingstone returned to Portuguese Tete to pick
up supplies and reinforcements. With a larger party of four Europeans and
thirty-odd Makololo bearers, he left his base at Murchison Falls in August
. By the time they completed the tough two-hundred-mile march to
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reach the southern edge of the lake on September , Livingstone’s mood
had soured into black depression. Although the lake proved achingly beau-
tiful, with white sandy beaches, iridescent waters, a tumbling surf, and a
high mountainous hinterland, the expedition could afford to give it no more
than a cursory look because all the Europeans were by now badly afflicted
with malaria and intestinal dysentery. And though Livingstone for the rest
of his life claimed primacy as the lake’s European discoverer, he was embit-
tered by a secret realization that the Portuguese trader who had drawn him
a crude map at Tete had obviously reached there in . Livingstone would
have been even more depressed if he had known that another Portuguese
trader had visited there a century and a half earlier.

Worse still, on the southern tip of the lake, near present-day Mangoche,
the expedition saw signs of its first major Arab slave party. Livingstone and
his companions guessed its presence from the hostility of the Manganja
tribes en route: terrified local villagers refused to sell food and brandished
poisoned arrows and pangas whenever Livingstone’s party approached. The
Manganja were responding to the double threat of local Ajawa raiders and
of the passing Arab slave caravans themselves, since the latter were prone 
to make up any slave losses with some opportunistic hunting of their own.
The caravan that Livingstone’s party encountered was led by a handful 
of Somali-Arab traders armed with muskets. In front of them eighty-four
newly purchased slaves marched, to the sound of kudu-horn trumpets, in
long straggling lines, their heads clamped within forked and stapled goree
sticks and their backs bowed with ivory and other trade goods to offset the
costs of feeding them en route. Helpless to intervene, Livingstone had to
endure the shame of being offered children for sale. Though tempted to
buy their freedom, he knew they would instantly be resold by the demor-
alized Manganja tribal leaders.4

It dawned on him that this was not an isolated example: the party had
stumbled onto one of the busiest Indian Ocean slave routes. It began at
Katanga in today’s Congo, skirted the southern edge of the lake, crossed the
Shire, then snaked overland to Kilwa on the Mozambique coast. As they
proceeded, the slaver parties gained fresh infusions of slaves from the Yao
for the paltry cost of a few yards of calico. From Kilwa or Ibo the slaves
might go north to work on the sultan’s Zanzibar plantations or catch the
monsoon winds on sea-going dhows destined for Persia and the harems of
Turkey, or they might be filtered discreetly by the Portuguese toward the
plantations of Cuba or the French Indian Ocean islands such as Bourbon,
today’s Réunion.
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It was nearly two years before Livingstone was able to marshal resources
for a more sustained exploration of the lake. This time, beginning in August
, his new party of five Europeans rowed and sailed a four-oared sail-
ing gig up the Shire that was then carried by Makololo bearers around the
cataracts and into the smooth upper reaches of the river. On September 
they sailed through the small reed-encased feeder-lake Pamalombe and
entered the deep waters of Lake Nyassa at its southern tip. At first they were
exhilarated by the cool breezes, clear freshwater, abundant edible fish,
densely populated shore villages, and lofty wooded highlands bordering the
west coast. The lake’s great depth was, they recorded, “indicated by the
colour of the water which on a belt along the shore, varying from a quar-
ter to half a mile in breadth is light green, and this was met by the deep blue
or indigo tint of the Indian Ocean, which is the colour of the great body of
Nyassa.”5 For a brief moment dreams of a future Shire highlands colony
reignited. Then began a series of setbacks that were to make this the most
testing and demoralizing of all Livingstone’s explorations. Almost at once,
they reached the village of Chitanda, which proved to be the southernmost
of a network of crossing points for ferrying slaves across to the eastern shore
of the lake. Here, as Livingstone and his companions slept, they were robbed
for the first time, losing not only essential provisions but the trade cloth on
which they depended for future food supplies. To speed the possibility of
reaching the lake’s northern end, Livingstone then divided the party: he
would lead the Makololo in a march along the shore, while Kirk, Living-
stone’s brother Charles, and an expert Irish seaman, John Neil, would sail
the gig.

It is difficult to say which group fared worse. The sailors quickly learned
that this was no ordinary lake but a savage inland sea whose far shore, more
than fifty miles distant, could rarely be seen through the mist. Worse than
the blistering heat, the bone-aching dengue fever and falciparum malaria
that made them too weak to row, or the clouds of tiny kungo flies that black-
ened the sky and blinded them were the storms. They had inadvertently
entered the lake during the season when it was most ravaged by the cyclonic
northeasterly winds from Mozambique, known as the Mwera: winds so
strong that they generated fifteen-foot waves and ripped huge trees from the
ground. Charles Livingstone described their first experience of a Mwera’s
erupting in the midst of calm: “[S]uddenly and without any warning was
heard the sound of a coming storm, roaring on with crowds of angry waves
in its wake. . . . The waves most dreaded came rolling on in threes, with
their crests driven into spray, streaming behind them. A short lull followed
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each triple charge. Had one of these white-maned seas struck our frail bark
nothing could have saved us.”6 Neil, who had sailed in the fiercest Atlantic
storms, had never seen anything like it. Day after day the sailors were forced
to crouch helplessly on the shore until the gales abated. The sailors voted
to change the lake’s name from Lake of Stars to Lake of Storms.

Livingstone’s land party, having long ago lost sight of the gig amid the
spray and mist, was finding walking conditions to be no better. So steep
and slippery were the mountainous ravines on the west coast that Living-
stone and the Makololo were often forced to crawl on their hands and knees,
scrabbling for handholds. Ten hours of backbreaking climbing advanced
them a paltry five miles. To his horror Livingstone also learned that the
northern coastal tribes were being decimated by a ferocious Zulu offshoot,
the Ngoni, or Mazitu, whose raids left villages in ashes as they swept in with
assegais to kill all but a handful of children who were then assimilated into
the tribe. He encountered hungry Manganja fugitives living on floating
beds of reeds or perched in temporary huts on steep rock ledges. Shivering
with malaria, Livingstone bypassed mounds of still-putrid corpses or
crunched over carpets of bones and skulls picked clean by the ants and
bleached white by the sun.

On top of this, both the gig and the land party saw overwhelming evi-
dence that “the Lake slave trade was going on at a terrible rate.”7 Arab dhows
were plying a regular passage across to the east coast of the lake at a series
of established crossing points. Packed into putrid holds and strapped to
bamboo racks that were piled in three or more layers, the slaves lay face
down in the stifling heat in their own excrement, as the lateen-rigged dhows
battered through the waves to the opposite side of the lake. It was the slaves’
first experience of an interwoven series of overland and waterborne trips
that constituted the East African middle passage, before they eventually
wound up in the clove fields of Zanzibar, the harems of Turkey and Saudi
Arabia, or the sugar plantations of Cuba and Réunion.

Trying to reenact that passage eventually proved too much for Living-
stone’s European sailors; after enduring several weeks of storms, sunburn,
fever, hunger, and menacing island pirates, they turned back. They had trav-
eled  miles westward, and, as we now know, still had  miles to go
before they reached the lake’s northern end. Livingstone, whom they luck-
ily reencountered on shore a few days later, was in an equally bad way. He
had made even less progress but alternated, typically, between berating the
sailors for cowardice and claiming that they had virtually reached the lake’s
end in any event. Desperately short of provisions, they camped overnight
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on shore and only narrowly escaped a Mazitu war party intent on wiping
them out. It was clearly time to leave.

Despite the gloom that accompanied the expedition’s famished trip of
November  back to the steamship Pioneer, which was moored at a vil-
lage below the rapids, this bitter failure seems to have instigated a gradual shift
in Livingstone’s aims. As he and his party turned home, he could not miss
the sounds of the six-pound guns of the Ajawa chief Mukata, who was round-
ing up recruits for a new Arab slave party that had just arrived from the east.
In the face of these realities, Livingstone’s soured dream of being hailed as the
lake’s first European explorer began to mutate into a new ambition to map
and publicize the full enormity of the lake-centered East African slave trade.
On returning to Tete, he immediately contacted the British consul in Zanz-
ibar for estimated traffic in that region. Colonel Rigby told him that at least
nineteen thousand Nyassa slaves were passing annually through the Zanzibar
customhouse alone, though Rigby had no idea how many more were being
ferried through the Portuguese slave ports. Many of these slaves—Livingstone
estimated at least a fifth of every party—went unrecorded because they died
en route or were absorbed into local East African economies before reem-
barkation from the Zanzibar slave pens. Two-thirds of Zanzibar’s ,
inhabitants, for example, were Nyassa slaves.8

From this time Livingstone began to reflect in his journals that one way
to stem the flow of this “trade in hell” was to get an armed steamer into the
lake to patrol the many dhow-based lake crossings, as well as to cut off the
main canoe-based land-party crossing at the upper Shire. Doing this would
sever the vital middle passage.

II

For the next year, however, Livingstone was distracted from his proposed
new mission by wave after wave of disasters, most of which were a direct
consequence of his earlier overly rosy reports to government and mission-
ary bodies on the prospects of trade, evangelism, and colony in the Shire
highlands. During  he had to cope first with the sad embarrassment
of learning that the muscular Anglicans of the Universities’ Mission had
been fatally forced to enter into local politics by taking up arms against
Ajawa slave middlemen in an effort to protect potential Manganja converts.
This international black mark against the mission for instigating armed vio-
lence was followed by news of the deaths, from a combination of malaria
and cholera, of the mission’s leader, Bishop Charles Frederick Mackenzie,
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and of another bright young colleague. The sad news coincided with and
blighted the arrival of a fresh batch of hopeful missionaries and their rela-
tives, including Livingstone’s own wife, Mary.

David’s beloved wife brought a further shock when gossip reached him
that she had been drinking heavily and taking excessive comfort from a
handsome young missionary companion called James Stewart. Not sur-
prisingly, relations between the two men became increasingly strained.
Hardly had Livingstone assimilated Mary’s moods of brandy-soaked disil-
lusionment and religious skepticism than she died from malarial compli-
cations at the Zambesi River port of Shupanga. For perhaps the first time
in his life Livingstone lost his iron self-certainty. Praying over Mary’s dead
body, he felt himself shattered irreparably by the loss of someone whose per-
manence and loyalty he had always taken for granted. He could only watch
with growing horror as river fevers killed the bulk of the dozen or so new
missionary reinforcements. By the time the Universities’ Mission had with-
drawn its sorry remnants to Zanzibar, Livingstone was so depressed that
Kirk thought him “cracked.” Livingstone ranted against the cowardice of
the missionaries for retreating from the Shire highlands and blamed the
“worn-out syphilitic race” of the Portuguese for all the expedition’s failures.

These failures remorselessly continued to mount. In July  the British
government issued an official recall of the Zambesi expedition for failing to
produce any of its promised results. It had cost a massive , of pub-
lic money and a dozen British lives from disease. It had achieved not one
single permanent Christian convert, and the Shire highlands appeared be
unsuitable for European habitation because of the anarchy and violence cre-
ated by slave and tribal wars. Though Livingstone had explored the lake
from three different directions by water and land, he had traversed and
mapped only a modest portion of it, and he had failed to find the promised
alternative river link to the Indian Ocean. He had not even persuaded the
British government that he, rather than earlier Portuguese claimants, was
the lake’s first European discoverer. Rumors reached Britain, too, that these
disappointments, combined with the traumatic recent death of Mary Liv-
ingstone from disease, and the chronically depressive effects of malaria, had
twisted the explorer’s ordinarily rebarbative personality into such a state of
bitter paranoia that both Kirk, his most loyal former colleague, and James
Stewart thought Livingstone crazed and devious.

Faced with this dissolution of hope and reputation, Livingstone turned
his stubborn, obsessive will back to the idea of mapping the full extent of
the Nyassa middle passage. Having commissioned and paid for the Lady
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Nyassa, the first steamboat really suitable to Shire and lake conditions, he
determined to march it in pieces around the Murchison cataracts. But as
the tough little steamer reached the elephant marshes immediately pre -
ceding the falls, its paddlewheels began to catch in the bloated Manganja
bodies floating downriver. At one point Livingstone counted sixty-seven
crocodiles that were competing frenziedly for the corpses.9 The ostensible
cause of the deaths was famine, but Livingstone knew that the deeper
responsibility lay with the slave trade. Not only had the Ajawa raids shat-
tered the food cultivation patterns of the local tribes, but the Manganja were
also too scared to adopt their traditional antifamine measure of shifting
temporarily to the more fertile river lowlands. In what had been a well-peo-
pled valley eighteen months before, he now saw a desert (–). The fam-
ished, dull-eyed Manganja communities made easy pickings for Arab slave
caravans, and Livingstone could not find enough healthy men to carry the
disassembled components of the steamship around the cataracts ().
Once again David Livingstone had to turn back before reaching the ill-
omened lake.

III

But now, in the trough of failure, the gradual shift in Livingstone’s aims
over the previous six months suddenly coalesced into an almost mystical
determination to dedicate the remainder of his life to extirpating “the slave
trade—that monster of iniquity which has so long brooded over Africa.”
Years of bitter depression lifted as this new exalted mission came into focus.
The change of tone is palpable in his journals and narratives. “We could
not imagine a more noble work of benevolence, than thus to introduce light
and liberty into a quarter of this fair earth, which human lust has converted
into the nearest possible resemblance of what we conceive the infernal
regions to be” ().

Ignoring the official recall from the government, he gathered a handful
of European sailors and some loyal Makololo bearers to march  miles
on a north-northwestern course parallel to the lake until they reached what
was rumored to be the pivot of the water-based middle passage, the lake
slave port of Nkhotakhota. Here he found the largest East African slave
emporium outside Zanzibar itself. Nkhotakhota’s population was swelling
daily as frightened refugees from the Ngoni put themselves under the pro-
tection of the Arab stockades and muskets, preferring to risk future enslave-
ment rather than certain death. Sitting under a magnificent native fig tree,
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which is still there, Livingstone gathered frank information about the oper-
ations of the middle passage from the mixed-blood chief of the town and
slave trade, Jume ben Saidi.

Gentleman that he was, Jume apologized for upsetting Livingstone with
the unsightly presence of gangs of tethered slaves awaiting embarkation.
Had he been forewarned of the Livingstone party’s visit, he would have
stored the slaves out of sight. The unusually large numbers awaiting depar-
ture had been occasioned by Jume’s need to build a new slave dhow to
replace one that had recently been wrecked. Livingstone reflected wryly that
those same planks of fine local teak called timbasi could equally be used to
build an armed British gunboat to close down Jume’s flourishing business.
On September  Livingstone left the red swamps of Nkhotakhota and
climbed the nearby Nkonde summit, , feet above sea level, to gaze over
the great glittering inland sea beneath him. It saddened him to think of the
tens of thousands of slaves whose hearts had sunk to see that same glorious
sight (–).

On August , , David Livingstone visited Lake Nyassa for the last
time. This time he had no expedition, official or unofficial, to support him.
He was a solitary wanderer, as he had been when he first came to Africa, a
man whose purpose and location had dropped out of British popular sight.
He had not given up his mission to expose and end the fearful East African
middle passage, but he knew it would not be achieved in his lifetime.
Accompanied by a few loyal Makololo bearers, his hair gray, his face wrin-
kled and prematurely aged, and his body shaking with malaria and dysen-
tery, he somehow found the strength to march up the eastern shore of the
lake to inspect where the Arab dhows landed at Lessefa after sailing across
from Nkhotakhota.10 He was saddened by the continued, even increased,
evidence of dhow traffic and slave caravans and appalled by the mounting
evidence of depopulation, but he could not help feeling elated by the roar
of the waves and the exhilarating slap of the rollers as he dashed into the
lake. “Many hopes,” he wrote, “have been disappointed there,” yet he nev-
ertheless felt “as if I had come back to an old home I had never expected to
see again.”11

In retrospect we can see that the usually tormented explorer had reached
a strangely fatalistic and peaceful state of mind; it was as if he expected and
looked forward to his own imminent death. Always shrewd about the
vagaries and powers of public opinion, he perhaps guessed that death in
pursuit of the East African middle passage would make him a martyr, that
it would enable him to attain a mythic status capable of dissolving even the
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bitter disillusion of former colleagues like Kirk and Stewart. He died at the
village of Chitambo on the southern shore of Lake Bangweulu in Tan-
ganyika from the complications of malaria and blood loss. On April ,
, as they stood over his fragmentary remains, which had been preserved
for posterity by two loyal Makolo bearers, several of his former colleagues
claimed to experience feelings of divine inspiration, as if in the presence of
a saint. Even Livingstone’s legendary resilience and capacious ego, however,
were unlikely to have imagined that, within a decade of his death, the mis-
sionary James Stewart, who had comforted Mary and called her husband a
twisted and lying madman, would be sailing a gunboat, the SS Ilala, on
Lake Nyassa’s broad waters, intent on ending the hated middle passage.

Yet, though the Ilala was to succeed in stopping the dhows as Livingstone
had hoped, it would be facile to think that the ripples of that terrible pas-
sage could be halted so easily. At deep and subterranean levels they con-
tinue to be felt today. Many of the political struggles that shattered pre- and
postindependence Malawi in the twentieth century were based on the
implacable ethnic and tribal divisions that were forged during the slave
trade. And the psychic and social costs of the loss of so many of the coun-
try’s young men and women during the century of slavery remain incalcu-
lable. Slavery in Africa remains in many ways a continuing business. In
Malawi terrible echoes of slave experiences were replicated long after the
official end of the slave trade in other sorts of middle passages driven by
bonded labor and forced migrations. During the colonial and postcolonial
twentieth century huge numbers of Malawi’s lakeside Cewa peoples found
themselves echoing the experiences of their ancestors, as desperate poverty
forced them to sign up to undertake systematic and lengthy periods of labor
in the gold mines of South Africa—and there to experience a bizarre mim-
icry of the psychic dislocations, physical dangers, diseases (tuberculosis and
silicosis), and lack of freedoms that characterized those earlier forced pas-
sages across the lake to Portuguese Mozambique, the clove plantations of
Zanzibar and Réunion, and the sultanates of Turkey and the Middle East.
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three

The Iranun and Balangingi 
Slaving Voyage

Middle Passages in the Sulu Zone

james warren

a cacophony of new sounds, sights, objects, and tastes, along with an
accelerated, materially oriented life, had transformed the Sulu Zone1 by the
early nineteenth century and created a much increased demand for slave
labor. Europe’s commercial intrusion in China at the end of the eighteenth
century made a significant impact on the growth of the slave trade in South-
east Asia, driving a need for coolies to produce Chinese tea, which was cul-
tivated in the mountains of Fujian Province and much sought by European
traders. This stimulated a parallel demand for slaves to work in the fisheries
and forests of the Sulu Zone to meet the demands of Europeans for exotic
commodities like sea cucumber and birds’ nests to trade to China.2 The
result was the development of a permanent slave-trafficking network
around organized markets and depots in the Sulu Archipelago. Jolo Island,
as the center of a redistribution network encompassing the Sulu Zone,
became the most important slave marketing center by .

Sulu’s ascendancy in the late eighteenth century developed out of the
expanding trade between India, insular Southeast Asia, and China. Com-
mercial and tributary activity became linked with long-distance raiding and
the incorporation of captured peoples to service the procurement of com-
modities for the China trade. Forced migrations of the unfortunate mass
of captives and slaves caught in the cogs of the Sulu economy shaped the
demography of the Iranun and Balangingi raiders, the Vikings of Asia, and

 



affected the overall population trends and settlement patterns of much of
the Philippines and eastern Indonesia well into the end of the nineteenth
century.

iranun and balangingi :  the vikings of asia

The slave raiders of the Sulu Zone who met the need for a reliable source
of labor were the Iranun and Samal Balangingi, known as Lanun through-
out the region. They were lords of the sea and skillful warriors. To obtain
more guns and ammunition, metal tools, textiles, and opium, these mar-
itime marauders had to obtain increasing numbers of slaves to collect and
process particular commodities to sell to the China tea traders. Thus the
desire to gain direct access to Western technology and Chinese trade goods
and a rising demand for tea in Europe and China caused a concomitant
increase in regionwide slave raiding in Southeast Asia. The life of particu-
lar maritime groups was partially reformulated in the process. One extra-
ordinary feature of the interconnections between Sulu slave raiding and the
advent of the world capitalist economy was the slavers’ rapid movement
across the entire region as they hunted down one Southeast Asian coastal
population after another. From the end of the eighteenth century to the
middle of the nineteenth century, Southeast Asia felt the full force of the
slave raiders of the Sulu Zone.

The harsh exploits of the Iranun and Balangingi were carried out on a
large scale; manning well-organized fleets of large, swift prahus, the Lanun
navigated the west coast of Borneo and crossed the South China Sea to the
Strait of Malacca and the Bay of Bengal. In the south their raiding vessels
thrust through the Makassar Strait and fanned out across the Indonesian
world. The Iranun and Balangingi crossed the Banda Sea to New Guinea,
made raids along the coast of Java, and circumnavigated Borneo. In pur-
suit of captives they terrorized the Philippine archipelago, preying on the
poorly defended lowland coastal villages and towns of southern Luzon and
the Visayan Islands. They even sailed and rowed their warships into Manila
Bay, their annual cruises reaching the northern extremity of Luzon and
beyond. The Lanun earned a reputation as daring, fierce marauders who
jeopardized the maritime trade routes of Southeast Asia and dominated the
capture and transport of slaves to the Sulu sultanate.3

Tens of thousands of captive people from across Southeast Asia seized by
these sea raiders were put to work in the fisheries, in birds’ nest caves, or in
the cultivation of rice and the transport of goods to markets in the local
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redistribution network. More than anything else, this source and use of
labor gave Sulu its distinctive predatory character in the eyes of Europeans
in the nineteenth century. They viewed it as a pirate and slave state.

The Iranun and Balangingi galley-like prahus roamed and plundered
much of Southeast Asia without interruption in the opening decades of the
nineteenth century. The most notorious feature of their wind-driven raid-
ing operations was the systematic taking of captives who either were sold
as slaves in colonial cities hungering for labor or exchanged at Jolo and
Sarangani islands, off the coast of southern Mindanao. Most attacks took
place in the waters of local principalities and developing colonies, ports,
towns, and villages close to the coast. The mobility, kinship, and diplomatic
connections of the Iranun and Balangingi, and their capability either to pro-
tect or disrupt trade, enabled them to forge regional links—a powerful fluid
political confederation of sorts—that could make or break local states and
destroy colonial trade networks and population centers.4

To organize and lead the vessels of one of the slaving expeditions that
prowled the seas of Southeast Asia, challenging the colonial navies at every
turn, demanded the best equipment, skill, spiritual strength, and great
courage. Some Iranun vessels had crews of  to  men; the usual com-
plement was  to , and they mounted  to  large swivel guns, or
rantanka.5 The size of the expedition depended not only upon its purpose
but also upon such complex factors as the duration of the cruise, the slavers’
familiarity with the target areas, and, more important, the ability of the
organizer to mobilize experienced followers for the venture. Individual
communities could manage small expeditions; occasionally, whole crews
came from a single settlement. However, composite crews were not uncom-
mon in expeditions of fewer than ten prahus.

Iranun and Balangingi vessels frequently left with a skeleton crew of ten
to fifteen and traveled to neighboring Iranun and Samal villages and islands
to fill out their complements with kin and slaves.6 Large-scale enterprises
entailing thirty, forty, or even fifty prahus required the cooperation of many
settlements on a regional basis. Organizationally, such expeditions reflected
the kinship and alliance networks of powerful datus (chiefs). The raiding
expedition itself was transitory. These groupings did not have any perma-
nence beyond the immediate voyage. When a slaving expedition was over
and many of the patron-client and kinship ties were deactivated, the fleet
and crews dispersed to go home to their respective settlements or join
another expedition that was forming somewhere else.
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All Iranun raiding expeditions and individual slaving vessels were run auto-
cratically. There was a strict hierarchy and code of conduct. The fleet com-
mander and his captains demanded unquestioning loyalty and obedience.
The Iranun generally cruised in squadrons of thirty to forty, with a single fleet
commander and a nakodah (captain) aboard each vessel who, according to
the Dutch resident of Menado’s account of Sulu piracy, excelled in “physical
force, courage or cunning” and had acquired a certain renown and wealth.7
A nakodah controlled all aspects of the sailing and navigation of the vessel.
His crew was often a mixture of Iranun and Samal sailors and Filipino and
Malayo-Muslim slaves, who had an understanding of the Iranun-Maranao
and Samal dialects and whose knowledge of regional languages and naviga-
tion routes could prove strategically useful. Filipino renegades were highly
valued, and their martial skills and local knowledge sometimes saved them
from the dreadful fate of pulling an oar on the slaves’ bench.8

At the end of the eighteenth century the largest Iranun raiding boats car-
ried  to  sailors and marines and about  rowers. The crew mem-
bers consisted partly of Iranun and Balangingi warriors whose task was to
fight, partly of trusted slaves who had accompanied the sea raiders for years,
ordinary slaves who had been seized on earlier expeditions, and itinerant
tribesmen. The officers, and even ordinary crew, brought slaves with them
to cook, fetch water, and assist with shipboard duties. The slaves were not
armed but were considered an integral part of the crew: it was their job to
row, bail, clean, and repair the prahu.9 Slaves stood or sat on the deck or sat
cross-legged on the projecting gallery, each manacled and pulling an oar.
They were encouraged to row in unison to the sound of a drumbeat and
brass cymbals. The rowers were also urged by the crew and overseers to sing
both night and day, as sometimes slaves were compelled to row for long
stretches without a break—ten, twelve, even fourteen hours at a time.

The dominant image of slave raiders from the Sulu Zone as terrifying has
been balanced by a new appreciation of the wide-ranging incorporation of
captives in the economic and political life of these groups, extending from
the Straits of Malacca to eastern Sulawesi.10 The testimony of fugitive cap-
tives often mentions Christian slaves’ renouncing their religion and chang-
ing sides to serve as crew. Tagalog and Visayan fishers and mariners suffered
exploitation and cruelties at the hands of local officials and friars, so when
an opportunity arose, many able-bodied captive seamen readily joined the
crew of raiding vessels and passed themselves off as “Iranun” or “Balangingi.”
For these men, who could no longer happily return to their homes and 
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families in the Philippines and elsewhere, becoming a renegade offered the
possibility of a better way of life, exchanging discomfort and servitude for
the opportunity of skilled local work, adventure, and social advancement
as a slave raider. The combination of risk and reward on board slaving ships
attracted renegade captives, especially from the Visayas, who were prepared
to die young at sea if need be and were capable of earning the respect, loy-
alty, and cooperation of prospective crew members. As a consequence of
the Iranun and Balangingi’s assimilating many captive men and boys, the
identities of their own communities were always in flux. More than two-
thirds of some Samal Balangingi settlements consisted of adopted Visayan
and Malay captives who had been assimilated into the society to replace vil-
lage-based crews and entire squadrons lost at sea.

In the s,  percent or more of the Balangingi crews were renegades,
while some larger vessels boasted as many as sixty renegades among a crew
of eighty. Statements taken by the Dutch resident of Menado in the mid-
to late s indicate that the cultural accommodation and integration of
captive seamen was extensive, and renegades commanded a sizeable num-
ber of Balangingi raiding vessels.11 Turncoat-led squadrons of maritime
raiders were systematically sweeping Philippine waters, seizing the local
populace with laserlike precision. Invariably, these renegade raiding parties
possessed detailed knowledge of the shoals, reefs, coves, and seas of their
former provinces, as well as long-standing memories of the liturgical cal-
endar and fiestas of the different Luzon and Visayan towns. The Spanish
and Dutch officials came to rue the day that these renegades were given
authority and responsibility that would not have been possible in their for-
mer coastal villages and homelands under colonial rule. However, there
were still moderating factors that acted as a drag on the upward mobility of
such captives, irrespective of their innate aptitude for such a way of life. The
pressure to marry a local woman and embrace Islam was relentless. Only
those with ambition and who renounced their Christian faith could hope
to command a prahu and live well.12

The Iranun and Balangingi relied on the prevailing winds in navigating
their prahus across Southeast Asia. The raiders were rarely out of sight of
land for long because the islands lay so thickly on the sea. Essential to their
navigation was a thorough knowledge of the coasts, headlands, coves, deltas,
and mangrove swamps, and the navigators frequently were assimilated cap-
tives or slaves who had an intimate knowledge of local dialects, creeks, ports,
and navigation tracks of the area from which they had been uprooted and
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were now returning as assailants. The monsoon winds bore the Iranun
across the South China Sea between August and October; by the middle of
October the winds were too strong in the Malacca Strait for maritime raid-
ing but ideal for the return voyage by way of Sulawesi and the Moluccas.
The warm, humid southwest monsoon usually appeared in the Philippines
in early May, attained maximum intensity in August, and gradually disap-
peared in October and November, while the same region is affected by the
northeast monsoon from December to March. Taking full advantage of the
prevailing winds, the Iranun and Balangingi circumnavigated Borneo and
went as far afield as New Guinea.

The name Lanun struck fear into the hearts and minds of riverine and
coastal populations across Southeast Asia, and the terrors of the sudden
presence of these well-armed raiders lives on to this day in the oral recol-
lections, reminiscences, popular folk epics, and drama of the victims’
descendants in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia.13 The Lanun’s
wind-driven and oar-powered galleys appeared like clockwork in the Gulf
of Siam and beyond, out into the Bay of Bengal as far as Burma. The reg-
ularity of these sweeps through the central and northern provinces of the
Philippines and the Malay Peninsula led the populace of Trengganu, Kelan-
tan, Patani, and elsewhere to refer to particular months of the year, notably
August, September, and October, as the musim lanun (Lanun season) and
the monsoon itself as habagat, or the “pirate wind.”14

middle passages:  blood upon the sea and sand

The experience of captives from the moment of seizure through their pas-
sage in the slave prahus to their transfer and settlement in the Sulu Zone
emerges in the slaves’ testimonies, which provide fresh evidence about the
captivity experience under the Iranun and Balangingi that cannot be found
in more traditional sources. These statements provide insight from the
inside into life on board and the captivity experience. By accumulating the
experiences of many individuals in a kind of collective biography, it is pos-
sible to identify changes or relationships that are hard to detect in the expe-
rience of any particular individual.

The Spanish ships hunting the Lanun frequently carried several inter-
preters who were fluent in Tagalog and Visayan, and captives who sought
refuge on board Spanish vessels were interrogated immediately. Dutch colo-
nial officials also interrogated fugitive captives, asking them more than
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thirty questions that focused principally upon slave raiding. The Spanish
and Dutch sources complement one another and together contain detailed
analytical information that depicts the captive experience and maritime
raiding from the deck of a slave-raiding prahu. The captive statements are
fascinating in that they provide insight into the shocking realities of life on
slave-raiding prahus—the actual way it felt and the profound way that the
trauma of captivity and enslavement affected people. One can really sense
the fear, desires, hopes, and incredible tragedy surrounding the circum-
stances of many captive people taken on board the Iranun and Balangingi
slaving boats.

Much of the inshore raiding against coastal settlements was done with
single-masted sailing vessels that carried up to twenty men. Before a raid-
ing party descended on a village or a stretch of sandy beach, the large prahus
hid in a creek among the mangroves on an uninhabited part of the coast or
remained offshore and out of sight. The raiding canoes launched at dawn
and dusk, with most crew members lying on the bottom of the craft, leav-
ing only two or three men disguised as fishermen to navigate. They picked
off fishers at river mouths, surprised sampans leaving for religious festivals
in neighboring villages, and rushed ashore to carry off unsuspecting indi-
viduals who had been gathering shellfish, manufacturing salt, or cutting
mangrove. Tibercio Juan, a fugitive captive, stated that in less than three
months in , the Lanun seized more than a hundred fishers and trepang
gatherers from the coasts of Masbate, Panay, Negros, and Cebu.15

In twenty-five-foot canoes the “people fishers” searched for early-morn-
ing beachcombers with their backs bent to the sea. In summer men, women,
and children gathered clams, mussels, and sea urchins at low tide. They also
walked the tidal flats to gather limpets and barnacles and pick agar. In the
canoes whoever spotted the villagers would nod his head slightly in their
direction. Pointing would have been dangerous and would have alerted the
victims. The canoe paddles parted the sea so quietly and quickly that the
raiders were nearly upon the villagers before they realized it. The Lanun
grabbed women and children because they fetched higher prices in Sulu
than men did. The family-oriented nature of subsistence activity provided
ample opportunities to seize children, and mothers who could not bear the
pain of separation ran to the seashore and begged to be taken with their
children as captives.16 Those who attempted to flee were struck down with
wooden cudgels. If they resisted strenuously, they were killed on the spot.
Although colonial authorities considered such seizures demographically
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insignificant at the province level, by the s inshore raiding with shal-
low-draft canoes made a tragic difference in the lives of individual families
in isolated and small settlements.

Capture at sea or along the seaboard was only the first of many traumatic
experiences that Asian and European colonists would suffer in the course
of their journey to Sulu. Trussed up in the hold of a prahu, the main con-
cern of many new captives was to maintain their personality intact—eth-
nic identity and culture of origin. They hoped, at some point in the
foreseeable future, to escape and return to their former world as the same
person who had left it. At first they would direct all their emotional efforts
toward this goal, but the slavers could not allow captives to maintain a sem-
blance of their personalities and usual behavior on board the slave prahus.
New captives, including professional soldiers, could not survive aboard a
slaving prahu for longer than a month or two without becoming preoccu-
pied by the fundamental problem of staying alive.

The Iranun and Balangingi sought to radically change the attitudes and
outlooks of their captives. They achieved this through strict discipline and
punishment. The result was that, in a short time, the captive assumed the
identity of slave. A new captive was put to the oars. Anyone who could not
endure the poor diet and backbreaking labor became a liability to the crew
and other captives; from the raiders’ point of view it was as wise to dispose of
the weaker individuals as soon as possible. Experienced captives were some-
times forced to assist in the weeding-out of the “unfit,” incorporating in their
own behavior the culture of violence that was associated with slave raiding
and the middle passage of the oceanic voyage. Si Ayer demonstrated mental
strength, but he vividly remembered how the Iranun achieved the rapid attri-
tion of “unfit” captives over several months on the boat in which he was held
captive: “The prisoners were all kept tied, until they showed no symptoms of
attempting to escape; we were very sadly treated—water and rice given to us
very sparingly. Some died from hunger, some from being handcuffed, some
from grief; they untied me after about a month. If prisoners were sick so that
they could not pull an oar, they were thrown overboard.”17

At the outset of their passage to the Sulu Archipelago, new captives were
subject to the harshest treatment. In  captured Balangingi raiders con-
fessed to having taken, during the three months they were out slaving, three
Malay boats laden with rice, several Chinese sampans, and one Thai trad-
ing prahu. Of the captured crew, only a Chinese, a Siamese, and three 
or four Malays were found still alive on board the slaving prahu, and each
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captive wore a rattan twisted collar with which the captive was secured at
night. This halter was used repeatedly in ensuing decades, a symbol of Ira-
nun and Balangingi cruelty toward slaves.18

When raiders plundered and sunk a prahu or seized people from the
shore, the captured people were separated from one another and taken
aboard different vessels, as Abdullah explained: “I was separated from my
companions and taken onto one of the prahus.” So, too, Nah Soo Hong
recalled that “Lim Kiat was put on one boat and myself on another”; twelve-
year-old Francisco Thomas and his brother were put on board one boat
“and Nicholas and Marselo in others”; Yusof said, “[M]y father and I were
put into one boat. . . . Pak Tingal was on board a different one.”19 Once on
board they were stripped naked, a rattan ring was put around their neck,
and some were tied to the side of the prahu with their hands and feet bound
with sharp rattan manacles. C. Z. Pieters recalled:

[W]hen I came again to my senses I found that I was stripped naked and
bound in a prahu. . . . The commander of the prahu in which I was caused
me to be tied up by the hands, feet and neck. The rope at which captives
are tied by the neck is taken off in the day-time. At six o’clock in the
evening, whether they are inclined to sleep or not, they must lie down and
are bound by the feet, hands and neck to the deck of the prahu, and the
rope by which their necks are confined remains within reach of the pirates
who are keeping watch.20

In the first stages of the middle passage captives, particularly robust ones,
remained tied up for weeks, even months. They were deliberately caned
with a flat piece of bamboo on the elbows, knees, and the muscles of the
arms and legs so they could not swim or run away.21 Younger children were
not fettered, but they were caned. In his captivity narrative Ibañez y Gar-
cia described how the Balangingi compared their social system with the
exploitation of the Spanish government: “I have seen them cane some boys
for recollecting the memory of their parents, telling them at the same time,
‘you should be content with us, since you will not have to pay the tributo
nor perform personal services.’ ”22 Captives were also fed poorly at this stage
of the voyage to further weaken their will to resist. They were given barely
enough rice, sago, and water to survive. Ebenezer Edwards, from the whaler
Sarah and Elizabeth, said that the food “consisted of only a little rice and
water and the rice was generally spoiled and the rations so small that we
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never had enough of it.”23 After C. Z. Pieters had spent six days in the
Balangingi prahu, he bravely asked one of the slave raiders who appeared to
be the “mate,” and who was eating at the time, for some food, and to be
permitted to return to his country, Pieters received in response “a blow in
the eyes which completely blinded me and left me insensible for more than
an hour.”24 The survivors of a Balangingi squadron, destroyed off the Sara -
wak coast of northwest Borneo in , were forced to drink “three parts
of fresh water with four of salt, and all they gave us to eat was a handful of
rice or sago twice a day.”25 Ibañez y Garcia also had a desperate struggle to
survive; he could not get enough to eat because of the constant taunting of
his captor’s woman, who “would snatch the rice and fish right from my
hands giving it to her friends and leaving me nothing to eat.” Ibañez y Gar-
cia recalled how the woman “would look wickedly at me, waiting for me to
drop dead from hunger.”26

Once the captives were sufficiently cowed, they were put to the oars in
gangs and rowed in relays night and day. Most cruises were long, and the
captives were expected to row for days on end. The oar-powered galleys of
the Iranun and Balangingi were crewed by eighty to  male captives and
slaves, who provided power and acceleration in light winds or calm peri-
ods. The captives and galley slaves sat in tiers; the lower-tier sweeps were
pulled by men sitting inside the prahu itself, the upper by others sitting on
a projecting bamboo stage. Most galley slaves were Tagalogs, Visayans, and
“Malays,” but an occasional strong Chinese and European took their place
on either the deck or bench.

The captive rowers sat cross-legged, naked from the waist up, with one
or two of them pulling on each oar. They were driven by the rhythmic sound
of a drum and cymbals, while certain crew members would not hesitate to
crack a cane across their back to ensure that all oars struck the water in rapid
unison. A contemporary observer, Thomas Forrest, noted that, while row-
ing on slave cruises, the Iranun used a special song and drumbeat to keep
time without the slightest break in rhythm, to revive the flagging spirits of
those lagging behind or about to faint.27 The verses of such songs were brief,
woven in and out of a chanting melody as a box drum kept time and the
captives pulled their weight. An exhausted captive who collapsed over an
oar ran the risk of being unceremoniously thrown overboard to drown.
Ibañez y Garcia, naked and nearly delirious, felt the rattan on his back sev-
eral times but witnessed more extreme hardships suffered by captives forced
to pull the sweeps. “I will never forget what I saw,” he wrote:
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Christian captives with rattan halters around their necks tied to the bench
on which they sat. Their feet and wrists bound by ropes. They sat there in
that position on the deck of the boat under the scorching heat of the sun,
in the rain, and in the winds eye. Some simply collapsed over their oar,
dying. Others were untied just on the verge of passing out, in order to
regain consciousness, only to be tied up once again on the oar.28

The memories were equally disturbing, if not haunting, for young Fran-
cisco Thomas, who had experienced the worst possible fate that could befall
a young man captured by the Balangingi. Having witnessed his father’s
death at the hands of the crew, less than a month later he and his young
brother were made to work the oars in a raid on Malay shipping.29

The Iranun and Balangingi treated female captives on board reasonably
well: women were considered of much greater value, with one woman worth
three men as objects of trade and exchange. Before the vessel’s arrival in port
it was in the general interest of all crew who shared in the booty of human
cargo that there was no sexual abuse of the female captives. Female captives
usually received some protection, although slave raiders, who led a wan-
dering and hard life, did not always display much delicacy in their treat-
ment of women and were not always constrained in their sexual advances.
Although the records contain no explicit complaints of violence and rape,
some accounts by captive women on board slaving vessels refer to a “little
gentle compulsion.” One unfortunate woman was immersed in water up
to her neck for a day or two.30

Although the records and accounts provide no information about the
marital status of female captives before their capture and purchase, it is clear
that many marriages and families were destroyed by the Iranun and
Balangingi slave trade in Southeast Asia. Male captives, often in a state of
shock and disbelief, did not like to be reminded of their families and close
friends from whom they had been separated so recently and traumatically.
Many men were also slaughtered in the course of the capture of their
women, particularly during the numerous festivals of the Catholic Church
in the Philippines that drew the female population abroad in visits to dif-
ferent churches and shrines.31 But for many female captives on board, the
experience of the violent uprooting was somewhat different from that of
the men, partly because the women had already lost their husbands. In their
statements captive women said that they had some realization of the futil-
ity of escape since they knew that death would be the price of failure. But
the another contributing factor was the realization that female captives were
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generally not subjected to harsh labor and that there was a possibility that
they might enjoy a more reasonable life than their female kin and the friends
back in a terror-stricken Philippine or Indonesian village. Female captives
were most likely to be assimilated into the raiders’ culture, because of the
singular importance of their productive and reproductive capacities.

The raiders rarely gave quarter to the Europeans they captured because
of the atrocities and bad treatment the raiders had suffered at the hands of
the Spanish and Dutch, who had ordered the extermination of the Iranun
raiders, decapitating them or cutting off their ears as proof.32 European cap-
tives who were not ransomed by the Iranun or Balangingi often ran out of
luck. The s and s saw the escalation of a vicious cycle of suppres-
sion, with colonial authorities hanging and beheading slave raiders in
response to atrocities committed against European captives by the Iranun.
The Spaniard Ibañez y Garcia quickly learned that some of the enslaved on
board exceeded their masters in mistreating European captives.33 During the
two-month period of his captivity, his captors would amuse themselves by
making Ibañez y Garcia stand half naked in the center of a circle of fierce-
looking Balangingi, armed with krises and delivering blood-curdling shouts,
who would rush at him as if bent on killing him. As he dodged their thrusts,
the warriors hit him repeatedly with their tough carabao-hide shields.
Exhausted and trembling from the calculated blows, he would drop to the
ground half dead, at which point he would hear the shout Igo na igo na,
ugma na sa buntag! (Enough for today. We shall continue tomorrow!)34

Captives faced the very real possibility of dying from the harsh treatment
and poor diet suffered routinely while on board a slave-raiding prahu.Those
restrained were crammed together for weeks and even months on end
among the provisions stowed in a cramped hold or on deck, with no shel-
ter from tropical heat and the deluge of squalls and storms. Below deck was
a terrible stench as the captives suffered from extremes of damp, heat, or
cold; the hold was usually awash and filthy and offered no silence and no
privacy.35 The attrition on board slave raiders was highest among Euro-
peans, who were far less inured to such hardships than Filipinos and Malays;
the work at the oar, the continual struggle with the elements, infectious dis-
eases, the very real fear of torture and death, and a diet of seawater, unwashed
sago, and burnt rice was too much for most of them.36

After  mortality among the captives in the middle passage rose
sharply due to more frequent encounters between colonial warships and the
Iranun and Balangingi. In such engagements no quarter was expected or
given. The slave raiders, driven to the brink of death, usually forced their
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captives to come up from below and sit side by side on the deck as human
shields, forming the la muralla de sangre (wall of blood). For Spanish, Eng-
lish, and Dutch naval officers, torn between duty and compassion, the cap-
tives became cannon fodder in the ruthless spectacle of modern sea warfare.
Spanish naval officers confronted this terrible strategy with a macabre cal-
culation that to redeem four captives they had to kill ten.37 Steam gunboats
and colonial cruisers often kept firing barrage after barrage at crippled raid-
ing prahus caught on the open sea, and captives were invariably the first casu-
alties as those forced above as human shields, and others helplessly tied up
in the hold, were blown apart. In the fateful  encounter between Orang
Kaya Kullul’s Balangingi squadron and the steam warship Diana, off the 
east coast of Malaysia, the steamer kept up an incessant fire on the six slave-
raiding boats, killing and wounding a great many Balangingi as well as their
captives. Yusof, a twelve-year-old Kelantan Malay, tragically recounted how
he and his father were captured by the Balangingi and that his father was
killed by cannon fire from the Diana. The boy himself was wounded with
shrapnel in the left shoulder.38

On the inward-bound part of the middle passage, out of necessity, cap-
tives were sometimes bartered between flotillas or to coastal communities
for foodstuffs. A seaman from Catanduanes related how the Iranun who
captured him and others later met up with a Balangingi flotilla and
exchanged the captives for food. “I was bartered to a Balangingi for half a
cavan of rice,” he recalled.39 A Cebuano silversmith told a similar story of
how he was captive on a Balangingi flotilla near the Mindanao coast that
exchanged some of its captives for rice.40 Soesa, a trader from Buton, said
that as the Balangingi fleet was being overhauled in Buton, “I was bartered
to a Buginese trader.”41

Occasionally, captives managed to escape by jumping overboard and
swimming for their lives. In  Albert Bickmore, a professor of natural
history who was doing research at Kema, wrote in his journal of how two
Malays suddenly appeared at the house where he was residing. They
explained that “they were natives of a small village on the Bay of Gorontalo;
and that while they were fishing, they were captured by a fleet of (Balangingi)
pirates, who soon after set out on their homeward voyage. . . . [W]hile the
fleet was passing Sangir . . . they succeeded in escaping by jumping over-
board and swimming a long distance to the shore.”42

Stories of escape from the Lanun abound in local oral traditions. Accord-
ing to one account, the name of the town of Lucban in the Cuyo Islands,
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off the northeast coast of Palawan, “comes from the Cuyono word ‘Lucbo’
meaning ‘jump.’ ”43 It was far more common for captives to escape when a
squadron touched at an island for some time. “When the pirates obtained
water on Siloeang island, I ran away,” the captive Dino explained, while
another captive, Sodo, said that although he was always bound and forced
to row, “I managed to escape while drawing water on Siloeang Island.”44

The longest account came from Antonio Juan:

[T]he Balangingi set a course for Quinluban island to approach the
Calamian group. But heavy seas and strong winds forced them to put in at
Cabra island for shelter where they seized two people. After having been
there for two days I fled to the mountainous part of the island and
remained in hiding for a week until hunger forced me to return to the
coast. I began to build a raft to sail to Quinluban. Several people acciden-
tally stumbled upon me while I was at work on it but fled, fearing I was a
moro. After much persuasion they realised I was not a Muslim and
returned to help me finish the raft. These four people had been chased by
the moros and had to abandon their barot, but reached the shore before
the pirates could overtake them.45

The small, uninhabited islands of Bangka and Talisse at the northwestern
tip of Celebes were the final place of call for Balangingi fleets operating in
the eastern archipelago before they began the last leg of the voyage to Sulu.
Here they took on water, repaired the prahus, and frequently divided their
captives. Pieters recalled, “I had been bound for eighteen days and nights
when we reached the island of Bangka. Off Likupang, the captives who were
on board the ten prahus and who amounted to one hundred in number,
were divided among the pirates. Amongst these captives were natives of Ter-
nate, Tidore, Buton, Banggai, Sangir, Makassar and Gorontalo.”46

The distribution of the captives frequently gave rise to violent and some-
times bloody altercations among the slave raiders, especially when more
than one person claimed rights to a particular captive. Nevertheless, the
condition of captives like Pieters materially improved once they had been
allotted, because it was in the master’s interests to see that they were cared
for and watched over in the final stage of the passage. As Pieters wrote, “As
long as a new captive has no fixed master, he must each day serve a differ-
ent person, by whom he is fed. As soon as he is appropriated by one of the
pirates he is allowed to eat with the slave of his master, and if his owner is
well disposed towards him he received a short baju and a small sarong.”47
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For Pieters’s captors the division of the spoils and change of the monsoon
heralded the end of the slave-raiding season, although sometimes the dis-
tribution of the captives did not take place until after the fleet returned
home. In  Francisco Sacarias was seized by a fleet of eighteen Balangingi
prahus and on their return to Balangingi the raiders divided the  cap-
tives, with an equal number apportioned to each prahu, after which the fleet
commander chose eight captives for himself. Two years later Juan Pedro was
part of a distribution of the captives at Balangingi: “ captives for the com-
mander Tamsi;  captives to each prahu;  captives for each fighting man;
and  captives for each –pound cannon loaned.”48

By questioning hundreds of fugitive captives over several decades, colo-
nial officers managed to piece together a reasonably clear picture of the com-
plicated accounting and allocating process for the captives. According to
Jansen, the Dutch resident of Menado in the mid-s, the normal pro-
cedure was for the captives to be divided among the slave raiders according
to their rank and role on board. In the initial division the commander
received the largest number—as many as eight or ten. The nakodah of each
prahu kept at least six of the best captives for himself, and each crew mem-
ber received a captive, but distinctions were made—those whose principal
task was to fight were entitled to a larger number of captives than those who
sailed the prahu. Slaves who accompanied their masters on expeditions or
who were lent or hired out did not receive any captives; their share in the
captives reverted to their masters.49 Islamic law also reserved a portion of
the captives for the Sulu sultan as the embodiment of the state. Payments
to local officials and investors had to be made in captives too. The heads of
villages from which the slaving prahus originated received a captive for each
prahu sent by their community.50

The majority of the captives were then sold to meet the ferocious labor
demands of commodity-driven global markets in the Sulu Zone, with the
value of captives varying greatly according to their sex, age, and personal
condition. The mid-s price of a male was about ; a female, depend-
ing on her age and physical condition, was worth , , or perhaps even
 (Straits dollars). The price of children without parents or guardians
was determined by similar criteria, while infants were estimated to be worth
half the price of a man.51 In The Sulu Zone, –, I estimated that
, to , slaves were delivered to Sulu between  and .52

Nevertheless, it is still a small statistic in light of the eleven million Africans
who endured the middle passage to the New World during the three-and-
half centuries of the Atlantic slave trade.
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slavery in the sulu zone:  
social and cultural transformations

The formation and prosperity of the Sulu Zone was based, above all else,
upon an “open” form of slavery, whereby the state acquired labor through
capture or purchase of slaves and assimilated them into the dominant group.
The role of the Sulu state primarily was to maintain the material and social
conditions for the exploitation of slaves, as a means of incorporating people
into the Sulu social and economic system. Travelers, traders, and emissaries
in the zone reported that slaves were engaged in every conceivable domes-
tic, agricultural, and industrial occupation. The slaves were predominately
Visayan, Tagalog, Minahassan, and Buginese speakers, although almost
every major ethnic group of insular Southeast Asia was to be found among
their ranks. As trade became enmeshed with the world capitalist economy,
and the economic and political problems posed by the China tea trade and
imperialism grew, so did the amount of work that required literacy and
strategic knowledge of local regional affairs. Paradoxically, few Sulu aristo-
crats could either read or write in any of the languages pushing into the
zone, so captives with education who could serve as scribes, translators, and
language tutors were much sought after.53

Slaves could marry and own property, including other slaves, and they
often filled a variety of political and economic roles—as bureaucrats, inter-
preters, warriors, and farmers, as concubines and traders—and so were enti-
tled to certain rights and privileges accorded to other members of the
dominant society. But within the first generation those individuals most
likely to be incorporated in Sulu society were adolescent, and child, and
female slaves, given the relative importance of productive and reproductive
activities. Both sexes could earn small amounts of money, and arguably they
lived better than many of their colonized kin in the Philippines and Dutch
East Indies, where colonial land and labor policies and taxation had created
a class of landless, rootless poor. Some enterprising slaves even borrowed
capital from their masters and organized trading expeditions in the zone,
eventually owning slaves themselves and earning enough to buy their free-
dom. This strong demand for labor power meant captives and slaves were
relatively easily assimilated within a remarkably inclusive Muslim system of
kinship and social organization.54

The large-scale, progressive intake of captive and slaves from various parts
of Southeast Asia and beyond also reflected Sulu’s moving closer to Europe
and China, both economically and culturally. European traders joined with
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Taosug datus to spark one of the largest population movements in recent
Southeast Asian history, with hundreds of thousands of individuals forcibly
delivered into slavery across the Sulu Zone. For people swept up in the Ira-
nun and Balangingi middle passages, the world changed through the inter-
sections of the global economy centered in the Sulu Zone. In the new reality
the world was comprised of winners, who were responding to new eco-
nomic opportunities of globalization, and losers, who were forced far away
from their home to live in ways unanticipated before that moment of cap-
tivity and enslavement. Tens of thousands of ordinary Southeast Asians
found themselves dislocated and abroad in the land/seascape of the zone,
living among maritime peoples completely removed from those with whom
they had been born and raised. By the start of the nineteenth century slave
identities in the zone were being shaped and changed by the forces of global
trade and Islam, as distinctions of race and culture disintegrated and thou-
sands of “outsiders” were incorporated into the subordinate reaches of a
rapidly expanding trading society of the Sulu sultanate. The middle pas-
sages of the Iranun and Balangingi slaving voyage provide an exceptional
case study of how a collective identity was established, made real, and took
on a particular cultural content.

conclusion

In the context of the world capitalist economy, and the advent of the China
trade, the slave-raiding activities of the Iranun and Balangingi, so readily
condemned as “piracy” by European colonial powers and later historians,
should be understood as a means of consolidating the economic base and
political power of the sultan and the Taosug coastal chiefs of Sulu. The cross-
cultural entanglement of Chinese tea and modern European firearms,
within the context of expanding interregional trade and improved maritime
military organization, set the stage for the explosive emergence of these
marauding populations. Moreover, these mobile slave-raiding groups took
it upon themselves to “modernize,” acquiring foreign technology, especially
the latest gunpowder arms, to rapidly strengthen their strike force.

Sugar “demanded” slaves and drove the Atlantic slave trade. Inextricably
bound to sugar, as product and fate, was tea, which would spur the
“demand” for slaves in the Sulu-Mindanao region and stimulate widespread
maritime slave raiding. In order to trade for tea in China the British needed
sea cucumber, shark’s fin, pearls, and birds’ nests, and the demand for these
commodities affected the allocation of labor power and so required fresh
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captives as slaves throughout the Sulu Zone. Tea was more than simply the
crucial commodity in the development of trade between China and Britain.
This evergreen shrub was instrumental in the development of commerce,
power, and population that systematically changed the regional face of
Southeast Asia.
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four

The Voyage Out

Peter Kolb and VOC Voyages to the Cape

nigel penn

almost one million people sailed in the ships of the Verenigde Oost–
Indische Compagnie (VOC, or Dutch East India Company) from the
Netherlands to the East Indies between  and .1 Half a million of
these were not Dutch; they were mostly Germans who had signed them-
selves into voluntary bondage to the company for three to five years. These
Germans were but a small proportion of the many millions of inhabitants
of German-speaking Europe who became migrants between the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. A reliable recent estimate puts the number of Ger-
man migrants during this period at fifteen million, or, to put it another way,
one in three adult individuals from German-speaking Europe changed their
place of residence.2 For the most part, these German migrants were simply
trying to better their economic circumstances. True, their ranks included
some fleeing criminals, deserters, unwilling husbands, or adventurers, but
on the whole the motivation for movement was economic necessity.

Not all these migrants left the German-speaking world, but among those
who did were more than a million who traveled to the Netherlands. Reli-
gious tolerance and economic prosperity made the Dutch Republic a
uniquely attractive destination. Despite its small size and relatively small
population (about two million between  and ), the Netherlands
was able to make “flexible use of the population potential of its neighbours,”
and foreign labor contributed greatly to Dutch prosperity.3 A major source

 



of employment for Germans was the Dutch armed forces, in which about
, foreigners served.4 Germans could serve overseas in another branch
of service too: tales of the wealth that could be made in the East may have
lured a few Germans into the VOC, but the great majority of conscripts
were simply very poor, drawn to the company because they were desperate.
They joined the VOC at its lowest level, as soldiers. Few were sailors; if they
were, they could have earned better wages elsewhere.

For these half-million landlubbers, many of whom had never seen the
sea, the experience of joining a company ship and sailing halfway around
the globe to Batavia, on a voyage whose average duration was  days (or
eight to nine months), was truly a transformative experience.5 At sea, they
had to learn a new language and new skills swiftly. They had to accept a
strange and fiercely cruel discipline. They had to conform to a new social
hierarchy and familiarize themselves with arcane social and symbolic prac-
tices. Their bodies had to quickly adapt to their harsh environment and diet
or they could end up “biting the saltwater,” that is, dead and buried at sea.
For the great majority of German soldiers in the employ of the Dutch East
India Company, the sea voyage—rather than the prospect of service on land
in Batavia, Ceylon, the Cape, or any of the company’s other territories
ashore—was the most frightening prospect. Survive the voyage, they felt,
and they could endure the rest. The longest, and most dangerous, leg of the
voyage out was the passage to the indispensable reprovisioning station and
compulsory port of call at the Cape of Good Hope. The average length of
this voyage at the beginning of the eighteenth century was  days (or four
to five months). The onwards voyage, from the Cape to Batavia, took a mere
seventy-eight days during this period. Usually, there would have been a four-
to-five week period of recovery, between these legs, at the Cape.6 It was not
just the length of the voyage to the Cape but the inexperience of the recruits
that proved dangerous. For many, it proved to be a very harsh initiation.

Historians are fortunate that the forty-seven hundred VOC voyages to
the East between  and  generated forty-seven accounts by Ger-
man company servants in which they described their experiences.7 Almost
all these were written by lowly, uneducated Germans and provide invalu-
able insight into the mechanisms of the VOC as seen from the uncomfort-
able below-decks crush in the soldiers’ quarters. Unlike the vast majority of
accounts written by Dutch servants of the VOC, which tended to be writ-
ten by surgeons or ministers—men inevitably bound by the censorship laws
of the VOC not to be too critical or revealing—the German accounts were
relatively uncensored. They expressed the views of outsiders, cautioning or
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instructing their compatriots about the disadvantages of surrendering their
lives to a merciless and avaricious institution and the dangers of hazarding
the long, long voyage to the East.8

Only two accounts were written by Germans of a higher status or edu-
cation, that of Baron von Wurmb, who sailed to Batavia in  as an under-
merchant (and whose letters were published in ), and that of Peter
Kolb, author of the monumental Caput Bonae Spei Hodiernum, or The Cape
of Good Hope Today, published in Nürnberg, in German, in .9 Kolb’s
account of his voyage to the Cape is of interest here, largely because it con-
tains one of the most detailed descriptions of the experience of German sol-
diers at sea. Kolb was born in , the son of a modest blacksmith, in a
village near Bayreuth. Kolb’s academic talents saw him advance from the
local grammar schools of Redwitz and Wunsiedel to the University of Halle,
where he commenced work as a lecturer in mathematics and astronomy
after gaining a doctorate in . Shortly after this, he came to the atten-
tion of the Prussian privy counselor, Baron Friedrich von Krosik, who hired
Kolb as a tutor to his sons. Von Krosik suggested to Kolb that he should go
to the Cape of Good Hope to undertake observations of the heavens there.
Von Krosik was also able to secure for Kolb the blessing and patronage of
one of the most influential men in the VOC, Nicolas Witsen, the mayor of
Amsterdam and a director of the company.10

It may seem perverse to comment on the least representative of the travel
accounts (for Kolb, with a doctorate in astronomy and a knowledge of Latin,
Hebrew, and mathematics, was undoubtedly the most educated of all the
German voyagers), but Kolb was a very special observer. His fame today
rests principally on his description of the early eighteenth-century Cape
and, in particular, his passages about the Cape’s indigenous inhabitants.
Greg Dening has demonstrated in Mr Bligh’s Bad Language that society on
board European sailing ships was as strange and unique a culture as any an
anthropologist could wish to study.11 Kolb, too, recognized this fact. For
him, and for his German countrymen, the exotic began at sea. No doubt
they were all transformed by their oceanic voyage, but Kolb’s sea change
inspired and equipped him to write about the indigenous inhabitants of
southern Africa with a uniquely sympathetic understanding. Indeed, it is
highly likely that Kolb’s experiences on his voyage out helped to shape his
response to the indigenous Khoikhoi, and there is an intriguing connection
between his descriptions of life on board a VOC ship and his descriptions
of Khoikhoi society. Kolb has been praised as “perhaps the most perceptive
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of early Khoisan ethnographers” and an unusually sensitive, sympathetic,
and detailed observer of their culture and customs.12

Kolb’s voyage to the Cape began in Germany itself, from where, thanks
to von Krosik’s patronage, Kolb was able to travel to Amsterdam in relative
comfort. Unlike his less-fortunate countrymen en route to Amsterdam, he
was not robbed or assaulted by bandits or thieves; he did not sleep in
haystacks or barns; and he was not obliged to beg for his food or walk to
his embarkation point.13 Nor was Kolb obliged, through economic hard-
ship, to accept an advance from one of the company’s recruiting agents, the
notorious zielverkopers, or soul purchasers. The recruiters, volkhouders, as
they were more correctly known, got recruits to sign a bond committing
them to repay the cost of their lodging, board, and outfit. In this way, a
company recruit could spend his first year of service simply repaying the
debts he had incurred on land while waiting for the fleet to sail.14 Kolb
instead paid  guilders for his passage to the Cape—this at a time when
the monthly salary of a company soldier was nine guilders.15 He boarded a
lighter on December , , and, after two days and nights, reached his
ship, Unie, at Texel, a Dutch island in the North Sea. There he experienced
a three-week wait, because of contrary winds, before the ship could put out
to sea. For the soldiers, the wait was worse: their pay commenced only after
the ship had passed the three barrels that lay anchored in the Texel harbor.16

Kolb was fortunate enough to have his own cabin. Common soldiers were
not so lucky. The moment they stepped on board, they were abused and
hard pressed. O. F. Mentzel, a German soldier who sailed to the Cape in
, left a lively account of the welcome soldiers could expect:

The deck is covered with rope; there is no safe foothold anywhere. The sol-
diers are forced to work and do not understand anything. You get a rope,
or a strong, thick cable, thrust into your hands, and you have to haul on it
with more than a hundred other men; what you are hauling you have no
idea. The two boatswains (upper and under), the boatswain’s mates, the
helmsmen, the gunner, and all the other deck officers of similar rank, are
here, there and everywhere, giving orders, shouting, yelling, swearing and
striking. Soldiers are shouted for although they are already at work. Four
quartermasters, two corporals, two “Landspassaten,” and the “Provost,”
each armed with a piece of rope  inches long, as thick as one’s finger,
and with its end boiled in tar, go among the soldiers; they hit out blindly,
striking those who are whole-heartedly tackling their work as well as the
shirkers . . . such lashes that the weals swell up as thick as your finger.17
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Once the urgency of loading the ship and getting underway was over, 
the men could investigate their sleeping quarters. The soldiers, reported
Mentzel,

are squeezed together, one on top of the other, owing to want of sufficient
room. The space between decks where these men eat and sleep is without
any fresh air. The exudations from so many persons sleeping close
together, in whose stomaches indigestible food ingredients are putrefying,
the evil smelling or, worse still, acidifying water, and the constantly moist
sea air cause, all too soon, diseases which usually attack the newly enlisted
men first.18

Kolb’s first impression was, even on the lighter, of the freezing cold. A
severe storm lashed the ship while at anchor in Texel, during which time
“there died a soldier, whose name I did not especially take note of, since at
that time the sea, to which I was unaccustomed, caused me some inconve-
nience.”19 In other words, he was seasick.20 The Unie was part of a convoy
of nine ships that was to sail to the East via the Shetland Islands, or the
“backway,” as it was called. This route was used in times of war. It was six
hundred nautical miles longer than the more direct route through the Eng-
lish Channel, but in  the Netherlands was at war with France, and the
channel was too dangerous. A violent wind soon dispersed the convoy, but
on January , , the Unie rounded Scotland. “It is not easy to make
anyone believe,” wrote Kolb, “what the cold is like in this region and at this
time of year, and especially anyone who has never in his life seen the sea or
journeyed on it, where in the ships no other fire is to be found except in the
galley, and this so small that there is barely room for three men in it” ().
This intense cold, along with melancholy, caused Kolb to become ill. It was
not simple seasickness, Kolb insisted, that laid him low. He had a “loathing
of food,” which was hard, raw, cold, and salted.21 Daylight lasted only three
hours; the rest was continuous night. He retreated to his bed, wrapped in
his clothes and bedclothes. “Melancholy,” said Kolb,

pitiably assailed me, since unaccustomed as I was to the rough and ready
life aboard ship, I did not know how to get on with such coarse, unruly
and almost savage people. My melancholy was also increased because I
could talk but little with them, being ignorant of the Dutch language; and
even if I said something that they well and clearly understood, I was (if
not actually made fun of ) at least asked several times, and put off with the
usual wat segt je, or in good German “what did you say?” ()
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Kolb, or other voyagers to the East, did not regard melancholy as a harm-
less spell of depression or low spirits; for them, it was a real, dangerous, and
well-documented affliction. At the beginning of the voyage, many other
German soldiers experienced a feeling of complete powerlessness and alien-
ation that could result in feelings of hopelessness, suicidal despair, or psy-
chotic behavior, as well as physical weakness brought on by a decline in
health. In , a VOC surgeon found men on his ship slinking away dur-
ing a storm, naked, to cut their throats, while others refused to speak, eat,
or take medicine so that they eventually died “of the greatest melancholy.”22

As Kolb lay sick with melancholy off the coast of Scotland, he tried an
emetic, “but it affected me as grass affects dogs, since instead of vomiting
as I should have done I became constipated, and although I tried to help
the emetic with warm beer all my efforts were useless . . . and in order to
get the emetic out of my body, I was forced to thrust my finger down my
throat and thus compel nature to act.” To Kolb’s dismay, he discovered that
the captain of the Unie, a polite and deferential man on land, was trans-
formed into a dictator at sea. Despite Kolb’s having paid for his passage and
his bearing recommendations from no less a personage than Nicholas
Witzen, mayor of Amsterdam, and from the directors of the VOC, Cap-
tain Adrian Bogard refused Kolb his request for some sugar and butter to
add to his warm beer. “Since then I have well experienced,” observed Kolb,
“that at sea a Captain has the right to as great respect, honour and polite-
ness from the sailors and soldiers under him, as even a sovereign ruler may
demand in his land from his subjects.” In these distressing circumstances,
Kolb was tormented by dreams, fell into a quotidian fever, and lost all his
hair, “so that I arrived at the Cape with an entirely bald head” ().

The warmer latitudes bought relief for Kolb, allowing him to recover suffi-
ciently to leave his cabin. He literally had to learn “like a small child how to
walk” as the rolling of the ship was more than his weakened limbs could cope
with. Purged, shorn, and sweated, Kolb, and doubtless many humble, unre-
membered German soldiers, had endured a severe examination. Yet one
more rite of passage remained for the new recruits. As the Unie approached
the Cape Verde Islands, or the Salt Islands, as the Dutch called them, the
crew sought the captain’s permission to indulge in “ship’s games,” or, as Kolb
describes them, “coarse forms of amusement” (). With the captain’s
approval, a serving of brandy was dispensed to the revelers and the fun began.
The innocent and inexperienced people were seized, stripped naked, and
obliged to suffer their buttocks’ being painted black. Or the victims might
be given a mock trial and hung up from the armpits. “I carefully omit other

p e t e r  k o l b  a n d  v o c  v o y a g e s  t o  t h e  c a p e  



too coarse methods,” wrote Kolb, “in order not to offend the chaste ears of
yourself and perhaps others” (). The ship’s drummer, beating out an irre-
pressible rhythm, and the ship’s trumpeter, adding a flatulent counterpoint,
accompanied these barbarous revelries. Such initiations had acquired a far
greater significance since the VOC had abolished the traditional crossing-
the-line ceremonies for ships traversing the equator.

The Unie called at São Tiago, in the Portuguese Cape Verde Islands, to
take on freshwater, firewood, and other supplies. Here Kolb was fascinated
to meet a local cleric, Father Franciscus Lombeer, an Angolan African with
whom Kolb could, fortunately, converse in Latin. According to Kolb, Father
Lombeer ate two pounds of cheese in one sitting, washing it down with
nothing but copious drafts of neat brandy:

It must also be said of him that he danced very gracefully, and could
almost serve as a Master of strange Graces and Gay manners, since while
he was aboard our ship, after having drunk too much brandy, he at once
began, in his priestly robes, and with our commander of the soldiers . . .
to perform a dance such as neither I nor any of the others had seen in all
our lives; and by this not only was his racial origin revealed in the wonder-
ful gestures made . . . but also he sang therewith such lovely songs that any
stranger would have been compelled to the greatest admiration. ()

Kolb’s description of the man, the first African he had met, was a mixture
of admiration and condescension, but it is infinitely more sympathetic than
his description of the Dutch sailors. It suggests that Kolb was already pre-
disposed to acknowledge attractive characteristics in those who seemed to
be the most exotic examples of humanity.

Back at sea, as the ships approached the calm and warm equatorial waters
of the doldrums, the melancholy of the first part of the voyage was replaced
by another type of melancholy that commonly afflicted VOC ships. In
, members of the becalmed ship Delft lost their powers of speech and
reason. In a frenzy, they beheaded Portuguese prisoners of war and
attempted to jump overboard. In , a soldier on board the Oostenburg
did jump overboard out of melancholy.23 Kolb related how, when his ship
reached the “dead calm and unbearable heat” of the tropics, “there occurred
various sorts of hot and delirious fevers, which brought men to despair from
melancholy and all sorts of mad imaginings, and made it necessary to watch
over them as if they were little children” (). He was unable to prevent the
suicide of Monsieur Reusch, a man “who had fallen into the miserable life
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of a soldier” after killing someone in a duel in Berlin and who secretly threw
himself into the sea on April , .

When the ship was seven degrees north of the equator, a German soldier
by the name of Heinrich Weissman died and was sent overboard for an hon-
orable burial. The event prompted Kolb to give a description of the pro-
ceedings “since our Germans often imagine rare and wonderful things
concerning life at sea and the sicknesses and deaths of men in the ships . . .
amongst other things they imagine that sick men are left to lie like dogs,
are given no medicines, and are not cared for or looked after, but that they
are thrown into the sea before the soul has left the body and so drowned”
(). Van Gelder confirms that all the German writers who wrote about
voyaging with the VOC were very concerned with the topic of sickness and
death, probably because the mortality of soldiers was twice as high as that
of sailors or officials. Though some voyages were accompanied by a huge
loss of life, mainly from scurvy, the average mortality rate in the eighteenth
century on board VOC ships bound for the Cape was . percent.24 The
sick would usually lie between decks in an unhygienic, stinking state, suf-
fering from hunger and thirst—often awaiting death.25

Kolb explained that it was absolutely essential for a man to have a “mate,”
someone he could trust, to look after him if he fell ill. Such mates were an
essential part of shipboard life and escaped the censure of the sailors’ usual
coarse insinuations. If a great number of men fell ill at the same time, “Sick-
Attendants” might be appointed to minister to them. The upper-surgeon
was supposed to dispense medicine and arrange for the sick to be fed from
the captain’s table, since the medicine would “avail them little if they remain
on the ordinary hard, salted and dried food, and have only so much to drink
as their ration of water allows” (). Those who could walk were summoned
to the mainmast before or after morning and evening prayers by the master-
at-arms’ shouting: “Cripples and blind come for your treatment: on deck at
the mainmast you will find the Surgeon.” Those who seemed unlikely to
recover were sent to a “Sick-Comforter,” perhaps a soldier who had once
been a theology student, whose job was to prepare them for eternity.26 If
they had any property, they could draw up a will with the help of the ship’s
accountant. If a man were to die, the funeral ceremony that followed was
dependent on his rank. A sailor, soldier, or junior officer would be sewn up
in his bedcover and weighted down with stones, coal, or cannon balls. The
body was then laid on the upper deck until the next hour of prayer, when
all hands were called, bare headed, to the funeral service. After the service,
four men would lift the body onto a plank tied to the bulwarks and, at the
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captain’s command, tip it into the sea. After prayers, a gun was fired and
the flag, specially knotted so as not to open fully, was hoisted to half-mast.
A salute of cannon fire then followed, and volleys of small arms fire from
the crew accompanied the body to the deep.

During the voyage, the soldiers had no real function in running the ship
and spent most of their time below decks, before the mainmast. They were
expected to undertake guard duties and help with some of the heavier
tasks—such as hauling in the anchor. Guard duties were divided into alter-
nating watches of four hours on and four hours off, a custom that mini-
mized sleep and guaranteed exposure to the elements.27 Since many of those
who were signed up as soldiers had no military experience, their officers
might try to drill them, when the weather allowed, but it was important to
keep them out of the way of the sailors. Considerable animosity existed
between these two categories of company servants, and they had a select
choice of swear words for each other. The soldiers referred to the sailors as
smeerbroeken, pikbroeken, Jan aan de mast, Hottentot, and duiwel.The sailors
returned the compliment by referring to the soldiers as slothouden, bokke-
poten, hagedissen, and slangevellen.28 Germans, in general, were known as
Moffs or Moffen.29 For a soldier, a particularly degrading form of punish-
ment was to be demoted to the rank of sailor. This was a fate that nearly
befell Sergeant Rudolf Siegfried Allemann (a German soldier at the Cape
and the subject of Mentzel’s biography) in , and it provoked the fol-
lowing comment from his biographer: “Good Heavens! What a thunder-
clap in the ears of a decent, civilized man! To have to live from that time
forward among godless sailors, the lowest race of men, and to have to do
work which he did not know how to do.”30

An incident that Kolb observed on March , , illustrates well the
sense that soldiers and sailors had of their distinct identities and the honor
that was due them as such.31 On board the Unie, a trial took place in which
a soldier and a sailor were punished for an incident concerning the theft of
a hat. The soldier had accused the sailor of stealing his hat, which the sailor
denied. The sailor’s belongings were searched and the hat was not found,
but then the hat was mysteriously replaced at the soldier’s berth. This train
of events led the ship’s council (consisting of the captain, accountant, chief
mate, chief boatswain, boatswain’s mate, gunner, steward, and the two
“mates” of the men involved) to conclude that both men should be pun-
ished so that neither could claim the advantage, since the matter was not
sufficiently clear. Upon this judgment, Johannes Timmerman, the com-
mander of the soldiers, expressed himself to be insulted. How could a sol-
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dier under his command be punished without his, Timmerman’s, approval?
He indignantly opposed the captain and the verdict. The result was that the
sailor was set before the mainmast and given fifty blows on his backside by
the sailors, with a rope as thick as one’s arm. The soldier was punished by
soldiers. He was forced to run the gauntlet and receive fifty musket blows
on his back. “By this peace and harmony were restored among the officers,
and good relations among the men, so that all was well ended,” concluded
Kolb ().

With two hostile groups living so close together for months on end, it
was important to supervise space as well as time. The sound of a bell regu-
lated all normal activities, from the hours of prayer to the ship’s watches,
the hours of eating and drinking, and the rounds of patrols necessary to
prevent “irregularities in eating, drinking, gaming, stealing, damage by fire
. . . dangerous conspiracies and plots and to keep the unruly and useless
common folk from robbing, plundering and murdering etc.” (). (Among
the et ceteras, Kolb might have added sodomy, a not-infrequent occurrence
at sea.32) Watches were changed every four hours. Meals were served at eight
o’clock in the morning and evening and at twelve noon. Prayers took place
twice daily, before the morning and evening meals. Anybody appearing less
than devout or attentive could expect a thrashing with a rope’s end. Atten-
dance at prayers was compulsory, and all had to sing a psalm and listen to
the reading of a chapter of the Bible. Free psalm books were issued to each
of the crew.

Religion was taken very seriously on the VOC ships. When the Unie was
struck by lightning on April  (Maundy Thursday), a bolt that split the top
of the foremast, the captain decided that it was a sign that God was dis-
pleased with the shocking curses and the misuse of his name. The captain
threatened the crew with heavy and unavoidable punishment if the men
continued to blaspheme.33 Though foul language was part of life at sea, one
form of shipboard melancholy was a type of delirious religious mania or
obscene, blasphemous ranting that went further than usual and suggested
possession by the devil.34 At all other times, “each hard task had its own spe-
cial song.” Sailors raising the topsail, for instance, would chant a song that,
to Mentzel’s ears at least, sounded both strange and “repulsively pleasant.”35

As the Unie approached the equator, toward the end of March, the winds
ceased and the temperature soared so that “one could almost melt from it”
(). The water supply became putrid, engendering worms and stinking so
much that, according to Kolb, one had to hold one’s hand to one’s nose to
drink it and keep one’s teeth closed tightly like a sieve to prevent the worms
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in the water from getting into one’s belly. After eight full weeks in “the tor-
rid zone,” he added, “all the fat that anyone had on his body had been fried
out and lost therein.” Fortunately for Kolb, his loss of hair prevented him
from sweating excessively and thus contributed, in his opinion, to a rela-
tive freedom from headaches. In addition, a nasty rash called Rothund
broke out on the skin of the sweltering crew, as if “one had been bitten by
a hundred thousand fleas” (). The spots itched terribly and released a clear
liquid if one scratched them but were otherwise regarded as being a good
sign that nature was chasing out all evil impurities.

By April , the Unie had reached the coast of Brazil at the well-known
point called the Abrolhos, a shoal of sunken rocks about eighty miles from
shore. After successfully passing this dangerous point, the captain and the
chief mate seem to have begun a debate about the exact position of the ship.
Were some islands in sight Trinidad and Ascension or Maria d’Agosta and
Martin Vaz? Kolb took a keen interest in the debate and with his telescopes
and astronomical equipment might have been expected to make an enlight-
ened contribution to it. He was not, however, invited to participate in the
discussion, which was eventually resolved by everyone’s agreeing with the
captain’s reckoning. Some days later, however, the captain of the VOC ship
Sandhorst, which was in convoy with the Unie, came aboard. After some
discussion, from which the curious Kolb was specifically excluded and
angrily told to go away, he saw pages of the log book being torn up and the
course on the chart’s being altered. From this he concluded that the ship
was three hundred Dutch miles off course. Fortunately for all concerned,
this navigational error had no fatal consequences, although the Unie now
entered stormy seas.

On April , a three-day storm pitched terrible waters over the ship. Prayer
services had to be suspended because the crew were so busy. On April ,
a tornado struck and, on April , another, which came from the side oppo-
site the storm winds and nearly overturned the ship. Two days later, there
was lightning and hailstones as big as hazelnuts. By April , the storm
seemed to have passed, and the captain was confident that the Cape was
near, confident enough to place some of his contraband goods in Kolb’s
boxes, knowing that Kolb would not be suspected of smuggling. It was,
however, to be nearly another month before the Unie reached Table Bay.
On the night of April –, a terrible southwest storm, greatly exceeding
the others, hit the ship. The company’s specie chests broke loose from their
ropes and battens, smashed the contents of the accountant’s cabin to pieces,
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and threatened to break through the bulkhead. The Unie leaked at the best
of times and was now awash with water. During the whole of May, no hot
food could be prepared because of the violent movement. The crew and
passengers were flung against the timbers, and ropes had to be strung across
the decks to enable people to move without being washed overboard. There-
after, the storm abated and, by June , a thick, clammy fog lay upon the
sea. Experienced seafarers declared this to be a sure sign that they were not
far from the Cape of Good Hope. Five days later, to the “indescribable joy”
of all, Table Mountain was seen emerging above the clouds. Kolb was more
than ready to be released from the “gloomy, miserable life at sea, full of trou-
ble, anxiety and fear” (), but, alas, there were further delays. A dead calm
postponed the arrival of the Unie in Table Bay until June . Finally, after
a voyage of  days, Kolb was ready to go ashore.36

While Kolb’s first appointment was with the governor, the crew and the
soldiers of the Unie hit town. The first thing that most soldiers did when
they reached land was to splurge on a great feast of fresh food—mutton,
vegetables, and Cape wine—making themselves ill from overindulgence.37

The Cape was expensive and such celebrations could not last long, partic-
ularly on meager pay, which in many cases had been advanced on interest.
The great majority of soldiers would be moving on after a few weeks of
recovery to garrisons in the east, but the Cape garrison was allowed to select
the best men from the ships for itself. The soldiers were, on the whole, keen
to be selected. According to Mentzel, “The Cape of Good Hope is indis-
putably the best place in the whole of the East Indies for military service.
At the other stations—Batavia, Banda, Ceylon, Bengal, Amboina and the
rest—the conditions are far worse, and the soldier is held in far lower esti-
mation than at the Cape. Now even at the Cape military service is bad, so
you may easily see how a soldier fares if he has the misfortune to be sta-
tioned at one of the other establishments” ().

The main reason the Cape was better than the other posts—apart from
its healthier climate—was that it offered more prospects for advancement.
Thanks to Mentzel, we have a detailed breakdown of the wages, and deduc-
tions, that a company soldier could expect. Mentzel calculated that after
five years, at a wage of nine guilders a month, a soldier would have earned
 guilders. From this sum, however, various deductions were made, such
as money for subsistence, uniforms, for the very bed he slept on, and so on.
The end result was that an ordinary soldier returning to the Netherlands
after five years would have a mere thirteen guilders and ten stuivers against
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his name. This translated to living on less than two stuivers per day, and the
cost of a little portion of meat in the meanest eating house was at least two
stuivers (–, ).

These dismal prospects could be offset, to some extent, by finding
employment outside the garrison, and it was in this respect that the Cape
was superior to other postings. The existence of European settlers, engaged
in agricultural production based on slave or Khoikhoi labor, meant a
demand for farm managers and labor supervisors. Such people were known
as knechts, and they were frequently drawn from the ranks of soldiers. Some-
times, educated soldiers acted as tutors for the colony’s settler children. Oth-
ers could find work as scribes or accountants for the company. It was also
the custom that soldiers who knew a trade were exempted from service so
that they could practice their trade. In exchange for this privilege, they had
to pay nine guilders and ten stuivers a month to the garrison, to be shared
among those soldiers who were not exempted from military service. This
money was called dienstgeld and was an important supplement to a soldier’s
basic wage.

Despite these advantages, the Cape could still be a terribly hard posting
for a soldier who had no particular skills or who did not make a favorable
impression upon those who were in a position to advance him. Neither at
the Cape nor in the East Indies was promotion dependent on rank or senior-
ity. Merit or the ability to attract patronage was the key to success. When
he was still an ordinary soldier, Allemann very nearly committed suicide
after a spell spent on sentry duty in the ovenlike heat of the Cape’s midday
sun. His ordinary rations of only bread and tea amounted to a starvation
diet (–). Punishments were incredibly harsh. Running the gauntlet was
regarded as mild. A sentry who fell asleep on guard or who was absent with-
out leave would be placed between three and a half pikes and held there by
three men while two of his comrades beat him with thin Spanish canes. The
beaters were changed eight or ten times. The culprit then had to walk out-
side the guard room, eight hours a day for eight days, carrying five muskets
on his shoulders. (In Batavia, the culprit had to wear a steel helmet on his
head, causing blindness on occasions.) He was then confined to barracks
for ten weeks, unable to earn a stuiver (–). If an offense was judged
to be particularly disgraceful, the guilty party might also expect to be ban-
ished to Batavia and demoted to a sailor, in addition to other forms of pun-
ishment. In such circumstances, desertion was common, and the flow of
fugitives into the Cape’s frontier regions was steady. Since the penalty for
desertion might be death, this was not an option taken lightly. Despite this,
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the records show that some soldiers preferred this risk to the misery of mil-
itary service, even throwing in their lot with fugitive slave gangs if it increased
their chances of evading recapture.38

A fortunate soldier might aspire to gain promotion, a raise in salary, and
posting to a job that allowed for the accumulation of some capital. Once
such a soldier had served his period of enlistment, he could either return to
Europe with some money or stay on at the Cape as a free man.39 Many
stayed on, married local women, and founded families that became part of
the Afrikaner population.40 The most successful German soldier at the Cape
was probably Martin Melk, a man who started off as a knecht and married
his boss’s widow. When she died, Melk married another wealthy widow and
ended up the richest man in the Cape, owning several farms, many slaves,
and earning respect as the founder of the colony’s Lutheran church.41

Mentzel himself would have liked to stay on at the Cape, where he had
found employment as the tutor of Allemann’s children and was provided
with his own house. Unfortunately, however, he was unable to disembark
from a ship he was visiting in Table Bay before it sailed, occasioning his
inadvertent return to Holland in .

Somewhat surprisingly, despite his own and his patron’s success stories,
Mentzel did his best to dissuade his countrymen from following in his foot-
steps. Though he had not been to the East Indies himself, he was emphatic
that his readers should not themselves go to the East—a destination, or geo-
graphical location, that seemed to include the Cape. He ended his biogra-
phy of Allemann with the following words:

Most earnestly and emphatically do I commend these words to the notice
of my readers. Perhaps some of them are young men; perhaps, under the
pretext of seeing the world, and really in the hope of amassing great for-
tunes, they are inclined to go to the East Indies. If so, let them remember
that in times of peace every ship that leaves Holland for the East carries
between two hundred and fifty and three hundred men, whereas the
homeward-bound ships bring back only one hundred. Where are the rest?
Where are those whose ships never return at all, but remain in the East, or
else suffer shipwreck? My friends, out of every hundred men—especially if
they be soldiers—who go to the East, seldom more than thirty live to
return. Out of every hundred men who remain in the East seldom more
than ten obtain promotion or are employed in a service that enables them
to earn a decent living. Out of a thousand men who did obtain promo-
tion, you would seldom—very seldom—find a single one who had experi-
enced real good fortune, and who returned to Europe a rich man.
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Remember these things, my friends, and do not go to the East. Learn to
support yourself by some honest trade and remain at home in your
Fatherland.42

It is apparent that, by the nineteenth century, it had become conventional
wisdom in Germany that only one in three returned from the East. Hein-
rich von Kleist referred to the East Indies in one of his plays with the words
“And from there, as you know, only one out of three men returns.”43 Van
Gelder’s study of those Germans in the VOC who wrote accounts of their
lives shows that while seventeenth-century accounts of the East were largely
positive and fanciful, eighteenth-century accounts were likely to be more
cynical, portraying it as a graveyard rather than an earthly paradise, liken-
ing service in the VOC to slavery, and emphasizing ills like nepotism, sick-
ness, corruption, and hardship.44 Were these valid impressions?

Historical evidence suggests that they were. Batavia was a very unhealthy
post and became more so during the eighteenth century as the incidence of
malaria, dysentery, and typhoid increased. Mortality in the outgoing fleets
increased to  percent during the period –, and sickly men who
entered the hospital at Batavia had virtually no chance of survival, with two
thousand a year dying within its walls.45 Despite large arrivals of men, the
population of company servants in Asia failed to increase during the eigh-
teenth century and, in fact, declined. A study of the papers from the Delft
chamber of the VOC reveals that while one in three soldiers returned to the
Netherlands in the first decade of the eighteenth century, a mere one in ten
returned in the latter part of the century.46 Gaastra, a historian of the VOC,
concludes that for most foreign soldiers, Asia was indeed the end of the
line.47 Even those who did return after five years or more in the tropics were
exhausted, “and the Republic in particular and certain parts of Germany as
well suffered a serious loss of human resources. It was a very heavy blood-
letting also because of the one-sided character of this emigration to Asia:
men in their prime left Europe for good or for a long period which had an
effect on the sex-ratio in the countries and regions they left.”48

The chances of any of these survivors’ returning to Europe having made
their fortunes in the East were slim. There were a few success stories. Two
of the forty-seven Germans who lived to write about their voyages to the
East returned as commanders, but they did so in the seventeenth century.49

The great majority of those who sailed as soldiers were happy to return with
their lives. Just as at the Cape, success depended on the patronage of well-
disposed superiors, a pleasing manner, a marketable skill, and the posses-
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sion of good health. As the Dutch proverb put it, “He who does not take
Amsterdam with him to Batavia will not bring Batavia back with him to
Amsterdam.”50 Some soldiers managed to save small amounts from their
wages but were often relieved of this by the tavern keepers of Cape Town
on the voyage back or by the whores of Amsterdam upon the soldiers’ return.
It was possible to make a profit by smuggling certain Eastern items, like
silk, porcelain, and ivory, and then hoping that the company inspectors of
luggage would turn a blind eye for a small bribe. Other soldiers did well by
supplying the demand for curiosities—such as shells, stuffed animals,
unusual stones, and exotic plants—for the rariteiten-kabineten of European
collectors.51 It would seem, however, that for most of those Germans who
wrote accounts of their VOC years, it was the book itself that secured jobs
or patronage for them when they returned to Germany.52 This was the case
with Mentzel, who entered Prussian state service, and it was certainly the
case with Kolb.

When Kolb stepped ashore at the Cape, he was not the same man who
had departed the Netherlands. Though he was fortunate that he did not
have to proceed to the East Indies, it is doubtful whether his health ever
really recovered from the ordeal of his voyage. In , he was forced to
leave the Cape when he was suddenly overcome with blindness. Though
his sight was partially restored by a series of operations in Europe, he died,
sickly and unmarried, in  at the age of fifty-one in the town of Neustadt
an der Aisch. All his life Kolb had depended on patronage. His misfortune
was that he sided with the Cape colonists in their struggle against Gover-
nor W.A. van der Stel—a stance that very likely cost Kolb the patronage of
Baron von Krosik in Germany.53 But Kolb’s decision to publish a book about
the Cape, and to dedicate this book to Duke Georg Wilhelm van Bran-
denburg, rescued Kolb from poverty and secured for him the post of rector
at the Latin school in Neustadt.54

Kolb would subsequently win considerable fame for his description of
the Cape of Good Hope, particularly for his lively and sympathetic account
of Khoikhoi society that would later inspire Rousseau, among others, with
developing the concept of the “noble savage.”55 Whereas earlier commen-
tators had doubted whether the Khoikhoi were truly human or descendants
of the biblically accursed Ham, Kolb described their appearance, language,
dress, dances, music, religious beliefs, and crafts, as well as their social and
political organization. He emphasized their intelligence, sense of justice,
humor, loyalty, and bravery.56 For him, the Khoikhoi compared most favor-
ably in every respect with the “coarse, unruly and almost savage” men whose
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foul language, peculiar gait, revolting food, filthy stench, crude amuse-
ments, and extraordinary customs he had been observing for more than five
months at sea. We may also note that, when he erected his observatory at
the Cape, he was obliged to do so on the bastion of the castle, in other
words, in the VOC’s citadel, a world regulated by a discipline as strict as
that on board a company ship and populated by the same types. Having
experienced the rigors and torments of life among the lower strata of the
VOC, Kolb, we may conclude, was ready to find a less-regimented society
more attractive, and he very likely was predisposed to view the “strange
graces and gay manners” of Africans in an unusually favorable light.
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five

Bound for Botany Bay

John Martin’s Voyage to Australia

cassandra pybus

when the black sailor John Martin appeared at the Old Bailey on July
, , justice was perfunctory. A man named Stephen Turnbull told the
judge and jury how he had apprehended Martin as he attempted to steal
from Trumbull’s house four overcoats, several waistcoats, and a pair of
breeches, all of which Turnbull valued at sixty-eight shillings. No statement
was recorded in Martin’s defense. For Justice Buller and the Middlesex jury
this ought to have been a clear-cut matter: larceny of items valued at more
than forty shillings was a capital offense. Under the draconian sentencing
regime of the day, death was the penalty for about two hundred crimes, and
public hangings were a common feature of life in London. As the numbers
of men and women facing execution spiraled upward, judges and juries
became increasingly squeamish about their city’s being festooned with gib-
beted corpses. A sentence of transportation beyond the seas was given to
those pardoned of capital offenses and by the s was liberally applied to
reprieve a fair percentage of felons sentenced to the gallows and handed up
as an initial sentence. In Martin’s case the jury chose to exercise discretion
and found him partially guilty, thus placing the value of stolen goods below
the forty-shilling threshold for the death penalty. Consequently, he was sen-
tenced to seven years’ transportation, rather than the gallows. Transporta-
tion to where, exactly, no one could hazard a guess.1

 



Among the many disagreeable aspects of the revolt of the American
colonies was that it put an abrupt end to the traffic in convicts that had sent
about fifty thousand people to the American colonies as involuntary inden-
tured laborers. It had been a lucrative business for tobacco merchants like
Duncan Campbell, who contracted to transport the convicts on his out-
bound ships and sell them into indenture for seven years in the colonies of
Maryland and Virginia; his ships then returned to England with a cargo of
tobacco. For Campbell the American Revolution had been an economic
disaster. It also had disastrous consequences for Britain’s inadequate jails
since the courts continued to dole out sentences of transportation to Amer-
ica as if nothing had changed. Every kind of carceral institution was over-
flowing—with felons sentenced to transportation with nowhere to go, as
well as an ever-increasing number of debtors.2

When John Martin was sentenced, he joined thousands who were strug-
gling for survival in fetid and disease-ridden jails that were run on a private-
enterprise basis. The prison governor and the turnkeys made their money by
selling accommodations, procuring sexual favors, dispensing gin, accepting
bribes, and charging admission fees to a curious public. Most notorious was
London’s Newgate, an overcrowded, stinking cesspit that had been the focus
of incendiary fury in the Gordon Riots. By the time Martin was received into
Newgate, the prison had been rebuilt, but it was no less foul than before the
rioters burned it down. Its population had almost doubled without the jail’s
being increased in size. Little had changed since the prison reformer John
Howard had condemned Newgate in . Poverty-stricken prisoners like
Martin were held in disgusting conditions in the common wards. There were
no beds or bedding, no proper sanitary arrangements, no medical attention,
and next to no food, except for the prison issue of a three-halfpenny loaf sup-
plemented by charitable donations and a weekly ration of meat of a highly
dubious quality. A prisoner had to depend, for clothing, food, bedding, and
money for bribes, on the visitors who streamed into the jail. During the day
the prison thronged with families, curious strangers, hawkers, prostitutes, and
accomplices. Wives managed to hide and stay overnight with their impris-
oned husbands, pets were kept, spirits flowed freely (as long as one could pay),
and sexual activity of all persuasions was openly indulged. Without any work
or exercise, the prisoners were left with the sole distractions of sex, drinking,
and gambling, all of which were rife within the walls of Newgate.3

With its rudimentary sleeping arrangements and unsanitary conditions,
Newgate was only marginally worse than the poorest areas of London; the
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only real difference was that the prison was more densely crowded and
closely confined. John Howard revisited the new jail in  and was
shocked to find that the stench of the prison overwhelmed him, just as it
had six years earlier, while conditions continued to breed epidemic disease.
He warned that without more care, the prisoners would be in great danger
of a deadly outbreak of typhus, a dangerously debilitating condition that
caused high fever, vomiting, and hemorrhaging from the gums, nostrils,
and mouth, that could readily spread into the rest of the London popula-
tion. Although Newgate had an infirmary, medical practitioners could
rarely be induced to enter it. The sick and dying were left untended. The
only time the keeper of Newgate paid any attention was when a burial was
required. Martin was a stranger in England, probably from the American
slave colonies, so, without a family to provide the bare necessities of life
such as food and bedding, he was condemned to a squalid existence that
must have been utterly soul destroying.4

Late in October  Martin received a reprieve from the foul environ-
ment of Newgate when he was selected to go aboard the Den Keyser, which
was at Portsmouth and had been chartered to take forty men and women to
the west coast of Africa and leave them there. If, when Martin was embarked
aboard the Den Keyser on November , he was anticipating a future of free-
dom and a possible return to a long-lost homeland, he was to be sorely dis-
appointed. He was seriously ill, probably suffering from typhus, which was
rightly called jail fever for its highly contagious nature. Too sick to make the
voyage and likely to infect the entire cargo, Martin was returned to jail. Those
who did make the journey had every reason to wish themselves back in the
horrid confines of Newgate. They were landed without any provisions and
no information as to what was expected of them. The exasperated governor
at the slave fort Cape Coast Castle had no provisions to spare and ordered
that they must look out for themselves or starve. He was not without sym-
pathy but at a loss for what to do for people “landed naked and diseased
upon the sandy shore . . . seen dying upon the rocks or upon the sandy beach,
under the scorching heat of the sun.” Three of the youngest and fittest male
convicts did eventually manage to get back to England, where they were
promptly arrested and retried for returning unlawfully from transportation,
another hanging offense. Soon they were back in Newgate with Martin.
Once more, these three were reserved as beneficiaries of the king’s mercy and
once more were sentenced to transportation to Africa.5

Sending convicts to Africa made economic sense. Slave ships from Eng-
lish ports usually sailed empty to the coast of Africa, and it would be advan-
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tageous for them to be stocked with a profitable cargo of convicts, just as
ships bound for America had carried convicts and returned with tobacco.
Since , when the transport to America ceased, new legislation had made
it impossible for an independent contractor to trade in the bodies of con-
victs (even though two illegal attempts were made to sell convicts in Balti-
more during ). Contractors could no longer sell convict labor nor
transact with a convict to buy out his servitude. Nevertheless, while convicts
continued to be sentenced to transportation, the potential for profiteering
remained, and the slave trader Anthony Calvert was keen to be involved.

Despite the African Company’s vehement opposition to landing convicts
in West Africa, the British Home Office received unexpected support from
a one-time governor at Cape Coast Castle who put forward a radical plan to
deport the country’s accumulating felons to West Africa. Recognizing that
“the government must get rid of them some how or another,” John Roberts
suggested that convicts should be sentenced to a life of hard labor on plan-
tations established adjacent to the slave fort at Cape Coast Castle. “There is
not an island in the West Indies produces better cotton than we every day
see growing spontaneously in Africa,” he enthused. Land could be purchased
cheaply from the free Africans who lived around the castle, and gangs of con-
victs could be set to clearing the ground for the cotton, under the supervi-
sion of drivers with whips. Essential to his scheme was the construction of
a penal fortress with twenty strong, locked chambers, each of which would
hold ten men under the surveillance of a driver armed with a musket. In
addition, whoever was in charge of the facility would have to be invested
with judicial power to hang any felon who tried to desert. “No doubt many
of them would soon die after they got there,” Roberts allowed, if not from
fever, then from hard labor under the harsh African sun. Still, he reasoned,
“this set of people are now got so numerous that it seems absolutely neces-
sary for humanity to give way in some measure.” His outlandish plan appears
to have been taken seriously by the long-serving undersecretary of the Home
Office, Evan Nepean. While the Home Office was digesting Roberts’s plan
to turn convicts into plantation slaves at Cape Coast, Nepean was negotiat-
ing with Anthony Calvert to transport convicts to Cape Coast on the slave
ship Recovery, then lying in the Thames.6

Nepean also turned his attention to the island of Lemaine, about four
hundred miles up the Gambia River, thought to be able to sustain a settle-
ment of about fourth thousand convicts. Nepean’s friend James Bradley,
chief clerk to the newly formed India Board, had approached his two broth-
ers about a business venture in late  and subsequently informed
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Nepean that a convict settlement on Lemaine could be organized and man-
aged as a family enterprise. On January , , Nepean authorized Richard
Bradley to go to Gambia to negotiate the purchase of the island from its
indigenous owners. That same month officials of the City of London were
personally informed by Lord Sydney, secretary of state for the Home Office,
that convicts would indeed be sent to Africa. The judiciary swung into
action to facilitate the process, changing sentences in favor of transporta-
tion to Africa.7

It was apparent from the draft proposal that Lord Sydney sent to Trea-
sury in February that the transported convicts were not to be put to work
on cotton plantations at Lemaine. Instead, they would be left to their own
devices, while provided with building materials, agricultural tools, and
seeds, to create some kind of a self-governing, self-sustaining society. An
agent on an offshore vessel would be responsible for preventing them from
interfering with the slave trade. The government’s intention was to delay
the voyage until the end of August or early September, after the rainy sea-
son had passed, and in the meantime to concentrate the designated con-
victs on one particular hulk. In March, Duncan Campbell was able to
inform Treasury that he had secured the hulk Ceres “for a temporary recep-
tion of convicts under sentence of transportation to Africa” and that he had
set about getting it ready. Campbell was well aware how eagerly prison gov-
ernors across the country would embrace the offer of accommodation for
their felons, advising the captain of the Ceres that the transportees “will be
forced upon us as quick as we can take them.” He also recognized that as
soon as the convicts discovered they were bound for Africa, they would
resist. “I pray you as things are now situated to man your ship well for fear
of any mutinous attempt,” he instructed his captain.8

The government’s determination that transportation would be resumed
was a great relief to provincial officials in despair at the state of the coun-
try’s prisons and the escalating rate of criminal convictions. A magistrate
from the county of Lancashire reported to the House of Commons that the
Manchester prison was so dreadfully overcrowded that it was a serious finan-
cial burden. Manchester was beset with unemployment as a result of the
demobilization around that city of four or five regiments returned from
America. As with London, Manchester had seen an influx of idle men, sud-
denly cut loose from military discipline and without any paid employment,
which inevitably had led to an increase in larceny and other crime. The city
had no way of recouping the cost of incarcerating all these felons, the mag-
istrate explained, because they were chained together and therefore could
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not be put to work. Some had been confined for three or four years await-
ing transportation, and more convicts were anticipated.9

John Martin was among a hundred convicts from Newgate transferred to
the Ceres in April . Duncan Campbell’s mode of incarceration was more
efficient and more humane than that of the keeper of Newgate. It was also
much better regimented. The opportunity for interaction with family and
friends was significantly more limited on the Ceres, if for no other reason than
the cumbersome business of getting aboard a ship moored on the Thames.
Although the food allowance was more substantial than in Newgate, the ship-
board diet was conducive to scurvy and other illnesses, compounded by damp,
confined living arrangements. Between July and December , sixty men
on the Ceres died, almost certainly the result of typhus, which thrived among
closely confined populations.10

Perhaps it was thought that Martin and others like him were most likely
to survive abandonment in Africa, as nearly all the convicted black men in
London had been put aboard the Ceres for Africa, regardless of the severity
of their sentence. They represented  percent of the men on the Ceres,
whereas black felons constituted but roughly  percent of the prison pop-
ulation. However, few commentators had any doubts that Africa would
make short work of one and all those assembled on the Ceres. As Edmund
Burke sardonically observed, transportation to Africa was in reality noth-
ing less than a “singularly horrid” death sentence given “after a mock dis-
play of mercy.” Gambia was “the capital seat of plague, pestilence and
famine,” Burke told the House of Commons, where “the gates of Hell were
open day and night to receive the victims of the law.”11

Burke was one of the members of the House of Commons who had raised
the alarm about the Lemaine proposal and persuaded Parliament to estab-
lish a committee to investigate the scheme. One after another, experts told
the committee that Africa was a place of disease and death, effectively scut-
tling that idea. Nepean was more than a little disgruntled that “from the
mistaken humanity of some and the affected tenderness of others” the plan
had foundered. He still had some cause for optimism as the sloop HMS
Nautilus had been sent to examine Das Voltas Bay, in present-day Namibia,
as a potential place for a penal colony. This seemed an attractive option
since convicts could be carried there on outward-bound slave ships that
could then continue up the coast in their normal business.12

An even more radical proposition was to create a convict settlement at
Botany Bay, a place thirteen thousand miles distant on the coast of the iso-
lated southern continent that the explorer James Cook had named New
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South Wales. The obvious drawback was the absence of any established trad-
ing enterprise that could easily incorporate convict transportation. No trad-
ing ships were outbound for New South Wales, and without a lengthy
detour to China or India, which was prohibited to most by the East India
Company’s monopoly, they would return with either a worthless cargo or
no cargo at all. But when the Nautilus returned with the news that the Das
Voltas region of Africa was unfit for settlement, Lord Sydney promptly
decided on Botany Bay as the destination for his unwanted felons. Shed-
ding his previous objections to this place where hardly a soul had ever ven-
tured, he drew on the evidence from Cook’s voyage to show that its climate
was healthy and the land fertile enough to produce abundant crops. Syd-
ney was especially enthusiastic about Botany Bay’s location, so far from Eng-
land that it was “hardly possible for people to return without permission.”
Having sung the praises of this Elysium of the antipodes, Sydney asked Trea-
sury to provide shipping to transport about eight hundred convicts to this
far distant shore.13

A Royal Navy contractor named Richards had taken the contract to sup-
ply ships for the fleet, and he set about refitting his ships to carry closely
packed human cargo, made secure against mutinous outbreaks. One such
ship, the Alexander, moored at Woolwich, required reinforced hatches with
“bars and strong bolts,” as well as a supply of “security handcuffs,” before
transfers from the Ceres and other hulks began. On January , , John
Martin had been aboard the Ceres for more than a year and a half when he
was among  men transferred from the Ceres to the Alexander. The (Lon-
don) Evening Post pictured the forlorn procession of convicts in clanking
chains as on their way to an earthly paradise:

They go to an Island to take special charge,
Much warmer than Britain, and ten times as large:
No customs house duty, no freightage to pay,
And tax free they’ll live when in Botany Bay.

However idyllic the popular perception of their final destination, none of
the convicts put aboard the Alexander could have taken any pleasure from
his changed circumstances. They were in a pitiful condition. Some were so
sick “they were unable to help themselves.”14

The slap of unfurling canvas, the crack of ropes tensing with the strain,
and the coarse chanting of sailors would have been familiar sounds to Mar-
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tin as the Alexander pulled down river and set sail for the Motherbank, an
anchorage outside Portsmouth. Yet he was not scampering aloft or heaving
away on ropes; he was chained between decks with  other convicts filled
with dire apprehension, listening to the bark of command and the clatter
of running feet above their heads. If this claustrophobic confinement was
not something Martin had experienced before, he knew about it from those
who had endured the middle passage on a slave ship. Was he now to be
delivered into another kind of slavery at the end of the world? For months
before the prisoners’ transfer, confused talk about the government’s inten-
tions had rippled through the hulk Ceres. Martin knew that he had only
just escaped transportation to certain death at a slave fort on the coast of
Africa, and three fellow convicts miraculously returned from that convict
expedition had horrendous tales to tell.15

When the Alexander reached Portsmouth and was once more at anchor,
the convicts on board remained bolted together in the cramped, dank space
between decks and had a monotonous meager diet of salted provisions.
Inevitably, with the sick handcuffed to the healthy, disease broke out in 
the confined conditions. News of a malady on the Alexander soon drifted
ashore, alarming the town’s residents. When the surgeon general for the voy-
age arrived at Portsmouth, he was confronted by a deputation of town gen-
tlemen, who had come to tell him that the convicts on the Alexander had
“a malignant disease among them of a most dangerous kind.” The doctor
went below decks to find that the sick were not infected with typhus, but
they were chronically debilitated, mentally and physically, from the effect
of long incarceration, dressed only in rags, and incapacitated by the pierc-
ing cold. He ordered warm clothes and made sure their rations would 
be supplemented with fresh meat and vegetables. The ship’s master was
instructed to bring the men up on deck to take fresh, clean air. Some time
later most of the convicts were taken off onto lighters, while the ship was
thoroughly cleaned, smoked, sponged down with oil of tar, and then white-
washed. Even with these welcome changes, eleven men died on the Alexan-
der between January and March.16

By the end of March  all the convict transports were congregated at
Portsmouth. There were six transports in all, with  male convicts and
 female convicts with eighteen children, plus  marines to guard
them. Most convicts were from London, and eleven were, like Martin, black
men from the Americas who had fetched up in England in the wake of the
American Revolution. The black men represented nearly  percent of the
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male convicts at Portsmouth, the same in as the general London popula-
tion at the time.17

As the fleet commander, Captain Arthur Phillip, had not yet arrived, the
expedition remained stalled, with the male convicts chained together on
the transports and scant opportunity for exercise or fresh air. Phillip was
still in London upbraiding the Navy Board for its dangerous presumption
that so many people could be sent to the extremity of the known world with
inadequate provisions and no special supplements to retard the spread of
scurvy during the long voyage. A month’s delay ensued as Phillip pressed
his case with the authorities in London, while aboard ship at Portsmouth
the convicts remained closely confined. Four men, bolted together, shared
a space of seven feet by six feet, with so little headroom they needed to bend
almost double in order to stand. Between the decks where the convicts were
stowed, it was perpetually dark, since lanterns were forbidden for fear of
fire. Another five on the Alexander were buried before the fleet sailed.

On May  those aboard the various transports would have heard screams
of agony emanating from the deck of the Alexander, where a man was being
flogged with the vicious cat-o’-nine-tails, a lash made of nine strands of
whipcord, each strand knotted in three places. The individual whose back
was shredded was not a convict but a marine private. The convicts were
marshaled on deck, alongside the marines, to witness the gruesome specta-
cle, as each drumbeat was followed by the sharp crack of the lash that opened
long cuts on the man’s back. Here was a foretaste of what convicts could
expect in their new life governed by laws laid down by marine and naval
officers—men who would order such savage torture without so much as a
second thought.18

Four days later Captain Phillip finally arrived at Portsmouth and expressed
a determination to sail immediately, despite still not having received clothes
for the women or any documentation of the sentences of his charges. At first
light on May , , the ships weighed anchor and by noon the fleet was
into the channel, setting a course for Tenerife, sails billowing with a brisk
easterly breeze. Almost immediately, seasickness overwhelmed convicts and
marines alike. The smell of vomit and the rasping of involuntary retching
invaded every ship. The unspeakable misery was far worse for the male con-
victs, who were still chained together and forced to lie in slimy pools of vomit
and bile. Two days into the voyage Phillip ordered the prisoners’ irons struck
off so they could remove their disgusting clothes, wash, and keep themselves
clean. He had little fear: virtually all the convicts were so incapacitated by
seasickness that they could barely move, let alone mutiny.
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Among the unchained convicts were a few seasoned seamen who were not
prostrate with nausea. A small group on one of the transports had managed
to obtain some knives and tools, and on the night of May  they attempted
a breakout. It was hardly a serious or threatening mutiny. The guards were
waiting for them, tipped off by a convict informant. The men received the
paltry punishment of twenty-four lashes, though the two ringleaders were
removed to another ship and kept in double irons. Phillip was unperturbed
by the incident, reporting to undersecretary Nepean that no one had “any
reason to be seriously alarmed.” One convict, however, had every reason to
be alarmed; a fortnight later four men pinned down the informer below
decks and slashed his calf with one of the contraband knives.19

When the fleet reached Tenerife, freshwater was loaded, as well as the
supplies of fresh meat and vegetables needed for the Alexander’s twenty-
three ill convicts. But as the fleet neared the equator, water became very
scarce, reduced to three pints for each person every twenty-four hours. As
the chief surgeon feared, this measure hastened the onset of various mal-
adies. On July  he was summoned to the Alexander, where a number of
men were dangerously sick. The source of their illness was identified as the
ship’s bilge water, in which food waste, excrement, vomit, and stale water
had fermented to such a degree that the noxious gases thus emitted tar-
nished the officers’ metal buttons. When the surgeon removed the bilge
hatches, “the stench was so powerful that it was scarcely possible to stand
over them.” Even though the source of the foul miasma was reduced by reg-
ularly pumping the bilges, five more men died before reaching Rio, where
fresh meat, vegetables, and fruit could again be purchased. Another nine
had developed ulcers, symptoms indicative of the onset of scurvy.20

Scurvy was caused by a lack of enough vitamin C to produce the protein
that maintains the body’s internal connective tissues and was the horror of
long sea voyages. Without an adequate supply of ascorbic acid, the body
literally begins to fall apart: capillaries break down, bone tissue unravels,
teeth deteriorate and loosen. If the body still cannot obtain sufficient vita-
min C, internal hemorrhaging causes blotching of the skin, and bones
become so weakened that they cannot support the weight of the body. Frac-
tured bones come apart and old wounds reopen, causing excruciating pain.
Without a change in diet, the disease is irreversible and a horrible, drawn-
out death inevitable. Scurvy was especially worrying on this voyage because
sailors, marines, and convicts were all likely to be deficient in vitamin C
when they came aboard, while the very conditions under which they lived
and worked accelerated the disease. Despite all the sweet blood oranges
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greedily consumed during the weeks the ships were resupplied at Rio, four
months into the journey the signs of the disease were clearly evident, as the
ideal conditions for hastening its progress overtook the fleet.

On September  the sun was slowly enveloped in a thick haze and the
waves grew heavy and dark. The tune played by the rigging began to change.
During the night people were awakened by the sound of shrieking ropes
and the movement of violent rocking as sudden squalls buffeted the fleet.
In the weeks that followed, the sky was constantly shrouded in low, purple
clouds, and the oily sea was whipped into massive waves that crashed over
the decks and poured through the portholes. As the shrieking ships rolled
and shuddered in the monstrous seas, their passengers voided their stom-
achs in uncontainable vomiting.

The first indication of the onset of acute illness was noticed on the Alexan-
der, where, on October , the captain took the precaution of isolating the
sick convicts. On the same day thirty convicts on a second transport were
reported dangerously ill. The most worrying matter was that the marines
were also falling like ninepins. Whether from the terror of an agonizing
death by scurvy or just sheer opportunism because of the incapacity of so
many marines, four disgruntled sailors on the Alexander conspired with a
bold young convict to take control of the ship as they neared the Cape and
to desert once they reached Cape Town. The conspirators were betrayed to
the ships’ officers, and few convicts seem to have been involved in the plot.
While there was doubtless a great deal of mutinous resentment, few con-
victs would have entertained expectations of fair treatment at the hands of
the Dutch East India Company (VOC). As the convicts sailed into Cape
Town harbor they were greeted by an array of gruesome instruments of exe-
cution and torture: gallows, racks, and spikes sporting impaled heads, as
well as six wheels used for breaking the body that were elevated about nine
feet above the ground on posts.21

Marine captain David Collins, who had been vested with legal responsi-
bility as the judge advocate for the new settlement at Botany Bay, was very
interested in the way the VOC regulated its remote settlement. He observed
with awe the broken bodies displayed upon the wheels, and he carefully
wrote down the inscription over the courthouse: Felix quem faciunt aliena
pericula cautum, which was translated as “happy is the man whom other
men’s misfortunes make wary.” Collins wondered just how wary such sever-
ity made the denizens of Cape Town and whether this might be a principle
to be adapted to the needs of Botany Bay. On leaving Cape Town, with its
gruesome display of mangled bodies and severed heads, Collins indulged
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in the melancholy reflection that “the land behind us was the abode of a
civilized people; that before us was the residence of savages.”22

On January , , the fastest ships sailed into Botany Bay. First ashore
was Captain Phillip, who went with some of his officers to look for water
on the north side of the bay. As their small boat approached its destination,
they sighted a group of male Aborigines who were calling out to the intrud-
ers in a menacing tone while brandishing their long spears. The Aborigines
were entirely naked, and their dark skin was scarred with raised welts on
their chests and upper arms. The right front tooth of each man had been
knocked out, while several wore a bone through the cartilage of their nose,
as well as ornaments of shell in their greased hair. Tentative at first, the aston-
ished Aborigines accepted the glass beads and mirrors that Phillip held out
to them. They would have been even more astonished to know that this
small pale man in his ridiculous uniform held the title of governor-in-chief
and that, in putting ashore, he had assumed control of the entire region of
eastern Australia. The following day Phillip’s party saw more naked war-
riors brandishing spears and calling across the water: “Warra, warra,” which
the British later learned meant “Go,” or “Get away.”23

The strange visitors had no intention of going away. Over the next few
days Phillip explored his new domain with several officers in tow. They
found a place that deceived the eye: at first it resembled a gentleman’s park,
with stately trees and grassy meadows, but in reality no landscape could
have been more unlike the tranquility of pastoral England. The grass was
coarse and massive tree trunks rose straight up for fifty feet or more before
extending contorted limbs to the sky, their drooping, narrow leaves pro-
viding little shade from the remorseless sun. All day the officers were tor-
mented by flies crawling in their eyes and ears; as dusk fell, they were ready
prey for swarms of mosquitoes. The more closely they looked, the more
bewildered they became: Botany Bay in no way resembled the descriptions
offered by Captain Cook and his crew. Phillip resolved to move the entire
fleet a few miles north to Port Jackson, where he found a magnificent har-
bor and a sheltered cove ideal for settlement. At sunset on January  the
governor and his party briefly stepped ashore at the cove, named after Lord
Sydney, where they hoisted the Union Jack up the ready-made flagstaff. As
the flag fluttered limply in the humid air, a detachment of marines fired
several volleys, loyal toasts were drunk, and Phillip formally took posses-
sion of the continent on behalf of King George III.

The surgeon commandeered a large number of tents to serve as a
makeshift hospital for the many men debilitated by dysentery and scurvy.
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“More pitiable objects were perhaps never seen,” he lamented. “Not a com-
fort or a convenience could be got for them.” Convicts still able to fend for
themselves might, if they were lucky, find a billet in a tent. More likely was
a bed of leaves under the vast, star-studded sky. A handful of convicts eluded
the guards, bolting to the surrounding forest where the dense tangle of
undergrowth promised concealment. Some were never seen alive again,
though their remains were found later. One or two staggered back, nearly
demented with starvation, after many days at large in the bush.24

February brought electrical storms of terrifying intensity that swept in from
the ocean accompanied by drum rolls of thunder and shards of lightning spit-
ting in all directions, splitting trees from crown to roots. Squalls of rain turned
the ground upon which they slept into a filthy quagmire. On February  the
full and final muster of convicts ashore numbered , after the  convict
women were landed. The next day they were all summoned to hear the gov-
ernor as he read out his commission and instructions to appoint a criminal
court with David Collins as judge advocate, assisted by six military officers.
Turning his attention to the bedraggled convicts, encircled by the marines as
they sat in the mud, Phillip told them he was convinced that most were incor-
rigible and they needed to understand that they were in New South Wales to
work; if they did not work, they would not eat.25

Phillip’s words were a severe shock to his convict audience. Nothing in
their sentence implied that transportation meant years of forced labor. Yet
Lord Sydney’s instructions to Phillip on this point were precise: the con-
victs’ labor was assigned to the governor. Although Sydney’s ultimate ambi-
tion was for convicts to become self-sufficient yeoman farmers, Phillip
understood that all sentences were to be served at the governor’s direction
before the allocation of any land. Not that Phillip knew when the convicts’
sentences expired; that paperwork had not been completed before the fleet
had sailed. In actuality John Martin had only six months left to serve, but
the governor was not about to take the word of a thief on the subject. He
insisted he must receive written proof of sentences from England, a process
that was bound to take several years.26

Thus Phillip was the master of a bonded workforce of more than seven
hundred people who were compelled to create a settlement out of the
antipodean wilderness. All the heavy work of clearing and building had to
be done by convicts still suffering the effects of scurvy. They had no beasts
of burden; the task of carting the huge trees and stones fell on the convicts’
puny shoulders. Unfortunately, the ration allocation took no account of
size or the amount of labor undertaken. With remarkable fairness Phillip
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had decreed that, regardless of status, every man would have the same
weekly ration: seven pounds of beef, three pints of peas, seven pounds of
bread biscuit or flour, and six ounces of butter. This ration was nowhere
near sufficient to sustain someone at eight to ten hours of backbreaking
labor each day. The hungry newcomers were rarely able to supplement their
meager diet with seafood because the seasonal movements of the fish were
a mystery and the cumbersome Brown Bess musket was next to useless in
hunting the kangaroo. A few edible herbs and berries were found to make
sweet tea and help cure the scurvy, but these did nothing to fill empty stom-
achs. Within a few months the rations had been severely cut, and hunger
began to determine the pattern of life at Sydney Cove.

With deadening regularity Collins’s court heard cases concerning the
theft of rations. One officer who regularly sat in judgment commented in
his journal: “[W]e had a few trials and plenty of floggings, but I believe the
Devil’s in them, and can’t be flogged out.” The usual sentence for men con-
victed of petty larceny was up to five hundred lashes; even so, those sen-
tenced to the lash could count themselves lucky. A seventeen-year-old boy
was hanged after he was caught stealing bread; his soiled and purple-faced
body was left dangling from a branch, while beneath it the lesser offenders
were lashed to the trunk and flogged insensible.27

Hanging was unusual; flogging was the norm. To be publicly flogged was
a humiliating and emasculating ordeal, a calculated invasion of the body
designed to reduce the convict to an insensible thing with no will to resist.
Stripped naked to the waist, the offender would be tied at ankles and wrists
to a tree and beaten with the naval cat. Each time the flagellator drew back
the cat-o’-nine-tails, he would run the cords through his fingers to dislodge
the bloodied flesh. To ensure the victim did not die under the lash—a very
real possibility for men affected by scurvy—the surgeon was always in atten-
dance. Men were flogged for the smallest infraction of the ironbound rules.
John Martin tried hard to work as he was ordered and to stay out of trou-
ble, but in August he too was lashed to the tree and given twenty-five strokes
merely because he lit a fire without permission in order to get warm.

The bloody ritual of humiliation and intolerable pain quickly became one
of the most common features of life in the new colony. Yet hunger made the
lash a poor deterrent. Excessive sentences of five hundred to one thousand
lashes had to be dealt out in stages. After  or so strokes, or the interven-
tion of the surgeon, the near-lifeless body would be cut down and taken to
the hospital. Once the pulped back had healed sufficiently, those sentenced
to further punishment would be strung up for a second, and sometimes
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third or fourth, dose of Collins’s ineffective hunger remedy. So it was that
the fledgling settlement was constantly assailed with the noise of drumbeats
and screams of agony.

Collins’s severe sentences made convicts loath to implicate each other in
any crime. “There was such a tenderness in these people to each other’s
guilt,” the judge advocate moaned, “that unless they were detected in the
fact, it was generally next to impossible to bring an offence home to them.”
Collins’s journal, with its litany of savage punishment, was published in
England in , prompting the penal reformer Jeremy Bentham to protest
that in New South Wales the rights of Englishmen, enshrined in Magna
Carta, the Bill of Rights, and habeas corpus, were illegally denied. Collins’s
interpretation of the law certainly made a mockery of the English fantasies
that New South Wales would be an antipodean paradise.28

While the fleet had been assembled at Portsmouth, Captain Phillip had
determined that the penal colony in New South Wales would be run accord-
ing to the laws of England, and one law in particular would be observed:
“[T]here can be no slavery in a free land and consequently no slaves.” Six
months into his governorship it could not have possibly escaped him that
his outpost of empire bore many of the hallmarks of a slave plantation. The
overwhelming majority were at Sydney Cove against their will and were
forced into long hours of hard labor with inadequate rations, while the sole
weapon available to compel compliance was infliction of violent torture to
induce a submission born of fear. As the disgusted marine private Easty con-
fided in his journal, convicts were “the same as slaves all the time they are
in this country.”29 John Martin had almost certainly escaped from slavery
as one of thousands of slave fugitives recruited by the Royal Navy and its
accompanying fleet of privateers during the American Revolution. But in
this howling wilderness at the extremity of the known world where no ships
called, there was nowhere a desperate, brutalized man could escape.
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s ix

“The Slave Trade Is Merciful
Compared to [This]”

Slave Traders, Convict Transportation, and the Abolitionists

emma christopher

it was a key moment for early Australia. The tiny European settlement
perched on the edge of a huge continent had been struggling to survive since
January  when the eleven ships known as the First Fleet arrived to
found a penal colony more than thirteen thousand miles from Britain. What
they urgently needed was food, clothing, and other supplies, but the only
ship that had reached them from Britain was the Lady Juliana with its cargo
of female convicts. Then, in June , three more ships arrived in Sydney
harbor. Hopes were high. It soon became clear, though, that the arrivals had
suffered a terrible tragedy. In contrast to the remarkably healthy state of the
convicts on the First Fleet and Lady Juliana when they reached their desti-
nation, the felons arriving on the Neptune, Scarborough, and Surprize were
sick, naked, and starving. Judge Advocate David Collins wrote that “both
living and dead exhibit[ed] more horrid spectacles than had ever been wit-
nessed in this country.”1 “Great numbers were not able to walk, nor to move
hand or foot,” noted another observer, and they had to be “slung over the
ship side in the same manner as they would sling a Cask, a Box or anything
of that nature.”2 One of those who found that he “could not climb the lad-
der” when he was finally ordered ashore was Thomas Milburn, a convict
who, in a letter to his parents back home in Britain, lamented the terrible
treatment he had suffered aboard the Neptune.3

  



The settlement’s chaplain, the Reverend Richard Johnson, quickly went
aboard the ships to meet his newly arrived parishioners. “Was first on board
the Surprize,” he wrote, “went down among the Convicts where I beheld a
sight truly shocking to the feelings of Humanity[,] a great number of them
laying some half and others nearly naked without either Bed or Bedding,
unable to turn or to help themselves—spoke to them as I passed along but
the smell was so offensive that I could scarcely bare it.” The Scarborough’s
captain, John Marshall, discouraged Johnson from visiting the convicts on
his ship because of the state they were in, and as the sufferings of those on
the Neptune were the worst of all, Johnson did not even try to reach them.4

Most observers in the colony quickly recorded their own thoughts on this
disaster. Governor Arthur Phillip blamed overcrowding on the vessels and
the fact that the convicts had rarely been allowed to walk on deck.5 David
Collins attributed the suffering to their “confinement in a small space and
in irons, not put on singly, but many of them chained together.”6 Watkin
Tench, a young captain of the marines whose keen eye provides much
insight into the early settlement, claimed that the ships’ officers had “vio-
lated every principle of justice, and rioted on the spoils of misery.”7 It was
the comments of William Hill, however, a soldier in the New South Wales
Corps who arrived on the Surprize, that have most captured historians’
attention. Writing both to his acquaintance Samuel Wathan and to the abo-
litionist leader William Wilberforce, Hill claimed that “the slave trade is
merciful compared to what I have seen in this fleet.”8

This was not a throwaway remark belonging to a later age, when to com-
pare anything to slavery or slave trading was a rhetorical device of outright
condemnation. Hill had specific reasons for his argument that slave trad-
ing was more merciful than convict transportation. He suggested that the
economics of the transatlantic slave trade, in which captains generally had
a financial interest in the sale of their passengers, created better conditions
than the Second Fleet voyages in which they had none. Instead, he argued,
the captains could actually gain financially from the death of the convicts,
as the food of the deceased was saved and could be sold once the ships
reached their destination. His complaint that the contractors had used the
heavier shackles generally used on slave ships—the type that fastened with
a short bolt between the legs—reveals a different attitude, however. Tacit
in this aspect of Hill’s argument is the suggestion that the convicts had not
actually suffered more than slaves but that they should never have been
treated as badly as they in the first place. Convicts should always have had
the lighter shackles common in jails, Hill implied.
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Hill’s comparison with the transatlantic slave trade was also grounded in
his knowledge that the Second Fleet ships had been contracted by the Lon-
don slave-trading company of Anthony Calvert, William Camden, and
Thomas King. Beginning in the mid-s and continuing into the early
years of the nineteenth century, they would together finance at least sixty
slaving voyages that transported, at bare minimum, , African captives
to the Americas. Individually, they were also engaged in countless other slav-
ing ventures.9 Before retiring from the sea to become a merchant, Thomas
King had captained several slave ships, including the Surry’s  voyage
that had landed him in the admiralty courts, accused of killing the sailor
John Warren. It was said that King had called Warren “an Irish son of a
Bitch” as he kicked him to death.10

In fact, the origins of the Second Fleet were closely bound up with slav-
ery and the slave trade. Anthony Calvert appears to have become interested
in transporting convicts as well as trading slaves during the period when
Britain’s felons were sent out to the slave-trading forts of West Africa. An
army captain, Kenneth Mackenzie, who commanded some convicts freed
to join the military, had bought a plantation and put some of his soldiers
to work on it alongside African slaves he had purchased, much to the sol-
diers’ disgust. Private William Reeves complained that he had been forced
to “work upon a plantation belonging to him [Mackenzie] from six in the
morning till seven in evg. along with his Slaves.”11 Others alleged that they
had been made to labor “with the common Negroes.”12 When Kenneth
Mackenzie murdered one of those soldiers, who was also his nephew, by
attaching him to a cannon and firing it, and Mackenzie was subsequently
sent home to stand trial, Anthony Calvert wrote expressing an interest in
buying the plantation for his own ends.13 Later, when slave ships were used
to transport convicts to West Africa before loading their other human cargo
for the dread middle passage, Calvert and King financed one of those ships,
the Recovery.

The Recovery had also been captained by Donald Trail, the man who, in
, was the commander of the worst of all the Second Fleet ships, the
Neptune. Trail and Andrew Hewson, the captain of the Recovery when it
delivered twenty-two convicts to West Africa, seem to have joined forces to
captain that ship and the slave ship John on their voyages from England and
to the West Indies.14 Donald Trail had also commanded the Venus, which
had delivered  slaves to Kingston, Jamaica.15 Not the original choice for
the master of such a large ship as the Neptune, Trail had taken over from
Thomas Gilbert, who had already captained a First Fleet ship to New South
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Wales and who gave his surname to the Pacific islands of that name on the
way home.16 For the Second Fleet, however, Gilbert had been replaced after
a row with the New South Wales Corps officers Nicholas Nepean and John
Macarthur before they left England. Macarthur’s wife, Elizabeth, wrote in
her journal that they soon discovered that they had made a dreadful error
in having Gilbert replaced as “Mr Trail’s character was of much blacker dye
than was ever in Mr Gilberts nature to exhibit.” Because of conflict with
Trail and the horrifying death rate, the Macarthurs moved from the Nep-
tune to the Scarborough long before Australia was sighted.17

Beyond these practical ties between the Second Fleet and slave trading,
William Hill had another, unstated reason for the comments in his letter
to Wathan and Wilberforce, one that would have been immediately appar-
ent to his contemporaries but that has been little explored by Australian
historians of the Second Fleet. The slave trade had become politically and
morally contentious in the late s, at the very moment that the convict
colony in New South Wales was founded. The Society for the Abolition of
the Slave Trade was formed in May ; the following year the opening
debates about the issue were heard in the House of Commons. The slavery
debate ignited in  and , shortly after the First Fleet’s departure
and immediately preceding the embarkation of the three Second Fleet ships.
This period saw the publication of some of the most influential books, pam-
phlets, and speeches by both sides of the debate. Thomas Clarkson’s Sub-
stance of the Evidence of Sundry Persons on the Slave-Trade presented his report
of the exhaustive tour of Britain that he had made in , when he had
interviewed many who had been involved in the slave trade as captains, sur-
geons, mates, and crew.18 Vicars preached sermons expressing their opin-
ions about the biblical message about slavery, and planters and slave traders
quickly came to the defense of the institution.

While the slave trade was undoubtedly controversial, attitudes toward
slavery influenced discussions about transportation as a mode of punish-
ment. Right from the start the existence of the transportation of convicts
provided antiabolitionists with a vindication of slavery. In , months
after the First Fleet’s departure but with news of the colony not yet filtered
home, John Matthews wrote in the diary of his journey to Sierra Leone that
“[a] pretty close parallel may be observed between the African condemned
for some offence against the laws of his country, to be sold to a white man,
and the English felon transported to a wild uncultivated country; for such
is Botany Bay represented.”19 The slave trader Robert Norris’s Memoirs of
the Reign of Bossa Ahadee, published in , argued that Africans had sold
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their countrymen for centuries and “had never entertained any more doubt
of their right to do so, than we do of sending delinquents to Botany Bay.”20

Three years later Jesse Foot took the argument to its logical endpoint: as
Africans did not have the power to take possession of faraway lands for the
purpose of dumping their criminals, the slave trade was their next best
option.21

The infamous racist Edward Long was probably the first to raise this
notion. In the s he suggested that Africans ripped from their home-
lands and shipped across the Atlantic as slaves were in a similar position to
felons sentenced to transportation from the shores of Britain. He suggested
that in some parts of Africa crimes “great and small” were punished with
enslavement. “It is clear that the African states have just as good right as any
European power, to banish their criminals to other parts of the world that
will receive them,” he wrote.22 Some proslavery advocates later twisted this
argument further by suggesting that the slaves were criminals who would
otherwise have been condemned to death. They therefore “ought to be
thankful that they had been carried safe in to the British colonies.”23 Thus
it was claimed absurdly that the slave trade actually protected human life.

When the abolitionist campaign gained momentum, the idea of slave-as-
criminal became a major point of contention. Thomas Clarkson used this
issue as the fulcrum of his interrogation of those involved in the trade. Sev-
eral of his informants denied that the Africans were criminals, pointing out
that some were only children while others had blatantly been kidnapped.24

At other times responses grounded in emergent romantic philosophy raised
the issue of African civilization and civility. Thus the abolitionist reverend
James Ramsay wrote in , “Crimes are the offspring of civilization.
Crimes exist not among savages.”25 The following year, perhaps influenced
by Ramsay, Bryan Edwards, historian and planter, used similar arguments
when he spoke to the Jamaican Assembly. He said that it was foolish to use
the transportation of British convicts to justify the slave trade, as crimes were
applicable only to civilized society, whereas Africans were “wolves towards
each other.”26 Thomas Clarkson put it a slightly different way, alleging that
one of the crimes slaves had been found guilty of was witchcraft. As a Chris-
tian man, Clarkson felt confident in writing that “we knew the crime to be
impossible.”27

Slave traders and their supporters also sought to suggest that the lot of
slaves was in some ways preferable to that of British people who had com-
mitted misdemeanors. The arch proslavery campaigner James Tobin argued
in  that the punishments inflicted on slaves were more humane than
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those imposed in the British courts, an accusation endorsed by the planter
Gilbert Franklyn, who alleged that “there are fewer capital punishments in
seven years in the West Indies, than are inflicted in one session at the Old
Bailey.”28 In  “A Plain Man” acknowledged that slaves were whipped,
“but generally for crimes for which in England they would be hanged, or
(in our great mercy) sent to starve to death in Botany Bay.”29 Newspapers
also took up this theme. When in  Margaret Sullivan was sentenced
to death by burning at the stake for the crime of coining, the Times [Lon-
don] wrote, “Must not mankind laugh at our long speeches against African
slavery . . . when . . . we roast a fellow creature alive, for putting a penny-
worth of silver into a halfpennyworth of brass?”30 Ultimately, the slavery
proponent William Knox argued, British workers could choose only
between labor and jail, whereas slaves could similarly opt for hard work or
punishment.31

Beyond comparing slavery and transportation, pro–slave trade advocates
raised the prospect of the reintroduction of convict transportation to the
West Indies as a straw man to highlight the benefits of slavery. This sug-
gestion was never discussed seriously, even when the jails were at their most
severely overcrowded after the loss of the American colonies. Nevertheless,
defenders of the slave trade used the possibility as a scare tactic premised
upon the unspoken racial bias that it was objectionable and inhumane for
white felons to be put to work in the Caribbean. Because the bias remained
unspoken, the proslavery lobby put forward various alternative explana-
tions for the planters’ reluctance to accept British convict labor. In 
Gilbert Franklyn argued that Britain would not be “unloading her gibbets,
or emptying her goals” in the Caribbean. If, as the abolitionists alleged, he
continued, there were already precious few humane white men in the West
Indies, supplementing their numbers with felons would hardly improve
matters. Much of the mistreatment of slaves in earlier times, he added, had
been perpetrated by convicts transported from Britain.32

A planter writing in  had slightly different concerns:

It may be argued, that our Convicts might be sent [to the West Indies], in
Preference to the New Settlements lately discovered. Numerous as they
are, they would be insufficient to supply the Demand of half the Settle-
ments, and even that Number would be so greatly reduced, that one-third
would never see a second Crop, and the miserable Remains so incapaci-
tated by Indisposition, Pain and Sorrow, from pursuing their necessary
Employment, that the Ground (for want of Hands) must lie uncultivated
and unproductive.33
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To this planter the transportation of convicts to the West Indian colonies
made no economic sense. Meanwhile, the planter William Beckford, who
had inherited sugar plantations in Jamaica, suggested that if white men were
sent to the Caribbean plantations in place of the slaves, crime in Britain might
increase as men would envy the “easy soil and happy clime” of Botany Bay.34

Whatever the complex ways in which convictism and slavery intertwined
in abolitionist and pro–slave trade discourse in –, it is clear that to
many of the slavery proponents the transportation of felons to New South
Wales posed a major question to which their opponents had no answer.
Bryan Edwards, who had an ambivalent attitude toward the whole contro-
versy, acknowledged that if the slave trade had to be defended, then the abo-
litionists should also condemn convict transportation “to Botany Bay; a
voyage comprehending more than one half of the globe’s circumference,
and encountering every variety of climate.”35 And, by , at least one
writer was linking racist sentiment with this question. An anonymous
author, a man who wrote that he thought blacks to be “little more than
incarnate devils,” while white people “reflect . . . their Maker’s image,” chal-
lenged Wilberforce and the abolitionists, claiming that they could justify
attacking the slave trade only if they also outlawed all other forms of “slav-
ery,” including the “penal laws” of Britain. After all, he found it “rash and
inconsiderate . . . to maintain, that the vile and barbarous blacks of Africa
have an equal claim to freedom with the rest of the human race.”36

When William Hill wrote that he was going to copy his letter to his friend
Wathan and send it to William Wilberforce, he doubtless thought he was
contributing to a dispute that was raging when he left Britain in January
. In fact, however, quite contrary to the claims of the pro–slave trade
faction, the abolitionists did not believe it was worth addressing the ques-
tion of transportation’s relationship with slavery. Thomas Clarkson had
called convicts “voluntary slaves” and made clear in his  publication
that he separated the issue of abolitionism from all other humanitarian
causes.37 Similarly, William Roscoe had written that criminality was a legit-
imate reason for enslavement.38 The leading abolitionists were deeply reli-
gious men who saw a great difference between the slaves—men and women
raised without the benefit of Christian education who were being sold to
rapacious traders—and those who had grown up in a Christian land but, in
committing crimes, had turned their backs upon the teachings and princi-
ples of the Gospels. To Wilberforce, Clarkson, and most of their supporters,
convicts sent to New South Wales may have approached the situation of slav-
ery, but they had legitimately been cast into that role by their former actions.
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In these earliest years of British settlement in Australia, Wilberforce’s role
was not to cast doubt on the legitimacy or morality of transportation but
to ensure the appointment of a suitable chaplain to try to redeem the way-
ward flock for the Lord.39

Wilberforce therefore had little say, at least publicly, about Hill’s com-
ments upon the Second Fleet or, indeed, the tragedy in general. In fact, the
abolitionists had nothing openly to do with the murder prosecutions of
Donald Trail and his first mate, William Ellerington. The action against
them was not a government initiative, despite Governor Phillip’s pressing
for state involvement. Rather, it was the result of the untiring exhortations
of Thomas Evans, an attorney who called himself “solicitor to the tars of
old England.”40 In addition to publishing a book about the Second Fleet
(of which no copies are known to have survived), he wrote a book in 
arguing about sailors’ rights.41 He was very probably the (by then disbarred)
solicitor of that name who helped the Nore mutineers in .42 Although
the abolitionists were interested in the wrongs done to slave-trade seamen
as part of the abolition campaign, Evans’s interests in the case, and his pol-
itics in general, were poles apart from those of Wilberforce.

In fact, Wilberforce’s silence on the prosecution of Trail and Ellerington
was willful. He was at that time engaged in the high-profile prosecution of
a Captain John Kimber, a slave trader accused of murdering slaves aboard
his ship Recovery. Kimber was being held in Newgate Gaol alongside
William Ellerington.43 Trail should also have been on the masters’ side of
the jail but had fled to Belgium to escape prosecution.44 After he returned
to face the charges, all three men were tried at the same sessions of the Admi-
ralty Court before the same judges, and some papers, such as the London
Chronicle, reported on both trials in the same edition.45 The slave trade and
its horrors were all around: also, at the same court sessions three sailors were
sentenced to hang for attempting to take two different slave ships. John
Slack and Charles Berry from the Fairy and George Hindmarsh of the Fly
were condemned to be hanged at Execution Dock, Wapping; the last, as a
convicted murderer, was also sentenced to have his corpse dissected.46

It was ironic that the abolitionists were not involved in the prosecution
of Donald Trail, as the complaints of treatment aboard the Neptune bore
many similarities to the copious allegations of cruelty heard at the con-
temporaneous parliamentary investigations into the slave trade that had
been instigated by Wilberforce, Clarkson, and their allies. Often used by
historians, the far less-well-known testimonies of those aboard the Second
Fleet ships closely mirrored the testimony about slave ships, with tales of
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mass brutality, starvation, and murder. Another parallel was that Trail and
Ellerington were charged with the murder of an unidentified male convict.
Unknown African slaves were killed in vast numbers during the middle pas-
sage, yet few of their original names survive in the historical record. Ironi-
cally, because of the demands of bureaucracy, it was rare for the identity of
a felon under transportation to Australia to be nameless. Former slave-trader
Trail, almost alone among those who captained transports on the long voy-
age to the antipodes, kept his shackled passengers as a nameless, impersonal
mass. Moreover, like the abolitionists, for both political and pragmatic rea-
sons Thomas Evans also decried the mistreatment of seamen on ships car-
rying unfree human cargo. Like many slave traders before them, including
their employer, Thomas King, Trail and Ellerington also were charged with
the murder of two of their crew. Their purported victims were the sailor
Andrew Anderson and the cook John Joseph.

Most of the main allegations of cruelty on board slave ships surfaced in
the “Accounts and Papers” presented to Parliament about the Second Fleet
and in the subsequent trial of Trail and Ellerington.47 Reflecting William
Hill’s original criticisms that the convicts had been put in slave rather than
jail shackles, it was reported that the men had been chained in pairs and
had remained in irons for the duration of the voyage. Standard practice on
slave ships where male captives were chained “a right and a left leg, and a
right and a left arm” and infrequently released because of the threat of revolt,
this was definitely not the norm on convict transports.48 This meant not
only that getting on deck for fresh air was difficult even in fine weather but
also that the convicts “frequently ha[d] blood running down their heels.”49

It would have been a story that Thomas Clarkson knew well, having heard
plenty of accounts of male slaves who were rarely allowed on deck. A man
named Thompson who had made two slave-trading voyages had also told
Clarkson that “the [slave] men are chained when they come on board both
at wrists and ankles, and continue so on the passage. Their irons frequently
chafe them, and are the means of considerable pain.”50

In fact, this issue of the men’s being kept shackled was behind the death
of the unknown convict that led to the trial of Trail and his former chief
mate for murder. Seamen Robert Fletcher and John Rogers testified that
this man had died from a flogging ordered by Trail and Ellerington. On
Ellerington’s suspicion that the man had somehow removed his irons, Trail
ordered the boatswain to lash the man to the “bows of the Long Boat and
give him a Damned good flogging.” The cat-o’-nine-tails used for this pun-
ishment was unusually cruel, Fletcher reported; he had “seen a Cat made
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for punishing Thieves and suspected Sodomites,” but even it was not any-
thing “like the Cat made use of on the Neptune.” With a bloodied and lac-
erated back, the convict was left without medical assistance or even water
to drink and died, it was claimed, within a few hours.51

Similarly, this propensity for the deployment of extreme physical pun-
ishment was alleged in relation to the convicts, just as it was reported to be
meted out on slave ships to both captives and crew. Quartermaster George
Churchill complained forcefully about the treatment of the female convicts
and reported “he hath frequently seen . . . Donald Trail and Wm. Elring-
ton kick and beat women convicts without Mercy.” They beat the women
“like Man oppos’d to Man in Quarrel,” he said, while Trail had struck a
woman named Jane Haly “with all his weight” and put her in “Irons Hand
and Feet with a Collar round her Neck and fastened by a Chain.”52

The allegations of appalling living conditions aboard the Second Fleet
also paralleled the horrors that, by , the British public was becoming
accustomed to hear in relation to slaving vessels. Quartermaster John Beale
claimed that conditions in the Second Fleet were so rank, with the buckets
used as toilets often overflowing or overturned in heavy seas, that “the smell
coming up from the said Orlop Deck . . . was very nauseous.”53 Slave ships
were infamous for reeking so badly that other vessels could smell them from
some distance away. “I was so overcome by the heat, stench and foul air that
I nearly fainted,” a slave ship seaman had similarly testified.54 Beale also
reported that the Second Fleet seamen spent their nights listening to the
“shrieks and cries” of those chained below, also a phenomenon often
described at the parliamentary inquiry into the slave trade. On the Neptune
convicts who had “died in the Night as Corpses were frequently brought
up in the morning,”55 just as slave-ship sailors routinely brought up the bod-
ies of the dead at daybreak.

There were also accusations that convicts had been starved. The five cats
that were aboard when the Neptune sailed were all eaten, it was reported,
while John Beale related that he had bought “a new pair of Shoes” from a
convict “for  biscuits” because the convict was so hungry. Also paralleling
testimony about the slave trade, the Neptune gunner William Sabuston
claimed “he hath known several of the convicts conceal the dead Bodies of
their Messmates below for the sake of gaining their Allowance of Provi-
sions.” Thomas Milburn, the convict who wrote to his parents about the
voyage, described how he had been chained to a man named Humphrey
Davies who had died “about half way.” Milburn said that he had kept
Davies’s corpse beside him for a week to get his food and water as he had
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been so hungry that once he ate the poultice given him for his sore leg.56

Another convict, James Tucker, under transportation for the theft of a tea-
spoon and part of a shirt, apparently did likewise.57 The parliamentary com-
mittee into the slave trade heard that many African captives had tried the
same survival tactic.58

In terms of discussions about sexual impropriety on the part of slave and
convict ships’ officers, on the surface things were very different. In contrast
to the frequently heard complaint that female slaves had been raped by cap-
tains, mates, and seamen, witnesses at the trial of Trail and Ellerington com-
plained that they had not been allowed to form sexual relationships with
the women, something they clearly felt was their right. Seaman Daniel Con-
nolly claimed that one of the reasons he had signed on to the Neptune was
because he had been told that the vessel had a “parcel of fine women on
board with their Hats & Feathers flying” and that they “would be all
amongst them.” Donald Trail apparently also promised several other sea-
men, including Richard Tomkin and Joseph Silk (alias Collins), that the
female felons would be available to the sailors. And the seamen were less
naive in believing him than might be assumed. Before the First Fleet had
sailed in , the Times published an article stating that each sailor aboard
was allowed “to select a mate for the voyage” and that the government was
sending out sixty sets of baby clothes in anticipation of the result.59 On the
Lady Juliana, which sailed just before the three Second Fleet ships, many
seamen and female convicts formed relationships, leading to the ship be -
coming known as “the floating brothel.”60

In the Second Fleet, however, the seamen complained that they had been
prevented from even speaking to the women or having their assistance in
washing or mending clothes. In fact, “talking to the Women through the
Bulk Head” on the night they sighted the Cape of Good Hope was the crime
for which Andrew Anderson, one of the men whom Trail and Ellerington
were accused of murdering, had originally been punished. Later, it was said,
Trail had again knocked Anderson down, beaten him, jumped on him, and
hit him with a rope. Anderson survived for some weeks after this, eventu-
ally writing a letter to his father on the eve of his death, reporting that he
was “wore away to a Skeleton the captain has used me very ill in this Voy-
age in beating & confining me.”61

It was not just their lack of access to the women that infuriated the sea-
men, however, but that the ship’s officers, including William Ellerington
and the government agent John Shapcote, had been allowed to choose a
woman with whom they “cohabited as Men with their Wives.” What is
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more, Beale alleged that “divers Foreign[ers] were permitted to come and
sleep on board and have promiscuous Enjoyment with several of the
Women who were on those occasions permitted to prostitute themselves”
while the ship was anchored at Cape Town.62 The officers of the Lady Juliana
had similarly allowed this at various points, including offering the women’s
services to the sailors aboard a slave ship they met en route.63

Clearly, much difference could be seen between the abolitionist presen-
tation of African women as innocents suffering greatly at the hands of
appalling slave traders and the testimony that depicted convict women as
“damn’d whores” who allowed seamen to choose them as candy in a store.64

And the seamen’s interpretation of convict women as sexually available had
some truth to it. Although clearly part of the larger “female convict as
whore” myth, some of the women did have enough agency to calculate for
themselves that forming a relationship with a sailor would bring them some
protection and better conditions. The vast majority of seamen and female
convicts came from the same social groups within Britain and had the same
expectations from life, and, although it was highly uncertain, some of these
relationships did survive after the convicts were discharged in Australia.

The difference was, perhaps, as much in the retelling as in the reality of
the situation. Thomas Clarkson’s central claim in repeating allegations of
sexual abuse was the suffering of innocent women; Thomas Evans, the
sailors’ lawyer, had no apparent interest in the lot of the women convicts.
Evans therefore let the sailors’ gripes about not having sexual access to the
women stand as a central part of the case, not least in demonstrating Trail’s
alleged treachery to his crew. Thomas Clarkson could allow no such thing.

Clarkson may have heard similar complaints from slave-ship seamen he
interviewed but never publicized them. Some slave traders did claim that
they refused their common seamen sexual access to slave women, although
on economic rather than humanitarian grounds. Donald Trail had his own
de facto wife—probably a relative of his old slave-trading colleague Andrew
Hewson’s—on the voyage with him, but in allowing his surgeon and the
first and second mates to select a woman while keeping the common sea-
man at bay, Trail was adopting a pattern that other slave traders apparently
followed.65 The former slave-ship surgeon Alexander Falconbridge claimed
that “common sailors” were only “allowed to have intercourse with such of
the black women whose consent they can procure,” while “the officers were
permitted to indulge their passions among them at pleasure.”66 Of course,
this runs contrary to much of the evidence about what really happened, but
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it remains possible that sailors had been lured to slave ships by promises of
female company, only to find that the reality was quite different.

Clarkson would have had good reason for hiding such reports, as African
women and girls at the mercy of sexually rapacious slave traders was a major
cannon in the abolitionist assault. This certainly was part of the popular
imagery of the case against John Kimber, the slave trader tried at the same
time as Trail and Ellerington, although there is scant evidence that this had
actually been a factor in the affair. Rather, the main element of the prose-
cution’s case was that Kimber had murdered a girl of about fifteen, who was
not only in the advanced stages of gonorrhea and may have been suffering
from malaria. She also had some deformity of the legs, which the seamen
had attempted to “cure” by tying them to the yardarm and pulling her torso
at regular intervals to straighten her bent limbs.67 Nonetheless, popular
responses to the case alluded to a sexual motive behind the girl’s mistreat-
ment. An illustration of the punishment allegedly inflicted suggested that
she had incurred Kimber’s wrath for “protecting her virgin modesty,” while
a seamen in the image is shown saying that “if he had taken her to bed with
him it would have been well enough.”68

There was one clear way in which the allegations against slave traders sig-
nificantly differed from those against Trail. What Kimber was actually tried
for was not just gross inhumanity but trying to increase the market price of
the girl, of treating the girl as an object, a commodity, one of his trading
goods. This aspect of the slave trade, over and above simple atrocity, had out-
raged abolitionists and troubled Britons in general for some time. They had
been aware of such issues since the legal arguments over the  drowning
of  slaves from the ship Zong so they would be an insurance claim rather
than a loss to the underwriters.69 This issue of the commoditization of peo-
ple was then reborn in the parliamentary debates about the slave trade,
descriptions of which included captains’ darkening slaves’ gray hair, polish-
ing their skin, using grease to cover scars, and even blocking the anuses of
those who had dysentery so that their illness was temporarily hidden.70

This was definitively different from the convict experience, particularly
as, unlike in earlier times, when their destination had been the Americas,
there was no “sale” awaiting miscreants arriving in Australia. Ironically,
though, where commoditization caused such incredible suffering on slave
ships, it was the absence of any financial interest at all that partly caused the
misery on the Neptune. First Mate William Ellerington was alleged to have
declared, in a chilling reflection of William Hill’s words, “let them die and
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be damned the owners have been paid for their passage and if we deliver 
or  of them it will be enough if we deliver some and don’t go empty
handed.”71 Inured to the kind of cruelty that pervaded the trade in slaves,
and with no financial incentive to check their behavior, Donald Trail and his
fellow officers cared little for their charges. Indeed, John Beale claimed that
the convicts had “declared they had rather been hanged ten times over.”72

From a contemporary perspective it is most notable that those prosecut-
ing Trail and Ellerington apparently made no overt attempts to “play the
race card,” in other words, to assert that the felons were deserving of better
treatment because they were (with a few exceptions) white men.73 Not even
the attorney Thomas Evans, who seems to have been prepared to throw any
number of unsubstantiated accusations at the indicted men, alluded to the
racial implications of a slave trader’s standing trial for the murder of white
men and women. Nor, interestingly enough, did he make much of Trail’s
history as a slave trader, never arguing, for example, as historians have done,
that his work on “guinea ships” had brutalized him and led to his behavior
on the Neptune.74

Yet the question of race and skin color remained an undercurrent.
Although racial arguments did not prove to be the most effective for the
pro–slave trade faction, they did on occasion turn to them, as I have shown.
With regard to convicts, racial arguments had already clearly surfaced dur-
ing the era of transportation to West Africa. Furthermore, the kind of bru-
tal commoditization of a woman perpetrated by John Kimber was not
considered in any way acceptable for forced migrants of British origin, even
(or especially) among those who argued that Kimber was merely doing his
job. By the s the buying and selling of people of European origin was
controversial in the Americas, which were firmly invested in a racially
divided society. After all, whatever the cruelties inflicted on Britain’s con-
victs in these years, there had been no serious discussion that they would
be sent to stand on the auction block beside African “chattels.”

It took only three hours for the jury to find Trail and Ellerington not
guilty. One newspaper reported that the jurors reached their decision “with-
out giving the Judge the trouble of summing up.”75 Another reported that
Thomas Evans was “ordered to be struck off the roll” for his handling of
the affair.76 Two days earlier John Kimber had also been acquitted, while
the two main witnesses for the prosecution, the Recovery’s mate and sur-
geon, were arrested for perjury. The main paper in Kimber’s hometown of
Bristol reported “the promptness of the verdict can . . . exact no surprise:
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particularly when it is considered that they endeavoured to support their
charges by nothing.”77 William Wilberforce was not only humiliated, he
was apparently threatened physically by Kimber and was in fear of his life.78

By June , when these trials took place, the initial tide of support for
the abolition of the slave trade had died away as war with Revolutionary
France inched closer. The Haitian Revolution had also terrified British
planters. Initially, the British abolitionists had worked closely with their
equivalents in France and had cheered the French successes. But after the
British joined the coalition to fight France at the end of that year, this stance
became a liability, and to call oneself an abolitionist was to risk being tainted
as unpatriotic or even a republican. Still, the Kimber trial, like that of the
Zong in the previous decade, became a cause célèbre, and Kimber was infa-
mous for years to come, the focus frequently falling upon the five subse-
quent slaving voyages he made.79 In  a witness in Africa declared that
he had “never seen . . . such savage ferocity” in any man.80 The newspapers
paid less attention to Donald Trail, who was quickly freed to rejoin the Royal
Navy. He subsequently fought in the French Revolutionary Wars under
Horatio Nelson, who had, at the time of Trail’s trial, given him a reference.
Trail would later return to the slave trade, working at Cape Town with
Michael Hogan, a man who had also once transported convicts to New
South Wales and got into trouble for his treatment of them.81

By the time of Trail’s acquittal another fleet of Camden, Calvert, and
King–contracted ships, with one captain who had been engaged in the
“guinea trade,” had also arrived in New South Wales. Although not in quite
such a poor state as those the previous year, Governor Phillip wrote home,
“the greatest part of them are so emaciated, so worn away by long confine-
ment or want of food, or from both those causes that it will be long before
they recover their strength, and which many of them never will recover.” The
chief offender was Richard Owen on the transport Queen who had appar-
ently been shortening the convict rations to line his own pocket.82 One wit-
ness said the ship “exhibited most dreadfull [sic] instance of Cruelty you Ever
hard [sic] of.”83 Richard Owen had previously delivered  captive Africans
to Jamaica aboard the slaver Experiment.84 Nobody made the connection
however, not even William Hill, who sailed on the Queen from Norfolk
Island to Sydney.85 Whether this was simply an oversight, due to changing
priorities, or because the Queen’s convicts were Irish, is uncertain.

William Hill’s comments about the slave-trading connections of Donald
Trail and the Second Fleet’s contractors belonged to a specific moment when
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the abolitionist movement had provoked open debate about such issues.
Caught up in them were changing ideas about humane treatment of people
in general and new attitudes about decency and benevolence. As the Nep-
tune case showed, the kind of savage mercilessness that slave traders showed
could also seep outward to affect their behavior in other situations. Cruelty
could be endemic. It definitely was not confined to slaving vessels.

The only consolation was that the British government had learned its les-
son. Although other ships would arrive with allegations of mass cruelty, and
of course with scenes of immense suffering due to disease, shipwreck, and
other disasters, no slave-trading company ever successfully contracted to
transport convicts. The abolitionist movement, ambiguous though its feel-
ings were toward these fallen men and women, led to a change in percep-
tion about the way that Africans and Britons should be treated. Within a
few short years ever more checks were placed upon the handling of trans-
ported convicts, and laws changed to ensure their humane treatment. And
later, after the slave trade was made illegal in , former abolitionists did
turn their attention to improving conditions on convict transports. Many
convicts who followed in the steps of the Second Fleeters would compare
their situation to slavery, but by that time it had become a rhetorical trope,
shorthand for all manner of the worst kind of barbarity. What set the con-
victs of the Neptune apart was that their comparisons had borne an alto-
gether different relationship to reality.
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seven

Convict Passages in the Indian Ocean,
c. 1790–1860

clare anderson

during the first half of the nineteenth century violent disorder broke
out on a number of the British East India Company ships carrying convicts
from India to Southeast Asia, Mauritius, and the Andaman Islands. The East
India Company had established, in , a penal settlement for the recep-
tion of Indian convicts in Bengkulu that was followed by more penal settle-
ments in the Andaman Islands (–), Penang (–), Malacca
and Singapore (–), Arakan and the Tenasserim Provinces in Burma
(–), and Mauritius (–). Though the first Andamans settle-
ment ended in disaster for the British, the islands were recolonized success-
fully as a destination for mutineer-rebels in the wake of the north Indian
uprisings of –.

The number of mutinous voyages was a tiny proportion of the total, noth-
ing like the recent estimates of  percent of slave ships that experienced upris-
ings on the transatlantic middle passage. What makes the convict mutinies
of particular interest is that convict transportation was officially regulated by
the East India Company, a charter company that answered to Parliament,
whereas the Atlantic slave trade was an unregulated private enterprise.
Although unrest on slave ships could be covered up, disorder of any kind on
the company’s convict ships created voluminous records. The records and
copies of the extensive colonial inquiries, legal proceedings, and newspaper
reports all survive. These archival remnants constitute an important glimpse

  



into the culture of convict vessels. They also allow us to place convicts at
the center of shipboard practices and so to conceptualize the convict pas-
sage as a space of creative negotiation and resistance.

Indian convicts transported to penal settlements in the Indian Ocean
came from all religious and caste groups, though low-caste Hindu and tribal
communities made up the largest percentage. Most were convicted of
crimes against property, including theft, burglary, robbery, and gang rob-
bery (dacoity). Some convicts’ offenses can be directly linked with resistance
against British expansion, as was the case when Santals and other tribal
groups were transported from eastern India to Burma after the Hul (rebel-
lion) of . Transportation ships were central to the process of convict
migration, and each year as many as twenty left from the Bengal, Bombay,
and Madras presidencies of India, with the number of convicts on board
ranging from a dozen to more than two hundred (see table ). Ship indents
suggest that about thirty thousand Indian convicts were shipped overseas
from  to .

For most Indian convicts the ship was an unfamiliar space that marked
the start of their cultural, social, and geographical displacement. Indeed,
colonial administrators commonly expressed the view that for high-caste
Hindus the voyage across the ocean represented a journey across the kala
pani, or black water. Because normal practices regarding the preparation
and eating of food and the performance of ablutions could not be respected,
the journey itself was an important element of the punishment of trans-
portation. Though in many ways this view of the religious and symbolic
aspect of the journey represented the mistaken assumptions of colonial offi-
cials, the cultural dynamics of overseas transportation are a good starting
point for a consideration of the nature of the convict middle passage.

regulating indian convict transportation

The East India Company had a monopoly on long-distance trade routes until
, and so it shipped convicts on board its China fleet. If no such ships
were available, it gave tenders to private trading vessels working shorter routes.
After , when the company lost its monopoly, most convicts were trans-
ported on private trading vessels and arrangements became more piecemeal
and irregular. Without exception, convict revolts took place on private trad-
ing ships—all but one sailing in the years following the abolition of the 
company’s charter. Tendering and embarkation procedures varied across the
presidencies and were largely based on the desire to cut costs.1 Convicts from
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Madras were only ever transported with troops. This perhaps explains in part
why there were never any mutinies on board the presidency’s ships during
this period.2 The cost of transportation depended on the availability of ships,
the length of the voyage, and whether rations and water were supplied. Ship-
ping links could be erratic, and because insurance offices excluded claims
arising from mutiny, often those ships with room to spare were not keen to
take convicts on board.3 Two-thirds of the money was paid to ship owners
on departure and the remainder upon delivery of the convict cargo. Indian
transportation ships were not specially fitted out for convicts. They were put
between decks, often alongside the ship’s cargo. The space allotted to each
convict varied. In Bombay it was supposed to be six feet by two feet, which
the superintendent of the Indian navy in Bombay described at the time as
“about the same” as that allotted to native sailors and troops.4 Bengal ships
had a much smaller specification—six feet by six inches. Overcrowding
beyond these far-from-generous allowances was not unknown. Moreover,
until  medical attendants did not accompany convicts.

After the convicts of the Catherine attempted to take the ship on the way
to the Straits Settlements in , it emerged that there were no rules for
the regulation of transportation at all.5 When, a year later, convicts sailing
from Bombay to Singapore on the Virginia murdered their captain, sailed
to Goa, and escaped inland, the colonial authorities accused the ship’s offi-
cers of not following the rules they had framed after the Catherine affair.
After the public expressed astonishment that the crew of the Virginia had
flouted the new rules on transportation, the Bombay government devised
new regulations that sought both to ameliorate the convict grievances that
led to mutiny and to tighten up the slack management that made it possi-
ble. The rules stated:

. The whole of the guard shall be under arms every morning from day
light til  o’clock a.m. during which time the convicts shall be allowed
to come on deck by  at a time for one hour; the same again in the
evening for one hour.

. The whole of the guard shall be loaded with musket grape and a
particular spot shall be marked out on the deck beyond which the
convicts shall not move.

. Convicts are on no account to be made servants of.
. Convicts are on no account to have their irons taken off except in

dangerous illness or even of the ship being in most imminent danger.
. All convicts to be ironed on both legs and on any mutinous or

troublesome conduct to be double ironed.
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. The days the convicts are not admitted on deck to be entered in the
log with the reasons.

. All punishments amongst the convicts to be noted in the log.
. Complaints by convicts to be written into the logbook. Sick convicts

to be removed to the infirmary or hospital; death or escape to be
entered into the log.

. Food to be served out according to table. The irons of the convicts to
be examined by the ship’s carpenter every morning when they come
out on the deck for exercise.

. Opportunity to be given to the convicts to bathe themselves in salt
water during their morning exercise.

. Handcuffs and leg irons spare to be sent with each convict ship.
. The place where the convicts are kept shall always have the trellised

hatch down, and a sentry or sentries on duty over this day and night; a
lamp shall if possible be so fixed on the deck against the mast as to
reflect the light down into the prison house.

. If a Medical Officer be on board all the prisoners shall be minutely
inspected once a week.

. The main tops always to be furnished with a few firearms and spare
ammunition, water and biscuit and the crew or guard to be directed as
a last resort to retreat there.6

Yet even these rules were not always followed, as was apparent in  when
a group of convicts under transportation from Bombay to Singapore on the
Freak murdered the captain and escaped near Aceh.7This catastrophe would
never have occurred, the secretary to the government of Bombay insisted,
if the new regulations had been followed, particularly the provision of a
sufficient guard.8 In discussing the middle passage of Atlantic slavery, David
Richardson puts the incidence of slave shipboard revolts down to weak-
nesses in ships’ managerial regimes.9 It is clear that these failings were also
critical in Indian penal transportation.

indian cultural practices  and the convict ship

Transportation was “a weapon of tremendous power,” according to the 
Prison Discipline Committee, which constituted the first major colonial
penal intervention in India.10 Convicts of all classes and religions were chained
and messed together, which compromised caste. Twenty years later the civil
surgeon of Allahabad central jail wrote that conditions on board convict ships
produced a “state of depression” conducive to disease.11 Convict responses
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to the voyage into transportation were more nuanced than such interpre-
tations suggest. Many convicts were not caste Hindus and so did not have
the particular prohibitions regarding the preparation and eating of food that
were held by groups such as the priestly Brahmin caste.12 Nevertheless, it is
clear that the maintenance of cultural practices relating to caste was impor-
tant to a large number of—if not most—convicts. The East India Com-
pany or ship owners were responsible for supplying convict rations. In an
acknowledgment of the cultural impact of sea voyages, there were supposed
to be two types of rations: the first for convicts who cooked on board ship—
Muslims, low-caste Hindus, and tribal groups—and the second for high-
caste Hindus who did not. Those who ate cooked food received the same
rations as the lascar crew—rice, dhal, and fish—together with chewing and
smoking tobacco, betel nut, salt, ghee (clarified butter), tamarind, chillies,
pepper, garlic, and onions. Those who did not cook received the same
tobacco, betel, salt, and condiment rations but sugar, powa, and parched
gram in lieu of rice, dhal, and fish.13 Although officials were responsible for
inspecting supplies before ships left port, it is clear that captains sometimes
skimped on rations, and provisions were either of poor quality or in short
supply. There is no doubt that on occasion this produced feelings of des-
peration among convicts. During the trial of one group of recaptured muti-
neers from the ship Virginia, several convicts claimed that they had received
better rations in jail.14 The convicts on the Singapore Packet, who made an
ill-fated attempt to seize the ship between Bombay and Singapore in ,
also held that their provisions were bad.15

Overcrowding too impacted on convict experiences of transportation.
Although regulations governed the number of convicts permissible per
square foot, one vessel, the Catherine in , shipped almost double the
number of convicts that it had been certified to carry. Contemporary offi-
cials could not find words to describe the stench below deck. Adding to the
general misery was the embarkation of a number of sick convicts and a total
lack of medical attention.16 Convicts often suffered from debilitating sea-
sickness, which only added to their woes. One British woman, who was a
passenger aboard the convict vessel Enterprize, wrote of the “rolling, pitch-
ing and jogging” of the ship as it sailed to Moulmein in . The convicts
on board were “a miserable set,” she noted, and even the captain felt ill.17

There is little evidence of a direct link between sickness and mutiny, as was
apparently the case on Atlantic slave ships, but fears about disease undoubt-
edly fed into convict anxieties about conditions more generally. Mortality
rates in Indian jails were appalling; during the first half of the nineteenth
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century they sometimes peaked at  percent.18 However, as the weakest
convicts often died while awaiting embarkation and sick convicts were nor-
mally detained in jail, it was unusual for convicts to die during the process
of transportation. Aboard  convict vessels sailing from Bengal between
 and , for instance, there were just twenty-five deaths.19

In this context the death of six of the  convicts shipped to Singapore
on the Margaret Skelly in  was extraordinary. An inquiry revealed that
only thirty days’ rations had been supplied—almost a fortnight short of the
convicts’ needs. Moreover, the convicts had not had enough drinking or
cooking water. There was a cultural dimension too. The ship’s commander,
Alfred Pearce, claimed that many convicts had thrown cooked food over-
board. Chief Mate George Holland reported that they had been “too lazy
to cook” and refused their rations. When pressed, Holland admitted that
this was only at the end of the journey, when the noncooking convicts’ grain
had run out and been substituted with rice.20 Of course, caste Hindus would
not eat cooked food at sea.21

Papers relating to unrest on board other convict ships reveal similar cul-
tural transgressions on the part of European crews. When convicts from the
Freak who had murdered the captain and escaped were recaptured and put
on trial, one testified that he had mixed “rice and sugar with grain as he
would not eat what was cooked.” He had apparently complained to the cap-
tain, who threatened to withhold his allowance altogether.22 Saduck Ali of
the Virginia stated that the Hindu convicts on board would not eat their
rice ration, preferring to die instead.23 Mutiny apparently also broke out on
the Clarissa as it sailed from Bengal to Penang in , after convict com-
plaints about rations. Third Mate Charles Blaney said, “[T]he convicts used
to grumble about not having enough water.”24 Boor Singh, one of the con-
victs, put it like this: “In the ship we all got cheated out of our provisions.
Short measure and not enough water. All men discontented and began to
be alarmed at our fate.”25

Convict mutineer-rebels shipped from Karachi to the Andamans on the
Boanerges in  also complained bitterly about conditions on board. One
convict stated that because they were not allowed water to clean themselves
during their ablutions, many tried to avoid the need to use the privy and
stopped eating. Moreover, noncooking Hindus did not receive their
allowance of flour. “If we had received it,” another convict said, “we should
have suffered less inconvenience, as we should have made hulwa [halwa],
with equal parts of flour, ghee and sugar, which is an article which can be
eaten by Hindoos on board ship.” One of the medical attendants on board,
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Deedar Allee, said that the Muslim convicts had suffered much less because,
although they too were short of water and toilet facilities, they ate cooked
food. He added: “Hindoos cannot eat without washing the parts and their
hands after easing themselves, and as they were not allowed even Sea-water
for the purpose, they did not eat till driven by necessity, and from this they
became weak.” This doctor also said that because there were no night tubs
in the wards, convicts either eased themselves where they slept or into their
clothing. They then ripped off the cloth and tied it into a bundle that they
threw into the sea. If they made a mess, the convict sweepers (cleaners) com-
plained and the convicts were flogged. According to another convict wit-
ness, a man named Mistereewa was taken to the deck, held by two Europeans,
and thrashed with a riding whip. Deedar Allee also claimed to have seen a
convict urinating into the guards’ compartment, surely as much an act of
insubordination as of the desperation perceived by the doctor.

Lieutenant Hurlock of the ship’s command relied on a familiar set of cul-
tural representations when he responded to the allegations. “If the Convicts
did make water into their drinking vessels, or ease themselves into their
clothes,” he said, “they did so from sheer laziness, it being well known to
the Commanders of Emigrant Ships and Convict Transports, that Indian
Emigrants and Convicts do so from that cause.” Furthermore, he said, the
convicts had bathed only when they had been compelled to do so. Another
senior officer in the Indian navy, Captain C. D. Campbell, confirmed his
experience of the “filthy and reckless abandonment” of transportation con-
victs. The “horrid alternatives” that the convicts described were, he said,
well known to be common and voluntary on transportation ships as well
as among native troops. If anybody was to blame, it was the native doctors.
The lieutenant governor of Bengal took a much more sympathetic line.
Even making allowances for “the filthy habits of the Natives when on board
Ship,” he recognized that they had no choice but to resort to the “disgust-
ing alternatives” detailed during the inquiry. He therefore suggested that
the rest of the passage money be withheld. The advocate general agreed.26

mutiny at sea

Though such cultural transgressions were an obvious motive for convict
unrest, they did not constitute the means. Rather, mutiny was enabled by
failures in securing or guarding convicts. When the Catherine, for instance,
was inspected before the convicts’ embarkation in , there was no sur-
vey in these respects. Neither did the authorities search the convicts’ pos-
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sessions.27The Ararat () convicts were able to smuggle a knife on board.
Theirs was an extraordinarily violent uprising in which almost half of the
seventy-four convicts on board were shot or drowned.28 In every instance
of a convict outbreak it is clear that the crew had flouted the regulations,
either allowing too many convicts out of the hold at one time or failing to
lock weaponry away. At the time of the Virginia uprising, for instance, all
thirty-four convicts had been on deck.29 Mutiny on the Recovery () was
also caused in part by the slack management of the movement of convicts
around the ship.30 Sometimes weaponry was not properly stored. Eighteen
loaded muskets were, for instance, held within arm’s reach of the Kaleegunga
convicts (). The thirty-nine men on board were able to seize them and
escape.31 Access to arms did not, however, imply successful use of them.
One of the recaptured Clarissa convicts stated in his defense: “I am a culti-
vator . . . I never knew how to hold a musket how could I have fired one
on board?”32

Convicts were embarked for transportation in leg and wrist irons. Dan-
gerous or notorious offenders were sometimes chained from the waist to
the wrists and neck.33 Fetters were a far from perfect penal technology, both
sustaining and yet confounding the goals of prison management.34 The
restriction that they placed on movement caused real problems in march-
ing and working convicts, and for this reason lighter restraints were often
used.35 The disturbances on board the Recovery were partly the result of
Bombay district prisoners’ wearing lighter than normal irons, which were
necessary if they were to march the long distance to port. Captain Thomas
Johnson wrote of the district prisoners: “[T]heir irons are of no use only to
deceive us.”36 The city prisoners in their heavy fetters played no part in the
uprising. Moreover, irons did not always fit properly. Master Attendant D.
Ross claimed that those worn by the Virginia convicts gave “too much free-
dom of their limbs.”37 Even the heaviest irons were a relatively unsophisti-
cated means of securing convicts. The Kaleegunga convicts, for instance,
were locked on a single chain padlocked at one end only. If one man needed
to be released, they all had to be unlocked. In the instance that led to mutiny,
two men were unchained to answer the call of nature, which allowed the
remaining convicts to slip off the chain.38 Further, one group of trans-
portation convicts told a jail superintendent that they used waxed silk to
cut through their fetters and stuffed the cuts with cement made from wax,
chaman, and dye to disguise them. The superintendent noted that small
files, iron nails, and emery boards were often found sewed in the folds and
ends of transportation convicts’ bedding.39
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There is a further dimension to shipboard disorder, for it mainly took
place among convicts with experience at sea, which might explain why con-
vict mutinies occurred overwhelmingly on vessels sailing out of Bombay.
Two of the Virginia convicts, for instance, were sailors by profession and in
the surviving records are variously described as “caffrees” and “sydees” (both
words mean African in maritime parlance).40 At least one of the convicts
shipped on the Catherine had been a lascar, and Moideen Ally of the Chin-
surah was also a seaman.41 The key factor here was not simply that some
convicts were seafarers but rather the suggestive hints that captains of ves-
sels sometimes took convict seafarers on as crew. This was an informal
arrangement through which the captain gained a free pair of hands and the
convict escaped the privations below deck. When the captain of the Lady
Wallace (), which had been shipwrecked off Cape Comorin, was picked
up at sea, he declined to mention that he was carrying convicts. When chal-
lenged to hand them over to the authorities, he angrily refused, stating that
they were “like private servants to him.”42 Sheikh Ramran, a sepoy guard
on the Clarissa, claimed that a convict was even in charge of the captain’s
swords and muskets.43

The desire to escape from British control was an obvious factor in convict
shipboard mutiny, and, in this sense, at least some ship mutinies drew on
wider-ranging sociopolitical grievances.44 It is clear that many incidents were
planned while convicts were still in mainland jails. A paper detailing the con-
victs’ plan was found on the Catherine convicts, for instance. According to
two convicts on board, Sahoa Fuzul and Rama Balloo, the ringleaders were
bhils named Kondajee Bapoo and Ram Chunder Valalloo. The bhils were a
tribal community from western India, and many had been caught up in resis-
tance against the extension of British control over their forests. In planning
the mutiny on the Catherine, they had used a “conjuring book” in deciding
the timing of events. This can probably be read as a reference to the witch-
craft and sorcery in which bhils were commonly believed to engage.45

If the depositions of other convicts are to be believed, Muslim convicts
sometimes had their own specifically religious goals. A Christian convict on
board the Freak, Michael Anthony, claimed that after killing the chief mate,
one of the convicts declared: “[N]ow all the poison all the liquor is coming
out.” The convicts then threw the crew’s shoes overboard, declaring them
“infidels’ things.” The convicts resolved that they would kill the ship’s crew
and go to Mecca. When they realized they would likely be recaptured at sea,
they decided to go to Aceh instead—according to Michael Anthony, because
“all are Musselmen there and they would be safe.”46 Though his testimony
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should be treated with caution because he was seeking to distance himself
from events, the testimony of the second mate, Francis Ward, corroborates
Anthony’s account. Rebelliousness does sometimes have its roots in reli-
gion, as Ranajit Guha has argued in another context.47 In the case of the
Recovery the convicts were said to have sworn on the Qur’an to mutiny.
Before the ship set sail, rumors reached the authorities that some Arabic
vessels would be waiting in the harbor to help the convicts. However, no
such vessels appeared, so the captain dropped his guard and it was then that
the convicts rose to take the ship.48

There were at least two outbreaks on transportation ships in the after-
math of the mutiny-rebellion that swept across north India during –
. However, due to somewhat chaotic record keeping and newspaper
reporting during this time, only a few details survive. In February 
forty men convicted of the mutiny-rebellion were embarked on the Julia
for Singapore and, though unrest broke out on board, we know almost
nothing about it. As these men were political offenders, the authorities in
Singapore promptly transferred the mutineers to the Andaman Islands
before they could stand trial for mutiny. Much to the chagrin of the Singa-
pore Free Press the mutineers did not face charges in the Andamans, either.49

At the end of  another thirty-seven mutineer-rebels were sent from
Multan to Karachi on the Frere, ready for shipment to the Andamans.
Although they had previously tried to escape from jail, no special instruc-
tions were given to the ship’s commander, and these political prisoners were
able to take their fetters off and rush up on deck. Before the ship’s com-
mand retook the ship, seven convicts went missing and two were killed. The
inquiry into the uprising assumed the existence of a desire to escape on the
part of the mutineer-rebels and so did not take evidence from them. Rather,
it noted the practical difficulties of chaining convicts: “Unless a prisoner is
secured in a manner which humanity must forbid, he cannot be kept in safe
custody unless he is constantly watched.”50

Women were also transported on the ships that experienced mutiny.
However, they were only a small minority of convicts,  percent at the very
most and, other than that they were separated from men, we know almost
nothing of their experiences on board.51 Whether the women engaged in
sexual relations—voluntary or otherwise—we do not know. Richardson has
demonstrated that, in the case of the slave trade, enslaved women were often
closely involved in slave-ship revolts because they were rarely shackled.52

Indian convict women were not put in irons and they were sometimes
allowed to remain on deck.53 It is possible that Indian convict women used
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their relative freedom to pass along to the men details of changes in the crew
or the whereabouts of arms, since the role played by the convict women on
board was one of the main official lines of inquiry after the  Kaleegunga
mutiny and escape. Commander John Stout’s testimony, that the women
could not have released the men because the guards were “too careful,” was
a curiously contradictory explanation, given that every single convict on
board had escaped his ship.54

maritime authority

Maritime authority structures were often violent and arbitrary.55 The slight-
est hint of convict disorder provoked swift action. Captain Thomas John-
son of the Freak summarily flogged a convict who had threatened to kill
him.56 When the convicts of the Singapore Packet complained about their
rations, they were not satisfied by Captain Tingate’s response and broke out
of their accommodation below deck. Tingate’s response was extremely vio-
lent; four convicts died from the wounds they received. The governor of
the Straits, S. G. Bonham, congratulated the captain, with the press report-
ing Tingate’s most satisfactory “bold and manly conduct.”57 Attempted
mutiny on board another Bombay ship, the Recovery, was suppressed with
even more brutality: Captain Johnson gave all convicts on deck at the time
three dozen lashes, and twenty others received “as much as they could
take.”58The violent undercurrent to maritime authority was both a response
to and a cause of unrest. After the convict Kondajee Bapoo was slapped and
threatened with a flogging for complaining to the captain of the Catherine,
Bapoo resolved to kill the captain and seize the ship, according to a convict
informer.59 Captain Charles Whiffen of the Virginia apparently threatened
to throw any seasick convict passengers overboard, and he physically
assaulted a number of his charges.60

It must surely have preyed on captains’ minds that ships’ commanders
were on occasion seriously injured, or even killed, by mutinous convicts.
Given these stakes, the violence directed against unruly convicts is perhaps
not surprising. Nor is it surprising that after taking ships, convict mutineers
relished the opportunity to turn the violence at sea on its head. The Vir-
ginia convicts, for example, beat Captain Whiffen so severely that they
caused extensive head injuries.61 When the captain of the Clarissa was fatally
wounded, there was, according to one of the sepoys on board, “a very great
noise in the ship.”62 There was something symbolic about this sort of vio-
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lence, as revealed in the evidence of the convict Michael Anthony of the
Freak. The convicts had first bound the captain, Thomas Suffield, then,
according to Anthony: “The nd Prisoner kicked the Captain when he
asked for water, he had tied up his irons and so was able to kick the Cap-
tain . . . [he] kicked the Captain and said he should have only two tinpots.”
After cutting the throats of the captain and the chief mate, the Freak con-
victs chained them up before throwing them overboard, saying, “[N]ow this
chain has been so many days on your legs is now on their’s.” Second Mate
Francis Ward testified that before the final bloody mutiny, the crew had
uncovered a plot to take the ship, and the captain’s response had been to
chain all the convicts to the anchor cable, so that they could all be thrown
overboard with the anchor if they caused further trouble.63

The destruction of the ship’s papers was another inversion of authority at
sea. Ripping up or burning the log book and the convict indent—the monot-
onous roll that identified individuals through careful registration and descrip-
tion—was a highly symbolic act, for it prevented convicts’ bodies from being
matched to their criminal record. The Freak convicts apparently threw all the
books and papers found in the captain’s cabin overboard.64 The Clarissa con-
victs also ransacked the ship, destroying the log book and descriptive roll.
Papers were strewn all about, a disorderly scene that contrasted sharply with
the orderly method characteristic of colonial record keeping.65

After taking ships, convicts dressed themselves in the clothes of the cap-
tain and his officers. The Freak convicts, for instance, adorned themselves
with the garb of the captain and chief mate.66 The leaders of the Virginia con-
victs put on the captain’s coat and hat.67 Perhaps these acts were meant to
fool passing ships that all was in order, but they were also inversions of author-
ity.68 Yet authority was not overturned altogether; convicts used clothing in
their construction of alternative structures of command. Dress became a
visual token of status and power—convict leaders usually wore the captain’s
coat, sash, and sword; others took silk handkerchiefs and wore them around
their necks. The convicts enjoyed a sort of carnivalesque atmosphere on
board, and feasting at the captain’s table usually followed a successful mutiny.
After convicts seized the Clarissa, one of their first acts was to make sugared
water with supplies they found in the hold. The convicts on the Freak slaugh-
tered four sheep and six fowl and made pilaf and curry for all on board, then
turned the ship’s stock of sugar into sherbet. Although the Hindus and Mus-
lims dined separately, there was “dancing singing merry making,” according
to Michael Anthony.69 The Virginia convicts also dined at the captain’s
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table.70 Dressed in the garb of captain and crew and feasting on their provi-
sions, convicts in these extraordinary scenes must have delighted at their
metaphorical capsizing of the transportation ship.

Yet convicts were not necessarily united in their experience of mutiny.
First Officer James Squire said that there were often fights among the
Clarissa convicts about their provisions. Most Bengali convicts on board
further claimed that they had nothing to do with the mutiny and that the
Sikhs were responsible, having locked the Bengalis below deck and kept
most of the rations for themselves. When the ship ran aground, the Sikh
mutineers made the Bengalis carry their luggage. The Clarissa mutineers
also targeted convicts who had enjoyed various privileges. Convict Bunkur
Doss, an overseer in Alipur jail who had previously reported several of the
men for bad conduct, said he feared for his life.71

conclusion

Indian convict experiences on the passage across the Indian Ocean were mul-
tifaceted and diverse; management, confinement, and provisioning on board
transportation vessels varied widely. Though outbreaks of disease were rare,
there is no doubt that convicts sometimes experienced intolerable condi-
tions and that commanders and crew did not always respect convicts’ reli-
gious mores, leading to considerable deprivation among caste Hindus. The
dramatic events that sometimes followed such poor conditions or cultural
transgressions—and the threatening undercurrents that were surely always
present as convict ships sailed across the Indian Ocean—revealed the extent
and limitations of shipboard authority structures, just as it revealed divisions
and hierarchies that dispel any simplistic constructions of a single or unique
convict experience. Moreover, the complex dynamics of Indian transporta-
tion ships have potentially broader implications for cultural readings of the
shipboard experiences of other labor migrants since the cultural perfor-
mances involved in the process of voyaging moved both within and beyond
supposedly common identities.
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eight

After Slavery

Forced Drafts of Irish and Chinese Labor in the American 
Civil War, or the Search for Liquid Labor

scott reynolds nelson

as an interloper who has studied how forced labor made railroads pos-
sible in the American South, I am interposing this essay in a massive and
complex historical debate in which I have read widely but not deeply.1 His-
torians of the period during and immediately after the American Civil War
may object to my using the term forced labor to describe Irish and Chinese
workers brought to the United States to fill its armies and build its railroads.
But I want to suggest a somewhat different angle for viewing these migra-
tions: how a new technology of transport, enclosed arrival points, and the
railway ensemble in the s limited the power of migrant workers who
apparently left home of their own free will but did not arrive at work that
way.2 I hope to provide another way to think about how these immigrants
crossed two oceans between  and . While workers may not have
been forced onto steamships, much of the rest of their journey by steam-
boat, railway, and handcar put them in a position that forced them to do
menial and painful work and prevented them from leaving it. Although
immigrant workers may not have understood the coercion at the beginning
of the process, many sought to protest it at the end.

There were two major “arteries” into the United States during the last two
years of the American Civil War and the three that followed. One route
crossed the Pacific and another the Atlantic. In both cases, tens of thousands
of immigrants came to the United States by steamship, having signed con-

  



tracts that obliged them to some form of long-term repayment. Mostly poor
young men arrived as replacement workers, to work in the stead of American
sailors and soldiers. The federal government directly involved itself in this
overseas shipment of immigrants and indeed viewed these infusions of immi-
grants as crucial to buttressing a foundering American sovereignty.

One story is the familiar and now hotly debated issue of Chinese Amer-
ican workers on the western end of the nation’s first transcontinental rail-
road. The other is a less familiar story of Irish American workers drafted for
the eastern end of that railroad and for others like it. The comparison sug-
gests how steamships shortened travel across the oceans, creating a special
category of labor somewhere between slavery and freedom. These cheap
laborers sent by steamship provided “liquidity” that helped railway con-
tractors cut the price of labor in the Middle and Far West and on the east-
ern border of California. Critics at the time may have overstated the dangers.
A Union government did not reinstate slavery in the North and West just
as it abolished it in the South, but it did briefly fashion two new middle
passages, harnessing steamships to the project of building a new kind of
corporate and state power.

In January , soon after the war started, the steamship lines of Inman,
Dale, and Cunard were packed with Irish workers. But this middle passage
was toward Ireland. In that year most eastern steamships were filled with
Irish Americans returning to Ireland to escape the Civil War.3 Few came to
the United States between  and . Indeed, from the end of the
famine exodus in  through , yearly emigration from Ireland hov-
ered at a bare forty thousand, dropping into the twenties to thirties in the
first years of the war.

In , however, the number of Irish emigrants to the United States
tripled, approaching ,.4 Most argue that U.S. wage increases drew Irish
sojourners across the Atlantic.5 This “pull” factor does not quite work, how-
ever. As many have remarked then and since, while nominal wages increased
slightly, most workers after  were paid in depreciated U.S. currency while
paying inflated wartime prices for goods.6 What put nearly , Irish
workers into steerage on American ships was more complicated.

“Pulls,” as economists rarely mention, are generally aided by concerted
private and public action. American railways, in concert with informal
emissaries of the U.S. State Department, were key to the resurgence of 
the Irish middle passage. Eastern railroads had a critical need for workers.
To take advantage of the wartime demand for fast freight, a few firms 
bought up roads to extend their connections during the war. For example,
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Thomas A. Scott, vice president of the Pennsylvania Railroad, was named
assistant secretary of war and never stepped down from his position at the
railroad. He facilitated an amalgamation of railroad lines, particularly his
own Pennsylvania Railroad, that promised rapid interstate delivery of goods
for federal forces and private shippers. The Pennsylvania Railroad soon
stretched from New York to Washington, D.C., and across the Midwest; the
Northern Central, the Erie, and the Atlantic and Great Western also gained
ground during the war.7 The Union Pacific, building westward from Omaha,
Nebraska, was hoping to cross the Great Basin to California. What Scott and
other railway directors needed to facilitate these extensions was a body of
cheap, unskilled workers for the construction and reconstruction of track.
More specifically, the railroads needed young men between eighteen and
thirty who could engage in the punishing stoop labor involved in laying and
re-laying track. The Union army was also swallowing up young men for stoop
labor, namely, soldiering. Few of the young American men who were not
drafted longed to join in brutal gang labor under a railroad boss. Most who
remained behind turned to domestic labor and factory work.8

The demanding work of breaking rocks, moving rocks away from hills
and mountains, and laying track was more physically debilitating than most
other kinds of labor. From the s to the s union magazines for
trackliners were filled with patent-medicine cures for backache, lumbago,
and damaged kidneys. The physical strain meant that while railroad bosses
could work into their sixties, trackliners never remained trackliners past age
thirty. Speaking of the American men available during the war, West Evans,
a railroad contractor, told a congressional committee, “[T]hey nearly wor-
ried me out; and they did not any of them want to work at the kind of work
I wanted to have done.”9

Getting the kind of men who did not question the work given them
meant reaching across the oceans. On their own and at times under the aus-
pices of the American Emigrant Company, American railroads and Amer-
ican military recruiters found cheap and tractable stoop laborers in the
British Isles. Railways sent “runners” throughout the countryside in Eng-
land, Scotland, and Ireland. The runners promised emigrants high wages,
short indentures, and access to free land afterward under the newly passed
Homestead Act. State Department immigration agents, paid out of a “secret
service fund,” apparently offered bounties of five hundred to seven hundred
dollars for emigrants who would travel to the United States to enlist in the
army.10 As the Cunard, Inman, and the Dale lines had close relationships
with the railroads, these firms may have been able to offer special rates and
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extra trips from the British Isles to New York, Philadelphia, and Boston. In
, the three steamship lines ran a total of  trips to and from Great
Britain, and they were packed.11 As the New York Times noted in early ,
“[T]he object of emigrant agents seems to be to rival one another in the
number of human beings they can crowd ’tween decks. Ships have arrived
in this harbor within the last three months so crowded that the passengers
were obliged to accommodate each other in the use of their sleeping arrange-
ments—frequently three persons occupying the same bed.”12

These transatlantic journeys were greatly facilitated by a new kind of State
Department apparatus established in Europe by the Republican adminis-
tration. The U.S. ambassador to Britain later complained that from the
beginning of the war his secretary of state had bypassed him completely,
hiring “what amounted almost to a mob of special agents and representa-
tives.” These spies would report to Washington about public opinion in
Europe and try to influence or bribe journalists. This “press-bureau diplo-
macy,” as the ambassador called it, short-circuited most official channels of
communication and gave the secretary of state considerable influence
abroad.13 Beginning in , this “mob” of American agents of the State
Department, along with private agents of the major railroads and the Amer-
ican Emigrant Society, also lured tens of thousands of Irish, Scottish, and
even English emigrants.

Once recruited, the emigrants would board steamers, giving some sign
to steamship officials that they accepted a contract for travel. They would
not receive tickets for their journey. When they arrived in the United States,
they would sign a contract with New York recruiting agents to repay a spec-
ified percentage of their ticket over an agreed-upon time, generally between
one and five years. Agents would then hold these notes, repaying the
steamship company first, and then workers. This system hewed to U.S. laws
that required U.S. labor contracts to be signed in the United States. A dif-
ferent system apparently also emerged, of local recruiters in Ireland, railway
firms that paid bounties to emigrants, and go-betweens that managed men
with contracts signed in Ireland.14 In , Congress declared these Irish
labor contracts valid when they had been signed abroad, eliminating the
problem of catching those who sought to escape signing a contract once
they had arrived in the United States.15

Still, few workers could escape signing a labor contract before they left
the steamship. Critical to the compulsion of labor was the mechanics of the
arrival. Immigrants who arrived by steamship in New York waited at Cas-
tle Garden on the southern tip of Manhattan, the central spot for arrival
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between  and . The New York State Board of Emigration Com-
missioners, established by the legislature in , created a labor exchange
at Castle Garden, an entirely closed debarkation point apparently founded
to provide a monopoly to the Erie and New York Central railroads.16 The
immigrants were screened. Everyone with a destination, and money, could
leave for the cheap immigrant trains. A clerk then called out the names of
those with money orders or waiting friends. This would include contrac-
tors for labor who had requested laborers or soldiers beforehand; immi-
grants who had signed up with these contractors also were allowed to leave.
Finally, those without a destination but with sufficient money for lodging
would be turned over to owners of rooming houses. Those without cash or
contract went to the “Labor Exchange,” where contractors worked out an
arrangement for labor. The remainder would be sent to Ward’s Island in the
Hudson River, where the death rate for those awaiting contract or money
was quite high. Thus, for those without contacts or capital, a prearranged
relationship with a railway or army recruiter provided the cash to cross the
ocean and the cash to enter the city. The alternative was rather dire.17 It is
probable that the person who established an efficient overseas recruiting
agency for the federal government was Thurlow Weed, a member of the
Board of Emigration Commissioners and a prominent Republican who was
closely associated with the New York Central.18 Weed was one of that “mob”
of Republican agents sent over to England in  by his best friend, the
U.S. secretary of state.

The British Parliament, seeing the loss of its stoop labor, protested the 
disappearance of nearly , Irish workers in  into this complex
waterborne labor-recruitment system. While British officials could not fully
understand the system, it was clear that American bounties were succeeding
in luring thousands to American ships. Both houses of Parliament rang with
stories of unlicensed American “crimps” who spirited workers onto steam -
ships and into Lincoln’s army.19 While many, perhaps most, of these prepaid
immigrants were shouldering picks and mauls rather than rifles, it is clear
that unlicensed military recruiters also paid bounties from American states
to contracted laborers in much the same way that railways did. The alleged
recruitment of Irish workers into the Union army became the source of one
of the most interesting songs of the Civil War era, “By the Hush”:

It’s by the hush, me boys
I’m sure that’s to hold your noise,
And listen to poor Paddy’s narration.
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For I was by hunger pressed,
And in poverty distressed,
And I took a thought I’d leave the Irish nation.

Cho[rus]: So, here’s you boys,
Do take my advice;
To Americay I’d have youse not be farin’
For there’s nothing here but war,
Where the murdering cannons roar,
And I wish I was at home in dear old Erin.

I sold me horse and plough,
Me little pigs and cow,
And me little farm of land and I parted.
And me sweetheart, Biddy McGhee,
I’m sure I’ll never see,
For I left her there that morning, broken hearted.

Cho[rus]:
Meself, and a hundred more,
To America sailed o’er,
Our fortune to be making, we was thinking;
But when we landed in Yankee land,
They shoved a gun into our hand,
Saying, “Paddy, you must go and fight for Lincoln.”

Cho[rus]:
General Mahar (Meagher) to us said,
“If you get shot or lose your head,
Every murdered soul of you will get a pension.”
Well, in the war I lost me leg
All I’ve now is a wooden peg;
I tell you, ’tis the truth to you I’ll mention.

Cho[rus]:
Now I think meself in luck
To be fed upon Indian buck
In old Ireland, the country I delight in;
And with the devil I do say,
“Curse Americay,”
For I’m sure I’ve had enough on their hard fighting.20

Outside of folk songs, who would complain about this middle passage—
a transition that was not quite like slavery but not quite like a free enlistment
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of workers, either? Some workers complained to British consuls, if they
could find them, about their recruitment. The sticky problem of paying
back the note for the trip may have inclined fewer to complain, and the out-
standing note led some consuls to ignore requests for dismissal from rail-
road or army, given that the labor contracts were technically signed in the
United States and thus enforceable in the United States as a contract between
private parties.21

Luckily, Irish soldiers and laborers had a benefactor that would complain
about the horrors of the middle passage on their behalf: the Confederate
government. The Confederacy responded in British newspapers, and in for-
mal complaints to the British crown. As early as the summer of , the
Confederacy approached the pope directly to ask him to urge Irish Catholics
to avoid this new middle passage. Confederate president Jefferson Davis
sent a personal message to the pope, asking for aid in stemming the tide of
Irish Catholics to northern American ports, regaling him with stories of the
many soldiers in the Union army who were Irish “hirelings.” The Confed-
erate charge was not baseless, as surely some of the , Irish soldiers
in the Union army were wartime emigrants attracted onto steamships by
the promise of wartime bounties.22 Irishmen had other benefactors too:
English mining, railroad, and cotton manufacturers. By , according to
the New York Times, “[a]t all of the principal ports [in Britain], cards depict-
ing the horrors of war in the United States are displayed and men repre-
senting themselves as soldiers returned from this country tell frightful tales
of the miseries they have suffered, and the hardships they have endured—
the object of which is to prevent emigration, and induce men to engage as
laborers in the many monopolies seeking for raw material.”23

What are we to make of the sudden philanthropy of English manufac-
turers and southern slaveholders who were crying alligator tears over the
plight of Irishmen who were partly coerced and partly seduced on this new
middle passage? While workers and soldiers trapped in remote locations
with long-standing debts might complain, American laws of property
trumped international laws about foreign recruitment. One simply did dis-
agreeable work, whether soldiering under the blistering oaths of windy lieu-
tenants or breaking rocks and lining track under the blistering oaths of
windy railway captains. Protest might take place formally but was more
probably manifested in heavy drinking and fighting. Direct protest in either
situation was distinctly dangerous.

The middle passage from the Pacific Ocean has a very similar pattern but
one that has been discussed very differently by historians. That migration
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was among Chinese workers to San Francisco. Ireland, impoverished but at
peace, was a decent source of coercible labor, but the Guangdong Province
in southern China, impoverished and at war, was even better. Beginning in
, the Taiping Rebellion had claimed the lives of approximately twenty
million civilians and soldiers, perhaps twice that many. The rebellion had
erupted in southern China between  and ; its leader Hong Xiuquan,
was a Kejia, or “visitor,” a member of an ethnic group whose ancestors had
settled in Guangdong centuries earlier, often as tenants of local landlords.24

Ethnic tensions between the Kejia and the native Bendi had existed for cen-
turies. Kejia tended to settle in the less desirable hills and mountains of the
province. Other Kejia who settled among the Bendi worked as day laborers
and charcoal sellers for landowning families.25

In the Gold Rush days after , thousands of gold seekers from Guang-
dong, many from prominent Bendi families, established themselves as min-
ers and merchants in California. The initial settlements between  and
the mid-s were generally middling merchants from prominent fami-
lies who established themselves in mining camps, on farms, and in the port
of San Francisco. At first four and finally six major groups formed, many
from prominent families.26 For those with less capital, a shorter trip to
Indonesia (especially Kalimantan and Bangka) would have seemed more
viable, and indeed a larger percentage of Kejia migrants appear to have set-
tled in Indonesia in the nineteenth century.27 Through the s and
s, those bound for the more distant ports of Cuba, Panama, and Peru
were more often “coolies,” forced laborers lured into barracoons near Amoy
and Macao by free food, then pressed into ships’ holds against their will.
Hong Kong, in the s, tended more toward free migration and less
toward crimping of laborers.28

By the mid- to late s, steam navigation had lowered the price of steer-
age transportation from Hong Kong to San Francisco to approximately forty
dollars, making it less than half the “hundred and odd dollars” involved in
a transcontinental voyage.29 According to the historian June Mei, the per-
centage of Kejia migrants and forced migrants to California increased by
the latter part of s and s.30 During the same period, Britain sought
to weaken regulations that guaranteed free passage back and forth between
Hong Kong and California, holding open the possibility that quasi-forced
laborers with long contracts could be pressed into service for longer peri-
ods.31 British agents in Hong Kong and in Britain argued that, given the
competition from the “coolie ports” of Amoy and Macao, the high stan-
dards of the antislavery days had to be lowered.
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Beginning in , Chinese American benevolent associations or guild-
halls emerged, called the Hui-Kuan. Anglos called them the Chinese Broth-
erhoods and, later, the Chinese Six Companies. By the latter part of the
s and early s, as civil war and genocidal conflict threatened in
Guangdong, more Kejia, the most experienced miners, may have been lured
to steamers at Hong Kong. Their middle passage would have had fewer of
the protections that early migrants in the Gold Rush period had had. Thus,
as one circular posted in Hong Kong in the s noted,

Great Pay. Such as would be rich and favoured by SHAN, come to the
writer for a ticket to America. The particulars will be told on arrival.32

As June Mei suggests, the earliest arrivals in San Francisco may have been
“local” (Bendi) compradors from Guangdong and later arrivals—Kejia with
fewer resources—may have disliked the initial Hui-Kuan that had been
established. Indeed, Kejia-Bendi conflicts in Guangdong had spilled into
the West as early as .33 In all likelihood, many Chinese laborers, like
Irish emigrants, were persuaded to go by agents and by the apparent wealth
of the few who returned. Once contracted, many workers proved unable to
leave their indentures.

To understand how force worked in the railroad camps, and its extent, it
is worth considering the route from overseas to the workplace more care-
fully. The Pacific Mail and Steamship Company had a federal subsidy for
the shipment of mail by steam that ensured that regular traffic would pro-
ceed from Hong Kong to San Francisco.34 U.S. law dictated that steamship
companies with arriving passengers make a bond for each immigrant to
prove that he or she would not be a public burden. Steamship and state thus
kept workers penned in the port of San Francisco until they could be sorted
out—just as at Castle Garden. Chinese workers arriving in the nineteenth
century by steamship would have been housed initially at the two-story shed
owned by the Pacific Mail and Steamship Company.35 Anyone who took a
person away from the shed would have to post the bond on behalf of the
immigrant.

The Hui-Kuan, or brotherhoods, thus appeared at the sheds of the Pacific
Mail and Steamship Company to await each arrival. Hui-Kuan apparently
posted agents near the shed, recruiting immigrants and pledging the orga-
nizations’ support. According to the Hui-Kuan presidents’ petition to Pres-
ident U. S. Grant, the Hui-Kuan did not make contracts in China. Of course,
the Hui-Kuan may have had a prearranged relationship with boatloads of
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immigrants that was much like of the railroads and army recruiters who
awaited a set number of workers at Castle Garden.36 As in Castle Garden,
a disembarking worker without capital would have had to sign some sort
of work contract to leave the shed. This may explain the proliferation of
Hui-Kuan organizations, from two in  to six by the s, including
a Hui-Kuan specifically for the Kejia, called the Yan-Wo Company.

But what were the Hui-Kuan? As Cindy Hahamovitch has argued about
a very different group of wartime guest workers, the line between oppres-
sive labor contractor and supportive labor union was not always easy to
determine.37 As with contractors at Castle Garden, the Hui-Kuan would
have been a little bit of both. Laborers who arrived would choose between
Hui-Kuan at the port based on an assessment of the strength of the family
names affiliated with the agencies and on one’s sense of the deal offered. But
laborers recruited on the U.S. side of this middle passage were decidedly
junior members of the Hui-Kuan. Laborers not in a major family did not
receive positions in the Hui-Kuan on a profit-sharing basis, as the original
settlers did, but were incorporated as simple wage earners. Without a share
in the firm, they were often treated with suspicion by the houses that rep-
resented them.38 Hui-Kuan provided housing, food, and equipment to rail-
way workers on the site. The entire arrangement, however, depended on
support from the railroad itself. The Central Pacific Railroad had an offi-
cial agent for food.39 Hui-Kuan bought from this agent to provide cooked
food for workers. The Central Pacific insulated itself from the political fac-
tions and controversies among the Hui-Kuan. But the railroads also reached
all the way to Hong Kong and beyond. Beginning in , railroads paid
local agents to deliver local workers, and as early as , the railroads 
contracted with agents abroad for immigrants. The Central Pacific paid
gang bosses, or headmen, collectively. Headmen then worked out how
many days individual workers worked and what they still owed on their
tickets.40

Others have discussed conditions for Chinese workers at great length. I
want only to point out that new technologies deployed against less power-
ful workers are crucial to understanding the high death rate. Beginning as
early as , the Central Pacific began to use nitroglycerine, which Amer-
ican tunnel workers and miners refused to work around. Chinese workers,
given their relatively weak position vis-à-vis the railroad, could not refuse
to work around nitroglycerine. Like everyone in this period, they were
surely unaware that nitroglycerine’s dangers went beyond the terrific blast
itself. The aftermath of the blasts created murderous clouds of sand.
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What was in those clouds of sand that the dynamite generated? Freshly
ground silica between five and ten microns wide floated through men’s nos-
trils and directly into their lungs. Even a single day’s exposure to freshly
ground silica can cause acute silicosis and early death. In a process that is still
not well understood, these microscopic particles of silica get caught in the
alveoli, or air sacs of the lungs. The lungs have microphages that ordinarily
ingest bacteria, but when the microphages ingest these freshly ground silica,
they die. Other microphages and white blood cells rush to the site, also dying.
Pus fills the air sacs, providing a breeding ground for tuberculosis and pneu-
monia, as well as constricting the body’s air supply. People not killed by tuber-
culosis and pneumonia will die anyway, because acute silicosis is almost
always fatal within a year or two. A hundred years later, federal guidelines
mandated that power drills have collars to prevent silica from shooting out,
that workers wear masks near them, and that drills be wet. Power drills, like
blasting, produce immense quantities of ground silica.41

But Chinese workers, like the convict laborers in the American South
who followed them, were effectively trapped at work. Who would complain
about their middle passage? The first group to complain, perhaps ironically,
were the representatives of competing railroads. A. A. Sargent, known as
the senator from the Southern Pacific, organized congressional investiga-
tions into the use of Chinese workers. His central problem was that the
Central Pacific had received land grants and used Chinese workers to fin-
ish a transcontinental railroad over which it held a monopoly. Attracting
Chinese workers to Los Angeles to build the competing Southern Pacific
had proved impossible. Left to wring his hands on behalf of the unfortu-
nate workers was Sargent himself. He discovered that by weaving the testi-
mony of contractors and railway directors, he could invent a conspiracy to
undermine the position of native-born workers in California by the Chi-
nese Six Brotherhoods and the Central Pacific Railway, which had been
formed by the Big Four—Charles Crocker, Mark Hopkins, Collis Hunt-
ington, and Leland Sanford, the wealthiest men in Sacramento. As with the
complaints of the Confederacy about Irish workers, the story was always
more complex. The plot that the Southern Pacific claimed rested on the so-
called credit-ticket system, which certainly bound workers to repay their
debt to the Central Pacific before returning home, but it was never the sys-
tematic conspiracy that the Southern Pacific claimed. Complaints about so-
called coolie labor in California, like complaints about Irish “hirelings” in
the Union army, pointed to something concrete, but, in the rhetoric of the
day, mislabeled it as slavery.
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Workers themselves were at “end of track,” a location that constantly
moved. The “railway ensemble” of steamship, immigrant shed, and railroad
track deposited them across the ocean and then immediately over rail into
the farthest reaches of American settlement. Like Irish workers who were
deposited in Utah for the Union Pacific, Chinese immigrants who arrived
during the Civil War were simultaneously newcomers, sojourners, and pio-
neers. Steamships made it inexpensive for them to get to the United States;
the workers themselves then made it inexpensive for others to cross the
entire continent, a feat that seemed to prove the territorial integrity of the
Union. So crucial to economic development was the construction of a
transcontinental railroad that the British colony of Canada repeated the
operation within a decade.

These Irish and Chinese workers were powerful enough to hold together
a nation after crossing oceans, yet they were less powerful than the employ-
ers and contractors who held the price of their tickets and who could pre-
vent their return home. Indeed, because workers’ food was provided by the
railroad’s own agency, a strike proved nearly impossible. As Gunther Peck
has shown, contractors tended to be most affable when everyone was in a
city and most brutal as the distance from city and society increased.42 Path-
breakers may have faced a smiling face in Cork and Canton, Castle Garden
and the sheds at Pacific Mail, but they were nonetheless ill treated and
unable to return home once they reached the end of track. The entire 
edifice—both the railroad ensemble and the nature of the contracts—made
collective action difficult, as the contracts intended. In , when Chi-
nese workers went on strike to gain the same pay as white workers, the Cen-
tral Pacific apparently starved workers out.43 In responding to workers,
Crocker, who managed the construction of the Central Pacific, told a crowd
of whites at an Independence Day celebration that Chinese workers had no
independence or any right to an eight-hour day. Crocker repeated his dis-
cussion with Chinese strikers, telling the crowd: “Says I—John, Chinaman
no make laws for me; I make laws for Chinaman. You sell for  a month,
me buy; you sell for  a month and eight hours a day, me no buy.”44

In Nevada Territory, Crocker did make the law, just as Thomas Clark
Durant of the Union Pacific made the laws in Nebraska, Colorado, and
Utah. When the Central Pacific met the Union Pacific at Promontory Point,
Utah, the ceremony for driving in the final spike had to be delayed a few
days. Irish American workers had kidnapped Durant, holding him in an
undisclosed location against his will. For ransom, the Union Pacific work-
ers demanded their pay, which was months in arrears.45 Contemporaries
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were shocked that a man would be held hostage on American soil until he
paid back the money he owed. But it was a tactic that Chinese and Irish
workers had both learned from hard experience.
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La Trata Amarilla

The “Yellow Trade” and the Middle Passage, 1847–1884

evelyn hu-dehart

the mid-nineteenth-century surge in lucrative and export-oriented
revenue production in Cuba, Peru, and Australia prompted the recruitment
of cheap labor from south China. Cuba’s main export crop was sugar, Peru’s
were guano and cotton, and Australia needed workers chiefly for mineral
extraction, but all these different industries were labor intensive. In response
to this demand for workers, European and American entrepreneurs looked
to South China as a vast untapped labor reserve. Already familiar with slave-
labor systems that they had abandoned, or were pressured to terminate (as
in the case of slavery in Cuba), these businessmen had no difficulty imag-
ining Chinese men working for them under similar conditions, although
the entrepreneurs were careful, meanwhile, to characterize the recruits from
China as “voluntary emigrants” or colonos asiáticos. The Chinese, however,
were always aware that they were being recruited for labor (gung) and not
to be colonists or settlers.

My focus in this chapter is on the recruitment, export, and transporta-
tion of Chinese coolies, who were almost exclusively male, to Cuba and
Peru. During this same period, Chinese—again, mostly men—were also
sent to (or voluntarily departed for) Australia. Whatever their destinations,
the Chinese left from Macao after the mid-s and from Hong Kong
after it fell into British hands. However, like the Chinese who went to

  



Hawaii and California, those who went to Australia did not go under the
onerous and abusive eight-year contract system that was imposed without
exception on the Chinese labor migrants to Cuba and Peru from  to
, when the notorious “yellow trade” (la trata amarilla) ended.1

During the second half of the nineteenth century, as many as one mil-
lion people, if not more, left China; approximately one quarter ended up
in Cuba and Peru and perhaps as many as , in Australia. The rest
went to Singapore and other parts of Southeast Asia and to Hawaii, Cali-
fornia, and other parts of the expanding United States. From Singapore, an
unknown number were transshipped to Australia.2 The early treaty port of
Amoy (Xiamen) in Fujian Province had been accustomed for decades to
sending emigrants to Taiwan, the Philippines, and the Malay Peninsula in
their own junks, which explains why so many Chinese in these regions of
Asia were natives of Fujian and to this day continue to speak the regional
language called Hokkien. The British, who had condemned slavery by this
time and pressured the French, Spanish, and Portuguese to follow their lead
in ending the African slave trade, took the lead in developing and profiting
from this new system of forced labor. In , at precisely the time when
the British banned the slave trade, they sent two hundred Chinese to
Trinidad, under contract to plantations for five years, a period known
euphemistically as “industrial residence.” The Spanish in Cuba and the
Peruvians quickly followed the British example, faced as they were with the
same dilemma—the end of slavery and the need for labor as their planta-
tion economies continued to flourish.

In , the eminent Cuban landowner and international businessman
Julián Zulueta, whose brother Pedro managed the family’s business in Lon-
don, sent an agent to China to study the possibility of importing coolies. As
old hands at importing slaves, the Zulueta brothers were a good example of
what we would call today a multinational or transnational company—global
capitalists closely linked to the world financial markets, importing and
exporting a variety of products around the world. So, for them to initiate
the coolie trade from China to the Americas constituted a normal expan-
sion of their global economic activities. Sometime in , an agreement
was sealed between Zulueta and Company in London and the British in
the treaty port of Amoy. On June , , the Spanish ship Oquendo docked
in Havana with  Chinese on board after  days at sea. Shortly after,
Peruvian planters emulated their Cuban counterparts. In November ,
an immigration law granted exclusive license for four years to two planters,
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Domingo Elías and Juan Rodríguez, to introduce Chinese into the depart-
ments of Lima and La Libertad. In , other ships were taking Chinese
labor to Sydney, Australia.3

During the next four decades, the ports of Swatow, Canton, Huangpu,
Hong Kong (before and during its British colonial status) in Guangdong
Province, as well as Macao on the Pearl River delta, which came into Por-
tuguese possession in , all actively engaged in shipping Chinese men
abroad, most of whom came from Guangdong and Fujian provinces.

labor recruitment and embarkation

The Spanish government in Cuba and the Peruvian government both fol-
lowed the same system of granting licenses to big merchants to import
coolies “on consignment.” The merchants then distributed the coolies by
selling their contracts to the highest bidders upon the coolies’ arrival in
Havana or Callao (the port for Lima, Peru), after a brief quarantine to check
on their physical health, lingering diseases, and other serious or debilitat-
ing illnesses. The Zuluetas soon were joined by a number of other compa-
nies based in Havana with branches and agents in New York, London, and
Paris.4

After , these companies also posted agents in the export ports such
as Macao, because the British cut off other nations’ access to their own treaty
ports, ostensibly because the British objected to the abuses of the coolie
trade. It was more likely that the British wanted to suppress competition
for recruits, since they continued to send contract laborers from China to
British colonies in Australia and the West Indies, although the bulk of
British indentured labor came from India.

When the Cuban and Peruvian companies moved their operations to
Macao, the much more pliant Portuguese government eagerly cooperated
because of the profits to be made. Portuguese authorities would issue many
regulations to curtail abuses and protect the rights of the recruits, but few
contemporary observers, including some government officials, really believed
that such regulations were closely or consistently observed in the face of
competition and profits. Men who acted as agents for the Cuban or Peru-
vian companies, such as the honorary consul of Peru, José Manuel Cantu-
arios, a merchant based in Macao, would get in touch with a local labor
agent, who would agree to supply a certain number of recruits on pre-
arranged terms. The labor agent was most likely a Portuguese or a Por-
tuguese Chinese mestizo who could manage both Spanish and the local
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Chinese dialects. The same type of individual was also employed as an inter-
preter on shore and later on board some of the coolie ships.5 These agents
in turn used a number of subagents—called runners or crimps, terms also
used in the African slave trade—to go deep into the villages of Guangdong
and Fujian to look for men, using whatever methods necessary to pry them
loose from village and family. If these crimps could not meet their quota by
sweet talk or deception, they would quickly resort to other forms of induce-
ment, including violence or coercion, such as collecting on gambling debts
and using opium as a lure.

Decoyed was a word commonly used to describe what happened to Chi-
nese villagers. A frequent deception used by the crimps was to describe a
“foreign year” as equivalent to only half a Chinese year in order to persuade
potential recruits that the stated eight-year term of servitude was really half
as long. Some were also told they were going to nearby Vietnam or Singa-
pore, places they probably had some vague notion about, rather than Cuba
and Peru, of which they had never heard.6 The recruits would then be deliv-
ered to Macao, where they were practically incarcerated in barracoons, or
holding pens, locally dubbed chu-tse-kwan, meaning pig pens, there to await
embarkation on the ship contracted by the company in Havana or Lima.7

Absolutely critical to this system of recruitment were the Chinese crimps,
who were probably little different from the men they recruited but invari-
ably described by their victims as vicious.8 Paid a few dollars at the outset,
the Chinese crimps collected another small sum upon delivery of the
recruits to the barracoons, making a total of  to  per head. In ,
British Vice Consul Mayers of Canton noted: “I was informed that Chi-
nese crimps were in the habit of travelling up and down in the river steam-
ers [dubbed ‘crimp boats’ locally] between Canton and Macao, and of
purchasing from the second rate crimps at this place all coolies brought to
the steamer . . . the price paid being , or an advance of .”9 The local
agent who hired the crimps would receive  by some accounts and,
according to other accounts, as much as  to  per head from the
importing company in Havana or Lima. So it was that “the yellow trade”
also made use of outsourcing or subcontracting, now so prevalent in the
current era of globalization, to the point of crimps’ subcontracting with
subcrimps.10

The recruitment of poor and witless young men was no less than kid-
napping in the eyes of both the local Chinese government authorities and
local critics, who fingered the crimps, scornfully dubbed chu chay tau, or
pig brokers, as the major perpetrators of the abuses soon widely associated
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with the coolie trade. After enraged Chinese in Canton caught and killed
eighteen crimps in , even the Spanish consul in Amoy supported the
viceroy of Canton’s allegation that  percent of the men put on coolie ships
were boarded against their will by deceit, fraud, and violence.11 Even after
, when shipping to Cuba and Peru was handled exclusively by the Por-
tuguese in Macao, the recruitment grounds remained South China, with
Chinese crimps and subcrimps scouring the villages of Guangdong and
Fujian for recruits to send to the Macao barracoons. They were shipped
from Canton, Swatow, and Huangpu on lorchas provided by the Portuguese
agents in Macao. These were the same sources and same methods used for
recruiting laborers for Australia through the British treaty ports.12

The Portuguese superintendent of emigration in Macao supposedly
super vised the embarkation by inspecting the recruits from the barracoons
to ascertain that they had willingly agreed to emigration, after which they
were to sign the contract with their name or, if illiterate, a chop or X. The
contracts were essentially the same for both destinations, and often the
coolie did not know where he was heading until on board ship. The con-
tract was to be read to the coolie in the appropriate Chinese language, so
that he fully understood its terms, and by signing he signified acceptance
and agreement. The contract was printed in both Chinese and Spanish and
issued in duplicate: one to the coolie to be kept on his person for the dura-
tion of his servitude and one to the contracting agency; the latter was trans-
ferred to the person who bought the contract. Printed in clear type in both
the Spanish and Chinese versions, and usually on a durable fine blue paper,
the contract included such details as the name, age, and home village of the
coolie, the name of the on-site agent as well as the contracting agency in
Havana or Lima, sometimes the name of the coolie ship, and the signatures
of the Spanish consul and the Portuguese authorities in Macao. Through-
out the years of the trade, the eight years of servitude almost never varied.
Taken as a whole, the contracts and the regulations all made clear that
coolies in Cuba and Peru during their eight-year servitude were the prop-
erty of the planters, constituting a fixed capital investment in their eco-
nomic enterprise.

Later regulations also required a medical examination before embarka-
tion, as well as the presence of linguists who spoke the many dialects of
Guangdong and Fujian (including Hakka), to ensure that the recruits
understood the contract and conditions of their departure from home.13

Francisco Abella, local agent for the Cuban importer Ibáñez and Company
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in Havana, frankly admitted that the inspections by Portuguese authorities
and their minions were farcical:

The Portuguese authorities would address a group of coolies through an
interpreter, who often knew only one of the eleven dialects spoken in
China, asking them if they were willing to embark. Silence on their part
was taken for consent, or sometimes the native recruiting officer would
mingle in the group and, with the full knowledge of the agents and the
Portuguese authorities, shout affirmative answers to all questions in such
thunderous tones as to drown out the voices of any who replied in the neg-
ative. Then, after giving their own names and ages, they would send other
Chinamen on board the transports in their place, paying them  and
promising them to come on later and rescue them. On the other hand, if
the Chinamen raised objections to embarking they were thrown into the
street to get back to their homes as best they could. Ragged, starving and
shivering with cold, some through false promises, they were persuaded to
return to the barracoon and others were waylaid and maltreated by the
recruiters until they were willing to return and sign their contracts.14

As Abella was one of the notorious coolie agents and someone who knew
exactly what he was talking about, his admission that the coolie trade “was
full of pages stained with blood” was a frank assessment. According to tes-
timonies taken from the Chinese in Cuba, many signed contracts under
compulsion and duress, and others never signed any or were merely handed
signed contracts (under someone else’s name) after being boarded.15

For the Cuban trade, precise figures were kept by the government sub-
agency in charge of the trade, presided over by none other than the ubi -
quitous Julián Zulueta. This was because, officially, the coolie trade was
characterized as a colonization project, little different from the recruitment
of white Europeans to settle in Cuba. Hence the name of the government
agency Zulueta headed up: Comisión de Población Blanca of the Junta de
Fomento y Colonización (Commission for the Settling of Whites). The
Boletín de Colonización, published in –, was the official organ of the
Comisión and contained many detailed statistics of the Cuba trade.16

According to these figures, between  and , a total of , Chi-
nese coolies arrived in Havana and were sold, but , died at sea, mak-
ing a total of , who actually embarked from China and Macao.
Ninety-two percent of these men were between twenty and fifty years of age.
Despite the law that prohibited anyone younger than twenty from leaving
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home, the cargo included boys as young as eleven and twelve, with others
not much older.17 For Peru, precise figures are unknown. About , men
were landed, and several thousand more must have been lost at sea because
mortality rates for the longer voyage to Peru were at least as high as that to
Cuba.18

coolie  ships ,  voyages,  and routes

For the Cuba trade, ships carrying the flags of sixteen nations were involved,
with British and American ships among the earliest participants. From
, however, French ships were by far the most dominant in terms of
numbers carried. The list of nations involved included Norway, Denmark,
Switzerland, El Salvador, New Granada (Colombia), and various German
states, as well as Italy, Holland, Belgium, Spain, and Russia. Peruvian ships
prevailed in their own trade.19 The voyages to Cuba took  to  and
even  days.20 While Cuba and the rest of the Caribbean could be reached
via Cape Horn and Panama, this route was not popular because of the dis-
tance, cost, and danger. The preferred route to Cuba from Macao was
through the Sunda Strait between Java and Sumatra, crossing the Indian
Ocean below the equator to round the Cape of Good Hope, stopping at St.
Helena for freshwater before heading to the Guianas to enter the Caribbean,
and passing by Trinidad and Barbados to reach Havana from the back or
underside to avoid the vicious storms of the Bahamas straits.

The voyage of one thousand miles to Callao took  to  days.21 The
trip to Peru from Macao might stop first at Yokohama, Japan, then veer
south toward the Pacific, to the Carolinas, Nauru, Samoa, Cook Island, the
Society Islands, Easter Island, Cape Horn, and Valparaiso, then along the
coast northward to Callao. The trips to Australia were relatively short at
about  days from Amoy to Melbourne, but they could be as long as 
days. Depending on the final destination, there were two routes to Aus-
tralia: by way of the Coral Sea from the east and by way of Cape Leeuwin
from the west.22

Ships used in the coolie trade became larger and more modern over time
and were usually built in American shipyards in towns such as Baltimore.
Large clippers of five hundred to one thousand or more tons were not
uncommon by the s; later, modern steamships joined the trade.23 These
coolie transports were called devil ships or floating hells. One reason for their
terrible reputation was that the extremely long and often tumultuous voy-
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age to Cuba or Peru, especially at times of the year when the weather was
bad, made it difficult to stock sufficient provisions, let alone fresh drinking
water, for trips that could last as long as six months. Food rations were basic
and monotonous. Portuguese regulations in Macao stipulated sufficient pro-
visions for one hundred days, if sailing to the west coast of the Americas
between October and March (storm season, hence delay was likely), and sev-
enty-five days the rest of the year. Sailing south of the equator, ships had to
carry  days’ worth of provisions. But as with all other regulations on the
coolie ships, there was no guarantee that the prescribed minimum rations,
even when stocked on board, were actually distributed.24

A second reason for the bad name of coolie ships was that the human
cargo was packed unbearably tight, with severe overloading well beyond the
regulations. Instead of one passenger for every two tons, some ships cut that
space to pack more than permitted, sometimes double. As it was, two tons
of space can be described as fourteen superficial and seventy-two cubic feet,
that is to say, a space about the size of a coffin.25 One egregious transgres-
sor was the John Calvin, which was cleared in  with only  passengers
but actually sailed from Hong Kong with . The Duke of Portland, in
, packed  men when its size allowed for only ; another ship of
thirteen hundred tons was cleared for  passengers but was fitted with
bunks for  for its trip to Callao.26

To accommodate so many men, these ships had to be refitted to create
more sleeping space. In , an American, who observed up close how the
Norway was fitted to transport such large numbers of coolies, gave a graphic
description accompanied by detailed pencil drawings:

Down the whole length of both lower decks were built tier on tier of
berths, or rather shelves—for they were without sides or dividing parti-
tions. Large quantities of beef, pork, rice, etc. were stowed away. Hun-
dreds of water-casks filled the holds, and on the upper or spar deck were
erected galleys for cooking. Over every hatchway save one were set iron
gratings to prevent too free access from below to the upper deck; that one,
the main and nearly central one, was covered by the ordinary housing. . . .
The gratings were made of bars of iron, arched in the centre, and having a
circular opening of eight or nine inches diameter at the summit of the
arch. The housing was merely the continuation of the ordinary one in
which were the galleys, the door of it opening outwards. In addition to
these preparations on the spar deck a barricade was built, running athwart
ship, from rail to rail, a short distance in front of the captain’s cabin,
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twelve feet wide, two feet high, and arranged so that a guard of armed
men could, from their station, command the whole deck, while within it
were accommodations for their sleeping.27

About the only relief from boredom, homesickness, depression, and
physical and emotional pain and suffering was the use of opium, which was
part of the coolie trade from its inception. Opium was in use as soon as the
men were decoyed to the south China coast and put in warehouses in Can-
ton and Macao to await the ships to Peru or Cuba. The drug was also doled
out to the men during the long and arduous passage and was then used by
plantation owners as an effective means of labor control.28 Many Chinese
became addicted, often using their food rations to barter for the drug. Other
distractions were gambling and games such as dominoes. The playing of
Chinese instruments provided a more benign activity, even though it
sounded discordant to the untrained ears of the ship’s crew. Coolie ships
routinely carried “a one-string violin, enormous clarinets without keys,
flutes six feet long, cymbals, gongs, drums and marine trumpets,” and the
Chinese cargo staged a “rough sort of theatricals” to wile away the time.29

mortality and mutiny

A long and turbulent voyage with tight packing, insufficient food, and
severely limited drinking water made for a combustible situation. Mortality
was very high due to illnesses such as dysentery, cholera, typhus, yellow fever,
dropsy, typhoid, dehydration, scurvy, diarrhea, fever, infections of the liver
and lungs, severe ulcers, and “general debility” from using opium instead of
eating food. Suicide, by opium overdose or by “voluntary jumping over-
board,” also contributed to the mortality.30 Bad weather on these long voy-
ages was another significant contributing factor. The Luisa Canevaro, bound
for Peru, experienced a month’s worth of storms and high winds necessitat-
ing the battening down of the hatches, which meant that for this long period
of time the  coolies aboard could not come on deck or change and wash
clothes and bedding. “Neither could their quarters have been disinfected
while they were occupied.” When the Luisa Canevaro arrived in Callao, 
of the  had perished.31

Mutinies became more and more frequent, contributing to enormous
casualties, whether successful or not in seizing control of the ship. The cap-
tain had only a small crew of thirty to sixty men to keep control and disci-
pline on an overcrowded ship whose human cargo could quickly turn into
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an unruly mob. Coolie ships were also required to board interpreters and
added as many as twelve watchmen as guards for the forehatch and barriers
on the upper deck.32 The crew consisted of a master, quartermaster, carpen-
ter and mate, boatswains, cooks, steward, sailmaker, armorer, midshipmen,
and sailors. The doctor or surgeon (usually European) and his medicine chest
were very important. Under him worked the engineer, in charge of distill-
ing saltwater for drinking, a technological innovation that partially allevi-
ated the drinking water problem, and of supplying steam for cooking. In
addition to these safeguards against trouble, the captain organized his
human cargo into a self-policing military-style system of fifty-man platoons
subdivided into ten-man squads, with sergeants and corporals selected for
each unit, each paid a small sum. In adopting this method of indirect rule,
coolie-ship captains appeared to have had some knowledge of the self-orga-
nization of Chinese immigrant communities in Southeast Asia and the
Americas into affinity groups or voluntary associations, some open, others
secret. As the threat of mutiny mounted, the captain often appointed a Chi-
nese to be chief over all his fellow coolies. Appointing a Chinese chief to
supervise his compatriots resembled the kapitan system used by British,
French, and Dutch colonial authorities all over Southeast Asia, where des-
ignated Chinese acted as intermediaries, and occasionally also cultural bro-
kers, between the Chinese and larger state political authorities.33

As fear of mutiny increased with each shipload, the captain’s greatest
nightmare was an angry mob chasing after him and cutting him down, for
he was the favorite target of mutineers. Hence the tactic was to keep the
coolies down in the hold or between decks, allowing only a few at a time
to come on deck for brief periods of fresh air. Extra precaution was taken
to prevent them from moving quickly through the narrow passages along
the bunks, so they could not easily mobilize and form a mob. In this fear-
filled atmosphere, minimum sanitation regulations, such as washing and
airing clothing and bedding, were rarely observed. Sanitation deteriorated,
and ventilation below deck became increasingly difficult, all exacerbated by
the seasickness of a rough voyage. An old man in Cuba minced no words
when he recalled his trip on a coolie ship: “As there was no water issued it
had to be bought, and for a single cup a dollar was paid. The hatchway only
allowed one man at a time to come down or go up, and the stench below
from the crowd of men was most offensive, and the deaths hence produced
were without number.”34

For reasons of bad weather, or just because of fear, the Chinese men were
often kept below deck for a month or longer, converting the crowded space
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into what one contemporary observer described as a “loathsome dungeon”
that could not be ventilated or swept after meals “or to be decent in the
common wants of nature.” When the hatchways were finally open, “the
steam rose and the stench was like that from a pen of pigs. The few beds
they had were in a dreadful state, for the straw once wet with sea-water,
soon rotted, beside which they used the between deck for all sorts of filthy
purposes.”35 Here the observer could have been referring not only to 
disposal of human waste but to the metaphorical “filth” of homosexual
practices, since these were men, homesick and bored, locked in tight quar-
ters for long periods of time with practically no recreational or emotional
release.36

Thomas King, who had witnessed the coolie trade while at the U.S. con-
sulate in Hong Kong, testified to the Joint Special Committee to Investi-
gate Chinese Immigration of the U.S. Congress in  that such harsh
control measures were entirely counterproductive:

Going to Peru and Cuba their ships are fitted as prisons with bars and
grates, the same as the slave ships are said to have been fitted, and with
much larger crews. There are only a certain number allowed on deck, and
they are treated with all the surveillance as if they were prisoners, and they
would, as they do, I believe, on almost every occasion when opportunities
offer, take the ships and destroy them and escape from their bondage.37

Desperate men sought to escape their prisons by breaking out of their con-
fined quarters. For weapons, they stole cleavers from the cooks, broke down
the wooden berths to use as clubs, burned joss paper for fire, and let loose
blood-curdling cries that the Italian and Portuguese crews could not under-
stand. If the Chinese failed to kill the captain and turn the ship toward
home, the mutineers often set fire to the ships. By the time the trade ended
in , mutinies had become endemic, some of which ended dramatically
in fires, shipwrecks, emergency dockings in foreign ports, always with high
mortality rates that provoked enormous outrage around the world. Yet
despite growing international notice of such mutinies, coolie shippers and
importers only increased their loads in the waning years of the trade, even
as political authorities piled on new, stricter regulations to placate critics.

From the inception of the trade, mutinies on coolie ships were frequent
occurrences. Forty-three mutinies on ships of all registries were recorded
between  and ; thirteen of these ships were captured and aban-

e v e l y n  h u - d e h a r t  



doned by the coolies, six were destroyed by fire, and twenty-four were sub-
dued by armed crew. Of the thirteen successful mutinies, coolie-controlled
ships were steered to Singapore, Hong Kong, Macao, Batavia, Canton,
Hainan Island, Celebes, Samarang, and, in the most celebrated case, to
Yokohama, where the Japanese authorities conducted a trial and set the Chi-
nese men free.

The mutiny on the American ship Flora Temple in  was widely
reported in the world press and provoked considerable sympathy for the
coolie mutineers. Having initially suppressed the mutiny, the captain and
some crew then abandoned ship in the middle of a huge storm, leaving all
 Chinese locked up below deck. When the wreck was discovered after
the storm, all the men in the hold were dead. Equally tragic was the fate of
the Hongkong, which sailed under the Spanish flag with a French crew to
Havana on its maiden voyage. Just a few miles from Macao, the coolies
mutinied and took possession but, not knowing how to steer the ship, drove
it aground on a sandbar, where it was boarded by Chinese pirates who mas-
sacred the entire ship’s complement—four hundred coolies and the crew.38

From the Chinese coolie’s perspective, the mutiny on board the French
clipper Nouvelle Penelope, bound for Peru in , had to count as one of
the most satisfying. Some days out of Macao, mutineers killed the captain
and eight crew members, took possession of the ship, and turned it back to
China, where many escaped. Although the French authorities captured and
executed sixteen men, one mutineer escaped to Hong Kong where sup-
porters hired a lawyer for him. During his British-controlled court hearing,
it was ascertained that most of the coolies had been recruited and forced on
board by armed Portuguese guards in Macao and that the coolies had signed
contracts under duress and fear.39

One of the most publicized mutinies occurred on board the American
clipper Norway, described as a “magnificent clipper” of , tons built in
New York specifically to sail the Pacific. It sailed from New York in 
with coal for the U.S. naval squadron in the China seas and also made a
run from Liverpool to Hong Kong with weapons for the British army. From
Hong Kong, it took coolies for the Australian mines. In , it was con-
tracted by agents of Vargas and Company of Macao, agents for coolie
importer Torices, Ferrán, Dupierris and Company of Havana. Because the
British Passenger Act of  prohibited British-controlled ports from load-
ing Chinese coolies for non-British destinations, the Norway sailed to
Macao to pick up its cargo of humans, who were waiting in the barracoons.
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In Macao, the ship boarded , coolies, who were rowed on sampans
from shore to the big ship. The Norway also boarded several women and
children returning to the United States by way of Cuba. These privileged
passengers “occupied a part of the cabin protected by the barricade,” noted
another American passenger, Edgar Holden, who wrote a detailed piece on
the mutiny for Harper’s magazine in  that was accompanied by a series
of etchings describing the appalling conditions on board this ship.

Barely out to sea on the third day, a quarrel below deck became a near riot
as one coolie cut down another with a cleaver stolen from the cook. The Chi-
nese “police” sent down to investigate reported that “desperados” had delib-
erately boarded the ship to provoke an uprising. The peace was deceptive, as
two days later “a terrible ball of fire shot up from the forecastle and a large
yell of ‘ten thousand demons’ pierced the night,” as Holden reported. Crew
members succeeded in subduing the revolt by quickly locking the door of
the main hatch, the only means of exit from the hold, and the steward passed
out every kind or weapon to the crew. Tarpaulins were then thrown over the
forward hatches and streams of water were directed against the rioters, dous-
ing the fires but also causing smoke to fill the ship. At this point, the coolies
crowded the forward opening to get air. “But men, stationed at every loop-
hole and crevice, shot down with remorseless vengeance every one of them
who appeared within range, till ere long not one could be seen from any
point on deck.” The defeated coolies were eventually persuaded to pass up
the dead for burial at sea, and the Norway continued its voyage around the
Cape of Good Hope, arriving in Havana four months later with a freight
lightened by  dead, seventy of them direct casualties from the mutiny.
Another sixty died from dysentery while docked in Havana.40

In many ways, this final accounting of the mortality rate on the Norway
sums up the coolie ships. Mortality rates were higher than for the Indian
coolie trade and comparable to those of slave ships and early Australia-
bound British convict ships. The highest death rate was . percent for
the Lady Montague out of Hong Kong in , followed by  percent on
the British Sovereign out of Amoy in , . percent on the John Galvin
out of Hong Kong in ; . percent on the Dolores Ugarte from Macao
in , and  percent on the Cora from Macao in l. Overall, Cuba’s
trade fluctuated wildly because of the mortality; the average mortality rate
for the entire duration of the trade was closer to  percent than the oft-
cited  percent.41 For the Peru trade, mortality remained high through-
out, with an average . percent during –. Some coolie ships to
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Australia also experienced very high mortality: in –, the General
Palmer suffered a mortality rate of . percent, while on the Onyx it was
. percent.42

The reasons for the consistently high mortality rate were not difficult to
explain, as even the Peruvian official who examined the drastic statistics for
his country in the s could see. He wrote,

I am informed that the immigration of Asiatics is taking place under such
bad conditions that their mortality ascends to the fourth and even the
third part of those that each boat brings. This calamity results from the
excessive number of colonists embarked in cramped and badly equipped
boats, from the food of scant quantity and bad quality, from careless and
even cruel treatment, and from lack of observance, in short, of all the rules
of hygiene with which they ought to be transported.43

The contract system of coolie trade to Cuba and Peru stopped in ,
driven out partly by international outrage. In any case, Peru was convert-
ing its coastal plantation labor force from coolies to free labor from the high-
lands, and Cuban planters had begun buying cane from subcontractors
called colonos, or independent farmers, as a way of reducing their incessant
demand for cheap labor, slave or coolie. Furthermore, the Cuban sugar
plantation economy was being severely challenged by the movement for
independence in Cuba that began in  and culminated with indepen-
dence from Spain in . With that came the final abolition of slavery. In
Australia, however, hundreds of coolies each year continued to arrive
throughout the s, long after the trade to Cuba and Peru had ended.44

conclusion

The coolie trade constituted a prime example of nineteenth-century glob-
alization, or global capitalism. The ships could be owned by any number
of European or American entrepreneurs, manned by a motley crew of mixed
European nationalities, subcontracted to all sorts of international mer-
chants, shipping any goods from one part of the world to another in a new
configuration of the famous “triangular trade.” From European ports, they
took on guns, steel products, and textiles for the China market, and from
China they took coolies to the Americas. After unloading the human cargo
in the Caribbean, they would take on sugar and honey for New York or
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Europe. On the Asia leg, the human cargoes known as coolies were the cen-
tral merchandise, in continual demand for almost thirty years. This trade
operated out of a number of south China ports under the control of Chi-
nese and various European nations.

There can be no question that the coolie trade was extremely lucrative,
since profits were made not only on the coolie cargo but also upon other
freight that the coolie ships carried around the world, not wasting any car-
rying capacity as they crossed the oceans. By one calculation, the profits of
the triangular trade were “succulent,” as much as eighty pesos per ton, even
before counting profits from the sale of coolies in Cuba, which alone could
more than double investors’ money.45 By another calculation, the entire
“yellow trade” produced profits reaching US million and yielded profits
as high as  percent of investment. One account of a ship that carried
 coolies to Cuba reported that the cargo represented a value of ,
pesos for the importers, with original outlay at only , and the cost of
the expedition less than ,. Thus, the investors cleared a profit of
, pesos for this one voyage alone. In the case of the Cuban importers,
the government agency overseeing the trade—the Junta de Fomento y Col-
onización—subsidized the cost of shipping coolies, and foreign banks in
New York, London, and Paris eagerly financed these shipments.46

In this lucrative world trading and shipping system, everyone except for
Chinese labor migrants profited. These men counted themselves fortunate
for surviving the voyage with its horrendous mortality rates and managing
to live out the eight-year indenture on the plantations, where the labor
regime was brutal and demeaning, and where the number of suicides was
the highest in the world during the nineteenth century.47 By the time the
trade had ended, these exploited Chinese men found themselves real pari-
ahs in the distant places to which they had been carried. Their prospects
were aptly summed up by Manuel Villanueva in  when he said of the
coolies in Cuba that they had been

[i]nduced to abandon their native land through the stimulus of false
promises which they begin to suspect they will never see realized within a
few days after they embark, separated from their native land by a distance
which their imagination exaggerates upon recollection of the immense
amount of water crossed during the long voyage, exploited by the rapacity
of the ship’s crew, placed at tasks foreign to their training, subjected to the
discipline of a plantation ruled by the criterion and traditions of slavery,
walking from deception to deception even to seeing in many cases a lack
of religious fulfillment of their contracts, excluded from family life
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because of a lack of women of their own race, despised by the Whites,
hated by the Negroes, separated from their master more than are the slaves
in proportion as the time of expiration of their contracts approaches and
for the same reason treated with less consideration.48

The fortune these men could count was small indeed.
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“A Most Irregular Traffic”

The Oceanic Passages of the Melanesian Labor Trade

laurence brown

near the end of july , Bakala went out to fish near his home vil-
lage of Denmala, in Malekula, a northern island of the Vanuatu group. As
he walked along the beach at sunrise, he observed a “two masted ship
anchored a short distance from Denmala; she had two boats, painted red,
trying to get men; the ship had been anchored there for two nights.”1 Bakala
knew what such labor vessels represented; he had already sailed on one to
work for three years as an indentured migrant laborer in Fiji. The two red
boats slowly rowed toward Bakala, each propelled by the oars of four sailors
from the nearby island of Efate. Following the customary practice of labor
recruiters in the western Pacific, one boat landed on the beach, while the
other remained close to shore to provide support in case of conflict. One of
the Efate sailors called out to Bakala in Fijian, “Come here, you.”2 Bakala
answered in Fijian, “I do not know your ship, it is not a ship from Suva
[Fiji].” “Come near to the boat and let us have a talk,” countered the Efate
sailor named Sam. As Bakala walked closer, he was seized by Sam, who
dragged him into the boat, which then was rowed out to sea before Bakala’s
fellow villagers could reach the beach. As Bakala remembered, the “Sand-
wich [Efate] men were all armed with guns; when Sam pulled me into the
boat I called out, and cried; I said to Sam, ‘Do not steal me, Sam, put me
ashore again’; he answer, ‘No we will go to Sandwich.’”3 Bakala was hauled
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on board the fifty-ton schooner Caledonia, which had sailed from Nouméa
in the French colony of New Caledonia.

The white master and supercargo of the Caledonia were settlers from Fiji,
although both ignored Bakala’s tears and his pleas in Fijian for release. How-
ever, Bakala did find he was able to communicate with another member of
the Caledonia’s human cargo. Usi was from Malaita in the south of the
Solomon Islands but had learned Fijian while working under indenture in
Levuka, which had been the capital of Fiji’s cotton boom during the early
s. Usi was accompanied by four other men and seven women from
Malaita, all of whom had been seized by the Caledonia. Arriving at Efate,
Bakala and Usi were set to work on a copra plantation, but within four days
they had fled their employer in a stolen canoe and were picked up by the
Christine, another labor vessel, which carried them to Fiji.4

The circular crossings of Bakala and Usi to Fiji and then to Efate high-
light the fluid and heterogeneous character of what was called the “labor
trade” of the western Pacific. Whereas in the Atlantic and Indian oceans,
slavery and indenture were seen by many nineteenth-century observers as
two polarized systems of migrant labor, the oceanic passages of these Melane-
sians were distinctive in that they frequently moved between enslavement
and contract, and their travels were marked by both external coercion and
islander agency. The holds of labor vessels such as the Caledonia and the
Christine mixed migrants from different villages and islands, voluntary and
abducted migrants, returning migrants, and new recruits.5 Focusing on the
maritime dimensions of the Melanesian labor trade emphasizes the com-
plexity of islander participation in shaping this migration, both as cargo
and crew, recruits and passage masters.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, more than ,
islanders from the western Pacific were recruited as migrant laborers for
British Queensland (,) and Fiji (,), French New Caledonia
(,) and Tahiti (,), German Samoa (,), Hawaii (,),
Peru (,), and Guatemala (,).6 More than  percent of this migra-
tion was concentrated on Queensland, Fiji, and New Caledonia, where
white settlers sought to claim land and native labor on the margins of the
British and French empires. The emergence of plantation production in the
western Pacific during the s was directly fueled by the collapse of North
American cotton production with the dislocations of the Civil War and
slave emancipation. This cotton boom transformed the western Pacific’s
economy, drawing settler-adventurers from other parts of the British and
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French empires, although many of those reaching Queensland, Fiji, and
New Caledonia lacked the economic and coercive resources to convert
indigenous populations into plantation labor forces.7 Importing inden-
tured islanders from Melanesia and New Guinea was one of many projects
for migrant labor recruitment attempted in the period; however, its rapid
escalation was due to the trading networks and maritime labor practices
that were central to the intensification of European shipping on the Pacific
frontier.

pacific maritime networks 
and the construction of the labor trade

The emergence of the Melanesian labor trade in the early s paralleled
the development of indentured African migration in the Atlantic a decade
earlier; both were marked by the conversion of maritime labor into planta-
tion labor. With the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade, the Kru sailors
who had manned European vessels along the West African coast were
among the first Africans recruited under contract to replace slave labor on
British and French sugar estates in the Caribbean. Beginning in , more
than a thousand Kru crossed the Atlantic as indentured migrants; however,
this flow of migrants quickly ended because of the Kru’s own conceptions
of circular migration and their opposition to accepting plantation condi-
tions that had altered little from slavery.8

Equally, in the western Pacific, labor recruitment patterns and practices
developed in interisland shipping that first responded to land-based
demands for migrant workers. Few vessels regularly working the region
would have been without island crews and laborers from the early s.
As Kerry Howe argues, “[T]housands of Melanesians, especially Loyalty
Islanders and men from Tana, Eromanga and Aneitym, travelled beyond
their own reefs in European ships.”9 By the early s, some of these sailors
from the southern islands of Vanuatu (the New Hebrides) were working on
the wharves of Sydney, when their employer, Robert Towns, sought a new
supply of labor for cotton production in northeastern Australia.10

At the end of May , Towns sent one of his trading ships, the -
ton schooner Don Juan, to employ “a useful class of men, lads and active
boys” from the Loyalty Islands near New Caledonia and southern Vanuatu
for his cotton plantation on the Logan River in the new colony of Queens-
land.11 The recruitment of migrants was to be done by Ross Lewin, who
was experienced in trading in Vanuatu, and Towns directed him to take the
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Don Juan to “such islands as you are known to the natives.”12 If Lewin failed
to obtain enough workers at Efate, the captain of the Don Juan was
instructed to visit the other trading stations used by Towns at the southern
islands of Erromanga and Aniwa.13 The arrival in Brisbane of sixty-seven
islanders on the Don Juan on August , , was therefore the result of
existing networks of maritime labor and trade in the southern islands of
Melanesia.

Towns’s initiative in bringing Melanesian labor to Australia depended on
his extensive commercial connections in the western Pacific and his mar-
itime experiences and resources. He had become a wealthy landowner and
leading Sydney politician through speculative commerce with the Melane-
sian islands, especially the export of sandalwood to China, the interisland
trade in coconut oil and tortoise shells, and whaling. Towns had made quick
profits by purchasing old ships to trade with the neighboring Pacific islands
and then reexporting the trade goods on more seaworthy vessels to Asia.14

Such speculative practice had fueled Towns’s rapid economic and social rise
in Australia. His claim to gentlemanly respectability was symbolized by his
sponsorship of the largest cotton plantation in Queensland, a four-thou-
sand-acre estate he named Townsvale.15

Despite his extensive trading relationships in the western Pacific, Towns
had initially intended to use European or Asian migrant labor on his
Townsvale plantation. Shortly after his arrival in Australia in , he cap-
tained a ship carrying British emigrants to the colony and later invested in
the importation of indentured Chinese laborers. For his cotton estate, he
first attempted to recruit Germans to migrate and then indentured Indians.
His decision to send one of his ships to Madras and Calcutta was blocked
by the colonial government in India, which resulted in his turning to the
Pacific for migrant labor. Towns indignantly denied public accusations that
his private project for Melanesian migration represented a “species of slav-
ery or kidnapping,” confidently comparing his recruitment scheme with the
shortcomings of both Britain’s state-directed system of indentured Indian
migration and the colony’s state-subsidized importation of Europeans.16

The year before the Don Juan voyage, the Queensland Parliament had
passed an act for the introduction of laborers from British India that was
modeled largely on the detailed immigration regulations of Mauritius and
the British Caribbean. In contrast to this formalized regime of Asian inden-
tureship, where the colonial state directly intervened in standardizing and
regulating the written contract that each migrant received in leaving India
and China, the recruitment of Melanesians depended on an oral agreement
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that gave employers maximum flexibility. Towns instructed his agent to
offer six- or twelve-month contracts, but given that his recruiting agent
(Lewin) was illiterate, any such arrangements were probably not transcribed
and thus all the migrants would have worked for a full year. Eleven months
after the Don Juan’s voyage, two more contingents of Melanesians arrived
at Townsville on the Uncle Tom; all these workers were claimed by Towns
to be under three-year contracts, although there was no written evidence
that the migrants had been fully informed or consented to such terms.17

The oral nature of the contract and the rapid expansion of the period of
service were tolerated by the British Colonial Office, even though two
decades earlier it had strenuously opposed as neoslavery such measures in
its Caribbean colonies.

When the Don Juan departed, Towns had insisted that Lewin should
engage only males, telling him that “I will prefer young lads, from  and
 to , in preference to older men, as the bulk; you must have some old
hands amongst the lot to induce the young ones to enlist.”18 This empha-
sis on youth at Townsvale was directly related to concerns about control-
ling labor, as Lewin acted as overseer of the plantation. By late , there
were  islanders housed in large barracks at Townsvale, where they
worked as horsemen, bullock drivers, stockmen, and laborers in the cotton
fields.19 In January  the range of occupations in which these early
migrants were employed, including on sheep and cattle stations, drew pub-
lic protests that the islanders were a direct threat to local white workers.

cultures of humanitarianism 
and the neoslavery debate

The unregulated character of labor recruitment in southern Melanesia was
increasingly criticized during the late s by metropolitan and colonial
opponents, ranging from missionary groups in Vanuatu to workers in Bris-
bane and abolitionists in London. These groups were successful in forcing
the Queensland government and British consul in Fiji to tentatively inter-
vene in the labor traffic by requiring ships to obtain licenses specifying the
number of migrants they could import. Despite such regulations, opponents
of the trade argued that attacks by island communities on British mission-
aries and naval vessels represented reprisals for the continued kid napping by
labor recruiters. To investigate these accusations, Commander George Palmer
of HMS Rosario sailed from Sydney in early March  to observe labor
recruitment in New Caledonia and Fiji.
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In New Caledonia, Palmer visited the sugar estate of Didier Joubert, who
had been importing migrant labor from the Solomon Islands for more than
a decade and would soon experiment with Asian migration.20 Traveling on
to Fiji, Palmer stayed with acting British consul John Thurston, who not
only was responsible for licensing labor vessels but owned a cotton and cacao
plantation that employed indentured migrants. There Palmer met Perout,
Malawa, and Kaurak from the Gilbert Islands; each had been abducted after
boarding a labor vessel to trade for goods. Nonetheless, the naval com-
mander’s report was largely uncritical of plantation conditions, describing
both Didier and Thurston as humane employers.

Palmer was more rigorous when the fifty-six-ton schooner Daphne arrived
in Fiji. The ship was carrying a hundred indentured migrants to Brisbane
under a license from the Queensland government to carry only half that num-
ber. “I considered it a most extraordinary thing that an English ship should
be found in the position of the Daphne,” Palmer complained. The ship’s irreg-
ular paperwork meant that there was “no clearance for the port she comes to,
and which is nearly  miles dead to windward of the one she ought to be
at, and with double the number of natives on board she was allowed.”21 Palmer
was stunned to see that Ross Lewin, the Don Juan recruiter—who had been
forced to leave Queensland after being prosecuted for the rape of a thirteen-
year-old Tannese girl—was listed as master of the Daphne. Lewin was not
on board the vessel, and his absence, together with the ship’s irregular license
and Lewin’s reputation as a renegade, led Palmer to conclude that the
Daphne’s human cargo had been kidnapped.22

Palmer drew upon his personal experience of anti–slave-trade patrols in
West Africa to legitimize his identification of the Daphne as a slave ship.
Thus, his accusations of slavery were authoritative and carried considerable
public weight. Later, he publicly argued that the schooner was

fitted up precisely like an African slaver, minus the irons, with  natives
on board, who had been brought here from the New Hebrides, having
experienced the pleasure of a dead beat to windward for twenty-one days;
they were stark naked and had not even a mat to lie upon; the shelves were
just the same as might be knocked up for a lot of pigs, no bunks or parti-
tions of any sort being fitted, and yet the vessel was inspected by a Gov-
ernment officer of Queensland.23

This was the kind of overcrowding sanctioned in the transatlantic slave trade
at the end of the eighteenth century, and so it was the appearance of naked
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black bodies, “emaciated and frightened,” that drove Palmer’s initiative to
seize the ship as a slaving vessel.24 The naval officer lacked any interpreter
to speak with the islanders packed in the hold. He had the men on the
Daphne released “on the suspicion that the vessel, master, supercargo and
crew had been engaged, if not in active slaving, at the least in a most irreg-
ular traffic, tending to promote and encourage the slave trade, in violation
of Acts  Geo[rge]. IV c.  and  and  Vict[oria]. c. .”25 This tortured
phrasing emphasizes the extent to which the legal powers of the Royal Navy
to intervene on British vessels were limited to cases of crime, piracy, and the
slave trade.26 Palmer still had to contend with the opposition of local
planters in Fiji who were willing to pay six pounds for each laborer. Later,
his charges were overturned by the Australian courts, which refused to hear
“native” testimony. The Daphne returned to Fiji to continue its participa-
tion in the growing trade in labor.27

The seizure of the Daphne did have a significant impact by stirring the
British antislavery movement to call for greater imperial intervention.
Indeed, Palmer’s narrative of his encounter with Pacific slavery was cited in
parliamentary debates.28 If legal uncertainties encouraged British naval offi-
cers to interpret the labor trade as a form of slavery, so did the culture of
Christian humanitarianism that shaped their vision of imperial guardian-
ship in the Pacific islands.29 Lobbying intensified with the murder of Bishop
John Coleridge Patteson by islanders at Nukapu in September , which
was publicly interpreted as a reprisal killing for the abuses of the labor trade.
Yet new imperial and colonial legislation had little impact as the western
Pacific remained a jurisdictional frontier where most Melanesians were not
British subjects and where offenses occurred outside British colonies or
involved vessels under foreign flags.

A decade after the controversy about Patteson’s death, Captain Cyprian
Bridge of the Royal Navy visited Efate, where he found two hundred
migrants working on coffee, maize, and copra plantations.30 Among them
was Toby from nearby Ambrym who had previously worked in Efate for
four years. After his first period of employment, Toby had returned to his
home island by the schooner Idaho. When the children Lèwa and Bomer-
arè (aged eleven) came aboard to help him land, all three were taken to Efate,
where they were employed by Harry Taylor, a black Antiguan. Taylor had
left the Royal Navy to settle in a small house at Havannah Harbor, where
he was engaged in copra making and breeding poultry to sell to passing ves-
sels (). He paid no wages to his three laborers, and they received little
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food. As Bridge observed, “[I]t is highly probable that they were in effect
little better than slaves” ().

Bridge’s interpretation of the labor trade was echoed by Arthur Kennedy,
the governor of Queensland, the Australian state that was the leading
importer of migrants. “I have never concealed my opinion of the traffic in
Polynesian savages,” Kennedy reported to his superiors in London. “I feel
assured that scandals exist, which do not reach the public, and which are
inevitable, under the conditions on which the Polynesian labour is obtained.”
Like many other colonial and naval officials, Kennedy had a vision of the
passages of indentured Melanesians that was colored by his experiences else-
where in the empire. He was a former governor of Sierra Leone and Hong
Kong. “I have had many years experience in the suppression of the West
African slave trade, and the Chinese Coolie trade,” he wrote, “and I cannot
divest myself of grave fears, that the Polynesian labor trade partakes of many
of the evils of both” ().

aging vessels  and uncertain voyages

The speculative nature of the Melanesian labor trade was exemplified in the
voyage of the Daphne. Ships and their crews passed in and out of the labor
trade, often moving between other forms of Pacific commerce. As the num-
ber of vessels engaged in labor recruitment for Queensland, Fiji, and New
Caledonia swelled during the early s, the trade drew former pearling
schooners, timber barques, whaling ships, lighters, and opium runners.31

Even one of the longest-serving captains in the labor trade, William Wawn,
had spent a dozen years sailing between Vanuatu and New Britain seeking
bêche-de-mer, gold, coconut oil, copra, salvage, and trade before returning
to the same islands as a labor recruiter.32

Like the Daphne, many vessels engaged in the labor trade tended to be
lighter than one hundred tons, especially those that were based in Fiji and
New Caledonia, so that they could sail between the reefs that surrounded
the islands and represented a constant threat to labor vessels.33 In , the
large -ton barque Prospector carried  passengers returning to their
islands from Fiji but was able to obtain only twenty new recruits after four
months at sea. William Seed, the acting agent general of immigration in
Fiji, complained that the Prospector’s failure was “partly attributable to the
captain of the vessel lying too far off the land while recruiting.”34 The
maneuverability of smaller ships was also important in terms of providing
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defensive cover to rowboats engaged in recruiting on the coast and in resist-
ing attacks from the islanders in canoes.

The small tonnages of labor vessels was also a reflection of the limited
economic resources of planters in the islands, particularly after the cotton
boom came crashing down in the early s, followed by the global depres-
sion of sugar prices in the s. Planters in New Caledonia and Fiji either
owned or chartered vessels directly to recruit and return their laborers. In
, one such voyage was made by the thirty-seven-ton cutter Rose, whose
Captain Moore was seeking to engage migrants from the Gilbert Islands for
his own copra plantations at Vanua Levu in Fiji. With testimonials provided
by fifteen of Moore’s workers who were returning to Beru, and the support
of community elders, the Rose quickly embarked nineteen men, sixteen
women, two boys, and two girls.35 Competing with these direct relation-
ships offered by small planters in the islands were the larger ships and larger
financial resources of Queensland that offered double the wages or trade-
goods offered by Fiji and New Caledonia.

The speculative nature of the labor trade was most clearly revealed by the
age and condition of the vessels used for recruiting Melanesians. The labor
trade emerged from the commercial practices of men like Robert Towns,
who had made his fortune through purchasing ships at the end of their
working lives and nursing them between the islands. Compared with the
vessels that engaged in the long-distance commerce of the transatlantic slave
trade or Asian indentured migration, the Pacific labor vessels were aged and
decaying.36 Many ships were more than twenty years old before they entered
the trade.37 In , the port master of Brisbane complained that the ves-
sels employed in the labor trade were “of a very inferior class, requiring con-
stant patching and repairing after every cruise, which is most unsatisfactory,
and the result of not having proper regulations for the class and equipment
of the vessels employed in the South Sea Island labor trade.”38 The old and
undersized schooners that carried Melanesian laborers might have seemed
an anomaly in an age of steam-powered mass transportation, but these nev-
ertheless had a powerful impact on small island societies.

The conditions of such “superannuated vessels” with torn rigging, rotten
hulks, and leaking holds made passages between the islands far from cer-
tain for both cargo and crew.39 One such ship was the Bobtail Nag, a -
ton brigantine built in Suffolk in  that had undergone a harsh working
life carrying timber along the Australian coast. According to Deryck Scarr,
the Bobtail Nag exemplified how “ships were put into the labor trade when
they had been so strained by rough usage that they could no longer carry
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an inanimate cargo.”40 As a labor vessel, the leaking and unsanitary hold of
the Bobtail Nag made it a particularly dangerous environment for its
Melanesian passengers. Dysentery claimed four migrants on a voyage in
, another four in , and eight out of  islanders carried on a pas-
sage in .41

During rough weather, labor recruiters commonly confined the Melane-
sian migrants in the ship’s hold, which could have devastating consequences
if there was an epidemic of dysentery. One of the most extreme cases was
the Stanley’s voyage in , when fifty-seven of  recruits died from
dysentery. In , dysentery also caused nineteen deaths on the Meg Mer-
rilies, whose passengers had been on the ship for more than two months
and confined below decks for up to three days at a time because of bad
weather.42 Mortality rates such as these were exacerbated by vessels’ spend-
ing up to four months returning migrants and then gathering a new cargo.
For ships sailing from Fiji, the return voyage from Vanuatu, the Solomon
Islands, or Bismarck Archipelago was often against the variable southeast
trade winds, which could considerably lengthen the voyage. During such
prolonged passages, food supplies and water would often run low, and
recruitment ships could find themselves competing for provisions as well
as bodies at different islands.

To combat such outrages as happened on the Stanley, the newly estab-
lished British authorities in Fiji passed a series of ordinances in the late s
to regulate the number of passengers per ton, the amount of provisions and
water carried, and the class of vessel, and they restricted recruiting to the
months outside the hurricane season of November through March. Gov-
ernor Arthur Gordon and the entourage of administrators who accompa-
nied him to Fiji in  shared a common experience of having managed
indentured Indian migration in the British colonies of the Caribbean and
Indian Ocean. Drawing on these previous experiences, the governor argued
that greater state intervention would reduce abuses in the labor trade.43 Gor-
don’s “enlightened” intervention in the labor trade drew praise from naval
commodore John Wilson, who further recommended that no vessel lighter
than three hundred tons should participate in labor recruiting.44

With this “new order of things” in Fiji, the number of Melanesians
recruited for the colony fell by more than half after its annexation by Britain,
a rate that drew vitriolic criticism from local opponents of Gordon’s.45 Fijian
planters particularly attacked Charles Mitchell, the Trinidad-born agent
general of immigration who had worked extensively in the regulation of
indentured Indian migration in Trinidad and Mauritius.46 Mitchell refused
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to use small local vessels in the labor trade and turned to larger ships, which
were seen as more responsive to state management. Yet the cost of charter-
ing vessels from outside Fiji was too high for the colonial government, and
Mitchell managed to secure only the unhealthy Bobtail Nag for three
recruiting voyages before he went to India to initiate a new flow of inden-
tured migrant labor to Fiji.

trading encounters and the island “fortress”

In Melanesia and New Guinea, labor recruitment emerged from within
established maritime trading networks and customs of exchange. During the
early nineteenth century, island communities bartered food, handicrafts, and
wood for iron goods from passing vessels. As trading on the beach exposed
Europeans to attack from the land, many seafarers preferred to negotiate
such exchanges at sea. Even though there were relatively few direct attacks
on European shipping in the Bismarck Archipelago, whalers seeking sup-
plies looked for safe anchorages and traded directly from their own vessels
with natives in canoes.47 Such cross-cultural exchanges were concentrated in
areas with reputations for safety or plentiful supplies, as islanders quickly
expanded the range of commodities they traded and expected.

Indeed, natives in canoes offering trade with European shipping provided
the earliest targets for labor recruiters seeking a quick cargo. The first three
labor vessels to visit Malaita in the Solomon Islands were the Isabella, Ellen,
and Carl in , and each obtained “recruits” by forcing Malaitans from
their canoes, either through deception or direct violence.48The Carl claimed
forty-three Malaitans by capsizing their canoes and shooting into the water.
Off Bougainville, the same ship claimed eighty more recruits in three days
“by dropping lumps of pig iron into them [trading canoes], so that the
natives could be picked up whilst in the water by the crews of the ship’s
boats.”49 The Carl’s hold was divided into three: “recruits” from Malekula
(Vanuatu) in the fore, Malaitans in the aft, and islanders from Bougainville
under the main hatch. When those seized at Bougainville sought to break
out of the hold, they were fired on by the crew of the Carl, and seventy-five
wounded and dead were thrown overboard.

Kidnapping on this scale rapidly deterred islanders from seeking contact
with European vessels at sea. From the s, the majority of recruitment
for the labor trade was done on the beach, where whites felt most vulner -
able. Beach recruitment considerably extended the length of the voyage,
requiring prolonged periods of coasting, or days at anchor waiting for
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“bush men” to descend from inland. It also required the constant use of row-
boats to link ship and shore, with the common practice to land one boat
on the beach, facing out to sea in case of attack, with another boat nearby
to provide covering fire.

Apart from the threat of violence by island communities, the beach was
a problematic site of exchange for Europeans because of the economic
worldliness of island traders, who were confident that the next ship would
always provide an alternative market for their goods. In May , former
Fijian consul Thurston embarked on a four-month passage on the forty-
ton schooner the Strathneve to obtain sixty laborers for his plantations in
Fiji.50 At the start of the voyage, when visiting Efate to trade for yams,
Thurston discovered “the curse of English speaking natives.” On all sides
he was assailed with bold cries of “Well, what have you got?” or “Show us
your cloth,” or, more pointedly, “What do you wear a pistol for—are you
afraid of us?” One islander, standing with crossed arms, challenged him in
measured tones, saying, “[L]ook here, are you going to buy these yams
according to your own rate, or according to ours, because if you don’t buy
as we are inclined to sell[,] you had better take your things away.”51

Thurston’s frustration at the costly delays and high prices of bartering in
Vanuatu provides an insight into why labor recruiters increasingly turned
northward in an effort to seek less sophisticated trading areas.

Strikingly, the labor trade in the western Pacific remained focused on
beach exchanges with none of the physical infrastructure that had devel-
oped along the west coast of Africa or the port cities of India through which
indentured migrants passed. Without European-controlled forts, slave bar-
racoons, or migrant depots, the Pacific islands were often a citadel closed
to white seafarers. The Australian historian Clive Moore has described how
Europeans were unable to penetrate the mountainous island of Malaita,
which remained “a cultural bastille, around the walls of which were a series
of portes cochères through which Malaitans left and returned.”52 In this island
fortress, the trade was dominated by indigenous passage masters, particu-
larly community chiefs and elders, whose control determined which young
males would present themselves for passage overseas.53

White recruiters were keen to represent the labor trade as providing an
important outlet for refugees from intertribal conflicts or community vio-
lence. However, to secure regular and large-scale numbers of recruits required
labor ships to depend on negotiations with returned migrants who acted as
the indigenous intermediaries with island communities. As the government
agent of the Jessie Kelly explained in , when describing recruits taken
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to Queensland and New Caledonia who had returned to Malaita, these
“salt-water people” from the coast now acted as the translators and nego-
tiators for the “bush” people from the island’s interior.54

return migration,  resistance,  and regularization

With the rapid expansion of the labor trade during the s and s,
it is striking how quickly the southern islands that had first supplied Towns
with sailors and laborers responded to the increasing opportunities for mar-
itime employment. Recruiting vessels depended on indigenous crews of
Tannamen and Kanakas, although these were often divided between those
who sailed with the ship for the whole voyage and a specialist boat crew that
manned the two longboats usually used in ferrying recruits from the beach
to the ship.55 The southern islands of Vanuatu, especially Tana, Erromanga,
and Efate, became the first point of call for labor vessels to obtain longboat
crew members, many of whom had either sailed with such ships before or
had previously migrated to Queensland, New Caledonia, or Fiji. When the
-ton schooner Jessie Kelly began its recruiting voyage in early July ,
it first sailed from Fiji to the small island of Mele, near Efate, where eight
men were hired to crew the longboats; all spoke English because they had
worked in Queensland.56

That returned indentured migrants worked aboard labor vessels is sig-
nificant because these members of Melanesian boat crews occasionally acted
as translators and intermediaries in the recruitment process. William Giles,
a passenger on the labor schooner Bobtail Nag in , complained in Van-
uatu that he had “seen many a time a crowd of natives all round the
[row]boat, which was itself also filled with others.” To his annoyance, the
boat crew, “instead of minding their business and looking after the boat, had
thrown down their oars and were chatting away with the other Kanakas.”57

Such events were much less likely to occur as labor recruiting extended into
new areas of the Solomon Islands and islands of New Guinea; however, the
expansion of the labor trade also increased maritime employment opportu-
nities for those southern islands that had been the early focus for plantation
migrant labor. By , one French planter in Efate estimated that the
islands of Vanuatu provided more than five hundred recruits for boat crews
each year.58

The Royal Navy’s Commodore Wilson recognized the significance of
Melanesian sailors in Pacific commerce in  when he drew a distinction
between vessels that were employing and transporting laborers. Wilson
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argued that in addition to the laborers imported into Queensland and Fiji
for agricultural purposes or as domestic servants, “a considerable number
are employed outside the Colonies as divers in the pearl-shell and sponge
industries, in collecting and curing bêche-de-mer and copra, or as seamen
to man the different vessels engaged amongst the Islands, whether as labour
or produce traders.” He estimated that “the natives thus employed must
consist of many thousands.”59

The circular crossings of Melanesians powerfully reshaped the labor trade
over time, as migrants who returned to the islands took the lead in chal-
lenging and changing recruitment practices. Those who worked through
indenture on the plantations returned to the islands with new attitudes and
new weapons. The rifle was a central form of payment for recruits in the
labor trade and one that powerfully changed the balance of power between
returnees and those who had never left, recruits and recruiters.60 In ,
the changes were apparent in the clash over the trade of a pig by a British
settler near Havannah Harbor at Efate and a “bushman” returned from
Queensland. Investigating the incident, Captain Bridge reported that

The Native—who seems to have retained a satisfactory recollection of the
impartial administration of the law in British Courts—is said to have told
Mrs Glisson that if they were in Brisbane he would have had her up before
the magistrates for calling him a thief. More words passed, and the bush-
man, who shares what I am informed is his fellow countrymen’s objection
to being scolded by a woman, at last pointed his gun at her.61

Recruiters were acutely conscious of the dangers of armed returnees.62

Imperial efforts to restrict the exchange of arms as payment for labor were
bitterly resisted in the British colonies for fear of creating a labor shortage.
Not only did the quantity of rifles present in the islands increase exponen-
tially with the labor trade, but recruiters who had initially tried to unload
obsolete muskets as payment increasingly found that recruits expected pay-
ment in Snider rifles and ammunition. With such firepower, islanders were
able to seize and loot several labor vessels.

The labor ships were also heavily armed, especially as the vessels pushed
into new areas or areas that were known for attacks on European shipping.
In September , when the Jessie Kelly sailed to the Ontong Java archi-
pelago in the far north of the Solomon Islands, its government agent reas-
sured himself that the ship’s defenses “seemed really formidable.” He, the
captain, and both mates had revolvers and cutlasses, and they had additional
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Fijian crew “with rifle and cutlasses in each boat on the davits, one other
on either side in the waist, one other on the poop, one in the forecastle head
and two in the hold among the Solomon Islanders.”63 While recruiting labor
and trading for food, the ship was surrounded by twenty canoes carrying
 islanders, some of whom had already looted the -ton brigantine
Borealis, which was another labor vessel that operated from Fiji.64 It was the
“beach men,” probably former migrants, who threatened the Jessie Kelly,
rather than the “savages” from new recruiting areas.

Returned migrants also confronted recruiting practices by bringing kid-
napping cases directly to British and French authorities. A commission of
inquiry into abuses of the labor trade held in New Caledonia in late 
was transformed by the testimony of returned migrants. One of those tes-
tifying was Feufeu of Ambrym, who had already worked as an indentured
laborer on Joubert’s sugar estate at Koé and, after serving out his contract,
had returned home. While selling tobacco and yams from his canoe to a
passing labor vessel at Ambrym, Feufeu was seized and carried back to New
Caledonia.65 Like Bakala and Usi in Fiji, Feufeu and his fellow returnees in
New Caledonia knew the labor trade well enough to refuse its symbols of
consent, such as trade goods. In appealing to British or French colonial
authorities, they could offer only their refusal of payment in trade as proof
that they had been coerced onto the plantations.

The Melanesian labor trade was a circular labor migration, and the neces-
sity for labor vessels to return passengers on each voyage had important
implications for recruiting routes. As much as the winds, reefs, and cur-
rents, it was the return of those who had served out their indentures that
limited the range of voyages and determined which islands were the most
accessible. As a result, returnees represented an increasing proportion of
those recruited. Revealingly, in , of the fourteen migrants returning to
Fiji, a dozen declined the offer to work again for the same employer.66 By
the mid-s, a third of the recruits arriving in Fiji had already served
indentures in that colony or in Queensland, Samoa, or New Caledonia.

The growing presence of returnees also reflects the failure of the labor
trade to expand beyond Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands. Vanuatu had
been the focus of such intense competition between labor vessels from Fiji,
Queensland, and New Caledonia that in  Thurston believed the sup-
ply of migrant labor would soon be exhausted.67 By the early s, the
attempts by British and French settlers to establish plantations in the islands
of Vanuatu led to increasing complaints that their own migrant labor was
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being abducted. Ferdinand Chevillard, a French planter at Vila Harbor,
complained that five of his migrants had been carried off by the Stanley,
which was recruiting labor for Queensland.68 Chevillard estimated that
more than  percent of the island’s population was working overseas as
migrant labor, mostly in Queensland and Fiji.69

At the same time, the Suva Times reported that the Vanuatu group was
“studded with vessels and very few are getting men, several having returned
home short of provisions and after a six months cruise with but  to 
recruits.”70 When the paper welcomed the arrival of the sixty-five-ton
schooner Windward Ho! as the first labor vessel to reach Fiji in , it espe-
cially noted the captain’s doubt that “it will be very easy to procure immi-
grants for all vessels.”71 On its following voyage, the Windward Ho! spent
fourteen weeks sailing between the islands, obtaining only twenty-nine
recruits for Fiji, with the captain reporting “great difficulty . . . in obtain-
ing men from the New Hebrides.”72

The Suva Times advocated extending the recruiting grounds into New
Guinea and establishing a permanent northern depot for migrants at Ugi or
Santa Anna to increase the of flow labor. It claimed in an editorial that the
use of steamships in the labor trade would “do away with the tedious beat-
ing, that ships have generally to encounter in working back from the islands,
reduce the cost in time and food, and so far as can be judged, would cer-
tainly not increase the cost to the employer here.”73 However, the horrific
mortality rate for islanders from New Guinea on the sugar estates of Fiji and
Queensland led to the rapid suspension of recruiting from the far north.

conclusion

Contemporary understandings of the Melanesian labor trade were power-
fully shaped by connections between the voyages of indentured Melane-
sians and those of enslaved Africans and indentured Asians in the Atlantic
and Indian oceans. These links and contrasts were strongest for the colo-
nial officials, ships’ captains and crew, planters, and merchants who had
direct experience of the different streams of slavery and indenture. The labor
trade emerged from islander engagement in maritime labor and the trad-
ing networks and practices established by communities across the western
Pacific. The most significant force in reshaping the labor trade was not
imperial regulation, colonial competition, or the crises of the global econ-
omy but rather the negotiation and resistance of the migrants themselves.



   l a u r e n c e  b r o w n

Shifting the historian’s gaze from the plantation to the sea provides new evi-
dence of subaltern mobility and of the uncertainties of colonial attempts to
control migrant labor.
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La Traite des Jaunes

Trafficking in Women and Children across the China Sea

julia  martínez

The port of Haiphong in Tonkin had been declared a French concession
and opened to foreign commerce for only a few years in  when the har-
bormaster boarded the English ship Conquest. Hidden on the steamer he
found eighteen children aged five to thirteen, all but one of them girls. Some
were rolled in blankets, while others were in closed baskets covered in
clothes. The harbormaster’s find was one of the earliest documented
accounts of a clandestine traffic within Asia across the China Sea, although
the trade can be traced for centuries. It was a phenomenon that French com-
mentators referred to as “La Traite des Jaunes” to distinguish the Asian trade
in slaves from the African trade.

A study of prostitution in colonial Singapore by James Warren describes
it as part of “a multi-million-dollar network linking remote villages in rural
China and Japan with ports such as Nagasaki and Canton to the dockside
in Hong Kong and brothels in Singapore.”1 His study showed trafficking
in women and children increased, as did the immigration of thousands of
single male Chinese laborers, alongside the expansion of Chinese and Japa -
nese business networks in the Nanyo, or Southeast Asia.2 My own work
reveals a similar trade conducted by Chinese merchants between the ports
of colonial Vietnam and the destination ports of Hong Kong, Canton, and
Shanghai.
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In the age of the steamship from the late nineteenth century onward, a
network of steamers plying the China Sea encouraged a high degree of trans-
shipping, whereby the first leg of a voyage might be the first of many as
women and children were moved from port to port. The steamer passage
across the China Sea and beyond was highly organized and efficient, but as
it was clandestine and illegal, the perils of the ocean passage were greatly
increased as traffickers sought to conceal their human cargo. By the early
twentieth century, the trade had reached a peak, and, in , a League of
Nations commission published an extensive report on the traffic in Asian
women and children.3 Trafficking in women and children was driven by
expanding markets across Asia: the women and older girls were destined for
“common” prostitution in brothels and the ranks of the more exclusive
“singing-girls” who worked in restaurants and clubs, while older boys were
trained for various criminal occupations, such as thief or brothel pimp.
Younger girls might be sold as mui tsai, that is, unpaid family servants, some-
times referred to as “slave girls,” while young boys and babies were most
likely adopted into Chinese families.4

the white slave trade

The trade in women and children for coerced sexual exploitation was called
the White Slave Trade in the late nineteenth century. Initially, the term
referred more specifically to European women, but by the early twentieth
century the term had come to be applied to the trade in women and chil-
dren of every nationality. The International Agreement for the Suppression
of the White Slave Traffic, which was signed at Paris in , made refer-
ence to suppressing “the procuring of women or girls for immoral purposes
abroad” and referred generally to women “of foreign nationality.” The Inter-
national Convention for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic, which
was signed in , included a statement that changes might be made to the
age of consent “on the condition that it is the same for women or girls of
every nationality.” In , when the convention was revised, the term White
Slave was removed from the title and the scope expanded to include children
“of both sexes.”5 Nevertheless, the term White Slave Trade remained in pop-
ular usage as a means of distinguishing sexual slavery from other forms of
slavery, though it no longer carried connotations of “racial” specificity. For
example, a  Australian government file on allegations of trafficking of
Chinese children into Australia was titled “White Slave Trafficking between
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China and Australia.”6 The  League of Nations commission into traf-
ficking “in the East” was instituted with the intention of drawing attention
specifically to the scale of trafficking of Asian women. It came only two
years after the publication of a French study, Les Jauniers, in which Paul
Monet described the Asian slave trade, that is, la traite des jaunes. Monet
suggested that the traditional traite des jaunes had been conducted by the
Chinese who trafficked in women and children for sexual purposes, but he
also argued that European colonists were also jauniers (traders in Asian
slaves) when they engaged in the trafficking of Chinese workers. In this sec-
ond sense, la traite des jaunes is more aptly translated as the “coolie trade.”7

My own use of the phrase la traite des jaunes, however, refers to the trade in
women and children.

The trade in women and children declined in the s as more strin-
gent regulations were administered by the sender- and recipient-countries
in Asia. However, a resurgence in trafficking began in the s, and by the
turn of the twenty-first century, it was estimated that about , women
and children from the Southeast Asian region were trafficked annually, mak-
ing up approximately one-third of the global trade in coerced sex workers.8

trafficking from colonial vietnam and japan

Following the harbormaster’s raid on the Conquest in , French consul
Louis Eugène Palasme de Champeaux informed the governor of Indochina
that the ship had been on its way to Hong Kong and that the English cap-
tain claimed to know nothing of his cargo. This was clearly a Chinese affair.
The children hidden on board had originally come from Hanoi, Nam Dinh,
and elsewhere in the Red River delta, where each port each had a Chinese
trading community, making connections to Chinese export merchants in
Haiphong possible.9 The riverboats that carried passengers and cargo to
Haiphong were mostly owned by Chinese merchants in Haiphong, which
would have facilitated the traffic, and most likely it was Haiphong mer-
chants rather than the locals who coordinated the traffic. While the Con-
quest flew an English flag, it was owned by Kwong Li Yuen of Hong Kong.10

Champeaux stated that some Chinese in Haiphong openly engaged in traf-
ficking. He had seen many Vietnamese children, all of whom were well fed
and well dressed, when he visited the houses of Chinese merchants. The
children were being taught to read Chinese, he was told. The consul com-
plained that the authorities were able to arrest only those who took the chil-
dren aboard the ships, rather than the influential people organizing the
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traffic, primarily English subjects from Hong Kong and compradors for the
shipping companies that traded out of Haiphong.11

The trade in women and children in Hong Kong was similarly a subject
of concern for the British in . In October , Hong Kong’s chief
justice, John Smale, heard the first prosecutions for the kidnapping and
detention of children with the intent to sell them for the purposes of pros-
titution. He spoke against both the selling of girls as mui tsai and women
as prostitutes, proclaiming that slavery was against English law. In January
, the Po Leung Kuk, the Society for the Protection of Women and Chil-
dren, was founded with the intention of aiding the victims of slavery.12

The network of ports in the China Sea that traded in human cargo was
extensive. In , more than twenty girls were returned to Vietnam from
the Chinese port of Pakhoi (Beihai). A newspaper reported that there was
no way to find out exactly where to return the women; they were so young
when they were taken from their parents that the girls did not know their
home village. The ports for which these women and girls were destined lay
on the shipping route from Haiphong to China. Pakhoi was the first stop,
then Haihow (Haikou) on Hainan Island, then Hong Kong, and from there
they would be shipped to Canton (Guangzhou). The report claimed that
the brothels of China were full of young Vietnamese girls taken from Tonkin
and that they had been found as far north as Shanghai, having been sold
several times.13

In , eighteen Vietnamese boys and girls were repatriated from the
port of Haihow, where they were taken to the mother superior of Sainte
Enfance, a home for Vietnamese children established by the Sisters of Saint
Paul de Chartres in Nam Dinh.14 The children had been on board German
steamers, and among them were two boys aged twelve and fourteen.15 It
was suggested that they had been disembarked at Pakhoi and Haihow
because there was less risk of discovery at these ports but that their ultimate
destination was Guangdong. The children in this case were both Viet-
namese and Sino-Vietnamese. Apparently, they had been well cared for by
the traffickers, but one young Sino-Vietnamese girl claimed to have been
hit for refusing to dress in Chinese costume. The children were intended
to work as servants (mui tsai) and prostitutes in Chinese brothels. A news-
paper report spoke of nurseries in Canton where young Sino-Vietnamese
girls were raised, ready for the floating boat brothels, known as bateux de
fleurs.16 In , the consul of Canton repatriated a Vietnamese woman
who had been taken ten years previously from Nam Dinh and kept on a
bateau de fleurs in Canton as a prostitute.17
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According to Warren, the trade in women and children grew dramati-
cally between  and , and kidnapping became a way for traffick-
ers to ensure a steady supply. A survey of the newspaper Courrier d’Haiphong
indicates that the kidnapping of children had become an issue of public
concern in Tonkin by the early twentieth century, although the problem
was not peculiar to Tonkin. Two articles in  concerning the port of
Tourane (Da Nang) also commented on the increase in kidnapping, report-
ing that about twenty Chinese in Tourane made their living by trafficking
in prostitutes and that children were knocked out with chloroform and
taken away by fishing boats at night.18

Given Haiphong’s easy access to overseas markets, the rate of kidnapping
in this location was particularly high. The newspapers are full of detailed
reports, such as that of a four-year-old boy who disappeared while playing
in front of his parents’ house one morning in March . His mother
found him at midday in the Quai du Commerce in the arms of an old
woman who claimed that she had bought the child from another Viet-
namese woman. Judge Gaudin noted that there had been nineteen such
cases of kidnapping in two months. Also during March , a five-year-
old daughter of a servant in the service of a European was stolen. The father
was told that she had been taken to Gia Lam, north of Hanoi.19

What is striking about the kidnapping cases is that they demonstrate that
trafficking victims were not only the children of destitute families, as has
previously been suggested, but included the children of relatively prosper-
ous families. In April , new victims included the nine-year-old daugh-
ter of a Vietnamese guard, the six-year-old son of the secretary of public
works, and the five-year-old son of a merchant. In , although kidnap-
pings apparently continued, the Courrier d’Haiphong lists them as simply
“disappearances.” In the space of one month, the newspaper reported the
disappearance of three Vietnamese children—two boys aged nine and ten
and a girl aged five.20 Not all children who were kidnapped were Viet-
namese. In , when an eight-year-old Chinese girl was taken in Hanoi,
her father filed a complaint with the police two days later. Her mother sus-
pected a Chinese merchant reputed to trade in children who lived with a
Vietnamese concubine and a Chinese wife. A newspaper noted that the
merchant’s wife left home for a few days after the child disappeared.21

Layers of people were involved in trafficking in northern Vietnam. At the
local village level, the traffickers were usually Vietnamese or Chinese mid-
dle-aged women, mostly petty street merchants, as in the case of a sixty-
year-old Vietnamese woman who worked as a sweet merchant and was



  t r a f f i c k i n g  i n  w o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n

convicted of kidnapping a four-year-old boy in . In a case in , a
forty-seven-year-old Vietnamese woman who worked as a vegetable mer-
chant in Haly, a village on the outskirts of Haiphong, was convicted of 
kidnapping a child. Some traffickers traveled from Haiphong to country
villages under the pretext of visiting relatives. A two-year-old Vietnamese
boy was kidnapped as he and his mother took the riverboat on their way to
Haiphong.22 The writer, Henri Laumônier, claimed that some Vietnamese
women specialized in buying young girls, taking good care of them in order
to resell them at the highest price. He argued that the buyers were some-
times Europeans but noted that the rich Chinese merchants of Canton and
other trading ports regarded Vietnamese women as very attractive.23

In Haiphong, which was the primary port of embarkation, there was
more evidence of Chinese involvement. Young Chinese men were usually
in charge of boarding the women and children onto ships, sometimes with
the help of Vietnamese women. Chinese merchants housed the children
while waiting for the next suitable steamer. When a Chinese woman was
arrested in Haiphong in Rue Sam Cong in , the newspaper commented
that the trade in children would not be stopped until the famous Chinese
merchant who lived on that street was put behind bars.24 The profits to be
made in child trading were substantial. According to a  newspaper arti-
cle, the price of a child on the Hong Kong market was somewhere between
 and  piastres, whereas the local price was one piastre.25

In , the Criminal Court of Haiphong accused the chief of the Can-
tonese congregation of Haiphong of trafficking. He was acquitted after the
young girls involved testified that he was their adopted father, but the news-
paper reported that the victims were terrorized into giving favorable testi-
mony. The report claimed that girls were being trafficked for prostitution
to Canton, Macao, and Hong Kong and that the trade was centrally orga-
nized by a secret Chinese society with headquarters in Fatshan (Foshan)
near Canton.26

The Chinese traffickers of Haiphong also had business connections with
British and German steamer companies. It is not clear whether the Euro-
pean captains of these ships were also involved in, or at least aware of, the
traffic or whether the Chinese supercargo was the main contact for traffick-
ers. According to the director of a French shipping company, A. R. Marty,
a Chinese shipping coalition was established in October  by the secret
Société Tsap to trade on the shipping routes between Hong Kong, Hoihow
(Haikou), and Pakhoi and later Haiphong. This group chartered ships from
the German firms Sander, Wieler and Company and Jebsen and Company.
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Two Chinese companies were Hop Sing and Company, sailing the Alwine
and Activ under the Danish flag, and Tsap Yet, sailing the Cosmopolit, Tri-
umph, Mathilde, Apenrade, C. Diederichsen, J. Diederichsen, and Michael
Jebsen under the German flag.27 Of these ships, the Carl Diederichsen was
the subject of the most arrests for trafficking.

In one such arrest, in January , the port police of Haiphong found
women and children on board the Carl Diederichsen. As a Vietnamese agent
was leaving work at one o’clock in the morning, he heard some Chinese
men talking about embarking children, and he followed these individuals.
Three hours later, they boarded a sampan to cross to a steamer. The agent
alerted Gentil, the port police officer, who boarded the Carl Diederichsen
and found below deck, near the boilers, eight children aged seven to four-
teen. During the raid, one small girl fell into the water and was drowned.
A person named Lum-a-Yao and a Chinese woman who lived in Hanoi in
Rue des Pavillons Noirs were arrested. In a second case, eleven children,
aged four to six, together with two young women, one of whom was the
mother of one of the children, were found after they were heard crying for
help from their hiding place beneath sacks of coal. The children had been
brought from Lang Son, on the border of Guangxi, by Chinese traffickers
and were bound for Hong Kong and the bateaux de fleurs of Canton.28

In January , following public protests about the Chinese traffic in
women and children, Monsieur Keerslaer, the police commissioner, decided
to create a special port police unit. He asked for Tonkin to apply the act of
February , , regarding the control of immigration on ships—an act
that was already in force in the southern port of Saigon.29 After the port police
unit was established, it made a series of arrests that provided more evidence
of another method of trafficking: traffickers using false passports would board
the steamer with children as passengers. In one such case, a Chinese woman
was arrested on a steamer as she was trying to board two Vietnamese chil-
dren, aged eight and four, using Chinese passports. One child had been stolen
two weeks previously from the river port of Ninh Binh. In another case, a
Chinese man was arrested as he was boarding a ship for Hong Kong with two
Vietnamese girls aged fifteen and twenty. He carried travel passes for him-
self, his wife, and his niece. A second Chinese man, aged twenty-four, was
arrested a month later, also boarding two Vietnamese women.30

In , another series of arrests revealed that some traffickers were board-
ing their victims by stealth at night. One evening in , two Chinese men
and one Vietnamese woman tried to force a young Vietnamese girl to board
a junk at the Chinese river port of Haiphong. Her cries attracted attention,
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and the Chinese threw the girl into the water. Luckily, the locals pulled the
girl out of the river, but the police later found the bodies of two more girls,
aged seventeen or eighteen, in the river. Four Chinese men and one Chinese
woman, who were living on the Quai de Canton, where the girls had been
taken before boarding, were arrested.31 The Quai de Canton ran alongside
the river Song Tam Bac, the port for Haiphong’s Chinese commercial cen-
ter in the Rue Chinoise. This river was quite narrow and was used mostly by
junks and riverboats. Steamers normally used the larger, modern “European”
port on the river Cua Gam, but some, such as the German steamers, also
used the Song Tam Bac. Because most steamers were obliged to leave from
large ports with suitable facilities, traffickers usually used the smaller coastal
or riverboats to get the women and children to the steamer.

Further efforts were made to stem the flow of trafficking under the admin-
istration of Albert Sarraut, the governor general of Indochina, who intro-
duced further judicial reforms.32 The decree of December , , made
it illegal to “sell, pledge or hire third persons.” If the victim was underage
or if the offender was a relative of the victim, the penalty was increased to
three years in prison.33 By the time this decree was passed, there had already
been ample evidence of the scale of the problem in Haiphong. By May ,
a series of arrests had revealed that the Chinese had given up boarding
women and children at Haiphong and were now using fishing junks and
traveling north along the coast through Ha Long Bay and Cat Ba Island.
One such a case occurred in , when the twelve-year-old son of a Viet-
namese police officer in Nam Dinh was kidnapped while visiting Haiphong.
The boy was lured to the river by a Vietnamese woman and taken to Hon-
gay on a small junk owned by a Cantonese named Pham-ap-Ly.34 In ,
the commission of inquiry of the League of Nations heard testimony from
a young woman who was fifteen when she was kidnapped from her home
in Hai Duong in . She and a twelve-year-old girl were dressed in Chi-
nese clothes and taken by a Vietnamese woman to Moncay to be taken to
China. It was a concern that small junks would take days, traveling by night,
to reach the coast of mainland China.35

A clandestine trade also operated from Japan in the late nineteenth 
century, with women and children trafficked into Chinese ports. Sailors 
would be bribed into taking the women and children as stowaways aboard
the coal ships sailing between Nagasaki and Shanghai, and then on to Hong
Kong; the captives were usually smuggled in the bilge or coal bunkers. It
was estimated that procurers in Japan bought girls for approximately thirty
yen and sold them in Hong Kong or Singapore for three hundred yen. The
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Japanese trafficker Muraoka Iheiji claimed to have trafficked , women
from Japan to Singapore from  to . In , eleven women were
buried beneath a load of coal, killing eight, while three others managed to
survive in a critical condition. From Hong Kong, where captive women
stayed for several months, they would be shipped out again, to Singapore
or farther afield. Nine women died on the Kachidate Maru, which traveled
between Kyushu, Hong Kong, and Singapore, after a boiler burst and they
were scalded to death.36 After , the Japanese government banned the
emigration of women for the purposes of engaging in prostitution, but this
had little effect on the numbers of women trafficked (–). Similarly, the
ban against the forced trafficking of women into Singapore had little effect
on numbers, as the waterfront inspectors were open to bribery ().

Japanese women also found their way to Australia in the s, before
the implementation of the “White Australia policy” put an end to most
Asian immigration. D. C. S. Sissons’s study demonstrates that Australia had
about two hundred Japanese prostitutes in . H. Sato, a Japanese offi-
cial reporting on his visit to Australia in , had been shocked to find
nineteen Japanese women living in the northern town of Darwin. Five of
the young women from Nagasaki had come from Hong Kong with a traf-
ficker, Takada Tokujiro, who “had sold one to a Malay barber for , two
to a Chinese at  each, one he had kept as his concubine; the fifth he was
working as a prostitute” ().

personal accounts

Individual stories about the barbarity of this trade in coerced sexual and
domestic workers can be found in a number of sources. The  League
of Nations commission took testimony from numerous women who had
managed to escape from their bondage. One Vietnamese woman who had
been kidnapped in  from Haiphong recalled that when she was eigh-
teen she was approached by a Vietnamese woman who asked her to go with
her on her sampan to Nai-chang to buy nuts. They sailed for a day, and the
girl went to sleep but was rudely awakened by four Chinese men who tied
her up and threatened her with knives to keep silent. She was taken ashore
to a cave, most likely in the Ha Long Bay area, where there were five other
kidnapped girls. The men put the girls on a junk that traveled only at night;
during the day they were taken ashore and hidden. After nine days, they
landed and were taken to a village and sold in a market. The informant was
sold for  silver dollars to a Chinese farmer who took her to Phong Thonh
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in Guangdong, where she managed to escape, and she returned to her fam-
ily in Tonkin in . During her time in China she heard two Chinese
men complaining that to escape capture by French customs officials, they
had been forced to throw ten or twelve Vietnamese women into the sea.37

Other accounts can be found in Japanese studies, based upon interviews
with elderly women who had been kidnapped from Japan as young girls. In
, Minami Haru was one of the many young Japanese women tricked
into boarding a ship in the hope that she could earn a good living in Singa-
pore by working in an inn. She was taken by a man in a small boat to the
port of Kuchinotsu during the night and transferred to a foreign steamer
bound for Singapore. She spent twenty-nine days in the hold of the ship with
twenty other girls, with only a crust of bread to eat each day.38 Kikuyo Zendo,
who sailed from Kobe to Singapore in the hold of a ship, explained that she
and the other women had been frightened because it was pitch dark in the
hold. In an interview with the film director Shohei Imamura, she recalled,
“We reached Singapore having spent the entire voyage in darkness. We were
all crying when we emerged as we realised that we could not return home.
We didn’t know the (local) language. There was nothing we could do.”39

During a Nagasaki radio broadcast in , an unnamed Kyushu woman
described how she had been smuggled onto a Chinese coal ship in .
She too recalled the darkness, noting that she could not see the faces of the
other girls. She spent eight days lying on the wood grate at the bottom of
the ship, covered in coal dust, until they reached Hong Kong. In attempts
to avoid immigration inspections, women were sometimes hidden in boxes,
barrels, and crates with little air or room to move. Reports of intimidation
and sexual assault were not uncommon. A woman who was part of a group
taken from Nagasaki to Manila reported that a man raped and strangled
one of the women and threw her body into the sea in order to persuade the
other women to have sex with the crew.40 Another story came from a
shocked ship’s captain who explained that his engineers had found girls in
the bunkers who were on the brink of starvation and the dead bodies of
their two procurers, whom the girls had killed. When the Fushiki Maru
arrived at Hong Kong in , seven women and one man had died of suf-
focation in the cofferdam and four other women were barely alive. The sur-
vivors testified that the man had lured them with promises of good positions
in Hong Kong and dressed them as coal coolies to smuggle them on board.41

Those not destined for brothels were most likely sold instead as “slave
girls,” or mui tsai. Janet Lim, who was sold as a mui tsai in  when she
was just seven, wrote an account of her experiences that was published in
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 under the title Sold for Silver: An Autobiography by Janet Lim. In later
interviews with the historian Suzanne Miers, Lim explained that she had
been sold in China by her mother, who had told her that they were selling
her as “she was their only asset—all that stood between them and starva-
tion.”42 Her mother received  Chinese dollars for her daughter. Janet Lim
was one of eight such children in the house, made to act as servants for their
purchaser. Following an abortive attempt at escape, Lim was chained up and
forced to plead for food and water. Several weeks later, she was put on a ship
to Singapore with the other children, who ranged in age from four to thir-
teen. On arrival in Singapore, the authorities made little effort to question
the children, even though trafficking in children was illegal. Prospective buy-
ers said that Lim was not pretty enough for a brothel. Instead, she was sold
to a woman who resold her as a mui tsai for  Singapore dollars. In her
new household, she slept on the floor and ate leftovers, working as an unpaid
servant. When the master of the house began to pursue her at night, she
tried to escape by hiding in the house or garden. Despairing, she consid-
ered suicide as her only means of escape. In , the Singapore govern-
ment banned the importation of new mui tsai and ordered that existing mui
tsai be registered and paid wages. During this process, Lim was able to escape
and was sent to live at Po Leung Kuk, the home for girls, which she recalled
as little better than a prison.43 “It is very difficult for people to understand
what it means to be a slave,” Lim wrote of her experience as a mui tsai, “to
be bargained for and sold like merchandise, to suffer shame and the whips
of one’s master and mistress.”44

Young girls who were kidnapped or sold at the age of eight might expect
to live in conditions of slavery for at least ten years. Those sold into prosti-
tution would usually begin selling sex at age thirteen, and in Singapore girls
would work for an average of five years before they would be deemed free
from debt bondage.45 Mui tsai would begin working for a family at a very
young age, but it was expected that they would be released and married
once they were eighteen. In the case of Janet Lim, however, she believed
that she would be forced to remain within the family to provide sexual ser-
vices indefinitely.

While it was generally believed that this form of sexual and domestic slav-
ery had gradually diminished as immigration restrictions and strict legisla-
tion were imposed after the s, a dramatic resurgence of the trade in
coerced sex workers has occurred since the s. According to Jaschok and
Miers, trafficking in China has resumed because of the greater affluence in
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rural communities, as well as “enduring patriarchal values, which push up
the value of women as childbearers while at the same time perpetuating the
low esteem in which they continue to be held.”46

Li Zhongxiu, of the All-China Women’s Federation, claims that people
still believe that “buying a wife or child is their own affair.”47 Furthermore,
as bride prices have become unaffordable for many men, would-be hus-
bands have instead sought to buy abducted women, who are sold for less
than a quarter of the price of a bride. These women come from poorer
regions such as Yunnan and Sichuan, where they are kidnapped from
“trains, buses, hotels, labour markets or dance halls, sometimes at knife-
point.” It has also been suggested that the Chinese “one child” policy has
contributed to the problem, as families will sell infant girls so that they may
try a second time for a son. In addition, the policy has led to an unbalanced
sex ratio, with men outnumbering women, which in turn has fueled the
demand for trafficked women.48

trafficking in the twenty-first century

With the advent of inexpensive air travel, the form of trafficking has
changed dramatically. Women in the thousands now travel from countries
such as Vietnam and Thailand to more affluent nations such as Japan and
South Korea, but today the women’s passage is mostly by plane, with tourist
or “foreign entertainer” visas, although clandestine overland trafficking
from Vietnam to China and Cambodia, or Burma to Thailand, is also com-
mon. The shipping lines that were once used by traffickers are now more
likely to be used by people smugglers transporting undocumented migrant
workers. In , John McFarlane, the Australian co-chair of the Working
Group on Transnational Crime, established by the Council for Security
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific, reported on the primary ports of departure
from China for people smuggling:

Beihai in Guangxi Province—the major point of exit for Sino-Vietnamese
illegal immigrants travelling to Southeast Asia and Australia; Fuqing in
Fujian Province—a point of exit for Fujianese illegal immigrants travelling to
Japan; Fuzhou in Fujian Province—the major point of exit for Fujianese ille-
gal immigrants travelling to the USA and, recently, Australia; Pingtao Island
in Zhejiang Province—a point of exit for illegal immigrants travelling to Tai-
wan; Taishan in Guangdong Province—a traditional source of illegal immi-
grants from Guangdong Province moving to Hong Kong and overseas.49
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In , Australian authorities intercepted one such vessel, the Chinese
coastal trader Kayuen, and found eighty-two people hidden in cramped
compartments on the -foot ship.50 Whether these people were simply
illegal immigrants, or bonded laborers, is not clear. More dangerous for the
emigrants is ocean travel in sealed shipping containers. In January ,
three men from Fujien died during a fifteen-day journey from Hong Kong
to Seattle in a cargo container, while fifteen others barely survived the trip.
In June , another fifty-eight Fujianese were found suffocated in a cargo
container in Dover. Since then, the port of Hong Kong has installed car-
bon monoxide detectors in an attempt to prevent further use of containers
for people smuggling.51 For shorter sea voyages, such as that between
Indonesia and Malaysia, smugglers still use small ships, bringing people to
the coast by night and then making them swim to shore. The newspapers
have reported that people have drowned as they tried to reach land.52

The process of trafficking coerced sexual workers may have changed dra-
matically, but the element of coercion has remained a constant. Interna-
tional efforts to suppress trafficking of women and children have intensified
in recent years with the introduction of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, Sup-
plementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Orga-
nized Crime, which took effect on December , . The effectiveness
of the international effort is limited, however, as neither Vietnam nor China
has signed the protocol, while Japan and Cambodia have signed but have
not ratified it.53 Furthermore, there is considerable disagreement about the
most appropriate means to combat trafficking. Some activists are concerned
that stricter immigration controls and the criminalization of prostitution
might drive the traffic underground, leaving women more vulnerable to
clandestine traffickers.

At the same time, the definition of the term trafficking has become highly
contested, with some feminist activists asking that governments acknowl-
edge women’s capacity for agency and their right to choose to become sex
workers, albeit within the limited choices allowed by economic or social
circumstances. Louise Brown argues that trafficking is “not really the best
description to apply to the recruitment and transportation of girls for pros-
titution” in regions such as north Thailand, and she suggests that where
coercion is not used and girls are not deceived, the term rural-urban migra-
tion is more appropriate. On the other hand, in the many cases where decep-
tion or force are used, such as when children are sold into sex slavery in
Cambodia, the term trafficked is clearly appropriate.54 Drawing such dis-
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tinctions becomes difficult, however, when a woman’s journey might begin
with some degree of consent and end in slavery. As Brown acknowledges,
a large “proportion of the Thai and Filipina women who are trafficked to
Japan realize that they have been sold only after they arrive in the country,”
when they are taken from Narita International Airport to airport hotels and
sold to brothel owners (). She recounts the story of one Thai woman who
had been offered an office job in Japan, but on her arrival in Tokyo she was
sold for four million yen and forced to repay the money by selling sex ().

A significant number of women and children who are held as sex slaves
have not been trafficked internationally. In Cambodia, most young girls are
trafficked internally, but they are nevertheless left isolated and physically dis-
tant from their parents. In cases where the parents have sold them, the girls
are left with little hope of being able to return home. In other cases, girls
from villages are brought to Phnom Penh by recruiters promising good jobs
in the city. “We thought we were going to work in a shop but instead they
sold all of us to different brothels,” one girl from rural Thailand explained
(). Studies have shown that girls who have been sold to brothels are more
likely than free sex workers to be denied the right to use condoms to pro -
tect themselves from disease. In an interview with Lisa Marten, an AIDS
researcher at the University of Hawaii, a Cambodian woman who was forced
to work in a brothel explained that if she refused to receive clients without
a condom, she would be hit with an electrical cord. Though she had stayed
in the brothel for a year, seeing ten clients a night, she had received no
money.55 Conditions in these brothels are harsh in the extreme, with girls
forced to be on call twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.56 Cambo-
dian girls trafficked into Thailand suffer the added fear of being put in prison.
As one girl who was trafficked at the age fifteen told Brown, “The man said
that if I tried to run away the police would catch me and put me in prison
because I didn’t have a passport and papers. The man raped me many times
. . . lots of his friends did too. . . . Some of them were policemen.”57

In Australia, the situation for trafficked women was brought into the pub-
lic eye with the tragic death from heroin withdrawal of a Thai woman,
Puang Thong Simaplee, in the Villawood Detention Centre for illegal
immigrants in . At the inquest into her death, held eighteen months
later, the coroner said he did not find any evidence to support the claim
that she had been sold into sexual slavery at the age of twelve. Although it
was unclear exactly when and under what terms Simaplee came to Australia,
the coroner found that she was typical of young women who have been
enticed to Australia and forced to work in brothels. Raelene Frances puts
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current estimates of the number of such arrivals each year at anywhere from
two hundred to one thousand. Frances notes, “These women often become
vulnerable to extortion from those who contracted to bring them out—
subject to threats of violence to themselves and families, and to threats to
‘dob them in’ immigration officials; they have their documents confiscated;
many are virtual prisoners, being ‘chaperoned’ between home and work-
place. Many accrue ‘debts’ of up to ,.”58

Puang Thong Simaplee died as a result of heroin withdrawal, malnutri-
tion, and pneumonia. As plantation owners used opium addiction to ensure
a pliable coolie workforce, traffickers encourage women to use drugs as a
way of ensuring their continued compliance, yet there has been no exami-
nation of the possible connection between heroin addiction and coerced
prostitution. Presumably, Simaplee would not have died had she had access
to proper medical treatment at the detention center, which raises serious
questions about the response of Australia’s immigration authorities.59

conclusion

The clandestine trade in Asian women and children for sexual slavery has
been an issue of international concern for more than a century, yet it per-
sists as strongly as ever. If we were to compare the various incarnations in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of the phenomenon of trafficking
in Asian women and children, it is clear that changing technologies have
radically altered the means of transport, and voyages that took a month by
ship are now made in hours by air or days by water. Whatever the techno-
logical advances of the twenty-first century, the hardship and cruelty
endured are determined less by the traders’ desire to ship people inexpen-
sively than by their need to hide their human cargo from the increasing vig-
ilance of immigration authorities. Furthermore, many other countries, like
Australia, have a policy of detention and deportation of illegal immigrants
that fails to respond adequately to the need to protect and support these
highly vulnerable victims of trafficking.
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afterword

“All of It Is Now”

kevin bales  and zoe trodd

“A bloody traffic, of which our posterity . . . will scarce believe that it
has been suffered to exist so long.”

william wilberforce
1791

“You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave
was made a man . . . the turning-point.”

frederick douglass
1845

“[A]ll of it is now . . . it is always now . . . there will never be a time
when I am not crouching.”

toni morrison
1987

“it was first time I saw the sea and my first time in a ship,” Maria recalled.
“It seemed very big and beautiful.” In , at the age of seventeen, Maria
was trafficked from Albania into sex slavery in Italy. Her passage between
Durrës and Bari began in hope, in the belief that a modeling job awaited
her. Slowly, however, she realized that the conditions of the ship’s journey
suggested a different end point, “I thought we were near the engine—the
smell of oil was very strong, also rotten food and the smell of clothes not
washed in long time. . . . We wished to talk about the handsome men we
are going to meet and how the girls at home will be jealous, but the bad
smells and moving ship made me . . . very sick.” Maria’s memories of her
middle passage sit at the heart of her twenty-first–century slave narrative—
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in which, like many slaves and former slaves, she focuses on the journey
into slavery.1

While the reality of her journey’s destination dawned gradually, others
experienced the journey as a sudden immersion into slavery. Battis made
the journey toward carpet-loom slavery in India: “The broker took me with
him as a product in his carry bag,” he explained. “He assured my father that
I would be getting a proper education and some work to earn my daily
bread. Seeing the miserable condition of my family, I did not refuse to go.
When we were on the way, the broker did not give me anything to eat. Rats
were jumping inside my stomach. But what can be done to prevent them
jumping?” Weaving carpets and wearing only underwear, he worked along-
side fifteen to twenty other boys. In the evenings, they were confined to a
room. Rama, sold by his parents and enslaved in the same loom as Battis,
also focused on the starvation conditions of his middle passage: “Once he
had paid the , the loom owner and I took off from the village. We
boarded a train and throughout the entire train journey he refused to feed
me. He just didn’t give me any food. It was only when I got to Allahabad
that he gave me four samosas to eat.”

Manju told of a similarly abrupt transition from freedom to slavery.
Abducted at the age of eleven and forced to work as a child soldier in Sri
Lanka, she described the day she was tricked, trafficked, and taken to a train-
ing camp—“forcefully taken away into the movement” (Tamil Tigers).
While walking to her grandmother’s village, she and two other children had
passed a car and asked for a ride. The driver agreed but drove to an unknown
place and kept her locked in a house before taking her to a camp. Empha-
sizing the secrecy of her middle passage, and the disbelief that met her
attempts to tell her story, Manju added: “We told our story but nobody lis-
tened. They thought we came to join the movement willingly and were
making up stories.” Now, retelling her story, Manju, along with Maria, Bat-
tis, and Rama, is living proof that the slave trade is far from over.

The year  marks the bicentenary of the act to abolish the slave trade
throughout the British Empire, which was followed a year later by a U.S.
law prohibiting the external slave trade with Africa. Two hundred years later,
the middle passage continues. Between , and , men, women,
and children are trafficked across international borders each year, accord-
ing to the  “Trafficking in Persons Report” from the U.S. Department
of State. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime ranks human traf-
ficking as the third-largest source of income for organized crime, exceeded
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only by arms and drug trafficking. Slavery and the traffic into slavery occur
on every continent except Antarctica. In the United States, one of the few
countries where preliminary counts have been made, a conservative esti-
mate suggests that about , people are in slavery at any one time. The
State Department estimates that , to , people are trafficked into
slavery in the United States each year. Forced labor is prevalent in five 
sectors of the economy: prostitution and sex services ( percent), domes-
tic service ( percent), agriculture ( percent), factory ( percent), and
restaurant and hotel work ( percent). Globally,  million slaves are alive
today—more than at any point in history.2

While the transatlantic middle passage was highly racialized, today vul-
nerability counts for more than skin color. The slave traffic of the past pro-
vided a resource base and was an instrument for the achievement of colony
and empire, but today it is the realm of criminal small businessmen. The
result is a complex layering of passages that wraps the world like a web. For
every person in the modern passage, slavery has a unique set of causes and
effects. The broad variation of trafficking in people across regions and cul-
tures means that the question of what causes trafficking has no uniform
answer. But there are a number of commonalities in trafficking. Root causes
of trafficking in people include the greed of criminals, economic pressures,
and political instability. Criminal groups choose to traffic in people in part
because it offers high profits and, often, low risk, because, unlike other
“commodities,” people can be used repeatedly, and because trafficking in
people does not require a large capital investment. Many victims fall prey
to trafficking because they seek a better life or enhanced economic oppor-
tunities. They are vulnerable to false promises of good jobs and higher
wages. Political instability, militarism, civil unrest, internal armed conflict,
and natural disasters may result in an increase in trafficking. The destabi-
lization and displacement of populations increase their vulnerability to
exploitation and abuse through trafficking and forced labor. War and civil
strife may lead to massive displacements of populations, leaving orphans
and street children vulnerable to trafficking.

In some countries, social or cultural practices contribute to trafficking as
well: the devaluation of women and girls in society, for example, and the
practice of entrusting poor children to more affluent friends or relatives.
Some parents sell their children or agree to take an “advance” on the wages
they will supposedly earn. The parents do this not just for the money but
also in the hope that their children will escape poverty. The fear of
HIV/AIDS is another factor: children become more attractive to sex-slav-
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ery traffickers and their customers because of the belief that they are free
from the disease.

A recent statistical study sought to determine the factors that most strongly
predict trafficking in people from and to countries.3 It concluded that the
most significant predictors, in order of importance, are the level of a coun-
try’s governmental corruption; the country’s infant mortality rate; the pro-
portion of the population younger than fourteen; the level of the country’s
food production; the country’s population density; and the amount of con-
flict and social unrest the country suffers. This finding confirms much of the
common knowledge held by experts working on trafficking in people around
the world: traffic is most likely to flow from countries that are poor and suf-
fering from instability and corruption. These are the powerful push factors.
At the same time, the study found that pull factors were much weaker in
predicting human trafficking. Those that did emerge as significant were the
proportion of the destination country’s male population older than sixty; the
level of governmental corruption; the level of food production; and low
infant mortality. For the most part, these are simply indicators of prosperity
and stability and reflect the accepted knowledge that the traffic in people
flows from poorer to richer countries. From a trafficker’s point of view, the
perfect destination country would be a relatively rich country with just
enough corruption to allow low-risk access across its borders.

While it holds true that enslaved people are moved from poorer societies
to richer societies, this is a passage made at many levels: from poorer to richer
districts within a country, from poorer to richer countries within a region,
and from the poorer global South to the richer global North. One example
of this is the complexity of the passage of enslaved children in West Africa.
Here, in what was the key original region of the transatlantic trade, children
are moved constantly from country to country and into various forms of
slavery (see map , appendix). Now as then, the flow from the old slave coast
is both internal and external. The children trafficked in West Africa also flow
to other parts of the world. While the poorest children are moved into agri-
cultural work, perhaps from Mali or Burkina Faso into Ghana, Ghanaian
children will be sent as domestics into Nigeria or Cameroon, while Niger-
ian and Cameroonian children will be sent to Europe or North America as
domestics or into prostitution.

Anne Kielland and Ibrahim Sonogo have characterized the process of
recruitment into modern slavery as a lottery. Studying a large number of
West African families whose children had been trafficked into domestic
work, they found that the rare child who managed to return to her or his
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village often became an advertisement for trafficking, rather than a warn-
ing. As they write:

The children in most of the cases agree to go. They have seen children who
have returned to the villages having been paid in kind, in form of a radio
or a bicycle. They are impressed by such wealth, and when the intermedi-
aries return, new recruits will be eager to travel in order to get the same
things. In a few cases children do well and come home to the village with
modern commodities, and in even fewer cases they can afford to build a
nice house for their parents, showing the entire village how well they have
done. Unfortunately, the children normally come back as poor as they left
or they don’t come back at all. Girls who have been in domestic service
often return pregnant. It resembles a lottery. The grand prize is tempting,
and the winner gets a lot of attention. The thousands of losing lottery
tickets are forgotten, and the expenses may leave the participants ruined.
Unfortunately in the case of child labor migration, the price of the ticket
is human, fragile, and extremely vulnerable.4

Whether around a region, like West Africa, or from continent to continent,
that lottery ticket buys a middle passage that can last four hours or four
months and involves abuses of immigration and border-control laws, cor-
ruption of officials, document forgery, unlawful confinement, the with-
holding of identity papers, and extreme physical abuse of the victim at any
or all stages of the journey.

In their narratives, modern slaves describe the experiences of their middle
passage—what Kielland and Sonogo call “the price of the ticket.” In fash-
ioning their accounts of the ordeal, some cast the physical journey into slav-
ery as a psychological passage. In Battis’s narrative, for example, the journey
also meant the transformation from human to thing, “a product.” His nar-
rative marks this transformation with the sudden introduction of a fatalis-
tic tone: “What can be done?” he asks. Iliona, trafficked from Armenia to
the United Arab Emirates, similarly recalled the transformation of women
into “senseless objects.” Other narrators formulate the psychological passage
into slavery in physical terms. In this way, their narratives recall—and at the
same time reverse—Frederick Douglass’s famous fight with Covey in the
 Narrative, which marked for Douglass what he called a “turning-
point.” It was at this moment that Douglass realized: “[H]owever long I
might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I could be
a slave in fact.” Modern slaves also remember a turning point, though for
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them it is the physical event or precise moment when the fact and form of
their slavery became clear.5

For some, this turning point occurred even before the physical journey
into enslavement. “If I had not left the school,” Battis explained, “I would
not be in child labor and separated from my family.” For Rama, the turn-
ing point was the moment when the loom owner appeared in his village: “I
was very happy in my village, playing, having a good time,” he remembered.
“Until the loom owner showed up.” One Albanian girl, trafficked into sex
slavery within Albania at the age of thirteen, explained that “everything in
my life changed because my mother fell in love with a terrible man.” Giselle,
who became a child soldier in the Philippines at fifteen, traced the origins
of her passage into slavery to the death of her mother: “One day, I saw my
aunt crying. Then I found out that my mother had died. I didn’t have a
chance to see her before she died. When she died, that’s when everything
seemed to fall apart.” Abirami, who was thirteen when she became a child
soldier in Sri Lanka, pointed to the death of her grandmother: “If my grand-
mother had lived I would have never left home. She was the only one for
me and she died.” For Dawn, a Canadian citizen trafficked into sex slavery
within Canada when she was sixteen, the turning point came ten years ear-
lier, when her parents divorced and her mother “became an alcoholic and
began to severely mentally, emotionally and physically abuse me.” Her psy-
cho logical transformation into a slave after her parents’ divorce occurred
simultaneously with her physical journey back to her mother’s birthplace.
“In Edmonton, my life changed forever,” she recalled.

For other slaves, the turning point came after the physical journey into
slavery. Anita Sharma Bhattarai, who was twenty-eight when she was traf-
ficked from Nepal to India, was not conscious of her physical passage into
slavery:

I boarded the bus in order to go pay for my vegetables. I sat next to a
Nepali man and woman. They offered me a banana to eat and I took it.
Soon after I ate the banana, while I was still on the bus, I got a very bad
headache. I told the man and woman that I had a headache and they
offered me a pill and a bottle of mineral water to help me swallow the
medicine. Immediately, I felt myself becoming groggy and then I fell
unconscious. The next thing that I remember is waking up in the train
station in Gorakhpur, India.

For Anita, the turning point came later. “They cut off my hair,” she
remembered of her enslavers. “It was shoulder length in the back with short
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bangs in the front.” At this moment, she understood her situation. “I could
not leave the brothel without everyone identifying me as a prostitute,” Anita
explained. “In my culture, short hair is the sign of a wild woman.” Simi-
larly, for Alina, who was trafficked into sex slavery from Armenia to the
United Arab Emirates and whose turning point came after a liberation raid
set her free, her status became a very public revelation. “The most shame-
ful thing happened at Yerevan airport,” she said. “Everybody was treating
me as if I were a prostitute, saying bad words.” And Jill, an American citi-
zen trafficked into sex slavery within the United States at fourteen, recog-
nized the starkly drawn line between slave and free when the public turned
its back on her middle passage in “plain view.” Thrown into the trunk of a
car outside a midwestern city, she was taken across country. “After being
left in the trunk for long periods of time in the southwest desert in July, I
became sick from dehydration,” Jill recalled. “Why did the lady getting into
her Cadillac with her husband not help me as the pimp was tying my hands
behind my back and putting me back into the trunk in plain view?”

Ashok, enslaved with Battis and Rama in the carpet loom, also remem-
bered one moment in particular. One day, the torture inflicted by his
enslaver crossed the limit. “My both hands were tied to the trunk of the tree
and I was beaten very badly. I was not able to come out of that situation for
more than one and a half months.” Two other slaves liberated from the same
loom, Rambo and Sandeep, marked the final passage from freedom to slav-
ery as the moment when medical treatment was denied. Rambo recalled:

I cannot forget the day when I got a cut in my index finger while weaving
carpet in the loom and the blood was coming out non-stop. When I asked
for treatment from the owner, he shouted at me aggressively, using bad
words, instead of giving medicine. He, along with two more boys, forcibly
put my hurt finger in the oil, which was boiled to a very high tempera-
ture. It was all done so that I would start working from the fear of this
punishment.”

Sandeep’s turning point came on the day when he was “beaten so badly by
the owner’s father” that his hand was fractured and “no treatment was given
for recovery.”

For women, the psychological passage into slavery sometimes involved
an incident of sexual abuse. Dina Chan, a twenty-four-year-old member of
the Sex Workers Union of Cambodia, regarded her turning point as the
moment when she became an animal:
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He took me to the pig slaughter house where he worked and locked me in
a dirty smelly cell. Then he came back with six other men. They all, one
by one, raped me; one man raped me twice. After a whole night of gang
rape I was faint with pain. When the morning came I heard the workers
preparing to start their work. I heard the pigs being pushed into the pens,
they were screaming. I knew what that feeling was like: I was no better
than the pigs to these men; they could have killed me. Something inside
me did die, and I will never be the same.

What Douglass famously described as the journey by which “a man was
made a slave” was an irreversible passage for Dina. “My life has become this
way now,” she said later in her narrative, referring to her decision to remain
as a sex worker after her liberation from sexual slavery. “For me there is no
turning back.” The passage into sexual slavery seemed equally irreversible
to Alina. “My life has changed since that time. Now you see me here in the
street. I have become a real prostitute,” she concluded.6

Sabitha, who became a child soldier in Sri Lanka at thirteen, is another
who marks her turning point as a moment of extreme sexual abuse: “The
worst that will never ever go off my memory [was] that day the torturers
used soda bottles and pierced me,” she remembered. “I fainted. When I
regained [consciousness], I was in a pool of blood.” As with Dina and Alina,
Sabitha’s passage from freedom to slavery has not yet been reversed: “Now
at nights I wake up and I do something very strange. I scratch the wall. You
must see the wall beside the bed. There is one girl here, she is also up in the
night. When she hears, she calls out and asks me what I am up to. I count
the holes in the mosquito net. I don’t know why I do this.” Echoing Har-
riet Jacobs’s ambiguous ending to Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (“the
dream of my life is not yet realized,” writes Jacobs), Sabitha added: “My
problem in facing the world is beginning only now. . . . I cannot trust any-
body. I’m confused all the time. When others discuss about the future I run
away. . . . My mind I feel is frozen. My mind is broken. All my lost self-
esteem cannot be regained.” Inez, who was trafficked into sex slavery from
Mexico to the United States, observed that she cannot “seem to get past 
the ordeal.” She described her anxiety attacks and the memory of “horrible
beatings, the constant threats, and the drunk and pushy customers,” then
explained: “I am trying hard to be the person I was before I came to the
United States.” Similarly, Jill emphasized that to have survived the experi-
ence of enslavement “doesn’t mean I’ve become safe from it.” After her cap-
tivity ended, Jill tried to “readjust to a life that suddenly left me free but
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with no place to go and no one to turn to.” It seemed that she “still didn’t
exist as anything more than a slave, except I was an escaped slave.”7

Even people without experiences of sexual violence find the passage out
of freedom into slavery seemingly irreversible. As Manju concluded:
“Everyone knows that I did not go on my own and I also came back by sur-
rendering. I cannot really understand why this misfortune fell on me. This
has changed my life entirely.” Vasanthi, another child soldier in Sri Lanka,
also found herself unable to make the reverse journey into selfhood, along
which a “slave was made a man,” as Douglass put it. “I don’t make close
friends with anyone. I don’t trust anyone; I keep everything to myself,” Vas-
anthi explained. “Who am I now? I have an identity card, which does not
mean anything. I am confused and sometimes I worry whether I will be
able to live as a free person where I was born and struggled to live. I am not
afraid of death now.” Vasanthi finished her narrative with a vision of her-
self still trapped on the journey from slavery to freedom: “Eternally I have
to be running away from everybody. How long do I run? I don’t know.”8

Some former slaves do make a successful reverse passage. Tamada was
born into slavery in Niger. Her master took her from Niger to Mali, where
she served his family. Describing how, in , she decided to liberate her-
self when she learned that her mother and grandmother had escaped from
their master, her narrative shifts from a description of the absolute stasis of
inherited slavery to an account of her physical movement toward freedom.
“With two small children I walked over  kilometers over the border into
Niger, making my way from encampment to encampment begging for food
and shelter,” Tamada recalled, “until members of Timidria [a national human
rights organization founded in ] helped me find my mother.”

Salma Mint Saloum was also born into slavery: “My mother and father
were slaves for one family, and their parents were slaves of the same family,”
she explained of her situation in Mauritania. “Ever since I was old enough
to walk, I was forced to work for this family all day, every day.” Despite not
experiencing a physical passage into slavery, Salma remembered the moment
when she was finally made a slave in fact as well as form. This psychological
turning point from freedom to slavery came when her master tied her hands,
branded her with an iron, and hit her across the face. “The ring on his fin-
ger left a scar,” she added. But she attempted to reverse the turning point
and make the passage from slavery to freedom. “The first time I tried to
escape was about ten years ago,” she remembered in her  narrative.
“When I left the family’s village, I didn’t know where to go, and I went in
the wrong direction. I didn’t know how close I was to Senegal, just on the
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other side of the river. So instead of going to Senegal, I walked for two days
in the wrong direction.” While hiding with the slaves of another family, she
was found and sent back to endure a week’s enforced stasis: “The head of
the family punished me terribly. They bound my wrists and ankles and tied
me to a date tree in the middle of the family compound, and left me there
for a week.” Her second, and successful, attempt at reversing the turning
point came in .

I met a man in the market who told me that Senegal was not far away, that
it was just across the river, and that I could escape. So I decided that I had to
try. I ran away from the family compound and went to the river. At the
river, a man with a small wooden boat agreed to take me into Senegal. There
I made my way to a safe house run by a former slave from Mauritania.

Salma then began a journey that retraced the route of the transatlantic mid-
dle passage, though her passage to America had a very different outcome.
She smuggled herself across the Atlantic on a cargo ship to freedom, arriv-
ing in the United States in . The turning point only came, however,
when she began to be paid:

To be paid for my work, that was really liberty. To work for someone and
be paid, and I can’t even explain it. I had never believed in that. Even here,
in New York, I believed that I would be treated like I was in Mauritania.
The first time I was paid here, I cried that day. That really helped me. I
didn’t know that. I had never seen a person paid for her work before in my
life. It was a very very good surprise.

Sometimes—very occasionally—the narratives of twenty-first–century
slaves reveal that the reverse passage from enslavement to freedom can
encompass a reversal for enslavers, too. Joyce, a forty-three-year-old African
American woman has one such story. In , after subsisting for years on
migrant work, she began to work for the notorious Bonds family, who for
many years operated a ring of camps from Florida to the Carolinas. She was
locked up each night in a compound ringed with barbed wire and guarded
by pit bulls and armed men. Her narrative focuses on the incredible stasis
of her life in slavery: “They stay right there with you when you go to the
store. The town’s so small there’s nowhere to run. Got you way down a clay
dirt road, mosquitoes eat you up. You so far back out there in the woods
you can’t walk to town.” Like Tamada and Salma, Joyce effected a transi-
tion from the stasis of slavery to a movement toward freedom. In , she
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decided to escape. She and her husband were working at a camp in Ben-
son, North Carolina, when they began to go out into the peach fields at
night to make plans and stow their belongings. One night they started run-
ning, chased by men in cars and dogs, eventually reaching another camp
where they were protected by guards. The following year, the Bonds were
charged with conspiracy to hold workers in a state of peonage, distribution
of crack cocaine, and two violations of the federal Migrant and Seasonal
Agricultural Worker Protection Act. They were released from prison in
, but recently Joyce heard that, ironically, her former enslavers were
moving on the margins of a transit route. Trapped by the side of the high-
way, the Bonds were picking up cans for a living.

Though many are still held in its grip, today slavery has so diminished in
terms of size and economic importance that it can be eradicated. Twenty-
seven million may be the largest number of individuals to ever be enslaved
at one time, but it is also the smallest proportion of the global population
to be held in slavery. The  billion to  billion in annual slave-based
revenues is a drop in the world’s economic ocean, and these funds flow not
to support national economies or transnational industries but small-scale
criminal networks. Every country and many international agreements con-
demn slavery. No major religious group attempts to morally justify slavery.
The great obstacles faced by abolitionists of the past have either been torn
down or blown away.

What stands in the way of eradication is twofold: lack of awareness and
lack of resources. Significant portions of the global population do not know
or believe that slavery still exists, including large numbers of policy makers
and law enforcement officials who should be at the front line of response.
This lack of awareness, in turn, means that few resources are brought to
bear. The U.S. government, for example, devotes altogether around 
million each year to combating slavery and human trafficking. Compare
that to the  billion spent on the “war on drugs” or the  billion that
will be spent on the occupation of Iraq in . With so little spent to fight
slavery, it is not surprising that estimated detection and conviction rates
rarely exceed one percent of existing cases of slavery, even in the rich nations
of the global North.

These two key challenges, however, are both well within our common
power to confront and resolve. In a number of countries, small-scale pro-
grams for liberation and rehabilitation have demonstrated that slavery can
be eradicated from communities and regions at a relatively low cost. Freed
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slaves can be “vaccinated” against reenslavement through education and
support to gain economic independence. The economic cost of enslaving
others and the likelihood of punishment can be increased to the point that
slaveholding ceases to be viable. Today, the world is inaugurating its fourth
great antislavery movement. Though still in its infancy, it has made remark-
able progress.

Salma, who escaped her enslavement in Mauritania, concluded her nar-
rative by remembering family members who didn’t make the passage to free-
dom. “I know many people who are still slaves there,” she said. “I never knew
people in my family who escaped before me. In my family, I was the first
one. My mother and father died slaves.” She added: “I told my mother that
one day I would be free.” This phrase, one day—“one day I would be free”—
is a reminder that those who remain enslaved face what might be considered
a long Juneteenth. The Juneteenth holiday, still celebrated by some, marks
the day when news of the Emancipation Proclamation finally reached the
people of Texas, on June , . In the early s, Atlanta civil rights
campaigners wore Juneteenth buttons to signify that true emancipation was
still delayed—in fact, was delayed by a century, rather than two and a half
years. Now, in the early twenty-first century, the delay in ending slavery, in
the United States and around the world, has become much longer than even
a century. But in telling the stories of their middle passages, Salma, Joyce,
Tamada, Maria, Battis, and others are watching and working for a global
Juneteenth. Of our fourth great antislavery movement, we are right to expect
a final chapter, an eradication of slavery and a last Juneteenth.
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postscript

The Gun-Slave Cycle

marcus rediker

The prisoner sits
across from me
in the cramped airless cubicle
behind the plexiglass
hands gently folded
during this middle passage
between life and death
wrists ringed by steel
forged by
Smith & Wesson

It is an old story
of guns and slavery

Into the lower decks of the ships
the European merchants loaded
chests of “fine gunns walnut Tree Stocks”
“trading guns”
“buccaneer guns”
musket balls
blunderbusses with shot
boxes of flints
“caskes of powder”
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branding irons
“ doz’n and  padlocks”
chains and neck-rings
manacles and leg-irons

The hardware of bondage
to bind the cargo
plantation-bound

The guns for an African king
to wage unjust wars
to produce the next shipment
in the gun-slave cycle

Like manufacturers of old
Smith & Wesson
makes the guns
the handcuffs
and the profits
on an ancient metal circuit
of violence and misery
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