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The Black Atlantic was born not in the eighteenth century but in the mid-fifteenth century, 
when Portuguese factors reached the Upper Guinea Coast and began a trade with local rulers 
for luxury goods, including the enslaved.1 Free and enslaved Africans had long formed impor-
tant segments of the urban populations of southern Portugal and Spain and they became cultural 
brokers in the Upper Guinea trade.2 By the early sixteenth century, Africans were also key to 
the success of Portuguese settlements in the Madeira, Canary, and Cape Verde Islands, where the 
free worked in urban and domestic labor, small-scale trade and sailing, as they had in Portugal, 
and the enslaved produced foodstuffs and worked on cotton and sugar plantations.3 Together, 
Portuguese and Africans would later develop the earliest Atlantic slave trade to the Americas.4 

While Portugal concentrated on developing trade and colonies in Africa, Spain focused on 
the Americas and Africans participated in each of Spain’s exploratory voyages across the Atlantic 
and their wars of conquest.5 Once the Indian wars on Hispaniola waned and colonization was 
underway, small groups of battle-tested Africans joined in new Caribbean campaigns and in the 
spectacular conquest of the Aztec empire. As Frederick Bowser and James Lockhart have shown, 
free and enslaved Africans participated in even more significant numbers in the conquest of 
the great Inca empire of Peru and in the subsequent Indian and civil wars which wracked the 
region.6 These engagements allowed “black conquistadors,” as Matthew Restall has called them, 
to petition for rewards for their meritos y servicio (merits and services), and thus, leave a docu-
mentary trail of their exploits. Spanish chronicles and ecclesiastical records also document the 
African among the Spanish expeditions and in the earliest Spanish settlements.7

Chronically short-handed Spanish officials in the Americas very early began to include both 
free and enslaved Africans in their military forces. Slaves commonly appeared on militia rolls 
as drummers and fifes in their owner’s units and also served as interpreters on Indian frontiers. 
They also served as coastal sentinels and sailors on locally organized patrol boats throughout 
the Spanish Caribbean, as French and English pirates challenged Spanish hegemony in the 
region.8 When France and Spain went to war in 1552 “the Caribbean became for the first time 
a significant theater of international warfare” and soon Spanish officials were complaining that 
Caribbean waters were “as full of French as New Rochelle.”9 During a French pirate attack on 
Havana in 1555, some 100 blacks (most of whom were probably enslaved) and an equal number 
of Indians joined 40 Spaniards in an unsuccessful defense of the city. Despite the best efforts of 
this multiracial force, the city fell, and Havana’s governor hastily raised an additional force of 
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over 200 black slaves from the countryside to help battle the French pirates.10 Enslaved blacks 
also helped defend Puerto Rico in 1557, Cartagena in 1560 and 1572, and Santo Domingo in 
1583. Cartagena’s officials reported in the same period they had 200 to 300 slaves whom they 
could arm for service and Santo Domingo’s officials estimated an available slave force of about 
400–500.11 The pardo (mulatto) company of Puebla helped defend the Crown’s interests repeat-
edly in Veracruz, Campeche, and Mexico City. In the unhealthy coastal city of Veracruz, New 
Spain’s main Atlantic port, almost the entire military force, the Corps of Lancers, consisted of 
persons of color.12

Despite the efforts of such men, Spain began losing both treasure fleets and territory in the 
“Spanish lake.” The Dutch seized Curaçao in 1634 and by midcentury French smugglers and 
buccaneers had occupied the western third of Hispaniola and the island of Tortuga off its north 
coast.13 Soon after, in 1655, English forces attacked Jamaica as part of Oliver Cromwell’s Western 
Design. In this contest, many slaves joined the Spanish forces trying to hold the island, and in 
defeat, many departed with the Spanish to Cuba. Other black warriors stayed behind to join 
the maroons in Jamaican mountains, from whence they continued to harry the English.14 By 
mid-seventeenth century (Spain’s century of depression), the Dutch, the French, and the English 
had established economic and military bases across the Caribbean from which to attack Spanish 
fleets and settlements.15 

Recognizing that Spain could not respond quickly enough with metropolitan troops to 
these escalating foreign threats, the King ordered the creation of more black military units, not-
ing that the blacks and mulattoes who defended his realms were “persons of valor” who fought 
with “vigor and reputation”.16 By mid-seventeenth century then, the Spanish Crown had fully 
accepted that free men of color could be brave and honorable and this important metropoli-
tan acknowledgment apparently encouraged enlistments. Free pardo militias were established 
in Lima as early as 1615 and in Chile by 1643.17 Similar units were organized in Guatemala, 
Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.18 A Central American roster from 1673 listed almost 2,000 
pardos serving in infantry units throughout the isthmus.19 Local units of free black men were also 
organized in Hispaniola, Vera Cruz, Campeche, Puerto Rico, Panama, Caracas, Cartagena, and 
Florida, among other locales.20

Other men of African descent took to the Atlantic, serving whatever European power offered 
them the best opportunities. The interrogation of a black corsair captured in a raid on St. Augus-
tine in 1687 adds to our understanding of this little known black experience. Diego testified 
he was born in Tortuga, the infamous pirate haven off the northern coast of Hispaniola. As a 
young man he grew tobacco that he sold to the buccaneers and he later joined the French 
corsair named “Sanbo” who sailed for the Mosquito Coast. Diego caught turtles for the crew 
and participated in the capture of two Spanish prizes from Cartagena, thereby earning a share of 
the take. Later he joined a Captain Cahrebon on a second corsairing expedition to Cartagena, 
where he cut wood for some time before canoeing back to the Mosquito Coast. His last captain, 
the Frenchman, Nicholas Grammont, sacked Campeche, capturing black slaves whom he sold 
at San Jorge (present-day Charleston), before heading for Florida, where Diego and a mulatto 
translator named Thomas joined Grammont in attacking St. Augustine. After several days of 
pitched battles against the Spaniards and their black and Indian militias, Diego was finally cap-
tured, being one of only two pirates to have survived the attack.21

In his circum-Atlantic travels, Diego may have met another, more famous, black corsair, 
Capitán Diego Martín (alias Diego el Mulatto). Born a slave in Havana, he escaped to join 
Dutch privateers, capturing many prizes and prisoners in raids on Campeche and Veracruz. 
In 1638 Diego Martín offered his service to Spain in a letter delivered to Spanish officials. 
Martín expressed his great desire to serve as a “valiant soldier of the King, our lord” (Valeroso 
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 Soldado del Rey nuestro Señor), making appropriate references to the King’s championship of 
the Catholic faith. He promised that if the King agreed, no Dutch ship or any other enemy 
would any longer stop along Cuba’s coasts, “especially knowing that I am here very few would 
dare pass on to the Indies, for they certainly fear me.” Captain Martín’s boast must have been 
well founded for Havana officials sent the offer to Spain with a recommendation of royal pardon 
and a salary equivalent to that of an admiral, making no derogatory mention of his color or 
class.22 The testimony of the first Diego and the boast of the second confirm the geopolitical, 
economic, and military capital that accrued to at least some black men in the Atlantic world of 
the seventeenth century. 

For their service to Spain, black men across the Atlantic also won grants of land (which 
the Crown had to spare). Former maroons and free blacks across the Spanish empire were also 
rewarded with land and formally recognized and self-governing towns of their own, in return 
for peace and military service. Thus were born free black towns like Nirgua, in modern Ven-
ezuela, San Lorenzo de Cerralvo (also known as San Lorenzo de los Negros) outside Orizaba, 
New Spain and Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mose, outside San Agustín, Florida, among 
others. By establishing, and defending, “well-governed” towns, freed blacks earned another cor-
porate identity and at least a measure of respectability as vecinos (townspeople) and pobladores 
(settlers) who lived a vida política (civil life).23 

The Black Atlantic was almost three centuries in the making when Bourbon Reformers 
won the Spanish Crown in the War of Spanish Succession (1700–1713) and created formal 
Disciplined Militias across the Atlantic. Military men of African descent now elected their own 
officers, designed their own unit’s uniforms and received the fuero militar, a corporate charter that 
exempted them from tribute and prosecution in civilian courts and granted them equal juridi-
cal status with white militiamen. The fuero also granted black soldiers military, hospitalization, 
retirement, and death benefits, all major protections never before available to them.24 Formal 
membership in the military corporation also granted these men and their families higher status 
in a status-obsessed world. The juridical and social benefits of militia membership were clearly 
appreciated by men of African descent across Spain’s Atlantic holdings and they developed tradi-
tions of multigenerational service.25 The military service of free men of color also redounded 
to the benefit of their wives and children who could inherit pensions and property, as well as a 
certain social status, from their husbands and fathers.26

The Bourbon creation of black battalions was not met with universal acclaim across the 
Spanish Atlantic. Christon Archer and Ben Vinson have analyzed the racist attitudes of the 
Conde de Revillagigedo, Viceroy of New Spain (Mexico). Alan Kuethe found similar resistance 
and resentment among Spanish officials in New Granada (Colombia) as well as in Cuba where 
Captain General Luis de las Casas allowed Spanish units to change their uniform so as not to 
wear the same as black and mulatto troops.27 At the same time, recognizing his need, the Span-
ish King enjoined his subjects not to disparage or insult Havana’s black troops, “because it is my 
royal will that they be treated well and with love and that they not suffer the least outrage or 
insult.”28 The men of the Pardo and Moreno Battalions of Cuba, in turn, seized every opportu-
nity to demonstrate their loyalty, their service to the Crown and the community, their devotion 
to the Catholic Church and their civility. During drills and for public occasions, they marched 
on the Plaza dressed in uniforms of their own design and led by their own elected officers, under 
banners such as that of the Pardo battalion that read “Always Onward to Glory.”29. 

Spain needed every hand it could take during the seemingly endless wars of the eighteenth 
century—the Spanish War of Succession or Queen Anne’s War (1700–13), the War of Jenkins’ 
Ear (1739–43) which became the War of Austrian Succession (1739–48), King George’s War 
(1744–48) and the Seven Years’ War (1759–63)—and its new Disciplined Militias served around 
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the Atlantic as needed. Meanwhile, free black civilians continued to serve in local militias and as 
sailors and corsairs on Spanish ships, attacking English ships and settlements across the Atlantic. 
These chronic conflicts further connected the black Atlantic. 

Men of African descent formed a significant part of Spain’s military forces during the War 
of Jenkins’ Ear (1739–43). England imagined that it would easily trounce the Spaniards when 
Admiral Edward Vernon commanded a fleet of English warships attacking Spanish ports around 
the Atlantic but Porto Bello (Panama) was Vernon’s only success and free black militias helped 
Spain hold all the others.30 In 1740 the free blacks of Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mose also 
helped Spain hold Florida when a Royal Fleet from Jamaica bombarded Spanish St. Augustine 
for a month and Georgia’s Governor James Oglethorpe and a combined force of Georgians, 
Carolinians, and allied Indians besieged the colony by land. Governor Manuel de Montiano 
formally commended the black troops to the Crown and Mose’s Captain Francisco Menéndez 
also wrote several letters to the King detailing his service in the siege and asking for a promotion. 
When the King failed to respond to his two written requests, Menéndez decided to become a 
corsair and make his way to “old Spain” to speak to the King in person.31 

As Julius Scott’s important work showed, black sailors and corsairs like Menéndez formed 
critical social networks across key Atlantic ports and served as conduits of political news. Schol-
ars such as Marcus Rediker and Jeffrey Bolster have argued that even the English maritime 
culture of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, “while by no means either color-blind or 
without internal prejudice” created its own institutions and its own stratifications, which could 
work to the relative advantage of black men.” Bolster contends that merchants judged crews 
based on their strength, ability, and experience rather than skin color, with black and white 
crewmen earning equal pay for equal jobs, and many sailors, in fact, earning more than whites.32 

Reduced social distinctions and hoped-for pay may well have been reasons for Spanish blacks 
to take to the sea, just as they had to the militias, but when captured by the English they were 
presumed by their color to be slaves, and thus fair prizes of war. In I746 New York’s Admiralty 
Court considered the fate of 20 “Indians Mollattoes & Negroes” captured aboard two Spanish 
prizes the year before. Although Spanish officials from Havana presented proof that 17 were, in 
fact, free men, by the time the New York court finally met and ordered freedom for 4 of the 
men, only 3 could be located. 33 Nor was this an isolated incident. On August 16, 1748, the 
British corsair, Ester, captained by Robert Troup, seized the Nuestra Señora del Carmen after it left 
Havana and claimed as part of the prize 45 black corsairs. Of the 45 captives, 20 were members 
of the Batallones de Pardos y Morenos Libres de Havana and carried certificates from their 
commander. The recently concluded Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle guaranteed that all men captured 
after August 9 of that year would be returned.34 Despite the treaty provisions, repeated efforts 
by the Spanish governors to recover their black subjects met with failure and Florida’s governor, 
Fulgencio García de Solis, warned “without those of ‘broken’ color (color quebrado, a term for 
anyone of mixed race, usually meaning mulatto), blacks and Indians, which abound in our towns 
in America, I do not know if we could arm a single corsair with Spaniards alone.”35

Despite such dangers, the juridical and social benefits of militia membership were clearly 
appreciated by men of African descent in the Spanish circum-Caribbean who developed tradi-
tions of long-term family service.36 The military service of free men of color also redounded 
to the benefit of their wives and children who could inherit pensions and property, as well as a 
certain social status, from their husbands and fathers.37 

It is not surprising then, that many blacks adopted a royalist position, ardently supporting in 
word and deed the monarchs who rewarded and honored them. During the Seven Years’ War 
(1759–63) the British captured Havana in a surprise attack, despite the bravery of both free 
and enslaved black Cubans.38 The British gave no quarter to those black men they captured 
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but despite that knowledge a group of 20 Cuban slaves, armed only with machetes and acting 
totally independently, launched their own offensive against a superior English force at Cuba’s 
great Morro Castle, killing some of the English enemy and capturing seven more. The “ladies 
of Havana” described the slaves’ heroism in a letter to the King who freed them and awarded 
their leader, Andrés Gutiérrez, the title of Captain. The compensation claims of their owners 
document other slaves who fought and died fighting the British.39 During the English inva-
sion, free Cubans of color, like the barber Gabriel Dorotea Barba, spent their own funds to raise 
units of volunteers to defend their “homeland.”40 By the terms of the 1763 Treaty of Paris that 
ended this conflict, Spain recovered Havana but it also had to cede Florida to the British. In the 
exodus that followed, black militiamen from Pensacola and St. Augustine evacuated with the 
Spanish and made new lives for themselves and their families in Cuba and New Spain. There 
they were integrated into the local black militia networks. By 1770 Cuba’s Disciplined Black 
militias numbered more than 3,000 men and they constituted more than one-fourth of the 
island’s armed forces.41 

Men of African descent, of different ethnic backgrounds, languages, and loyalties served in 
all of the Atlantic Revolutions. As an ally of the French and an enemy of Great Britain, Spain 
supported the Patriots in the American Revolution, the first to erupt in the so-called Age of 
Revolutions. Cuba’s black militiamen fought in the Gulf and Mississippi River campaigns, serv-
ing with distinction in Manchac, Baton Rouge, Mobile, and Pensacola.42 Governor Bernardo 
de Gálvez nominated a number of his black troops for royal commendations and the Crown 
acknowledged the importance of their contribution with silver medals and promotions. Some of 
these troops later went on to fight the English again at Providence in the Bahamas. Most of these 
men had at least some infantry training but, as already noted, they also equipped themselves well 
as corsairs in naval campaigns in Atlantic and Caribbean waters.43

In 1779 another group of black troops also crossed the Atlantic to fight in the American 
 Revolution. The service of the Chasseurs-Voluntaires de Saint-Domingue who left Le Cap to 
assist American Patriots in Savannah is acknowledged today by a sculpture in the city square.44 
Meanwhile, other men of African descent joined the British as Black Loyalists. Captain Tye, 
 formerly Titus Corlies, gained fame attacking Patriot planters and their forces in Monmouth 
New Jersey.45 In South Carolina, one of the bloodiest of the American theaters, enslaved men 
fought on both Patriot and Loyalist sides. Some former slaves fought alongside the famed 
“Swamp Fox,” Francis Marion, while others like Thomas Johnston joined the Loyalists and 
departed with them for London at war’s end.46 Others who survived the carnage in South 
Carolina ended up escaping across the southern border to claim religious sanctuary in Spanish 
Florida, where the men joined the colony’s black militia. In that unit, African fugitives from 
Carolina slavery like Big Prince (Juan Bautista Whitten) later rose to positions of relative status 
in the Spanish community, defending St. Augustine from a series of enemies, including Georgian 
forces recruited by Citizen Edmund Genêt (1795), Seminole Indians (1800), and US Marines 
(1812). Fighting alongside Witten in St. Augustine’s polyglot and multiethnic black militia were 
former slaves like the Congo man Felipe Edimboro, who had earned his freedom through self-
purchase (coartación).47

Ironically, Spain’s dependence upon former slaves reached new heights as a result of the slave 
revolt that erupted in Saint Domingue in 1791. The former slaves who led the revolution in 
Saint Domingue and made themselves and their followers free were simultaneously feared and 
courted by France, Spain, and Britain.48 After more than two hard years of fighting and low on 
supplies, in 1793 the three main leaders of the revolt Georges Biassou, Jean-François Papillon, 
and Toussaint Louverture decided to accept the Spanish offer of alliance, declaring in a rhetorical 
flourish that they would “rather be slaves of the Spaniards than free with the French.”49 In fact, 
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they never intended to return to slavery under any regime and were determined to cut the best 
deal possible for themselves, their kin, and their troops. 

Spain designated its newly recruited armies of risen slaves the “Black Auxiliaries of Charles IV,”  
a much more formal title and affiliation than any earlier or later black militias ever received. 
To celebrate the new alliance, Captain General Joaquín García, Governor of Santo Domingo, 
ceremoniously decorated Jean-François, Georges Biassou, and Toussaint with gold medals bear-
ing the likeness of the king, and presented them with documents expressing the gratitude and 
confidence of the Spanish government. Twelve other subchiefs also received silver medals and 
documents attesting to their meritorious service.50 Jean-François later decorated himself with 
the Cross of Saint Louis, and Biassou titled himself the “Viceroy of the Conquered Territories” 
while the subsequently more famous Toussaint Louverture more modestly and came on board 
as aide and physician to Biassou’s large army.51 While Toussaint later switched his allegiance to 
the French Republic, Jean-François and Biassou and large numbers of their troops remained 
committed to Spain.52 

The alliance Spain struck with Saint Domingue’s black rebels was an uneasy one, marked by 
distrust on both sides. Although Spanish officials generally complied with the Crown’s promises 
of freedom and support, they also watched the former slaves with fear and suspicion and tried to 
isolate them and the dangerous ideas they represented. And although it is clear that Spain’s black 
allies were later embittered by the graceless way some Spanish officials treated them and never 
anticipated the diaspora they would experience at the end of the war, Jean-François and George 
Biassou did not die betrayed in a French jail as did Toussaint. 

In 1795 Spain and the Directory of the French Republic finally concluded the Treaty of 
Basle and Spain agreed to cede western Hispaniola to the French and to disband the Black 
Auxiliaries of Carlos IV. David Geggus, Jorge Victor Ojeda, Matt Childs, and I have all written 
about the diaspora of Spain’s Black Auxiliaries following their trails to Florida, Cuba, Mexico, 
and Spain and Miriam Martin Erickson is now tracking the large group of “Negros franceses” 
commanded by Jean François’s lieutenant, Jean Jacques (Juan Santiago), that were finally reset-
tled in the Kingdom of Guatemala. She has found a letter Jean François wrote Juan Santiago 
from exile in Cádiz in which he shows he hoped to reunite the Black Auxiliaries that had been 
dispersed across the Atlantic.53 

Meanwhile, in Florida, Generalissimo Jorge Biassou, as he now called himself, was also strug-
gling to maintain intact his “family” of relatives and troops, as well as the military status and 
authority granted him by King Carlos IV.54 Biassou’s group of revolutionaries turned royalists 
expanded their “family” when only three months after arriving in Florida, Biassou’s brother-
in-law and military heir, Sergeant Juan Jorge Jacobo, married Rafaela Witten in St. Augustine’s 
cathedral. 55 This union had important political implications for the bride was the daughter of 
Juan Bautista (Big Prince) Witten, who only the year before had served with distinction against 
an invasion mounted by the French radical and Minister Plenipotentiary to the United States, 
Citizen Genêt. The marriage of Biassou’s heir, Jorge, and Witten’s daughter, Rafaela, thus united 
the leading families of both groups of blacks who had allied with the cause of the Spanish king 
against the forces of French republicanism. Subsequent marriages and baptisms added new layers 
of connection, as the refugees from Saint Domingue and the Anglo South used the structures of 
the Catholic Church to strengthen their blended community. The overlapping military and per-
sonal relationships and creation of extended fictive families among these Atlantic figures can be 
traced up to 1821 when, once again, Spain evacuated Florida, this time having sold the colony 
to the young American nation it helped create. And they continued in Cuba.56 

Cuba prided itself on being “the ever faithful Isle” and it was the most important, and most 
heavily fortified, of Spain’s Atlantic holdings.57 But with the destruction of sugar plantations 
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in Saint Domingue, Cuban planters invested heavily in that crop and in the African slave trade 
on which it depended. With the rise of a so-called second slavery in Cuba (which American 
capital helped) came the “Africanization” of Cuba. Neither the British embargo of 1807, nor 
the US embargo of 1808, nor the Mixed Commissions for the Suppression of the Slave Trade 
Britain—established in Havana, Rio de Janeiro, Suriname, and Sierra Leone to decide whether 
captured ships were illegally slaving—deterred Cuban slave traders. Between 1790 and 1820 
Cuban planters imported approximately 325,000 slaves, a three-fold increase in slave imports in 
only 30 years.58 In the same period, the social position of Cuba’s free black population declined 
and Cuba was wracked by a series of slave revolts and by conspiracies plotted jointly by free and 
enslaved Cubans. The terrible repressions that followed such events largely destroyed Cuba’s free 
black class and in a new Atlantic Diaspora, many free people of color fled the island for Mexico, 
Brazil, Europe, Jamaica, and the United States, once again to remake lives in new locales.59 

Meanwhile, the revolutionary principles and examples emanating from the United States 
France, and Saint Domingue triggered a series of independence movements across the Atlantic 
World: in the French colonies of Guadeloupe and Martinique and in Spanish colonies such as 
New Granada and La Plata, among others. In each of these examples, persons of African descent 
had to decide whether to remain loyal subjects of the metropole or to risk all to become citi-
zens of new nations. Royal black militias were deployed across the Atlantic again, to some of 
the bloodiest battlegrounds of South America, while black revolutionaries also took to the seas 
as corsairs for ephemeral new states.60 Meanwhile, in a better-known diaspora, large groups of 
Black Loyalists from the American Revolution were also scattered across the Atlantic to such 
disparate locales as the Bahamas, Nova Scotia, Sierra Leone, and Liberia.61 As this essay has 
demonstrated, the Revolutionary Black Atlantic was created over three centuries by persons of 
many diverse African ethnicities and their descendants, who found themselves dispersed across 
at least four continents, and many of whom reshaped their lives multiple times in course of their 
Atlantic crossings.
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