Portugal, Spain, and Coastal Fortresses: Europeans in Africa and the Americas





Portugal and the Slave-Trade





Portugal, which pioneered the opening of the wider world to European trade and conquest, seems an unlikely country to have exercised such remarkable influence. It had a small population, and compared to some of its northern European contemporaries, its economy was backward. ��But its location gave it quite an advantage. Its long Atlantic coastline sat astride the trade routes between northern Europe and the Mediterranean, and traders stopped at its ports en route. At first, Portugal just traded its produce – its foodstuffs and drinks – for the produce and other commodities from northern Europe. In time, however, it would be able to offer other Europeans the wealth of the wider world, courtesy of the discoveries of its merchant adventurers in all corners of the globe.


 





The first voyages


�In search of foreign trade goods to the east and south, and encouraged by the Crown, a succession of Portuguese missions gradually edged their way down the Atlantic islands and eventually along the African coast, where they learned about the commodities and wealth available there. Successive voyages returned to Portugal with valuable trade items – salt, pepper, gold – and with enslaved Africans. Each voyage also yielded more practical information for later voyages into what were, literally, uncharted waters.��By the 1460s, Portugal was trading in Sierra Leone and, two decades later, the Congo. Bartolomeu Diaz rounded the Cape in 1488, and 10 years after that, Vasco da Gama had ventured up the East African coast and encountered ancient trading routes to India and beyond. The way was now open to China, Japan and South-east Asia. ��In the same period, voyages across the Atlantic, also with the aim of reaching India, had opened new, unexpected prospects, not least the vast expanse of Brazil.�





Riches of Africa


�Pioneering Portuguese sailors returned home with goods and trade items from all corners of the globe. West Africa yielded up commodities that had been previously acquired only via long and difficult overland routes across the Sahara. These items now came direct to Portugal by ship. ��Inevitably, the Portuguese also returned with Africans – both free and enslaved. By the early 16th century, small numbers of them could be found scattered throughout Portugal, and there is evidence of more than 10,000 living in Lisbon by 1620.��Those aboard the ships of other European maritime nations, who were regular visitors to Portuguese ports as they sailed along the Atlantic coast, were quick to spot the riches of Africa - and Asia - being unloaded at quaysides there. Not surprisingly, they, too, were keen to join in what was clearly a lucrative (though risky) trade around the globe.�





The beginnings of the slave trade


�Those other European traders also noted the forced African labour. But like the Portuguese themselves, they were not, initially, interested in Africans as items of trade. All looked to Africa, and to Asia, for more conventional items of trade, especially spices and the gold acquired along the Gambia River on the 'Gold Coast' (modern-day Ghana) from the inland Akan gold fields. There, and further south in Benin and the Congo, slaves were also available, but they remained of little interest, even though the Portuguese used African slave labour on its Atlantic islands and for heavy work in Portugal itself (reclaiming land in the Algarve, for example). ��However, when the Portuguese began the development of São Tomé and Principe in the Gulf of Guinea and planted sugar there, they turned to African slave labour in significant numbers.  This was due to the labor-intensive nature of farming sugar and the need for disposable labor to perform it.  ��Having established a rough template of plantation building in Africa, the Portuguese transplanted it to new settlements on the other side of the south Atlantic – in Brazil. They were also pioneers in the shipping of large numbers of Africans to Brazil and (under licence) to Spanish possessions in the Americas. That role was eventually taken over by the Dutch and then the British.��Even so, the Portuguese persisted with slave trading, and their ships were still evading British and American abolitionist patrols in the 19th century. Portugal both led the way and clung to the slave trade until the bitter end.





Questions


Why did Portugal appear to be an unlikely place for the Transatlantic Slave Trade to emerge?














How did geography favor Portugal's entrance into the slave trade?














What types of goods encouraged Portuguese exploration?  














What effect did the Portuguese sugar plantations at São Tomé have on the slave trade?  Why?














What role did Portugal play in Spain's use of African slave labor?














Spain and the Slave-Trade





The establishment of African slavery in the Americas and the flow of enslaved Africans across the Atlantic were factors in changing the nature and balance of power in Europe. Before that happened, however, Spain was dominant in Europe – a mighty and united kingdom that at one time or the other, ruled swathes of northern Europe (including the Netherlands and waging successful wars in all corners of Europe.  More than that, it was at the center of an intellectual ferment, in part prompted by discoveries in the wider world. ��Spain’s status and treasury were both hugely augmented by the riches that flowed from its new imperial possessions. It had expanded its control over important areas in Europe itself, but its greatest prizes lay beyond the seas. And these came within its grasp due to the enterprise and daring of its merchant adventurers in exploring the limits of the known world. A string of maritime ventures were to yield claims to a new empire scattered round the globe, in the Pacific and Asia but, above all, in the Americas.





Wealth beyond their wildest dreams


�The Spanish Crown encouraged such ventures, hoping to add land and resources to the country's existing wealth. And what the Spanish explorers found in Central and South America was beyond their wildest dreams. The fall of the Aztec, Maya and Inca empires the hands of Spanish forces (and foreign diseases) opened the way for Spanish encounters with the riches of the region. ��Silver from mines in South and Central America quickly came to form a substantial part of the Spanish treasury’s income and was also used to pave the way for trade in Asia. It was as if all this became the lubricant of even greater commercial growth. Not surprisingly, by 1600 Spain was Europe’s wealthiest country. �


Seeds and treasure


�Yet there was more to imperial Spain’s empire than the amassing of conventional riches. Spain pioneered those exchanges of the commodities of empire that were later to characterise the actions of all major European powers. Crops such as potatoes, coca, tomatoes, peanuts, corn and pineapples, seeds, plants, and bulbs were all gradually shifted across the Atlantic back to Spain for consumption and trade to Europe. Christopher Columbus, for example, on only his second voyage, took sugar cane from Madeira to the Caribbean. The consequences were enormous. The introduction of forced African labour in places like Hispaniola would make the production of sugar cane an incredibly profitable enterprise.  Further, silver mines in Central and South America would produce a great need for labor.  The mines of the time were exceptionally dangerous and large numbers of slaves died while procuring Spanish silver: leading to an even greater need for more slaves.  ��Spain, however, was also dazzled by the obvious riches of the Americas and Asia. Treasure from the Philippines, for instance, was transported across the Pacific, hauled over the Isthmus of Panama, and then transferred to ships heading back to Spain. After 1560, Spanish treasure fleets, filled with the wealth of the Americas and Asia, sailed in convoy through the Caribbean and rendezvoused in Havana for the onward voyage to Spain. They proved irresistible to European privateers, led by the French and British, and spawned the infamous age of piracy in the region, the Caribbean islands affording privateers ample hiding places to prey on Spanish seaborne wealth.�


Leaving the slave trade to others


�The large amount of silver taken by the Spanish led to the destruction of their economy as the precious metal became devalued. Thus the emphasis on treasure was soon replaced by a trade that Spain mostly left to others. The flow of precious metals east across the Atlantic was displaced by the flow of African humanity heading westwards, destined for the plantations of the Americas. Spain was happy to leave that trade in the hands of the Portuguese and the Dutch whilst benefiting from the forced slave labour.��When Spain required African slaves, it offered licenses to other trading nations to supply its needs. Spain colonised and exploited its new-found land, but its transatlantic supply of Africans was provided by others. This meant that Europe’s greatest power was not to become Europe’s major slave-trading nation.





Questions


Describe Spanish power before the expansion of the slave trade.














What did the Spanish discover in Central/South America that enriched them?  What region's economy did this discovery allow them to “pave the way” for trading with?

















What crops did Spain bring back from the Americas?

















What effect did Spanish silver have on the slave-trade?  Explain your answer.

















How did Spain go about acquiring its slave labor?  
































European Slave Forts





Once the captured Africans arrived at the Atlantic, they were taken to one of the many slave forts that could be found along the coastline, where they would wait to be transported by ship to the Americas. Held in the most deplorable of conditions, they would languish in these dungeons, sometimes for months, waiting for slave ships to come and collect them. Many died there, and all of them left mentally distressed.





These forts, many of which still stand, were built by the politically and economically dominant European nations of the period: Spain, Portgual, the Netherlands, Denmark, France, and England.��Heavily fortified against attacks from pirates and from any European nations with which they may have been at war, the forts allowed these slave-trading nations to increase their shipments, develop strong commercial networks in Africa and provide their colonies with a continuous supply of slave labour. 





Elmina Castle�


�Portugal was the first nation to capture and trade in enslaved Africans and quickly developed a commercial network in the region. It sold enslaved Africans in Europe and on the Atlantic islands of Madeira, the Canaries, Cape Verde and the Azores. In 1482, the Portuguese built Fort São Jorge da Mina – now most commonly known as Elmina Castle – to protect their gold trade from their rivals, the Dutch. The first trading post built on the Gulf of Guinea, Elmina made the Portuguese the dominant force on the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana). ��The new fort had a considerable effect on Africans living in the region. Elmina declared itself an independent state at the urging of the Portuguese, whose governor then took control of the town's affairs. The people were offered protection against attacks from neighbouring coastal communities with whom the Portuguese had much less genial relations. If any community attempted to trade with a nation other than Portugal, the Portuguese reacted with aggressive force, often forming alliances with their enemies. Hostilities therefore increased, and the traditional organisation of society suffered, especially following the introduction of guns, which made easier the domination of stronger kingdoms over weaker states.���After years of unsuccessful attempts to acquire the fort the Dutch took possession of Elmina in 1637 maintaining possession until 1871, it was then transferred by treaty to the British.�


Cape Coast Castle


In 1664, Cape Coast Castle became the headquarters in Africa of the entire English/British involvement in the transatlantic trafficking of Africans. One historian has described it as 'essentially a defended warehouse within which goods and people could be temporarily stored'.��However, according to one of its governors, it was 'the grand slave emporium of the British slave trade'. From here enslaved African men, women and children were sold to British slave ships and carried to the Caribbean and North and South America where they were put to work on plantations, in mines, as soldiers or as domestic servants.��The castle itself was like a small city. It had its own postal service, connected to other forts along the coast. Its guns protected ships from armed attack by Britain's enemies as nations involved in the slave trade were constantly playing out commercial and political rivalries along that coast – and from privateers. There was even a garden where oranges, mangoes, cherries and bananas were grown. The fruit was made into a drink that was sold to slave-ship captains to give to the enslaved Africans and the crew during the Atlantic crossing to reduce the risk of scurvy.��The governor's quarters was at the very top of the castle, where he was able both to look out to sea and to survey the goings-on of the whole building. These quarters were expensively furnished and included a library.��The ground level was taken up with warehouses containing vast quantities of imported goods such as brandy, tobacco, muskets, knives and gunpowder. There was also a hospital, cook-house and barracks. ��Also on this level were the dungeons, with a single entrance. Kept in constant near-darkness, they were known as 'slave holes'. Anthony How, a botanist who came to this part of the coast in 1785/6 to examine the local plants, was later asked if he had observed how the enslaved were treated. He replied, 'They were chained day and night, and drove down to the sea twice a day to be washed.'��More than 2,000 miles away were other British forts – in Gambia, in Sierra Leone and, for a time, on Gorée Islandin Senegal. With Cape Coast Castle, they were all integrated into a network of ships and shore settlements that formed the African end of the British slave trade.





Questions


What was the purpose of these European forts along the West African coast?











Why did these forts need to be so well-armed?











Why did the Portuguese build Fort São Jorge da Mina?  











What did the Portuguese do to neighboring people who traded with other Europeans?











Describe the castle itself.  Be detailed!











How were slaves held at the castle?  


 








Compare and Contrast: Portugal and Spain's responses to the Transatlantic Slave Trade








Portugal �
Spain�
�
Ways in which Portugal differs from Spain (list 2)�
Ways in which Spain differs from Portugal (list 2)








�
�
Ways in which Portugal and Spain are similar. (list 3)�
�



