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Introduction

Some time early in the 1980s I undertook a brief tour of what had once
been the commercial powerhouse of the British empire. By then, that
complex of wharves and solid brick warehouses which stood along the
north shore of the Thames was derelict. Nonetheless, the overall effect was
impressive, and the cast-iron street signs ( Jamaica Street, Ceylon Street)
advertised the sources of past prosperity. The abandoned docks of London
and Liverpool and Bristol are among the grander monuments to Britain’s
moment of empire and world power.

There are others: the shells of Lancashire cotton mills which spun yarns
for India; the shipyards of the Clyde and the Tyne which built steamers to
carry Britain’s trade and the men-o’-war which protected it; and the coun-
try houses of the merchants and nabobs-turned-country-squires who raked
in the profits. One of the latter, Sir Charles Cockerell, having made a for-
tune in India at the end of the eighteenth century, had his mansion,
Sezincote, built in a style which combines the novelties of the Prince
Regent’s Brighton Pavilion with Indian motifs, including a dome of the
sort which would have been set over a mosque. The Cotswold landscape
around the house is enhanced with ornamental gardens with an Indian
shrine and a bridge decorated with Brahmin bulls. Bringing India to
Gloucestershire was a nice reminder that imperialism was a two-way
process.

Human memorials of the empire are abundant. David Livingstone, one
hand resting on his revolver and the other clasping a Bible, overlooks
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Prince’s Street, Edinburgh. Walk up towards the castle and one is con-
fronted by embattled, and, thanks to weathering, gaunt stone Highlanders,
who form their countrymen’s monument to the Boer War. Churches and
cathedrals are draped with dusty, threadbare regimental ensigns embroi-
dered with exotic names such as ‘Chillianwala’ and ‘Tel-el-Kebir’, and the
men who died in these and other battles are often commemorated nearby
in marble and brass. Pub signs celebrate imperial heroes, and street names
conquests and conquerors. In the northern suburbs of Southampton I
once saw a Khartoum Road and an Omdurman Road, and in the small
West Riding town of Crosshills, a Rhodesia Road. All, to judge by the
houses built along them, date from the beginning of the century.

The physical impact of the empire on Britain is easy to see, the mental
is less obvious. Readers may detect in my chapters on the empire and the
people the origins of codes of behaviour and outlook which still hold
some sway, though less so than thirty or forty years ago when the empire
was still in existence. I have tried to show that possession of an empire pro-
foundly influenced the ways in which the British thought of themselves
and the rest of the world. The British character was changed by the
empire, and this is important. It encouraged a sense of superiority, which
1s also a feature of another former imperial power France, that frequently
bordered on downright xenophobia. It also fostered racial arrogance. And
yet at the same time, deeply-rooted liberal and evangelical ideals produced
a powerful sense of imperial duty and mission. The empire existed to
civilise and uplift its subjects, or so its champions claimed.

They had to, for the British were never entirely easy with the idea of
territorial empire. From the seventeenth century, and with considerable
official encouragement, the British were taught to be proud of their laws,
individual freedoms, and elected government. But, many asked, were the
rights of the British exclusive, or could they be exported and shared by
everyone under Britain’s rule? This question dogged the empire through-
out its history and, given that at crucial moments the answer was ‘yes’,
proved to be its eventual undoing. In looking at the eighty years, roughly
from the mid-1880s to the mid-1960s, when the empire reached its zenith
and then declined, I have endeavoured to examine a related issue, how the
British saw their empire. During this period, Britain became a democracy
and so the empire could not have been sustained without the general
approval of the British people. This is vital both in explaining imperial
growth and imperial decline.

Ideas alone did not make the empire. Its story is the sum of the lives of
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the men and women who built and ruled it. Some achieved greatness,
making headlines and in time finding themselves heroes whose deeds
became schoolroom reading. Their characters, carefully sifted of all baser
qualities, became models for future generations. The superheroes of empire
were a mixed bag. There were the conventional but brilliant commanders
and statesmen such as Pitt, Wolfe, Rodney, Nelson and Wellington who
did their duty according to lofty principles, and were respected accordingly.
There were also the wayward who, shipped to a foreign land, discovered
hidden energies and vision. Clive was the first, and then Gordon, who, like
so many empire-builders, imagined himself the agent of a Divine
Providence which had singled out Britain as the maker of a better world.
Britain’s imperial destiny was also Rhodes’s lodestar, but it was clouded by
ambition and ruthlessness. Lastly, for the twentieth century there was
Lawrence of Arabia, meretricious but fundamentally decent, adding a dash
of lustre to the imperial sunset.

Making an empire and setting one’s personal stamp on 1t were more
glamorous activities than dismantiing it. No one emerged from imperial
disengagement with the romantic allure of a Clive or a Lawrence.
Mountbatten came close, but he was a shallow figure who owed more to
his royal attachments (between the death of William IV and the late 1980s
the royal family enjoyed unprecedented reverence) than any outstanding
talent. Rather, it was Attlee, Macleod and Macmillan who were, I believe,
the real heroes of imperial retreat which they supervised with considerable
political adroitness. Unlike France’s, Portugal’s or Russia’s, Britain’s empire
did not dissolve in tears.

At every stage in this survey, I have looked at the thoughts and actions
of many lesser figures. Most important perhaps are the millions who took
part in the British diaspora, that process which took colonists to North
America, Australasia and South Africa. On this subject, I have been as
careful as possible to sidestep the quagmire of post-imperial guilt, that
peculiar angst which has troubled the British and American intelligentsia
for che past thirty or so years. Wherever possible, I have avoided joining in
those battles between armies of the night who contend over the rights and
wrongs of empires. History cannot be unwritten or written in the sub-
Jjunctive, and the wholesale application of late twentieth-century values
distorts the past and makes it less comprehensible. I have, therefore, left
conquerors and colonists to speak for themselves, aware that their authen-
tic voices may sometimes grate on today’s sensibilities.

What matters most today is that the British empire transformed the
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world. What it has now become is in considerable part the consequence of
three hundred years of British overseas expansion. The present day demo-
graphy, economy and political life of North America and much of Asia,
the Middle East, Africa and the Pacific owes much to former British rule
and influence. English is the most widely spoken global language, and the
governance, everyday lives and habits of mind of hundreds of millions of
men and women have been shaped by prolonged contact with Britain and
its values. For better or worse, the modern, post-imperial world is the
product of that age of empires which extended from the early sixteenth to
the early twentieth centuries. Britain got most, in every sense, from this
surge of European expansion.

[ have tried to explain how, why and with what result, and I hope that
I have done so with a certain degree of dispassion. I have written in the
knowledge that the complex legacy of the British empire remains. its
physical and psychological impact was enormous everywhere, including in
Britain. That this country is now a multi-racial nation is a direct conse-
quence of its having once been an imperial one. For this reason alone, it is
worth looking closely at the making and nature of the empire, the more so
since its history and that of its creators is being excised from school syl-
labuses. What I have written will, I hope, make its past more
understandable to all those who are its inheritors.
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My New-Found-Land:
North America

During the summer of 1605 London’s theatregoers were diverted by a
new play, Eastwood Ho, performed in Blackfriars by a troop of boy actors
calling themselves the Children of Her Majesty’s Revels. It had been writ-
ten in some haste by George Chapman, Ben Jonson and John Marston and
was a satire rich in topical allusions, some of which were directed against
the Scots and earned Jonson the displeasure of the new king, James I. The
speed of the play’s creation owed much, if not everything, to the authors’
desire to exploit the current public excitement generated by the Virginia
venture. This project to found a North American colony was a source of
intense speculation, both intellectual and financial.

Three of the central characters, Sir Petronel Flash, an impoverished
and witless gentleman, Quicksilver, an idle apprentice, and Security, a
devious moneylender, have conspired to collect funds for an expedition to
Virginia where they expect to find gold. Security, on hearing from
Quicksilver that the money has been secreted aboard Flash’s ship, is beside
himself with excitement:

Now a frank gale of wind go with him, Master Frank, we have
too few such knight adventurers. Who would not sell away
competent certainties, to purchase, with any danger, excellent
uncertainties? Your true knight venturer ever does it.

Later, when the would-be adventurers gather for a pre-embarkation
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drinking bout, they are entranced by Captain Seagull’s description of the
wealth of the Virginian Indians:

Why, man, all their dripping pans and their chamber pots are
pure gold: and all the chains, with which they chain up their
streets, are massy gold; all the prisoners they take are fettered in
gold; and for rubies and diamonds, they go forth on holidays
and gather em by the seashore, to hang on their children’s
coats . . .

This was a parody of the extravagant claims made less than ten years ear-
lier by Sir Walter Raleigh, who had promised England riches and power
far in excess of those enjoyed by Spain in return for investment in an expe-
dition to uncover El Dorado, a treasure house of precious metals
somewhere deep in the Guianan jungle. Seagull’s hyperbole echoed
Raleigh’s and no doubt amused the audience. There may have been laugh-
ter too at Security’s praise of ‘knight adventurers’, bold spirits who were
prepared to take high risks. Crossing the seas in search of fortune was a fit-
ting activity for a gentleman and equal in virtue to the pursuit of honour
on the battlefield. The point was made by Thomas Drayton in his “To the
Virginian Voyage’, written in celebration of the colonists’ first voyage in
1607:

You brave Heroique Minds,
Worthy your Countries Name,
That Honour still pursue,

Goe, and subdue.

Whilst loyt’ring Hinds

Lurke here at home, with shame.

Such sentiments, in various forms, had been the staple of a handful of
colonial propagandists for the past thirty years. The most persuasive had
been Richard Hakluyt, an Oxford graduate, whose purpose had been to
awaken his countrymen to what he considered their divinely ordained
national duty as colonisers. His Principal Navigations, first published in
1598, was an extensive recital of all the voyages undertaken by Englishmen
and was intended to demonstrate the existence of a long and noble tradi-
tion of overseas enterprise. By revealing what had been achieved in the
past, Hakluyt hoped to enkindle in his contemporaries a sense of destiny
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which would impel them to found colonies and penetrate distant oceans in
search of trade.

Hakluyt’s vision of an expansionist England accorded with the aggres-
sive policies of an influential group of courtiers and councillors, including
the Earl of Leicester, Sir Francis Walsingham and Raleigh, all Hispano-
phobes and passionate anti-Catholics. They were willing to support
colonisation projects as a means of damaging Spain and, in the case of a
1580 scheme for a settlement of Newfoundland, as a way of removing
potentially subversive Catholics from England. None of these plans came
to anything; the minute and under-funded settlements placed on Roanoke
Island and Newfoundland during the 1580s soon withered.

One reason for the collapse of these enterprises was the concentration
of national energies and resources on the conflict with Spain. Moreover,
the largely private-enterprise seaborne war against Spain satisfied those
with a taste for glory and quick profits. It attracted sharks like Sir Francis
Drake and plenty of minnows who also fared well. Consider George
White, a Dorset mariner and owner of the thirty-five-ton Catherine of
Weymouth that was valued at £89 and armed with two falcons (three-
pounder cannon) and two falconets (two pounders). In 1590-1, the
Catherine captured three Portuguese Brazilmen which with their cargoes
were worth £3,600. Encouraged by his success, White sold the Catherine
and invested in a larger vessel with which he took another Brazilman val-
ued at £4,200 and an East Indiaman crammed with Chinese silk, gems and
cochineal.!

White and the other Elizabethan sea dogs had turned a public emer-
gency to private advantage. They belonged to a well-established English
tradition that stretched back to the Hundred Years War against France dur-
ing which aristocratic commanders had fought for royal wages and profits
from ransoms and plunder. Soldiers and sailors who went overseas to fight
did so in the expectation that they might return richer. A popular life of
Drake, published in 1628, urged the youth of ‘this Dull or Effeminate Age
to follow his noble steps for Gold and Silver’. Many did for the next two
hundred or so years; a strong cord whose fibres were greed and fearlessness
linked the Elizabethan sea rover, the eighteenth-century naval captain
hungry for prize money and the early Victorian soldier, for whom the
storming of an Indian city offered the chance of loot.

Men of this temper, and there were plenty of them kicking their heels
in England after the end of the Spanish War in 1604, would have been eas-
ily seduced by Captain Seagull’s image of Virginia as a land of precious
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minerals. It was not, and those who dreamed of instant fortune were
quickly disappointed, like the ‘divers gentlemen of fashion’ who returned
home from the new colony of Bermuda in 1613 in disgust after having
been asked to cut down trees and build a wooden fort.? Opportunities for
such creatures came forty years later with the onset of the intermittent wars
against the Netherlands, Spain and France for the control of colonies and
oceans.

In Eastwood Ho Security had described the proposed plantations in North
America as ‘excellent uncertainties’. It was an ambiguous expression that
may have made investors in the Virginia Company uneasy, bearing in
mind the history of previous ventures. There was, however, some comfort
to be drawn from the fact that the new enterprise, licensed by james I in
1607, was enthusiastically backed by parliament. More substantial reassur-
ance as to its prospects came from the knowledge that its finances were
carefully managed and that its future profitability could be calculated on
the basis of sound economic arguments.

A prospectus 1ssued in 1620 promised that the expanding settlements on
the Chesapeake Bay would, in time, give Britain a self-sufficiency in mate-
rials which had hitherto been imported at a great cost to the country. The
North American plantations would replace Scandinavia as a source of tar
and timber for ship-building. The colony would also provide the mother
country with ‘The Wines, Fruit and Salt of France and Spain’ and ‘the silks
of Persia and Italy’. Persuaded by such arguments investors, who included
noblemen, courtiers, civil servants, country squires (details of the com-
pany’s activities were broadcast in the shires by London newssheets ) and
merchants, subscribed £200,000 in thirteen years.

The Virginia Company’s promoters and the early settlers had imagined
that the entire coastline of North America from Newfoundland south to
the Carolinas lay in a temperate zone that enjoyed ‘a moderate equality of
heat and cold’.® At the same time, since the Chesapeake Bay colony shared
a common latitude with Spain it was assumed that it would provide an
abundance of Mediterranean crops. Vine dressers were among the first
ashore and even as late as 1620 plans were in hand for planting olive
groves. By then everyone involved should have known better. It was soon
discovered that the region lay within a malarial belt and that new arrivals
required ‘seasoning’ during the hot summer months when, like timber,
they sweated profusely. Winters were bitterly cold and during that of
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1609—10 the disheartened wished themselves ‘in England without their
limbs’ and begging on the streets rather than in Virginia. Within a dozen
years the company was near to bankruptcy and in 1624 its settlements were
taken over by the crown.

Tobacco rescued Virginia and made it thrive in a manner that astonished
the colonists and the government. The first tentative planting of imported
South American tobacco plants had been undertaken in 1617. It was a suc-
cess and began a revolution that transformed the infant colony and the
British economy. At the time, tobacco was still a luxury and smoking the
indulgence of the rich, some of whom would pay as much as £2 a pound
for the prized Guianan leaf. Mass imports from the Virginian plantations
changed this and by mid-century the retail price had plummeted to one
shilling (5p) a pound. Smoking became a universal habit embraced by
every class in Europe. The opening up of what proved to be an unlimited
market for a drug which both calmed and stimulated was the chance result
of overproduction in the 1630s. By 1700, Britain imported 13 million
pounds of Virginian tobacco for domestic consumption and a further 25
million for re-export to Europe, figures that rose steadily throughout the
next century.

The Virginian tobacco boom had a profound impact on Britain and its
economy. Viewing the colony’s prosperity during the 1620s, one com-
mentator perceptively observed that ‘Spain is more damaged by the King’s
peace than by the Queen’s war’.* His logic was simple and would be
repeated by later advocates of colonial expansion. The wealth which
flowed from Virginia contributed to that of Britain and its power grew
accordingly. In terms of government revenue the imposts on tobacco
raised £421,000 between 1699 and 1701, 20 per cent of all customs
duties. By this time, Virginia and its tobacco-producing neighbour
Maryland had a population of 92,000 and was a major market for British
manufactured goods.

In terms of the generation of wealth, Virginia overshadowed the smaller
colonies of Newfoundland, established in 1610, and those under the con-
trol of the Massachusetts Bay Company, founded in 1620. In all there was
a gap between expectation and reality. A 1611 report of one early settler in
Newfoundland, written to drum up further investment, described the
tiny colony as ‘very honest, peaceful and hopeful, and very likely to be
profitable’. A visitor the previous year wrote home that ‘this savage coun-
try of Newfoundland gives men little content but only cruel hard labour
hoping to make the best content they can have with small profit” The
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attraction of this bleak land lay in the cod fishing banks offshore which had
drawn English fishing fleets since the 1520s. The cod were caught (at first
with hook and line) then salted, dried and smoked and, with barrels of
their oil, were shipped to the ports of the Iberian Peninsula to be traded for
local products. By 1620, 300 ships visited the region annually and, accord-
ing to a petition for naval protection, employed 10,000 sailors ‘thereby
relieving 20,000 more people of the western parts of England, who are
wholly dependent on them for their existence’.

Further south, the Puritan settlers of the fledgling New England
colonies faced an equally unkind land. They had crossed the Atlantic
ignorant of the local climate which they imagined to be the same as
England’s. They were soon disabused and in 1629 one wrote mournfully
that ‘from the middest of October to the middest of May there is a sad face
of winter upon all this land’ and noted that many were dying from the
‘intolerable cold’.

The death rate was high, but the Puritans were psychologically prepared
for it, and for the grinding work of clearing woodlands, ploughing and
sowing crops. They were men and women with a profound sense of the
working of God’s will who had voluntarily withdrawn from England
where their Calvinist creed attracted official mistrust and, during the 1620s
and 1630s, systematic persecution by the state-sponsored Church of
England. Their exodus in the next decade was an escape from a spiritually
uncongenial world and a manifestation of that Divine Providence which
they believed was actively engaged in the affairs of men, promoting some
and hindering others. Their settlements were a mark of God’s favour on
His chosen people, a view held by the Massachusetts Bay Company’s gov-
ernor, John Winthrop. In 1634, having heard reports of an epidemic
among the local Indians, he wrote in his diary that ‘they are all dead of the
small pox so as the Lord cleareth our title to what we possess’.

By 1660 the largely Puritan New England settlements had a population
of about 30,000, many of whom were refugees who had challenged and
then fled from the rigid orthodoxy of the first, coastal colonies.
Theological wrangling was endemic among Puritans and it caused frag-
mentation as deviant preachers left communities which found their
opinions intolerable. Roger Williams, a young divine who like John
Milton had learned his Puritanism at Cambridge, arrived in New England
in 1631. His doctrinal radicalism, which led him to deny the legal right of
James I and Charles I to give away Indian lands to his fellow settlers,
caused his voluntary exile in 1636. With a handful of his adherents he
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founded a new colony, Rhode Island, where he was later joined by other
banished heretics.

Plans to rid England of another body of religious dissidents, Catholics,
had been considered since the early 1570s. Excluded from Virginia,
English Catholics finally gained a colony when Lord Baltimore persuaded
a sympathetic Charles I to issue him a charter in 1634. The new settlement
was named Maryland, in honour of Charles’s queen Henrietta Maria, and
its colonists were officially cautioned to hold their masses discreetly for fear
that they might antagonise their Protestant neighbours.

Catholics and Puritans were among those whom Hakluyt had charac-
terised as ‘superfluous persons’ whose removal to overseas settlements
would be for the general benefit of society. Beggars and criminals also fell
into this category and, in 1615, his proposal was translated into action
when a party of convicts was shipped to Virginia which was then suffer-
ing a temporary labour shortage. New classes of unwanted people emerged
as the century progressed, most notably Irish rebels and prisoners-of-war
taken during the civil wars of 1642-52. In 1650, Scottish captives taken at
Dunbar were sold for between £15 and £20 a head as indentured labour-
ers bound to undertake a fixed period of work on their masters’
plantations. After 1660 this convenient and profitable method of punish-
ment became increasingly popular.

Such largely unwelcome immigrants were the exception rather than the
rule in the North American colonies, at least before 1660. Nearly all who
emigrated were free men and women who did so to work for a living. The
companies which financed the first colonising projects wanted profits from
rents and the sale of land, and therefore a greater part of their initial out-
lay was spent on shipping and equipping a substantial labour force whose
efforts were expected to repay the investment.

But why were men and women willing to leave Britain for what was,
even by the standards of the age, a hard and uncertain existence? Perhaps
the strongest impulse lay in habit: there was an old and deeply rooted tra-
dition for craftsmen, labourers and domestic servants to move around the
countryside looking for employment. London enticed most. Its population
swelled from 200,000 in 1600 to 350,000 in 1650, an increase entirely
made up by incoming workers for this was a time when the city’s death
rate exceeded the birth. It was therefore not a difficult step for, say, a
Devonshire tiler accustomed to wandering from town to town for work,
to accept passage from Bristol to Jamestown, Virginia. Specialist skills were
keenly sought by the Virginia Company which in 1620 was advertising for
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‘choice men, born and bred up to labour and industry’, especially Sussex
ironworkers.

Nearly all those who went to North America went as indentured ser-
vants, legally bound to labour on the plantations, or practising their own
craft for fixed periods of between four and ten years in return for wages.
When their terms of service had expired they were free to enter the local
labour market or return home. Between 1654 and 1660 just over 3,000 of
these indentured servants were shipped from Bristol, more than half des-
tined for the tobacco colonies of Virginia and Maryland. Former yeomen
farmers and farmhands were the biggest group but there was a scattering
of skilled artisans such as blacksmiths and coopers. Most came from the
counties adjacent to Bristol and South Wales and were between eighteen
and twenty-five.®

Such young men (and women too) were the sinews of the new
colonies. All hoped to flourish in a society where the domestic obstruc-
tions to advancement did not exist. In time it was widely imagined that
those with talent, application and an injection of good luck would flour-
ish irrespective of birth or connections. At the beginning of the next
century, Daniel Defoe used the fictional career of Moll Flanders to illus-
trate this principle. Moll, born in Newgate gaol, returns there after a
sequence of picaresque adventures in which she displays resource and
intelligence. Transported as a felon to Virginia she and her highwayman
husband eventualiy overcome their backgrounds and become respected
and wealthy planters.

Moll Flanders was not pure fantasy, nor a tract by a writer who believed
that a person’s place in the world should be determined by ability. In 1755
an officer serving with General Edward Braddock’s army in Virginia
recalled having supper with a ‘rich planter’. His wife, he discovered, ‘had
passed through the education of the college of Newgate as great numbers
from thence arrive here yearly; most being cunning jades, some pick up
foolish planters. But this man was no fool, he had married his Wife for her
charms and her ‘art and skill’ in managing his business.

The pursuit of profit remained the most powerful driving force behind
Britain’s bid for North American colonies. But from the start it was closely
linked to a moral imperative founded upon contemporary conceptions of
Divine Providence and the nature of the world and its inhabitants.

In a sermon compiled in 1609 by a clerical apologist for the Virginia
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Company, America was described as a land which had been ‘wrongly
usurped by wild beasts and unreasonable creatures’ (i.e. native Americans,
or Indians as they were then known); according to the author, God
intended the land to be redeemed by English settlement. In 1625, Simon
Purchas, a churchman and disciple of Hakluyt, insisted that what he called
the ‘Virgin Portion’ of North America had been divinely allocated to his
countrymen, ‘God in wisdom having enriched the savage countries, that
those riches be attractive for Christian suitors’.

The conceit that the American continent was a richly endowed virgin
bride awaiting a husband enjoyed considerable usage at this time. It was not
just a courtier’s knack for flattery that had inspired Raleigh to name the
eastern seaboard of North America ‘Virginia’ in honour of Elizabeth I. A
deeper meaning was intended since Raleigh, in his plea for the occupation
of Guiana, had described it as ‘a country that hath yet her Maidenhead,
never sacked, turned, nor wrought, the face of earth hath not been torn,
nor the virtue and the salt of the soil spent by manurance’.” In coarser vein,
Captain Seagull rallied the settlers in Eastward Ho with the cry, ‘Come
boys, Virginia longs till we share the rest of her maidenhead.” Most
famously this likeness of America to an unblemished maiden is employed
by John Donne (among other things a chaplain to the Virginia Company)
in his “To his Mistris Going to Bed’, in which the seducer is both explorer
and planter:

License my roaving hands, and let them go
Before, behind, between, above, below.
O my America! my new-found-land . . .

The moral question faced by Englishmen was, by what authority could
they claim the fertile, untilled lands of North America? A broad and infal-
lible answer was provided by the prevailing view of the divine ordering of
the world and man’s place in it. ‘God’, wrote John Milton in a defence of
colonisation, ‘having made the world for use of men . . . ordained them to
replenish it” The newly revealed American continent was favoured with
abundant natural resources by a benevolent God, but it was peopled by
races who had never recognised nor acted upon their good fortune. Their
wilful inertia, combined with other moral shortcomings, debarred them
from their inheritance which passed to more industrious outsiders. Similar
arguments, with variations, would later be applied to Australasia and
Africa.
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One hundred years of detailed reports from European explorers had cre-
ated a literature in which, almost without exception, the Amerindians
were represented as a degenerate and inferior species of mankind. Sir
Martin Frobisher, encountering the Inuits of Northern Canada in the
1580s, described them as ‘brute beasts’ whe ‘neither use table, stool or
tablecloth for cleanliness’ and lived in caves. Fifty years later a French
Jesuit missionary, horrified by the cannibalism and public torture of pris-
oners among the Indians of the St Lawrence basin, called them ‘ferocious
beasts having nothing human about them save the exterior formation of
body’. The standards of Renaissance European civilisation were absolute
and, judged by them, the native Americans were found wanting.

The natives of America, when first confronted with Europeans, believed
they were in the presence of supernatural beings. In Mexico, the Aztec
Emperor Moctezuma imagined that his people’s conqueror, Hernan
Cortés, was a reincarnation of the god Quetzalcoatl. Sixty years later, in
1569, when Drake landed in California, the Miwok Indians identified
him and his party as gods. Sacrifices were immediately offered and, much
to their visitors’ distress, some Miwoks mutilated themselves, as they did
when they fancied themselves in the presence of ghosts. Everywhere
Amerindians regarded Europeans as gods whose ships were floating 1slands,
their sails white clouds and their cannon the makers of thunder and light-
ning. Such naiveté was easily exploited; in 1633 a French sea captain
entranced Indians by using a magnetised sword blade to pick up a knife so
that, in his words, they would ‘imagine some great power in us and for that
love and fear us’.

Indian customs dismayed most European observers. They appeared a
race without order, that vital ingredient of what R enaissance men consid-
ered to be civilisation. They were idolators and, according to Cotton
Mather, a Bostonian Puritan, were ‘Lazy Drones, and love Idleness
Exceedingly’. Indolence was a form of devilment for those of his persua-
ston and it seemed an inevitable outcome of God’s purpose that the Indians
should be dispossessed by colonists just as the Israelites had driven out the
pagan Canaanites.

Nevertheless, while the Indians, like Caliban in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, were unfit to occupy their land, they might be put in the way of
improvement. The idea of conversion and elevation was given exotic form
in the masque The Viiginian Princess, staged in 1614. The pagan Indian
nobility, dressed in fanciful gold-embroidered and feathered costumes
designed by Inigo Jones, were addressed in James I's name:
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Virginian Princes, ye must now renounce
Your superstitious worships of these suns . . .

And of your sweet devotions turn the events
To this Britain Phoebus.

In the beginning the promoters of the Virginia Company had made much
of plans for the conversion and education of Indians, and during the
colony’s early years relations between settlers and natives had been har-
monious. But as the colony grew the settlers clamoured for fresh land
which could only be gained at the Indians’ expense. War broke out in
1622 and after a massacre in which over 300 colonists were killed, 2 new
and understandably fierce mood prevailed. ‘The way of conquering them
is more easy than civilising them by fair means, ran a pamphlet issued by
the company, ‘for they are a rude, barbarous, and naked people, scattered
in small communities, which are helps to Victory, but hindrances to
Civility. In future the native Americans would be brought to heel by the
destruction of their camps and crops and ‘by pursuing them with our
horses, and Blood-Hounds to draw after them, and Mastiffs to tear them,
which take these naked, tanned deformed Savages, for no other than wild
beasts’

This mandate for extermination anticipated similar calls for ruthless
wars against a dehumanised enemy that would be heard from land-hungry
colonists in southern Africa, New Zealand and Australia. It was also a
reminder that the first colonisation of North America was contemporane-
ous with the far larger settlement of Ireland, mainly by Presbyterian
Scottish immigrants. Between 1620 and 1642 120,000 colonists arrived to
help undertake what Sir Francis Bacon revealingly called ‘the reduction to
civility’ of the Gaelic-speaking, Catholic Irish. On both sides of the
Adantic the settlers faced sporadic but determined resistance and their
response was the same, a resort to counter-massacre and the most extreme
forms of repression. Half a century of land wars against the Indians cal-
loused the New England settlers’ consciences. In 1703, soon after the
slaughter of Pequot Indians, a soldier wrote, prompted by a clergyman,
‘Sometimes the scripture declareth women and children must perish with
their parents” When founded, the Massachusetts Bay Company had set on
its seal a device which showed an Indian with a scroll above his head with
the inscription ‘Come over and help us’.

Native Americans were not the only people who advanced territorial
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claims in North America. In 1494, Spain and Portugal had signed the
Treaty of Tordesillas by which the New World was divided between them,
and their agreement was endorsed by a Pzpal bull. This accord was natu-
rally disregarded by Protestant Englishmen who undermined its legality
with counter-claims based on John Cabot’s 1497 voyage. He had, at Henry
VII’s bidding, crossed the Atlantic and made landfall at either Nova Scotia
or Newfoundland, no one is sure which, and formally annexed the region
in the King’s name. Furthermore, there was the legendary transatlantic
expedition made by the twelfth-century Welsh prince, Madoc. This insub-
stantial tale assumed, in the hands of Elizabethan expansionists, the force of
historical truth and was cited to override Spanish and Portuguese claims.

Such antiquarian nonsense was superfluous since, by 1600, it was obvi-
ous that the Iberian nations lacked the seapower to defend their New
World monopoly. The limitations of their control had been repeatedly and
dramatically exposed by French, Dutch and English privateers from 1560
onwards. Nevertheless, Spain did expel the French from their settlement at
San Augustin in 1565 and for a few years the Virginians feared similar
treatment. It was not meted out by a state which had been at peace with
Britain from 1604 and, after 1609, needed all its resources for a renewed
war with the Netherlands. For the first thirty years or so of their existence,
the North American settlements enjoyed a vital immunity from foreign
interference.
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Baubles for the

Souls of Men:

The West and
East Indies

Englishmen had first been drawn to the Caribbean, known often as the
Spanish Main, in the middle of the sixteenth century. Sir John Hawkins, a
Devon shipowner and entrepreneur, led the way having heard, according
to Hakluyt, that ‘Negroes were very good merchandise in Hispaniola [the
Spanish colony of Espafiola, now Haiti], and that the store of negroes
might easily be had upon the coast of Guinea’. The Spanish settlers were
grateful for Hawkins’s cargoes of West African slaves, but their government
objected to his infraction of the official monopoly that gave Spaniards
alone the right to trade with Spanish possessions. In 1568, Hawkins’s tiny
flotilla of trading vessels was ambushed at San Juan de Ulia and driven off
with heavy losses. He soon returned with others, including Drake, as a pri-
vateer preying on Spanish shipping,

This was a holy war for Protestantism as well as a trawl for profit in ill-
defended waters. Drake recited passages from Fexe’s Book of Martyrs to
captive Spanish seamen, and one of his captains, John Oxenham, turned
the tables on a captured official of the Inquisition by placing a chamber pot
on his head and striking him ‘many fisticuffs’.! Oxenham himself was later
taken and burned by the Inquisition for his combination of heresy and
temerity. Piracy may not have done much for the Protestant cause, but
many pirates prospered. Memories of their more spectacular coups against
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treasure ships remained evergreen and in 1621, when Anglo-Spanish rela-
tions were deteriorating, the Puritan Earl of Warwick proposed the
despatch of a massive armada to the Caribbean whose costs, estimated at
£364,000, would be met by public subscription.

This scheme for a profit-making, mariume crusade came to nothing,
but a preliminary reconnaissance of the Caribbean revealed the existence
of Barbados, a fertile, well-watered and uninhabited island that was said to
be highly suitable for tobacco-growing. The vision of a second Virginia
lured nvestors and in 1627 Charles I granted a charter to the newly
formed Barbados Company. Its settlers were soon in difficulties; Barbadian
tobacco failed to compete with the Virgmian product and a hurried switch
to cotton did nothing to revive the 1sland’s fortunes.

Sugar saved Barbados. It was first planted i 1643 and within fifty years
sugar plantations covered four-fifths of the island and refined sugar,
molasses and rum made up nine-tenths of 1ts exports, What later histori-
ans called the ‘sugar revolution’ transformed the economy of the West
Indies, opened the way for a subsidiary but equally profitable commerce 1n
negro slaves and, incidentally, made the region into a war zone where until
1815, Britain, France and Spain struggled for control of the islands and
mastery of the seaways. Sugar enabled some plantation owners to become
millionaires. In 1681 it was calculated, perhaps optimistically, that /5,000
invested in a sugar estate would within a few years yield /1,000 annually.
By this date a mass domestic and European market for cheap sugar was
emerging and British producers were getting the upper hand in a price war
with competitors in Portuguese Brazil. The boom benefited Britain and its
government which levied duties on sugar imports which, between 1699
and 1701, were valued at /£280,000.

Barbados’s success story accelerated the occupation of other islands by
settlers. By 1660, St Kitts, Antigua, Nevis, Montserrat and Jamaica (seized
from Spain 1n 1655) had been occupied and planted with sugar cane. In
1638 a small party attempted to settle St Lucia but were soon driven out by
the native Caribs who, showing considerable ingenuity, ‘smoked out’ the
colonists from their forts with bonfires of dried peppers.

Indigenous diseases, especially the mosquito-borne malaria and yellow
fever, together with the labour-intensive processes by which sugar was cul-
tivated, harvested and refined, presented enormous problems to the early
planters. Contemporary medical wisdom cautioned Englishmen against
leaving their temperate homeland tor the tropics. Applying current
Hippocratic principles concerming the balance of internal humours, one
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physician wrote in 1602 that Englishmen should shun the ‘burning zones’
for, ‘Nature framed the Spaniards apt to such places where melancholy and
choler were generated.’?

Such warnings were widely ignored by emigrants keen to make money,
but their day-to-day existence in the Caribbean was always precarious.
Soldiers and sailors, whose diet was sparse and unhealthy, suffered the
worst and a West Indian posting was always dreaded. During a brief cam-
paign on the Nicaraguan coast in 1778-79, three quarters of an
1,800-strong force died from fevers, and most of the survivors, including
Captain Horatio Nelson, were infected with malaria.?

Preventive and curative medicine were primitive and in some cases
added to the patient’s sufferings. In 1704, Sir Christopher Codington, a
planter and governor of Antigua, dosed himself with ‘vast quantities of lau-
danum’ to assuage a ‘bloody flux’ (dysentery) that he imagined had been
caused by overwork. This nostrum triggered fresh distempers including
paralysis of the limbs and internal pains which he treated by sea-bathing
and drinking ‘great quantities of cold water (which [ take to be the West
Indian panacea)’ which was probably contaminated and contributed to the
persistence of his dysentery. The value of the chinchona bark, from which
quinine was extracted, as a prophylactic against malaria had been discov-
ered from the Amerindians, but it was not used generally until the
mid-nineteenth century. In its absence, victims of malaria had to suffer sto-
ically like General Robert Venables. ‘I was but a mere skeleton,” he wrote
during the 1655 Jamaican campaign, ‘and per times had been in a raving
condition about three weeks.” He attributed his own and his army’s sick-
nesses to God who was chastising them for ‘the Sins of the Nation’,
knowledge which may have given them some extra, inner stamina.*

Endurance of infections and extremes of heat and humidity was the
common lot of the men and women who emigrated to the West Indies to
make their fortunes from sugar. But the drive to make money alone could
not compensate for physical suffering and, by the end of the century, it was
customary for the richer planters to place their estates in the hands of man-
agers and return to Britain and live, often in high style, from the profits.

The early planters were not so fortunately placed, nor were the inden-
tured servants they hired in Britain. To begin with, the sugar estates
followed the precedent established in Virginia and imported their labour,
but it was soon apparent that British labourers were not up to the physical
demands of sugar cultivation in the tropics. Knowledge of the conditions
they would encounter and the planters’ habit of working new arrivals
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hard to recoup the cost of their transport deterred men and women from
freely committing themselves to indentured service in the West Indies.

Various stopgap measures were adopted to overcome what, by the
1650s, had become a permanent labour shortage. After Oliver Cromwell’s
Scottish and Irish campaigns of 165052, captured rebels were transported
for fixed periods to the West Indies, a punitive measure that was revived in
1685 after the suppression of the Duke of Monmouth’s uprising. Irish
labourers, whether deported for treason or driven by poverty, were the
most numerous, but they proved sullen and unwilling workers. ‘Scotchmen
and Welshmen we esteem the best servants, the St Kitts planters observed
in 1673, ‘and the Irish the worst, many of them being good for nothing
but mischief’ They were also disloyal; in 1674 Irish workers on Montserrat
assisted a French attack on the island and twenty years later their country-
men in Jamaica were suspected of being pro-French.?

Reluctant to employ Irishmen, the desperate St Kitts planters were
bargaining in 1677 to pay £1.11 shillings (£1.55) a head for convicts
from English gaols and pay the costs of their passage. This was a private
arrangement although, in 1664, the home government contemplated the
mass deportation of ‘all vagrants, rogues and idle persons that can give no
account of themselves, felons who have benefit of clergy . . . gipsies and
low persons having resort to unlicensed brothels’ to the sugar colonies.
Those under twenty were to be bound for seven years, those over for four.

The prospects for those, whether the hopeless poor, the criminal or the
rebellious, who found themselves compelled to undertake indentured ser-
vice were not entirely bleak. If they survived until the end of their term
they received £10 or 400 pounds of sugar with which to better them-
selves. Some became overseers, earning as much as £50 a year, and those
with such skills as carpentry could make twice as much. Nevertheless,
work on the plantations remained intensely unpopular and for many, per-
haps the majority, it was a gruelling alternative to the gallows, prison or
starvation. ‘We had nothing before us but slavery, wrote the spokesman for
a handful of Jacobite rebels transported to the West Indies in 1716 who, in
desperation, overcame their gaolers and seized the ship which they steered
to Bordeaux and freedom.®

It is instructive that these bold men likened their future condition to that
of the negro slaves who since the 1650s had taken the place of the increas-
ingly scarce white workers. There were many occasions when negroes and
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Europeans worked alongside each other in the fields and boiling rooms, an
experience that the whites found degrading even though, unlike their
black counterparts, they were not their masters’ property and there was a
period to their servitude.

Given the insoluble problem of finding a willing and hardy workforce,
it was inevitable that British plantation owners would adopt the Spanish
colonial system of using imported African slave labour. The Spaniards, hav-
ing through forced labour, overwork, the spread of alien germs and viruses,
and systematic massacre exterminated most of the Caribbean Amerindians
by the mid-sixteenth century, turned to negro slaves. They were the only
means by which the highly labour-intensive Spanish latifundia and mines
could be sustained. For economic rather than demographic reasons, British
planters followed the Spanish example and, from 1650 onwards, slaves
gradually replaced indentured labourers on the plantations. At the same
time slave labour was introduced to the Chesapeake basin tobacco estates
and, soon after, slaves were imported into Carolina.

Economic necessity was always the first and, for its supporters, the
strongest justification for slavery. Their reasoning was simply outlined in a
report prepared in 1663 to procure royal backing for the occupation of the
Dutch colony of Surinam on the Guianan coast. “Were the planters sup-
plied with negroes, the sinews and strength of this western world, it was
claimed, ‘they would advance their fortunes and His Majesty’s customs.”’
Slavery underpinned the expanding West Indian economy and enriched
both planters and the home government which, it went without saying,
would direct additional revenues towards the protection and enlargement
of this new source of national wealth.

There was, and few would have denied this 1n a country where much
store was set on individual freedom, a moral issue involved in the sale and
exploitation of slaves. In his Reform of Manners (1702) Daniel Defoe, usu-
ally a fervent upholder of British overseas enterprise, expressed doubts
about ‘the barter of baubles for the souls of men’, but overcame them by ref-
erence to what he 1imagined to be the ‘Natural Temper’ of the negro, that
is awe of and thraldom to the white man. This view, found in Defoe’s
novel Colonel Jack, was widely and uncritically held throughout Europe
during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was based upon
Old Testament and Graeco-Roman traditions of thought which repre-
sented the negro as an inferior creature who, at one and the same time, was
the descendant of the accursed Ham and a specimen of that lesser human-
ity described by Plato and Aristotle.
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As with the Native Americans, the negro was measured against the
standards of contemporary European civilisation and judged unfavourably.
He was, asserted the eighteenth-century philosopher, David Hume, ‘nat-
urally inferior’ because his race possessed ‘No ingenious manufactures . . .
no arts, no sciences’. Whenever he displayed what might pass for wit, his
behaviour was akin to that of a parrot ‘who speaks a few words plainly’ but
cannot grasp their meaning. Those who travelled to Africa, often in con-
nection with the slave trade, endorsed such conclusions with lurid tales of
a dark and chaotic land whose people indulged in fetish cults, cannibalism,
massacres and tribal wars.

Although burdened by moral and intellectual disabilities, the negro was
part of a divinely ordered world in which the prime justification for a
man’s existence was his productive usefulness. This principle of the util-
ity of all humankind impelied British governments to deport idlers,
vagrants and criminals to the colonies where they would redeem them-
selves through work, and the French to condemn miscreants to perpetual
labour rowing war galleys. Plantation slavery was the means by which
negroes could fulfil the role for which God had intended them and add to
the general well-being of the world. ‘I was shock’d at the first appearance
of human flesh exposed for sale, wrote John Pinney, an absentee Nevis
planter in 1764. ‘But surely God ordain’d em for the use and benefit of
us: other his Divine Will would have been manifest by some sign or
token.’

Enslavement was not without its advantages. With breathtaking smug-
ness Gilbert Burnet, Bishop of Salisbury, argued in the early 1700s that
since the slaves had given so much to Britain it was only proper that they
should receive Christianity in return. This exchange was unwelcome to
planters who imagined, with good reason as it turned out, that conversion
would make their slaves ‘more perverse and intractable’. Addressing the
Barbadian plantocracy, assembled in the island’s parliament in 1681, the
governor Sir Richard Dutton remarked that slaves deserved the ‘good
usage of Christian servants, but as to make negroes Christians, their savage
brutishness renders them wholly incapable’.® Slave-owning was compati-
ble with the Christian life, at least in the form it was taught by Catholic
and Church of England divines. One of the latter, Bishop Fleetwood,
preached in 1711 that, ‘The laws of God did not forbid the keeping of
Christian slaves, nor do the laws of the land. The following year his
church’s missionary organisation, the Society for the Propagation of the
Christian Gospel, was bequeathed a plantation in Barbados. Each of its
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slaves was branded on the chest with the word ‘Society’ to denote his new
owner; not surprisingly the rate of conversion was disappointing.

Nevertheless, and despite all the clerical humbug that surrounded the
subject, the admission that slaves could be converted opened a debate,
which intensified as the eighteenth century progressed, as to how, if at all,
a religion that claimed the equality of souls before God could reconcile
itself to a system founded upon the hereditary inferiority of one part of
mankind. Moreover, as the planters predicted, a knowledge of Christian
doctrines led many slaves to interpret their own circumstances
unfavourably. One who did told a missionary in the 1820s, ‘Buckra [the
white man] left him God in England, and devil in Jamaica stir him to do
all dis wickedness.™®

The brandmark that identified the Society for the Propagation of the
Christian Gospel’s slave was an unmuistakable reminder that he or she was,
in the eyes of the law, the property of a master. According to the consti-
tution of Carolina that was framed by the philosopher John Locke in 1669
‘every free man’ was ‘to have absolute authority over his negro slaves’, a
principle which, in different forms, obtained throughout much of North
America and the West Indies. Its everyday application gave plantation life
a peculiar and often grotesque brutality. Much has been written about this,
so one incident set down in the diary of the manager of a Jamaican estate
may stand for many others: ‘(25 May 1756) Derby caught by Port Royal
[both slaves] eating canes. Had him well flogged and pickled, then made
Henry [another slave] shit in his mouth.'”

Eating the young cane shoots was the inevitable outcome of having to
undertake heavy physical labour on a sparse diet. A recent forensic exam-
ination of 101 skeletons of slaves exhumed from a Barbadian graveyard, in
use between 1660 and 1820, revealed an average life expectancy of twenty-
nine and a high death rate for children under ten. Evidence of nutrition
indicated a diet that was inadequate for the tasks demanded of the slaves,
who commonly assuaged their hunger by smoking tobacco in pipes.!!
This high wastage rate was not offset by the slaves’ ability to reproduce
themselves, despite the active encouragement of concubinage. This phe-
nomenon was explained with some percipience by one planter who noted
in his journal that, ‘Negresses can produce children at pleasure, and when
they are barren, it is just as hens will frequently not lay eggs on shipboard,
because they do not like their situation. Low birth rates and high death
rates meant that planters had continually to replenish their stock of slaves
and so the slave trade was perpetuated.
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The mechanics of the transatlantic slave trade were simple. Negroes
were obtained by barter with the tribal rulers of the West African seaboard
states, confined in compounds attached to trading posts and then shipped
for sale in the West Indies. During the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury the commonest items of exchange were cowrie shells, bolts of
Indian-manufactured cloth (both local units of currency), copper, iron,
tobacco and alcohol. After 1700 some British dealers offered muskets
which were greatly prized and a form of indirect investment since tribal
armies equipped with firearms enjoyed a considerable advantage on the
battlefield and could, therefore, capture more prisoners to sell on the coast.

During its early stages, returns from the slave trade were very high. A
slave could be exchanged for goods worth between £4 and £5 and the
cost of passage was a further £5, including his food and the attendance of
a doctor. On a West Indian quayside the siave would be sold for between
£15 and £17 or 2,400 pounds of sugar depending on his or her age and
health. The high profit margin was in great part a reflection of the losses
of slaves during the voyage for as many as one in four perished from sick-
ness or despair, or a mixture of the two.

During the 1650s the trade was already flourishing, with an average of
3,000 slaves being sold annually in Barbados, some for re-export to other
islands or Virginia and Maryland. The scope of the trade, with markets in
Dutch as well as British colonies, attracted the intervention of the gov-
ernment which hoped to secure a share of the profits. In 1660 a monopoly
was granted to the Company of Royal Adventurers (in which Charles II
invested £5,000) which gave it the right to sell licences to British slave
traders who did business on the West African coast. Reorganised as the
Royal African Company in 1672, the corporation controlled a string of
fortified and garrisoned trading stations on the shores of what today are
Gambia, Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria. The company never enjoyed a total
monepoly — enterprising slavers operating out of Boston and New York
ignored it and traded with Madagascar. In 1698 it was abolished, allowing
hundreds of independent traders to stake a claim in the commerce. Most
were based in London, Liverpool and Bristol, but there were many, often
small-scale businesses, with vessels of less than a hundred tons, based in
Lancaster, Whitehaven and Dumfries.

Among the commodities bartered for slaves were cheap textiles imported
from India by the East India Company. Indian and Far Eastern markets had
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first been penetrated by the Portuguese at the beginning of the sixteenth
century. The arrival of their heavily-gunned caravels was unwelcomed, but
proved unstoppable. In 1501 Vasco da Gama’s men-o’-war bombarded
Calicut to show its inhabitants the power of European cannon, and a year
later his outnumbered flotilla decisively defeated an Arab fleet off the
Malabar coast. These victories gave the Portuguese a local supremacy that
lasted for nearly a hundred years.

The challenge to Portugal’s domination of the trade in spices and Far
Eastern textiles came from English and Dutch merchants and shipowners.
After a number of preliminary reconnaissances, the London-based East
India Company was formed in 1600, the brainchild of Levant Company
merchants who were keen to by-pass middlemen in the eastern
Mediterranean and deal direct with spice suppliers in the East Indies (mod-
ern Indonesia). The company was small, with a capital of £68,000, and at
first confined itself to annual expeditions by small fleets. The risks, not least
of the journey around the Cape of Good Hope, were great. When the
Globe and the Peppercorn returned in 1617 with full holds and the prospect
of a good return, the company’s governor called the stockholders to prayer
for ‘all ought to lift up their hearts unto God to be thankful . . . and to be
more thankful for the same; not doubting that the more thankful we be,
the more His blessings will increase’

The blessings and the profits did increase, satisfying the business acumen
and piety of investors in an age which believed that God never failed to
reward His elect. Those who put their money on the early voyages
received, on average, a return of twenty per cent. Moreover, in 1614 two
company ships had engaged and driven off four Portuguese vessels by the
mouth of the River Tapti, a demonstration of British fighting skill which
was watched by the Mughal army on shore. In India at least the company
had secured a toehold and, within twenty years, the Portuguese had con-
ceded the East India Company the right to set up factories, as trading posts
were known, wherever 1t chose on the Indian coast.

And yet as the company’s name indicated, 1ts founders had pinned their
hopes on gaining a share in the spice trade at its source: Malaya, Java and
the Molucca Islands. Here the rival Dutch Compagnie van Verre
(Company of Far Distant Lands) was already strongly entrenched and
ready to resist interlopers. Founded in 1602 with capital of £500,000, the
Dutch company quickly established fortified trading posts at Batavia
(Jakarta), Amboina Island and Malacca on the Malay coast which they took
from the Portuguese in 1641. Tolerance of British intruders was thin and,
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in 1623, eighteen British merchants were tortured to death on Amboina in
an exercise of brutality designed to frighten off others. It did not wholly
succeed but it helped turn the minds of British traders towards India
where their presence was not opposed.

The Mughal emperors, India’s overlords, and their provincial nawabs
(governors) were willing to come to terms with the East India Company
and allow them to secure a string of trading posts along the western and
eastern shores of the subcontinent. A continual flow of ships replaced the
earlier annual sailings and by the mid-century a profitable trade was devel-
oping. In 1674-5 the Company exported /155,000 worth of British
manufactured goods and /410,000 in silver bullion, and imported
4,860,000 worth of Indian goods, largely textiles. At the same time, and in
imitation of the Portuguese and Dutch, the Company was entering the
shipping business, carrying goods between India and ports in southern
Arabia and the Far East. In 1664 a minute amount of tea, still an exotic
luxury, was obtained from China solely for the use of the directors.

As the Company’s interests expanded and diversified, its establishments
became larger, although the directors insisted that it had no political or ter-
ritorial ambitions in a country that was enjoying a period of stability under
Mughal government. And yet in a land where the outward signs of pres-
tige and power were important, the Company had to maintain an
impressive public face. In the 1670s, Thomas Bowrey, a visitor to the
Company’s factory at Fort St George near Madras, found it ‘surrounded by
very potent and strong bulwarks, points, and batteries’ like any fort in
Europe. The governor and his council behaved hike local potentates ‘for
the Honour of an English Nation keeping and maintaining the place in
great splendour, civil and good government, entertaining nobly all foreign
ambassadors’. The grandees were also merchants and Bowrey saw ‘great
quantities of muslins, calicoes etc.’ stored for export to Britain and ships
bound for Arabia, Persia and China with cargoes of British broadcloths,
knives and scissors.'? The Indians were a ‘harmless idolatrous people’
among whont there were well-established business communities of Parsis,
Gujaratis and Moplahs willing to trade with the Company. By this time
textiles, produced by weavers who earned an anna (%p) a day, had become
the staple of the company’s exports. Between 1699 and 1701 imports of
these products totalled £522,000 and two thirds were re-exported to
Europe and West Africa where they were exchanged for slaves.
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The Necessary Union
of Plantations:
Crown and Colonies

In 1645 the trading vessel Dolphin left London with a cargo of manufac-
tured goods that included glass, castors, shoes, hats, bales of canvas, and
pewter, iron and brass utensils, all for sale to the New England colonists.
These wares were unloaded at Boston where the hold was filled with local
products: wheat and rye, barrels of preserved beef, pork, herrings and
mackerel, and 7,000 pounds of tobacco, presumably shipped from Virginia
and Maryland. The Dolphin then sailed southwards to Barbados where
some of its cargo was discharged and replaced with sugar. It then began the
haul across the Atlantic, pausing at the Canaries where the pickled fish was
removed for sale to those pious Catholics who cbeyed the church’s rules
concerning meatless Fridays.!

This round voyage and hundreds like it marked a significant change in
the pattern of British trade. Fine woollen cloth, so long Britain’s main
export, was steadily losing ground to tobacco, sugar, fish and, during the
last quarter of the century, Canadian beaver pelts for hat-making. By 1700
the re-export of these commodities made up 30 per cent of Britain’s for-
eign trade. Cloth’s share of the export market had fallen dramaucally from
90 per cent in 1640 to 47 per cent at the end of the century and contin-
ued to decline. At the same time new markets were emerging. Between
1630 and 1700 half a milllon men and women had emigrated to the
colonies, two thirds of them to North America, and all were dependent on
home-manufactured goods; during the 1650s 20,000 pairs of boots and
shoes and 1,500 horses were imported into Barbados.
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The early stages of this economic revolution coincided with a period of
domestic political instability which culminated in the outbreak of the
Civil War between Charles I and parliament in 1642. The principle source
of contention was control over the making of policy, particularly in mat-
ters concerning religion and taxation. The waves stirred by the war in
Britain sent ripples across the Atlantic. From 1640 onwards, many New
England Puritans returned home to fight for parliament and in Virginia, its
governor Sir William Berkeley, a former courtier and playwright, wel-
comed royalist refugees after the collapse of their cause in 1649. The new,
republican Commonwealth disapproved and removed him from his post,
allowing him to retire to his plantations, from where he emerged to
recover his position on Charles II’s restoration in 1660.

The establishment of Commonwealth in 1649 may be reckoned as
marking a major turning point in the history of the empire. The next
eleven years witnessed continuous and dynamic government activity to
preserve and enlarge Britain’s overseas possessions and their trade. There
was legislation to assert the total dominance of Britain over all aspects of
colonial commerce; an ambitious programme of naval rearmament; a chal-
lenge to Dutch seapower; and a partially successful offensive against Spain
in the Caribbean.

One thing was clear to the ministers and civil servants who framed these
policies: Britain’s colonies and the new transatlantic commerce they were
generating were a vital national asset to be coveted, protected and
extended, if necessary by aggression. At every turn, the government was
influenced by the prevailing economic dogma, mercantilism. This assumed
that a limit existed to global trade and measured a nation’s wealth in terms
of its self-sufficiency. Autarky, especially in raw materials, was also an indi-
cator of a country’s international status since it released it from dependence
on other powers and allowed it to accumulate a surplus of treasure. For this
among other reasons James I and Charles I had been willing to charter
colonies which, their promoters hoped, would provide alternative sources
for commodities previously imported from Europe. They were largely
mistaken, but, unexpectedly the American and Caribbean settlements
offered products for which there appeared a growing but finite continen-
tal market. If trends already detectable during the 1640s continued, Britain
would soon become the focus of a transatlantic commerce based upon
tobacco, sugar, fish and the new traffic in slaves.

The future of this commerce was by no means assured. Britain’s position
in North America was vulnerable: the French had already begun to
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penetrate the St Lawrence basin, and further south the Dutch had a toe-
hold in what is now New York. The Dutch also posed another threat for,
temporarily disengaged from European conflicts after 1648, they were free
to increase their already vast merchant fleet and become the world’s main
sea carriers.

In broad terms the government aimed to tighten commercial links with
the colonies, which were compelled to conduct all their seaborne trade
through Britain and in British-owned ships. This was the objective of the
Navigation Acts of 1649 and 1660, the Staple Act of 1663 and the
Plantation Act of 1673. Non-British carriers were banned from conveying
goods of any kind between Britain and its colonies or between individual
colonies. At first, ‘British’ meant English, Welsh, Irish and Scottish but in
1660, when Scotland and England again became separate kingdoms under
one king, Scottish shippers were included in the interdict. As well as being
given a monopoly of colonial freightage, British shipowners were given the
right to Royal Navy protection by an act of 1649 which was confirmed at
the Restoration.

Although keeping the title Royal Navy, the British fleet was now a
national force at the disposal of those subjects with foreign and colonial
business interests. The act had originally been introduced to suppress roy-
alist privateers, but by 1680 warships were regularly escorting British
merchantmen in the Mediterranean as a deterrent against Algerine pirates;
policing the Yarmouth, Iceland and Newfoundland fisheries; and patrolling
in Atlantic and Caribbean waters.? Henceforward, the navy would be an
instrument of commercial and colonial policy.

Extensive protection to merchant shipping required additional war-
ships. From 1650 onwards, the government embarked on a ship-building
programme which continued after the Restoration; in 1679 the navy pos-
sessed 86 ships and double that number by 1688. Much of the credit for
this must go to Samuel Pepys, the diarist and Secretary to the Board of
Admiralty, who strove to eliminate corruption within the navy’s bureau-
cracy and create a formidable fleet that could be swiftly mobilised and
manned in the event of war against France, Spain or the Netherlands.

It was the Dutch with their huge merchant marine who were seen as
the greatest danger to British commerce, at least before 1680. They were
most vulnerable in the English Channel and North Sea through which
their vessels had to pass on their way to Amsterdam and it was here that
they were challenged by the Royal Navy. The three Anglo-Dutch wars of
1652-4, 1665-7 and 1672-4 were inconclusive. The successes of the first,
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achieved by Admiral Blake, were offset by the attack on the Medway ports
in 1666 when British shipping was seized and burned. This humiliation
was outweighed by the occupation and subsequent annexation of New
York.

While British broadsides may not have substantially harmed the Dutch,
the latter’s position of economic strength was deceptive. Unlike their rival,
they had few colonies and no single staple such as sugar or tobacco upon
which to rely and, as the wars demonstrated, their carrying trade could be
disrupted at will by Britain. Moreover, from the mid-1660s the Dutch
were driven to divert more and more of their surplus wealth into the
tortification of their southern, landward frontier against France.

God, not Admiral Blake’s battleships, was given credit for the navy’s
victories in 1652—4, or so ran the official proclamation which marked the
signing of the peace treaty with the Netherlands. It concluded that ‘the
dispensations of the Lord have been as if he had said, England thou art my
first-born, my delight among nations.” It is easy to see the hand of the Lord
Protector, Oliver Cromwell, behind such sentiments which reflected a
new, triumphalist and expansionist mood in the country. Late-Elizabethan
ideas of national and Protestant destiny were in the process of resuscitation
and translation into action at the hands of Cremwell, who throughout his
life had a profound sense of serving a Divine Providence. He also had a
vision of a godly, industrious nation whose Protestant faith and commerce
qualified it for a pre-eminenrt position throughout the world.

1654 had not only seen the Dutch humbled, it had witnessed the
Portuguese government make far-reaching concessions to British mer-
chants which were tantamount to an admission that Portugal no longer
possessed either the will or wherewithal to uphold its old authority in the
East or the Americas. Cromwell next considered a blow against Spain in
the West Indies. It would simultaneously damage the wealth and prestige
of a leading Catholic power, be interpreted as a victory for Protestantism,
and expose the emptiness of Spanish pretensions to a commercial monop-
oly in the region. In preparing what was called the “Western Design’,
Cromwell was swayed by Thomas Gage, an apostate Dominican friar
whose England in America urged the total overthrow of Spanish power in
the New World and its replacement by British. He also listened to the
more down-to-earth opinions of Sir Thomas Modyford, governor of
Barbados, a planter with a knack of extracting private advantage from
official policy.

In many ways the Western Design was a forerunner of many later,
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aggressive imperial enterprises. Commercial advantage, private greed and
a sense of divinely directed historic destiny were intermingled and bound
together, not quite convincingly, with a high-minded moral cause. To
excuse what was a pre-emptive attack on the territory of a friendly power,
Cromwell’s propagandists presented the expedition as an act of revenge for
a hundred and fifty years of Spanish and Catholic atrocities in the
Americas. “We hold our self obliged in Justice to the people of these
nations for the Cruelties, Wrongs, and injuries done and exercised upon
them by the Spaniards.®> Cromwell himself sincerely hoped that the expul-
sion of the Spaniards and their Inquisition would be followed by the arrival
of a new and worthier breed of settlers, ‘people who knew the Lord’
from New England and Ulster.

On Christmas D;}-I 1654 a fleet of seventeen men-o’-war under Admiral
Sir William Penn and twenty transports carrying General Robert
Venables’s 5,000 strong army, recruited from the Irish garrison, sailed from
Spithead. Five weeks later this armada hove to off Barbados. The campaign
opened promisingly with the seizure, in the name of the Navigation Laws,
of £5,000 worth of Dutch shipping anchored off the island. After picking
up some companies of militia from Barbados and the Leeward Islands, the
fleet approached 1its target, Espanola. The landings were a disaster, with
heavy losses among a force already being reduced by malaria and dysentery.
In May 1655 an attack was made on what is now Kingston, Jamaica, and
succeeded after half-hearted Spanish resistance.

The capture of Jamaica was a major coup. The island was ideal for
sugar cultivation (some of the surviving soldiers were given grants of land
for plantation) and strategically well-sited to command the shipping lanes
that ran eastwards from Spanish Central America, Cuba and Espafiola. A
Spanish attempt to retake the island in 1658 failed and, after years of
grumbling, Spain formally ceded it to Britain in 1671. By then there were
fifty-seven sugar refineries in operation, with cocoa being developed as a
secondary crop, and Port Royal had become a regular anchorage for Royal
Navy men-o’-war. Its development as a naval base was swift; by 1690 it was
guarded by the loyally named Forts Charles, James and Rupert and in 1739
a dockyard with barracks and store-houses had been built.

The seizure of Jamaica was part of a wider plan which embraced the
occupation in 1659 of St Helena, an outpost on the Cape route to India,
and the projected seizure of either Gibraltar or Minorca as a Mediterranean
base. Even without these prizes, Cromwell had demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of a bold, global strategy that would be imitated by successive
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governments which in varying degrees shared his view of Britain’s place in
the world.

His Western Design was followed, on_a smaller scale, by Modyford,
now governor of Jamaica, who on the eve of the outbreak of the second
Anglo—Dutch war in 1665, proposed a scheme for ‘rooting the Dutch out
of the West Indies’. His partners in this private enterprise war were local
buccaneers who ‘upon my gentleness to them’ were ready to ‘offer life and
fortune to His Majesty’s service’.* The buccaneers were freelance, seafar-
ing cutthroats who lived by piracy and attracted those on the margins of
Caribbean society, including former indentured labourers and runaway
slaves. Despite Modyford’s assurances, they were a liability when it came
to fighting. During a landing on the Dutch island of St Eustatius in July
1665, the volunteers went on strike until the booty had been parcelled out
and afterwards, according to an eyewitaess, there was ‘great confusion as
usually attends such parties whose plunder is their pay and obedience
guided by their wills” Nevertheless, with the right leadership and driven
by an overwhelming greed, the buccaneers could achieve wonders. In
January 1671, commanded by Edward Morgan, a sometime indentured
servant on Barbados, they attacked and thoroughly plundered Panama
City.

This coup de main gave Morgan the means to make himself a Jamaican
planter and to secure a knighthood, respectability and the governorship of
the colony. It also, like Drake’s similar exploits 2 hundred years before,
made a deep impression on the public imagination and reinforced that
popular image of distant lands as places where quick fortunes were waiting
for the energetic and ruthless.

The belligerent overseas policies of Cromwell and the subsequent pirat-
ical war against Spain in the West Indies satisfied nascent British patriotism
and, of course, individual cupidity. They were proof, if any was needed, of
what could be accomplished by the audacious use of seapower and how it
could enrich the country. This idea was not new; it had been first vented
in the mid-fifteenth century by mercantilist propagandists who urged the
government to ‘keep the seas’; that is, forcefully assert English control over
the Channel. Maritime superiority, this time extended far beyond home
waters, had been advocated by Elizabethan expansionists and their message
gained a new force as Britain’s foreign trade and overseas possessions
increased.

As well as calling for naval supremacy, the early followers of what would
later be called the ‘Blue Water’ school of foreign policy and strategy
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warned governments to shun continental entanglements that squandered
the nation’s treasure and brought no visible profit. In his pamphlet The
Conduct of the Allies (1711), Jonathan Swaft contrasted the costly, laborious
and inconclusive campaigns of the Duke of Marlborough in Flanders and
Lord Peterborough in Spain with the dashing enterprise of Bristol-based
privateers. ‘Inflamed by a true spirit of our age and industry’, they had rav-
aged Spanish shipping and taken the Acapulco treasure ship. Far better,
claimed Swift, to concentrate national resources on the navy and employ
it for a piecemeal conquest of the Spanish Indies rather than pour cash and
men into unwinnable wars in Europe.

In essence, he had put a case that would be repeated by others through-
out the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Nature had
separated Britain from the continent by the sea and through the ingenu-
ity and perseverance of her people she had become dependent on
seaborne trade and colonies for hier wealth. In the event of a continental
war, Britain’s first concern was always the preservation of her overseas
resources and the destruction of her adversaries’. The commitment of men
and material to any Eurcpean theatre of war was a secondary considera-
tion, since gains there did little or nothing to assist maritime security or
commerce.

The conflicts with the Netherlands had given Britush statesmen and com-
manders their first taste of waging a global war, although the struggles in
the Caribbean and North America had been peripheral and small in scale.
Even so, it was virtually certain that at some time in the future European
wars were bound to become giobal contests between empires with each
side seeking to hinder its opponents’ commerce and seize their colonies.
To meet such an emergency 1t was vital that the government asserted its
control over the colonies and took measures for their defence.

It was, argued Charles II’s Treasurer, the Earl of Danby in 1664, a mat-
ter of urgency that arrangements were made to ‘bring about the Necessary
Union of all Plantations in America which will make the King great and
extend his royal empire in those parts’® There was more to Danby’s pro-
posal than the assertion of the power of London over distant settlements;
close direction of colonial government would facilitate the raising of local
revenues which would be needed to foot the bill for the colony’s defence.

The implementation of this policy was largely left to a man who became
the first imperial civil servant, William Blathwayt. According to the diarist
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John Evelyn who met Blathwayt in 1687 when his star was in the ascen-
dant, he was 2 man who had ‘raised himself by his industry, from very
moderate circumstances. He is a very proper, handsome person, and very
dexterous in business” A lawyer by training, Blathwayt had been appointed
Clerk of the new Privy Council committee for plantations in 1676; four
years later he was made Surveyor and Auditor-General of American
Revenues; and from 1683 until 1703 he was Secretary-at-War. His assiduity
and experience made him invaluable and so, unshaken by political convul-
sions, he served successively Charles II, James II, William III and Anne.

In the process and in common with other Stuart bureaucrats he made
money from bribes and he was lucky enough to marry an heiress. Her
house at Dyrham in south Gloucestershire became his country seat, which
he had rebuilt from 1687 onwards in the fashionable baroque style under
the direction of a refugee French architect. The interior decoration was
striking: his study was panelled in black walnut shipped over by the gov-
ernor of Maryland; stairs and stairwells were cut from cypress and cedar
wood from South Carolina; and the gardens were laid out in the modish
Dutch manner (William IIT had become king in 1689) and planted with
imported flora from Virginia.

These exotic gifts were tribute from a land where Blathwayt had
imposed the King’s will and consolidated royal authority, often at the
expense of local proprietors and assemblies. The agents of his policies
were usually men accustomed to giving orders and expecting obedience —
army officers. It was their experience as much as their temper which rec-
ommended them since their duties included making arrangements for the
colonies’ defence. .

Until the mid-1670s measures for the safeguard of the settlements in
North America and the Caribbean had been haphazard and amateurish. A
survey of the military resources of the Leeward Islands, forwarded to
London in 1676, revealed their extreme vulnerability. The author, a pro-
fessional soldier, was dismayed by the tiny garrison of regulars on St Kitts
who were ‘in the greatest necessity soldiers ever were, in the sight of the
French whose soldiers are well paid, well armed and accoutred’. A poly-
glot militia was not to be trusted since it was suspected that the French and
Dutch volunteers would forget their oaths of allegiance in a crisis. On
Nevis there were twenty-two regulars, a small cavalry detachment whose
horses were ‘generally used to carry sugar’, and 1,300 militiamen who
were ‘the worst for arms he had ever seen’.® In short, none of the islands
could withstand an assault by trained troops.
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The need for garrisons of professional soldiers and closer royal supervi-
sion of government was evident in North America. In 1676 Virginia was
convulsed by an insurrection led by Nathaniel Bacon against the allegedly
feeble Indian policy of Governor Berkeley, his corrupt and partial govern-
ment, and an assembly where, according to the insurgents, ‘all the power
is got into the hands of the rich’. To restore order, the government in
London had to despatch over a thousand troops, artillery and warships.’
Whilst Virginia faced what was close to a class war, the New England
colonies were engaged in interminable frontier wars against the Indians
who were getting stronger thanks to French assistance. Indians captured
near Fort Pemaquid in New York in 1689 carried French muskets, bayo-
nets, waistbelts, cutlasses. One, speaking in broken English, told an officer
that his people ‘no care for the New England people; they have all their
country by and by’®

The colonists could not face these perils without outside assistance, and
this uncomfortable fact of life made them acquiesce to a series of measures
which reduced the powers of local assemblies and great landlords.
Administrative adjustments were conceded, sometimes grudgingly as in
New England, but colonial parliaments still retained considerable law-
making powers. These bodies, it must be added, were representative rather
than democratic. Like their English and Scottish counterparts, they were
the exclusive preserve of men of wealth and property. The North
American and West Indian legislatures were filled with planters, estate-
owners, merchants and lawyers who were thought to have the best interests
of their colony at heart. These men accepted the supremacy of the King’s
governors, judges and officials as the price for protection.

They were not deferential. In 1700, a member of the Nevis assembly
protested to an army officer that, since there was no law that permitted the
billeting of soldiers on his estate, they could work in the fields alongside
the negroes in return for their keep. As for the officer’s orders, he could
‘wipe his arse” with them.® Such attitudes, coupled with an indifference to
the law which was marked in the North American frontier colonies and
some Caribbean islands, made the work of governors an uphill struggle
and the process of imposing order and inducing submissiveness was often
long drawn out. As late as 1775, Colonel Montford Brown, governor of
the Bahamas, complained to the government about the prevalence in the
islands of crime. The ‘inability and laziness’ of the Bahamanian made it
impossible for him to live other than by smuggling and wrecking; that is,
luring ships on to reefs and plundering the wreck. No one, it seemed,
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Dispositions of
Providence:
The Colonists

Britain’s overseas colonies would not have happened without large num-
bers of emigrants who were prepared to abandon their homes, undertake
long and hazardous voyages and then submit themselves to a régime of
hard labour in an unfamiliar and often unkind environment. Elizabethan
expansionists had likened the process to a bodily evacuation, a spewing out
of unwanted and harmful matter.! This image was invoked by a visitor to
Barbados in 1655: “This island is the Dunghill whereon England doth cast
forth its rubbish: Rogues and whores and such like people are those which
are generally brought here.?

Up to a point this was true, and some would have added Puritans and
Quakers to the indigent, idle and lawless who were coerced into leaving
Britain. There were also plenty of so-called voluntary emigrants who had
in fact been cozened into crossing the Atlantic. In 1671, a ‘spirit’ admitted
to having kidnapped 500 indentured servants annually, and another calcu-
lated one year’s haul at 840.3 Even if these confessions were exaggerated,
they indicate that among this, the largest category of emigrant, there were
large numbers who travelled unwillingly. Their reluctance was under-
standable, for their future tribulations were vividly set down in a

contemporary popular ballad, “The Trapann’d [kidnapped] Maid’:

Five years served I, under Master Guy
In the land of Virginny, O,
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Which made me for to know sorrow, grief and woe
When that I was weary, weary, weary, O.

I have played my part, both at the plough and cart,
In the land of Virginny, O;

Billets from Wood upon my back they load,

When that I am weary, weary, weary, O.*

This woman was particularly unlucky since female servants were normally
allocated domestic work indoors, although in Maryland during the 1650s
‘some wenches that are nasty and beastly’ were ordered to labour in the
fields. The temptation to escape must sometimes have been very great, but
so were the dangers of recapture on the island colonies or falling into
Indian hands in North America. These risks diminished as the colonial
population rose and made it easier for the fugitive to find anonymity. One
who tried in the 1760s was described by her owner in a Virginian news-
paper advertisement:

Between the Sixth and Seventh Day,
Mary Nowland ran away;

Her age I know not but appears

To be at least full twenty years;

The same religion with the Pope.

Short neck, scarce room to fix a rope:
She’s large and round from neck to hips,
Brown hair, red face, short nose, thick lips;
Short, thick and clumsy in her jog

As neat as any fatten’d hog.

Upon her tongue she wears a brogue
And was she man would be a rogue.

Marriage and a household of her own may have been this Irishwoman’s
motive for leaving her employer, although by this time the old imbalance
between men and women settlers in the colonies had been redressed. In
1704 there were 30,000 men and 7,000 women, 85 per cent of them
indentured servants, in Maryland.? Those free to do so married young; the
average age in Maryland was sixteen, twenty-one in Virginia, and brides
were frequently pregnant. Indentured servants, who were usually around
twenty-four or twenty-five when their terms expired, married later. There

- 38 -



» Dispositions of Providence -

was also a high illegitimacy rate despite the humiliating public punishments
laid down for unmarried mothers by colonial legislators.

By 1700, a large proportion of colonists were native born. Population
growth in the Chesapeake basin colonies had been slower than elsewhere
thanks in part to the shortage of women and a high death rate. A twenty-
year-old immigrant who survived seasoning might expect to live another
twenty years, while a locally born Virginian or Marylander who picked up
some immunities would survive a further ten years. Life expectancy in the
more astringent climate of New England was sixty.

The lack of women was a handicap in the early phases of colonisation,
but it was unavoidable. Clearing forests, breaking ground, tending crops
and building houses required a male workforce, a fact of life that was
reflected in the occupations of those emigrants who were in most demand
by settlement companies and proprietors. The most urgent need was
always for skilled artisans. On board the Increase, which sailed for New
England in 1636, were 116 passengers including a butcher, carpenter,
clothier, stonemason, ploughwright, sawyer, surgeon, tailor, two linen
weavers, a joiner and a dozen farm labourers. There were also, well down
the list, twelve men without trades, twenty-four adult women, twenty-six
girls under eighteen and thirty boys.® This distribution of occupation, age
and sex was typical, although there was no certainty as to whether 1t
would be reproduced in the colony because of losses during the voyage and
acclimatisation.

The 1deal colonists were described by the Massachusetts Bay Company
in the 1630s as ‘endowed with grace and furnished with means’. The first
quality was essential for the fulfilment of the Puritan vision of a settlement
peopled with men and women who knew themselves to be chosen by
God and therefore were glad to submit themselves to disciplined labour
and regulations based on Old Testament texts.

At the same time an immigrant needed cash and a stock of tools. The
transatlantic fare was about /5 a person, to which had to be added the
price of food during the voyage, and freightage was £4 a ton. An English
yeoman farmer with his family and their farming implements and domes-
tic utensils would expect to pay at least £100 for transit to North America.
Given that such a man’s annual income might be between £40 and £60,
if he wished to emigrate, he would be forced to sell his land. In other
words, his decision to leave would have to be final.” Of course there were
many cases where companies subsidised colonists who were, at least for the
Massachusetts Bay Company, carefully screened beforehand to weed out
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the morally unsuitable. One who passed the test was John Dane who, hav-
ing considered emigration to one of the Caribbean islands, directly asked
God for guidance. ‘Utterly forlorn in my spirit’ and anxious to be ‘free
from temptation’, he followed current Puritan practice and randomly
opened his Bible. He found the text, ‘Come out from among them, touch
no unclean thing, and I will be your God and you shall be my people’ He
immediately left his native Hertfordshire and its temptations and took ship
for New England.®

There were more direct inducements. In 1667 the potential colonist for
the Cape Florida settlement was lured with the promise of a hundred
acres for himself and a further hundred for each of his children and mus-
ket-armed servants (this was Indian country) at an annual rent of ten
shillings for every thousand acres. A further fifty acres would be granted for
every female servant or slave in his possession.

On the expiry of his contract, every indentured servant was to be given
a hundred acres by his master, together with farming tools and two suits of
clothing.” This pledge was deliberately framed to attract men who already
enjoyed considerable wealth in England, for they would have had to have
provided the costs of shipping and sufficient stocks of food to see them-
selves and their households through the time it took to cultivate, harvest
and market cash crops.

To a large extent the existing, but never inflexible, British social hierar-
chy was transported across the Atlantic and re-erected in North America
and the Caribbean. In the colonies gentlemen commanded the same
respect as they did in Britain. One gentleman, who died during the early
days of Virginia, had a memorial brass imported for his gravestone which
showed him in full armour, an anachronism on the battlefield but still the
accepted public token of his social standing. It was set in the floor of
Jamestown church from where it was later stolen. Looking back on his
childhood in the 1690s, a Virginian farmer recalled, ‘A periwig, in those
days, was a distinguishing badge of gentle-folk” The same adornment
denoted a gentleman in Britain.

As in the home country, property was the ultimate measure of social
position for, as one tobacco planter observed, ‘If a [man] has Money,
Negroes and Land enough he is a complete Gentleman.” Another, who
had all three, wrote in 1726:

[ have a large Family of my own, and my Doors are open to
Every Body, yet [ have no Bills to pay, and half-a-crown will
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rest undisturbed in my Pocket for many Moons together. Like
one of the Patriarchs, I have my Flocks and my Herds, my
Bond-men and Bond-women [indentured labourers], and
every sort of trade amongst my own servants, so that I live in a

kind of Independence on everyone but Providence.!’

In outlook and circumstances such men were little different from their
near-contemporaries, Squires Allworthy and Western in Henry Fielding’s
novel Tom Jones.

The dominance of the rich gave colonial society a cohesion and made
it easy for public order to be maintained since humbler immigrants were
already conditioned to accept the magistracy of men of substance and
property. In the New England settlements public responsibility was con-
fined to the senior and invariably more prosperous members of church
congregations. The laws they framed in their assemblies and enforced
from the bench combined the Common Law of England with the injunc-
tions for a pure life extensively laid down in the Old Testament.
Blasphemers and homosexuals faced execution, as did masturbators, in
New Haven, and fornicators were whipped, a punishment from which,
revealingly, gentlemen were excluded. Such laws and proscribed penalties
poured from the small legislatures of the New England states and reflected,
In an extreme manner, a mentality that prevailed in Britain. Wickedness in
all its forms was endemic throughout society and was most concentrated
among the lower classes, who required constant and often condign
reminders of their duty tec God and the civil authorities who upheld His
and the King’s laws.

This need for a harsh and vigorously enforced code of law was most obvi-
ous 1n the slave-owning colonies. There the élite was ultimately defined by
the colour of its skin and, from the second half of the seventeenth century
onwards, it stood in continual danger of being overwhelmed by the spi-
ralling slave population. In 1628 Barbados contained 14,000 inhabitants,
most of them white indentured labourers. There was a rapid influx of
negroes after 1650 and by 1673 their total was 33,000 compared with
21,000 whites. As more and more manual work was undertaken by
negroes the European population slumped; in 1712 it was 15,000 against
42,000 slaves.

Fears about security were inevitable. The governor of Barbados
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expressed misgivings in 1692 about the deployment of the local, all-white
militia in the island’s forts which might encourage a negro insurrection.
Soon after, a suspected conspirator revealed, under torture, the existence of
a plot to seize one of the island’s arsenals in which, interestingly, several dis-
affected Irishmen were involved.!! The Barbadian demographic pattern
was repeated in Jamaica and caused similar alarms about the racial imbal-
ance in population. In 1690 there was an uprising by 500 slaves on a
plantation in the middle of the island in which several whites were killed.
After its suppression, a relieved governor informed the royal council, ‘The
rebellion might have been very bloody considering the number of negroes
and the scarcity of white men.” His apprehension was shared by members
of the island’s assembly which, in 1697, pleaded with the government to
recruit ‘poor craftsmen’ in England for ‘white men are so scarce that they
will easily find employment’!?

The reaction of the West Indian and North American legislatures to
the presence in their societies of huge numbers of potentially rebellious
slaves was paranoid. Deep fears expressed themselves in sheaves of laws
which restricted the movements and activities of slaves and inflicted fero-
clous penalties, including castration and burning alive, for every form of
insubordination. According to the 1696 Barbadian code, which was later
imitated in South Carolina, the negroes’ ‘barbarous, wild, savage natures’
placed them beyond the bounds of the laws by which white men lived.
Instead they had their own regulations specially drafted to ‘restrain the dis-
orders, rapines and inhumanity to which they are naturally prone and
inclined’.!® Special prominence was given to bans on sexual relations
between negroes and white women. There was also a need to produce a
legal definition of slavery, which had not existed in Britain since the early
Middle Ages, and the powers exercised by the master over his slave.

The negro’s place within colonial society was at the bottom of the pile.
Like a pet dog he owed his name to his master; among the more popular
were: ‘Juno’, ‘Bacchus’, ‘Caesar’, ‘Quashy’, ‘Monday’, ‘Cuffy’, ‘London’
and ‘Sambo’. He also learned to speak and think in a new language,
English. Writing in 1724, a Virginian clergyman noted that ‘the languages
of the new Negroes are various harsh jargon’, but those born in the colony
‘talk good English, and affect our language, habits and customs’.
Assimilation was limited; African traditions and mythology were perpetu-
ated in what became the slaves’ underground culture. A suspect
interrogated after the discovery of a plot to seize Antigua in 1736 revealed
that a magician or obeah man had used his supernatural powers to ensnare
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conspirators. ‘I am afraid of the Obey [Obeah] man now, he told his
inquisitors, ‘he is a bloody fellow, I knew him in Cormantee country.*
Not surprisingly, colonial lawmakers saw the transmission of African cus-
toms as subversive and slaves were forbidden crepuscular drumming,
blowing on conch shells and fetish ceremonies.

The submission of the negro, and for that matter the Native American,
was the foundation of the colonial order. It is symbolised in Defoe’s novel
The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1719) when the Amerindian
‘Friday’ places Crusoe’s foot on his head and acknowledges him as his
overlord. Admittedly his life had just been saved, but the gesture would
have had a universal significance for Defoe’s readers. So too, but for dif-
ferent reasons, would that section of the story in which Crusoe was
shipwrecked on an island somewhere off the coast of modern Venezuela
and stranded there. The close examination of his state of mind during his
exile and the description of his practical response to his situation trans-
formed the novel into a parable of colonial settlement.

In the beginning Crusoe, the son of a Hull merchant, becomes a
mariner-entrepreneur with ambitions to make his fortune in the slave
trade. He is temporarily frustrated when he is taken prisoner by Arab
pirates operating from Salé, a Moroccan port. Mediterranean and
Caribbean piracy was an everyday hazard throughout the seventeenth,
eighteenth and, in a lesser degree, the early nineteenth centuries. In 1698,
as his ship the Unicorn neared the Leeward Islands, Colin Campbell recalled
how every sail sighted on the horizon immediately triggered fears of
pirates among the crew.!® If their ship was taken, the passengers and crew
faced death, enslavement or, if they appeared to have money, ransom.
John Darbey, one of the marginally more fortunate victims of piracy, tes-
tified to the governor of Jamaica in 1675 how he had been taken from his
ship, a New England barque, by Dutch privateers. He was put ashore at the
Spanish port of Havana where he soon found himself ‘in miserable slavery’
building a fort at the orders of the governor. Before his escape he encoun-
tered a sadistic Spanish naval captain, Don Philip Fitzgerald (probably an
[rish renegade), who shot and stabbed several other captive English seamen
in what appears to have been a fit of pique.'®

To judge from his matter-of-fact account of his adventures, Darbey
had a considerable degree of stoicism which enabled him to bear up to his
misfortunes. A similar, quietistic spirit is demanded of Crusoe when, after
his release by the pirates, he 1s shipwrecked. The only survivor from the
crew, Crusoe is able to salvage a stock of muskets, pistols, gunpowder,
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knives, clothing, preserved food, alcohol and, perhaps most importantly,
tools such as a saw and hatchets from his ship. He is equipped with the
basic artefacts of contemporary European technology and therefore in a
position similar to that of a more conventional colonist. In November
1610 the settlers at Cupid’s Cove, Newfoundland had been supplied with
muskets, spades, mattocks, scythes, cheeses, barrels of ‘Irish beef” and
pork, a Bible and a book on ‘the General practise of physick’.

They were more fortunate than Crusoe in that they possessed an
imported sow which had farrowed, poultry, six goats and, oddly, a single
rabbit. Crusoe 1s able to make up for deficiencies in this area by shooting
game and, 1n time, taming some local wild goats. Improvisation and the
ingenious use of the tools he has to hand enable Crusoe to impose his will
on what he discovers is an uninhabited island wilderness. He gradually
investigates the island’s resources which include lime, lemon and cocoa
trees and tobacco plants. Some barley recovered from the wreck and care-
lessly thrown down takes root. Its shoots astonish Crusoe who, like others
who settled in the Americas, was constantly amazed by the fecundity of the
region. His reaction was the same as that of those early colonists who later
explained the natural abundance of the New World in terms of the heat
which, it was assumed, encouraged livestock to grow fat and produce
more offspring.

There are drawbacks. It takes Crusoe some years to calculate the correct
seasons for planting and harvesting his small crop of barley. Here as in other
matters he learns patience and adopts a prudent and rational system of hus-
banding his resources. At the start he guesses, rightly as it turns out, that he
will need to defend himself, and so he constructs what eventually becomes
an elaborate network of wooden palisades and hedges around his dwelling
and barley field.

The performance of these and other mundane tasks requires mental as
well as physical stamina. Crusoe, hitherto not a religious man, finds this
through reading his Bible and surrendering himself to what he calls the
‘dispositions of Providence’. By accepting Divine Providence, Crusoe dis-
covers he can endure the isolation, uncertainty and all the petty frustrations
he has to face. Crusoe’s interior development is paralleled by his method-
ical and largely successful efforts to master his surroundings and make an
ordered life for himself.

This life is finally ended with the successive appearances of Carib
Indians from whom Friday, his servant companion, is rescued and the
landing of a party of Englishmen, the passengers and officers of a ship
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whose crew has mutinied. With the assistance of Crusoe and Friday, the
mutineers are overthrown and their survivors left on the island. Crusoe sails
back to England, enriched by coin and bullion: he had earlier salvaged from
a grounded Spanish ship. The story concludes in the year 1694 when he
returns to his island which he now calls ‘my new colony’. Divided
between the survivors of the Spanish shipwreck and the mutinous English
seamen, the colony is prospering and Crusoe, a shrewd 1nvestor, makes
arrangements to have women, skilled craftsmen, livestock and supplies
imported.

What emerges most forcefully from this story is Crusoe’s fortitude and
willingness to persevere against the odds. He combines an inner spiritual
strength that makes it possible for him to accept his fate as the will of God
with an ability to overcome his physical environment by the application of
reason and hard work. He is the embodiment of all the virtues needed for
a colonist.

Defoe’s fiction was founded on reality. There were plenty of colonists
who showed some if not all of Crusoe’s qualities and prospered accordingly.
One who showed remarkable tenacity was a north countryman, Anthony
Hilton, who was employed as an agent by a group of Barnstaple merchants
trading with Virginia. A visit to St Kitts during one of his transatlantic voy-
ages left him convinced that he had found an ideal site for a tobacco
plantation. With backers, who included some ‘gentlemen of Ireland’, he
returned to the island, cleared the ground and built wooden houses. His
plantation was overrun by local Carib Indians so he moved elsewhere on
the island and raised a crop which sold for £1 a pound. Worried by Carib
hostility, Hilton hurried back to London and persuaded investors to sup-
port a fresh venture on a nearby island, Nevis. The colony was established
in 1628 and the following year it was attacked by the Spanish who
destroyed crops and buildings and expelled the settlers. Undeterred, Hilton
restarted the colony which, in time, flourished.

Hilton’s determination was matched by the ruthlessness of Sir Thomas
Warner, ‘a good soldier and man of extraordinary agility’, who also estab-
lished a plantation on St Kitts in 1624. He made terms with a local Carib
chief and prudently built a wooden fort with loopholes for muskets which,
he explained to the suspicious Caribs, was an enclosure for chickens. Soon
after, he was informed that the Indians were plotting to massacre the set-
tlers. He attacked first when the Caribs were drunk and killed their chief
as he lay in his hammock. In its earlier stages colonisation was always a
struggle for survival; Crusoe’s first priority had been to build a small fort
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and he always gave careful attention to the conservation of his gunpowder.

The diligent management of resources in which Crusoe excelled was
the particular skill of the merchant. He was, according to Thomas Mun, an
early seventeenth-century apostle of mercantilism, the ‘steward of the
Kingdom’s Stock, by way of Commerce with other Nations . . . so the
Private Gain may ever accompany the public good. His calling was there-
fore an elevated one for, ‘There is more Honour and Profit in an
Industrious Life, than in a great inheritance which wasteth for want of
Virtue’!” If a merchant flourished he could, with no difficulty, secure
himself a substantial inheritance. As Defoe pointed out in his “The True-
Born Englishman’ of 1703:

Wealth, howsoever got, in England makes
Lords of mechanics, gentlemen of rakes:
Antiquity and birth are needless here;
“Tis impudence and money makes a peer.

And a good thing too, thought the essayist Richard Addison, who
wrote that it served a spendthrift aristocrat right if he was forced to sell out
and make way for an ex-merchant who ‘deserves the estate a great deal
better when he has got it by industry’.

Much of the colonial merchant’s industry was, like Crusoe’s, routine and
dull and could only be undertaken with a high degree of self-discipline and
dedication. The diary kept by Anthony Beale, ‘a very careful, honest man’,
the governor of the Hudson’s Bay Company’s River Port trading post
during 1706, is a record of what must often have been a tedious existence
in an extremely remote region where a very strong sense of duty was
essential for men to survive.!® There was a staff of forty-six at the fortified
settlement, nearly all skilled artisans, who were paid annual wages of
between £20 and [48.

The highlight of their year in terms of activity was midsummer when
the Company’s ships arrived to unload supplies and collect the furs and
beaver pelts which were brought to the post by local Indians and
exchanged for manufactured goods. There followed the frozen winter of
the tundra when the only occupations were fishing and shooting and trap-
ping game which seems to have been plentiful. A stock of sheep and
goats, cheeses and a garden planted with imported turnips, radishes,
spinach, chervil, cress, cabbage and lettuce provided a varied and healthy
diet. A tenuous and emotional link with home was the celebration on
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23 April of Queen Anne’s birthday when the Union flag was hoisted and
every man was given ‘a bottle of strong beer’.

Governor Beale’s daybook also reveals a busy world of commerce with
meticulously kept accounts and inventories of supplies and barter stock
which included needles, powder horns, fish hooks and, for the vainer
Indian, fifty Ostrich feathers, presumably purchased in London from a
merchant trading in Africa — a nice example of intercolonial trade.
Exchanges were made according to strict rules in which the unit of cur-
rency was the beaver pelt; two secured a pair of scissors, a hatchet or an
ostrich feather, four a gallon of brandy and between seven and ten a mus-
ket. There was another scale of barter for furs: four marten furs equalled
one beaver, as did two deerskins, and one bear pelt was worth two beavers.

Like Crusoe, Beale existed in an 1solated wilderness. His vegetable gar-
den like Crusoe’s barley field was a minor triumph; there were many
others wherever colonists overcame even the most inclement environ-
ment and made it work to their own advantage. They did so for many
complex reasons, not least necessity and nearly all attributed their success
to the intervention of a just God who rewarded faith and industry. When
Captain Leonard Edgcombe sailed from London to Hudson’s Bay in 1691,
the Company’s directors commanded him to call his crew to prayer every
morning and evening ‘from which we may hope and expect a Blessing
from Almighty God’.!” Just over forty years later, an anonymous corre-
spondent wrote in the National Merchant (January 1736), ‘I look upon our
Colonies as a charitable Benefaction bestowed on this nation by God . . .
which if rightly improved, must needs make us a great, happy and flour-
ishing people’

But God’s gifts could only be made fruitful by the application of human
labour. Whether or not they possessed the qualities and sense of dedication
displayed by Robinson Crusoe — and many indentured servants, trans-
ported convicts and slaves certainly did not — those who laboured in the
colonies had, by the end of the seventeenth century, created a thriving
empire. This word was not in general usage until well into the eighteenth
century, when it began to replace ‘colonies’ or ‘plantations’.

Psychologically the change of title was important, carrying with it
notions of grandeur and power on a world scale. And yet the period
which witnessed the first growth of Britain’s colonies also saw the first ger-
mination of that aggressive, self-confident patriotism which flowered
during the next two hundred years and facilitated further imperial expan-
sion. Seventeenth-century colonial expansion had taught the British how
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to make money overseas, given impetus to ideas about national destiny and
God’s mandate to colonists, and produced archetypes like Robinson
Crusoe who demonstrated what could be accomplished by men of energy
and dedication.

What was achieved fascinated subsequent generations who attempted
both to romanticise the founders of empire and invest all of them with
qualities they never possessed. During the late-Victorian surge of empire-
building, the stories of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century settlers and
seafarers were retold in a form designed to inspire the young to follow their
example. Drake, Morgan and the American pioneers were endowed with
such contemporary virtues as manly courage, fortitude, comradeship and
a love of adventure for its own sake, and the ruthless pursuit of profit was
underplayed or left unmentioned. This was a distortion both of the men
and their motives, but an attractive one which, during this century, has
been given a new lease of life through Hollywood’s popular, swashbuckling
movies in which dashing pirate captains swing from halyards with merry
smules on their faces.

In a more serious vein, American historians have minutely examined
the world of the early colonists to find evidence in support of theories that
today’s social attitudes and political systems were rooted in the assumptions
and behaviour of the Anglo-Saxon settlers rather than the later frontier
experience or the ethnic multiplicity that followed mass immigration in
the nineteenth century. What has been revealed is, not surprisingly, a rich
diversity of outlook and motive among the settlers; if anything bound
them together it was a common urge for self-improvement coupled with
a determination to master their environment.
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Rule of the Main:
The Making of British
Seapower, 1689-1748

On the ceiling above the main staircase of the Commissioner’s House at
Chatham Dockyard is a large painting set there in about 1705. It is baroque
in style and triumphant in mood; Mars receives a crown of shells from
Neptune, while, in the foreground, stand symbolic figures of Peace, Plenty,
Justice and Charity. The whole piece is an allegory of Britain, a prosper-
ous, just and Christian nation which thrives under the protection of the
ruler of the oceans. What would have struck onlookers most forcefully was
the majestic figure of Neptune, whom they would have immediately iden-
tified as a symbol of the Royal Navy’s mastery of the seas. This allusion was
understood by Britain’s enemies; in 1775 a French official, regretting the
growth of British seapower, observed that, ‘Neptune’s trident has become
the sceptre of the world."!

The Chatham painting was executed during the first phase of a
sequence of global wars against France which had started in 1689 and
would continue until 1783. They were: the Nine Years War (1689-97), the
War of the Spanish Succession (1702-14), the War of the Austrian
Succession (1739-48), the Seven Years War (1756—63) and the American
War of Independence (1775-83) in which the French intervened in 1778.
What added up to over forty years of fighting consisted of two parallel
struggles, one fought to prevent France from establishing a hegemony in
Europe, the other to enlarge Britain’s overseas trade and colonies at the
expense of France and Spain.

On the surface, Britain and France appeared unequal adversaries. In
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1700, the population of France was 19.2 million, and in 1780 it was 25.6
million, while that of Britain rose from 6.9 to 9 million during the same
period. Britain’s total of foreign trade in 1700 was £9 million, France’s £13
million, figures that increased to £22 million and £23 million respectively
during the next eighty years. For each country a century of permanent
rivalry and intermittent war was also a time of steady economic growth.

These figures are deceptive in terms of resources available for war, par-
ticularly public credit. Britain was always the stronger power because, at
times of crisis, she could raise huge amounts of money without resort to
additional taxation. The British method of paying for wars was an emer-
gency measure introduced in 1692-3 when it seemed that existing
arrangements for obtaining credit were on the verge of collapse. Then, the
government adopted the expedient of what became known as the national
debt. Corporations and individuals were invited to loan money to the gov-
ernment in return for stock which paid an annual dividend. Investors
received a reliable source of income and the government found the
wherewithal to pay for armies and navies whenever they were needed.
Each successive war added to the debt; in 1757 it stood at £57 million, and
by 1787 1t had risen to £240 million. In that year interest payments cost
the Treasury £9.4 million, a large sum for a nation: with an annual income
from taxes and customs duties of just over £13 million.

Nevertheless, the burden of servicing the national debt was more than
offset by the advantages it offered to British statesmen and commanders. It
freed them from anxieties about public opinion, which would have
inevitably reacted adversely to emergency taxation or extra customs duties
that might easily have harmed trade and triggered inflation. Unity among
the political classes was vital for any war effort and this was only possible
if the king’s ministers took account of opinions expressed in parliament and
by newspapers and journals.

The deposition of James II in 1688 and the accession of the Dutch
stadtholder William of Orange and his wife Mary in 1689 had witnessed an
irreversible shift in the balance of power between the crown and parlia-
ment. The legislation of what was called the Glorious Revolution of
1688-9 placed executive authority in the hands of the king’s ministers,
who in turn depended upon the support of a majority of members of the
House of Commons. The actual process by which ministers assumed their
new responsibilities was gradual, and throughout the eighteenth century
the crown continued to exert often considerable influence over the shap-
ing of policy.
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What mattered was that neither kings nor ministers could ignore the
voice of the Commons, an assembly whose members spoke up both for
their own interests and what they saw as the country’s. The largest sectional
interest within the Commons and the Lords was land, but it never enjoyed
a complete dominance. Aristocrats and country squires had to share power
with merchants, shippers and financiers from the City of London which,
since the 1690s, had developed rapidly as a centre for stock-dealing, bank-
ing and marine insurance. There was also a strong presence in both houses
of men with direct and indirect colonial interests such as plantation own-
ers, former Indian traders, directors of the East India Company and naval
and army officers, of whom nearly three hundred served as MPs between
1754 and 1790. Commercial and colonial interests could and did exert a
strong pressure on the king’s ministers which they ignored at their peril.

By and large, the commercial and colonial lobbies wholeheartedly
endorsed aggressive, acquisitive, anti-French and anti-Spanish policies.
They did so because they regarded them as serving the national interest;
wars that ended with annexations offered fresh opportunities for overseas
trade and investment, as George III reminded the Commons in his speech
from the throne in 1762. ‘My territories are greatly augmented, he told
members, ‘and new sources open for trade and manufacture” Wars also
stimulated domestic productivity, particularly ship-building and the
expanding metallurgical industries of the Midlands; Birmingham-made
muskets and swords armed the troops of the East India Company. Increased
trade meant more revenue from customs that satisfied the dominant landed
class which was spared increases in land taxes.

During the eighteenth century, there emerged a significant concert of
interests among the politically active classes, irrespective of individual
attachment to Whig or Tory factions. They believed that it was necessary,
even desirable for Britain to go to war in order to become richer and to
assert her mastery of the seas. No one ever objected to increases in the
annual vote of funds for the navy. More importantly, the national debt
meant that a belligerent foreign policy caused no undue distress to tax-
payers, businessmen or manufacturers.

France was less fortunately placed when it came to waging war. [t was
impossible for her governments to harness national resources effectively,
thanks to a system of public finance which had become ossified and grossly
inefficient. Wholesale tax exemptions were enjoyed by the clergy and
aristocracy who resolutely defended their privileges, with the result that,
whenever a national emergency occurred, the government had no choice
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but to borrow from the money markets and pay back loans and interest
from increased imposts. These fell heavily on imports, exports and domes-
tic commercial transactions and had the effect of strangling commerce.

In 1697, when France was facing economic exhaustion after a nine-year
war effort, an envious Frenchman wondered why Britain, superficially a
poorer nation, ‘bears a burden of debt larger than ours’. The question was
asked again and again throughout the eighteenth century, and in Britain
the government took a keen interest in the overdue and abortive efforts of
the French to overhaul their fiscal apparatus. Details of the reforms pro-
posed during 1775 were reported, along with other economic intelligence,
to London by the Admiralty’s Paris spy or ‘correspondent’ as such creatures
were then called.?

The 1mbalance between French and British resources did not guarantee
automatic British success; far from it. Throughout this period, France
could field a formidable army and, when the occasion demanded, a pow-
erful fleet, as well as large numbers of privateers who harassed British
trade. Moreover, and this was a permanent headache for the élite of min-
isters who devised British strategy, if France allied with Spain then their
combined fleets could overturn the maritime balance. In this situation,
Britain could not be strong everywhere and the government would face
uncomfortable choices as to where to concentrate its ships and where to
allow its enemies superiority.

This dilemma was first encountered in 1689, when Louis XIV’s first
objective was to overthrow William III and restore James II and thereby
fracture the Anglo—Dutch front which stood in the way of his expansion-
ist policies in Europe. In terms of numbers of ships, France was capable of
challenging both powers in the Channel for, since the early 1660s, Louis’s
minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, had masterminded an ambitious policy of
naval rearmament. A mercantilist, he had a vision of France’s future as a
colonial, commercial power which, like Britain, would draw its strength
from international trade. His master was more conventional; Louis pre-
ferred to channel his nation’s energies into the piecemeal creation of an
extended France whose frontiers would enclose the Low Countries and
the Rhine Valley.

The French attempt to dethrone William and detach Britain from its
alliance with the Netherlands was marked by missed opportunities and
mismanagement. The Catholic James II's strongest support was among
the Gaelic-speaking Catholic Irish, but campaigns in Ireland required reg-
ular transfusions of French men and equipment. Between 1689 and 1690
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there were two French expeditions to Ireland, neither of which were seri-
ously impeded by the Royal Navy. The initial Anglo-Dutch response to
this threat was fumbling and, after the defeat of a British fleet at Beachy
Head in June 1690, control of the Channel was temporarily lost.

No attempt was made by the French to follow up this advantage, and in
1691 the French navy lost the initiative. There were no further convoys to
Ireland where James II’s cause soon withered. 1692 saw the Anglo—Dutch
fleet secure the upper hand with twin victories at Barfleur and La Hogue
in May, when a French fleet, outnumbered two to one, lost twelve battle-
ships, a quarter of its strength. The French navy had not brought Britain
to its knees and Louis, realising that further expenditure on ships would
bring few returns, cut the naval budget by two-thirds. His fleet was already
under strain because of a permanent shortage of skilled sailors, which was
wholly the consequence of his foolish revocation of the Edict of Nantes in
1685 by which he withdrew religious toleration from Protestants.
Thousands of seamen from France’s Atlantic ports, where Protestantism
had been strong, chose exile, many coming to England. For many years to
come, the French navy had to draw on a comparatively small pool of
trained sailors for its crews.” Matters were made worse after 1692, and
again in the 1700s, by the official policy of keeping fleets in harbour
which preserved fighting ships but deprived their crews of valuable expe-
rience at sea.

After 1692 the French wisely shunned fleet actions and turned instead
to a war of commerce raiding intended to undermine Anglo—Dutch trade.
Despite a handful of audacious commanders, like Jean Bart, this war of
attrition in the end failed to produce the expected result. There was, how-
ever, one nasty shock for the Allies. Between 1689 and 1691, French
pressure in home waters had forced the Royal Navy to withdraw its pres-
ence from the Mediterranean, which damaged Britain’s trade with Italy
and the Levant. An attempt to reassert British naval power in the
Mediterranean was made in 1693 and ended in calamity when a heavily
escorted convoy of 400 merchantmen was attacked in Lagos Bay in south-
ern Portugal. A hundred ships were lost, but the French again chose not to
exploit their success. During 1694-95, the French Mediterranean fleet
remained bottled up in Toulon harbour and its adversaries resumed their
command of that sea.

Outside Europe, naval operations were limited. At this time, French
overseas trade was not great, although this did not stop hundreds of British
privateers, including the infamous Captain Kidd, from seeking official
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letters of marque to attack French merchant ships. In 1694, an eight-
strong squadron of warships sailed for the West Indies with orders to
interrupt French seaborne trade, raid French islands and burn plantations.
Much damage was done. but a ‘violent and uncommon distemper’ struck
down the crews of this tlonlla and brought the campaign to a premature
end. So many seamen died on one ship that there were not enough left to
man it properly and it ran aground on the Florida shoals.*

Neither side gained a decisive advantage at sea between 1689 and 1697,
although the Allies could claim some satstaction at having seen off the
French challenge in the Channel and the Mediterranean. On land the
story was similar. and both sides, exhausted and war-weary, made peace. It
was 1n tact only a truce since Louis, through diplomatic manipulation,
secured. by 1700, what amounted to an amalgamation of France with
Spain.

It was unthinkable that Britain could stand by and allow France to take
possession of Spain, its Italian territories. and, most importantly, its transat-
lantic empire. From the start, Louis was determined to engross all Spanish
commerce. trom which the Briush and Dutch were to be excluded. Thus
was a disaster tor Britain; markets would be lost and command of the seas
pass to the Franco-Spanish tleet. War began in 1702 with Britain as the
lvnchpin and pavmaster ot the Grand Alliance whose other members
included the Netherlands. Austria and Prussia, all of whom wanted to
resist French domination in Europe.

The decisive battles of the War of the Spanish Succession were fought on
land by the armies directed by John Churchill, the Duke of Marlborough.
Most of the men he commanded. whether British, Dutch or German,
were paid tor by Britain which, in 1711, had 171,000 men on its payroll.
British seapower alone paid a peripheral part in this conflict which was
marked by no decisive, tull-scale fleet actions. Nevertheless, in terms of the
tuture use of the navy. the war provided usetul lessons and experience.

From the beginning, British strategy aimed at the elimination of
Franco—Spanish power in the Mediterranean. This required the acquisition
of a naval base in the region so that men-o’-war could be armed, victualled
and overhauled without having to sail back to ports in Britain. To this end,
Gibraltar was occupied and held in the teeth of a Franco—Spanish counter-
attack (1702—04) and Minorca, with its deep-water harbour at Port Mahon,
was seized 1n 1708. Both acquisitions were of tremendous importance, for
Briush fleets could now be permanently stationed in the Mediterranean
and Briush political influence exerted over its small maritime states.
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As a token of Britain’s new position in this area, Admiral Sir Clowdisley
Shovell’s fleet cruised in the western Mediterranean in 1703 to demonstrate
to local rulers that Britain was now a force to be reckoned with. One, the
Duke of Savoy, was so impressed that he changed sides and joined the
Grand Alliance.> The intimidatory value of a fleet was quickly appreciated.
In 1708 the Duke of Manchester, Queen Anne’s ambassador to Venice,
commenting on the uncooperative attitude of the Pope, observed, ‘1 wish
our fleet would make him a visit, that he may know what 2 Queen ot Great
Britain 1s. Such a show was hardly needed; in 1705 Barcelona was occupied
after an amphibious landing, and three years later a similar attack on Toulon
did severe damage to the French fleet anchored there.

These enterprises were part of a larger strategy, warmly endorsed by
Marlborough, by which France was driven to split her land forces to
counter threats in southern Europe, including an invasion ot Spain 1tself by
an army under Lord Peterborough. His campaign, like Wellington’s a cen-
tury later, could not have been sustained without the Royal Navy’s
domination of the Atlantic and Mediterranean.

Beyond European waters, the Royal Navy undertook a number of
small-scale operations against French and Spanish shipping and colonies
with mixed results. A small squadron, under the command of Vice-
Admiral John Benbow, a determined and courageous othicer, cruised in the
West Indies and severely mauled a French floulla m a six-day engagement
off Santa Maria in April 1702. Following what would become Nelson’s
dictum that an officer who attacked his adversary without hesitation could
do no wrong, Benbow took the offensive, but was deserted by four of his
seven subordinate commanders. Towards the end of the action, his right
leg was shattered by chain shot, but he remained on his quarterdeck in a
hastily constructed cradle and continued to direct the fighting. He died
some months later from fever, having had his leg amputated. Two of his
cowardly officers were subsequently court-marnalled and shot, while
Benbow lived on in a popular ballad as a golden example of the tenacity,
sense of duty and fighting spirit that Britain expected from its sailors:

Brave Benbow lost his legs by chain shot, by chain shot,
Brave Benbow lost his legs by chain shot.

Brave Benbow lost his legs,

But on his stumps he begs,

‘Fight on, my English lads, ’tis our lot, ’tis our lot.’
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Benbow’s virtues were also displayed by Rear-Admiral Sir Charles Wager,
who encountered a Spanish treasure fleet off Porto Bello in May 1708.
Abandoned by two timorous commanders, he went straight for the enemy
and, firing broadsides at close range, sank one battleship that was stuffed
with bullion and crippled another. A representation of the battle, carved in
marble, was later set on his flamboyant tomb in Westminster Abbey.

Wager’s destruction of the bullion ships, like the seizure of another
treasure fleet at Vigo on the Portuguese coast in 1703 (some of the cap-
tured silver was used to mint coins which were stamped ‘Vigo’), hampered
the Franco-Spanish war effort. What was too easily forgotten by the Allies,
who naturally celebrated such coups, was that nearly all the convoys of pre-
cious metals from Spanish America did reach their destination. Even so, it
was clear by 1710 that the two sides were evenly matched on land and that
France, thrown back on the defensive and close to bankruptcy, had been
fought to a standstill.

In Britain a new, Tory ministry adopted a strategy which, it was imag-
ined, would bring the country advantages in the form of conquered
French colonies. Successful amphibious attacks were made on French set-
tlements in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland. A more ambitious project to
capture Quebec in 1711 went awry because of careless planning and igno-
rance of the fogs and shoals of the St Lawrence River.

Peace was made in 1714 at Utrecht where France recognised continued
Spanish independence. Britain was rewarded with Gibraltar and Minorca,
confirming her ascendancy in the Mediterranean, and Nova Scotia and
the grant of the asiento, an official licence that permitted one ship a year
to trade with the Spanish American colonies. The war had marked
Britain’s coming of age as a European and a global power, a status which
owed everything to her fleet of 124 ships, nearly twice the strength of the
combined Franco—Spanish navies. While her adversaries and the Dutch
had been debilitated by twelve years of conflict, British overseas trade had
actually increased. This achievement had been in large part the result of
the 1708 Cruisers and Convoys Act which bound the navy to allocate
warships to protect merchantmen against privateers and commerce raiders,
a duty which, by the close of the war, occupied two-thirds of the navy’s
strength.

From 1714 to 1739 Britain and its colonies enjoyed a period of peace,
domestic tranquillity and economic growth. Relations with France were
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outwardly cordial, but many Frenchmen were deeply apprehensive about
the scope of Britain’s global ambitions. ‘The financial power of the
English . . . gets every day larger and more ambitious,” observed a French
official in 1733, seemed poised to extinguish his country’s own expanding
trade. Commercial competition between the two nations was therefore
keen, in particular in North America, the Caribbean and on the east coast
of India, where France was extending its network of trading posts, much
to the alarm of the East India Company.

It was Spanish high-handedness rather than fears of French enterprise
which led to war in November 1739. For the past five years, the Spanish
authorities in America had been cracking down on what, with good rea-
son, they considered abuses of the asiento contract by British merchants.
The attempts of the guada-costas (customs officers) to stem the flow of
contraband led to violent incidents when British ships were boarded,
searched and, in many cases, their captains and cargoes arrested. Most
famously, one zealous guarda-costa sliced off the ear of Captain Jenkins of
the Rebecca and suggested that he took the organ to George II in language
that was too coarse to be repeated in the Commons. When MPs debated
this and other outrages in March 1739, the mercantile interest clamoured
for war. They claimed that Britain’s entire transatlantic commerce would
be ruined unless Spain was taught a sharp lesson.

National pride had been bruised and one member contrasted ‘The
mean Submission of Great Britain” with ‘the triumphant pride, and stub-
born Haughtiness of Spain’.

There was a broad principle at stake according to William Pitt, the
future prime minister. ‘It is vain to negotiate and make treaties’, he argued,
‘if there is not Dignity and Vigour to enforce the observance of them ™ It
was clear, at least from the perspective of the Commons chamber, that
Spain had failed to uphold her obligations to Britain and therefore needed
to be reminded of them in a way that would deter any future backsliding.
The navy was the obvious means of bringing home to Spain the folly of
meddling with British trade. The doctrine of the corrective use of
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