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C H A P T E R 10

Routes into Eighteenth-Century  
Cuban Slavery

African Diaspora and Geopolitics

Elena Schneider

.

\ In the century or so before Cuba’s sugar boom in the 1790s,  
Africans and African-descended peoples arrived on the island through a vari-
ety of different routes. In reconstructing their journeys, this chapter aims to 
recover the experiences of a subset of the many individuals caught within the 
circuits of the slave trade and to demonstrate their ties not only to Africa but 
also to other areas of the Americas. This case study of the slave trade to Cuba 
during the long eighteenth century will look familiar to scholars of other 
American regions that relied more heavily on intra-American than on trans-
atlantic slave trading. During the 150 years after the end of the Portuguese 
asiento, or monopoly contract, in 1640, and before Spain’s declaration of “free 
trade in slaves” in 1789, most new arrivals in Cuba’s population of African de-
scent came via British, French, Dutch, and Danish slave traders and smugglers. 
Sometimes this commerce occurred through the Crown-sanctioned asiento 
and sometimes through channels of contraband and wartime regional trade. 
Given these characteristics, the slave trade to eighteenth-century Cuba pre-
sents challenges and opportunities that hold broader implications for our un-
derstanding of the African diaspora and geopolitics in the Atlantic world.
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Although smaller in volume than its nineteenth-century counterpart, the 
slave trade to Cuba before the declaration of “free trade in slaves” in 1789 was 
significantly larger than historians previously thought.1 Even current esti-
mates are likely to grow as more research is done and more effective ways are 
found to assess regional Caribbean trade as well as contraband, especially on 
the southern coast of the island and in Oriente Province. The existence of 
this larger slave trade to eighteenth-century Cuba before its sugar boom af-
firms the growing scholarly consensus that during every stage of Spanish 
presence on the island of Cuba, the colonial project was built on the backs of 
free and enslaved Africans.2

A reevaluation of the size and shape of the slave trade to eighteenth- 
century Cuba has implications for our understanding of Cuba’s demographic 
strength, economic output, purchasing power, and broader political econ-
omy before the sugar boom. It also revises interpretations of the boom itself. 
As recent scholarship has shown, the takeoff of the 1790s was underwritten 
by a longer-term transition, which saw steady capital accumulation and 
growing numbers of enslaved Africans arriving in Cuba during the decades 
prior.3 Growth in the slave trade had enabled the expansion of a diversified 
economy that included sugar, as well as coffee, tobacco, ranching, and ser-
vices; capital accumulation via this diversified economy financed the later 
sugar boom.

Closer attention to the slave trade to eighteenth-century Cuba also has 
implications for the social and cultural geography of the African diaspora. 
As a consequence of the slave routes leading to the island during that era, its 
African populations were connected not only to Africa but also to other 
zones of European colonialism in the Americas.4 Many African and African-
descended peoples arriving in eighteenth-century Cuba had previously lived 
in non-Hispanic colonies, sometimes long enough to learn their languages. 
In order to better understand their experiences, we need to look backward 
along these routes of arrival. Africans and their descendants created black 
social networks across and between Caribbean islands that necessarily 
change how we conceive of Cuba’s communities of African descent. The case 
of eighteenth-century Cuba reinforces the need for models that are even 
more dynamic than the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (TSTD) or Paul 
Gilroy’s more Anglophone Black Atlantic, models that can better capture the 
fluid and interconnected nature of America’s African diaspora.5

Finally, the slave trade to eighteenth-century Cuba has implications for 
our understanding of broader political and economic landscapes. The 
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island’s earliest and most powerful relations with non-Hispanic colonies in 
and around the Caribbean—and especially the Anglo-American system—
predated the takeoff of the sugar economy and occurred within the context 
of intra-American slave trading. Cuba’s merchant elites used the slave trade 
to forge ties with other American colonies, thus building a dynamic, diversi-
fied, and interdependent economy that allowed them to evade and gain lever-
age against political authorities in Spain. Via these slaving circuits, Cuba’s 
eighteenth-century economy developed a symbiotic relationship not only 
with other Spanish colonies but also with their British, French, Dutch, and 
Danish neighbors, despite the Spanish Crown’s prohibitions on interimperial 
trade.

What follows is a reconstruction of the multiplicity of routes of African 
arrival in Cuba—through the asiento, privateering, contraband, maritime 
marronage, and the disruptions of imperial warfare. These varied routes of 
arrival themselves demand study, beyond any contribution to revised slave 
trade volume estimates. By putting a variety of archival and published 
sources in conversation with recent research on the commercial records of 
the trade, this chapter seeks to reveal something of the identities, experi-
ences, and cultural knowledge of arrivals and the web of connections be-
tween the island and its neighbors built under the auspices of the slave trade. 
The sale of enslaved Africans in Cuba and the circulation of the goods they 
produced played a key role in the development of multiple European colo-
nialisms throughout the hemisphere. Historians have argued that the en-
gines that drove early globalization and the first hemispheric relations in the 
Americas were the desire for free trade, the search for markets, and shared 
anticolonial sentiments. And yet before all that, and alongside it, the prime 
mover of the system was always the business of buying and selling Africans.6

Routes of Arrival

The slave trade to Cuba had more longevity than the trade to any other re-
gion of the Americas, lasting from 1511 to perhaps as late as 1863;7 however, 
most scholarship on it has focused on its dramatic takeoff after Spain’s dec-
laration of “free trade in slaves” in 1789, which helped to spark Cuba’s sugar 
boom. In part, this is a question of volume. During the thirty-year period 
between 1790 and 1820, more than three hundred thousand Africans were 
brought to Cuba and sold as slaves. In the previous 250 years, by contrast, less 
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than half that many Africans were traded to Cuba.8 In the nineteenth cen-
tury, Cuba became the world’s leading sugar producer and imported upward 
of seven hundred thousand enslaved African laborers.9 According to the his-
toriography, African arrivals to the Spanish Caribbean dropped off after the 
end of the Portuguese asiento in 1640. Other chapters in this volume argue 
that the slave trade to Spanish America in general followed a U-shaped 
curve, with heights during the union of the two crowns and then again (this 
time to Cuba in particular) during the period after 1789, during what has 
been described as a “re-Africanization” process.10 By contrast with later pe-
riods of peak transatlantic slave trading, there has thus far been relatively 
little study of the slave trade to Cuba across the long eighteenth century, dur-
ing what has been called the bottom of the “U.”11

Another reason for the greater attention to the slave trade during the 
nineteenth century is that the vast majority of the scholarship on colonial 
Cuba focuses on that era. Within the framework of Cuban national history, 
the period before 1790 and indeed the entire “era of the asientos” represent 
the backstory to what has traditionally been seen as the main story, the take-
off of sugar plantation slavery in the final decade of the eighteenth century. 
Within the framework of Caribbean history, eighteenth-century Cuba seems 
to inhabit a space largely outside the most important trends of the era—the 
sugar boom in the British and French Caribbean, the rise of plantation slav-
ery, and the growth of global capitalism.12 And yet by focusing only on the 
period of the takeoff of industrial production of sugar, we miss the human 
history that came before. Whether intentionally or not, we also reproduce a 
capitalist system that ascribed relative value to lives based on their commod-
ity or productive value in the global economy.

As it has developed thus far, scholarship on the African slave trade to 
Cuba has shared the same initial emphases as TSTD: a focus on questions 
of scale and on the transatlantic passages connecting Africa and its cul-
tures and peoples to the Americas. As noted in previous chapters in this 
volume, this emphasis has been of limited utility for a period of intensive 
intra-American trading and has resulted in an undercounting of arrivals 
in areas that were more likely to be endpoints of intra-American rather 
than transatlantic slaving voyages.13 For example, TSTD shows only 26,064 
enslaved African arrivals in Cuba between 1526 and 1788, while for many 
decades now, scholars of Cuba working in Spanish and Cuban archives 
have been estimating fifty thousand African arrivals between 1763 and 1789 
alone.14
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Tracing the slave trade to Cuba before the era of the sugar boom—in other 
words, prior to the period in which transatlantic slave trading predomi-
nated—presents archival challenges that require a different methodology. 
Entry and exit logs for slave ships in the port of Havana have not been located 
for most of this period and may not survive.15 In addition, a large percentage 
of the trade was contraband and thus hard to quantify. Examination of the 
commercial records of non-Hispanic traders—not just British but also 
French, Dutch, and Danish—would help to expand our knowledge of the 
trade to Cuba, but there is still much more we need to know about a time 
when the slave trade was so often indirect and clandestine.16 Re-creating the 
varied routes of African arrival is essential to understanding the history of 
the island before its sugar boom and the dynamic, diversified economy that 
was able to transform itself when the opportunity arose in the final decade 
of the century. A deeper understanding of the multiple ways Africans and 
people of African descent arrived in Cuba can also help guide future efforts 
to evaluate the volume, nature, and impacts of the trade both within Cuba 
and beyond its shores. Yet interpreting this history requires making sense 
not only of commercial and shipping data that describes the volume of the 
trade but also local sources addressing de facto regional practices that were 
sometimes sanctioned by Spanish law but often were not.

As is well known among specialists, until 1789, much of the slave trade to 
Spanish America operated under asiento monopolies the Crown granted to 
international financiers or merchant houses who arranged for Spanish 
American ports to receive a specified number of enslaved Africans annually. 
In the eighteenth century, the most familiar and largest were the French 
asiento, held by La Compagnie Royale de Guinée (1701–1713), and the British 
asiento, held by the South Sea Company (1715–1739).17 Lesser known asientos 
include Spanish contracts granted to the Real Compañía Gaditana in 1765 
and the Real Compañía de Filipinas in 1785, as well as a second British asiento 
for Cuba issued to the large Liverpool firm of Baker and Dawson in 1784.18 
The official end of the asiento system in 1789 combined with the multiple 
impacts of the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution in 1791 are thought to have 
catalyzed Cuba’s sugar boom and the dramatic escalation of African slave 
trading to the island.

In general, the restrictions and inefficiencies of the asiento system have 
been blamed for the failure of the sugar industry in Cuba to rival its neigh-
bors in Jamaica and Saint-Domingue before the Spanish Crown liberalized 
the slave trade in 1789. Promoters of the sugar industry in Cuba, such as the 
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influential creole lawyer and lobbyist at court Francisco de Arango y Par-
reño, perpetuated this view. Arango y Parreño blamed the asientos of the 
Royal Havana Company, the British firm Baker and Dawson, and the Real 
Compañía de Filipinas for retarding the growth of Cuba’s economy by failing 
to meet the island’s demand for enslaved Africans.19 Ongoing complaints 
about the asiento fed the sense that the slave trade to Cuba was relatively 
dormant during this period. It is important to remember, though, that 
Arango y Parreño’s criticisms of the restrictions of the system were retro-
spective and shaped by his own opposition to trade monopolies during the 
era of “free trade in slaves.” A close reading of sources in the Archivo General 
de Indias in Seville and the Archivo Nacional de Cuba in Havana reveals 
multiple routes of African arrival even under the asiento system.

The slave trade to Cuba during the era of the asientos was less monolithic 
and restrictive and more variegated and multipathway than it may appear. 
One of the reasons for the historical undercounting of African arrivals in 
Cuba during the eighteenth century may be a misunderstanding of the na-
ture of the asientos. Alongside asientos the Spanish Crown issued to the mer-
chant companies mentioned above, there were also lesser-known private 
asientos the captain general of Cuba granted to wealthy residents who peti-
tioned for them. Under this Crown-sanctioned policy, the captain general 
gave small-scale licenses to property owners who wished to sail to a non-
Hispanic colony and purchase enough enslaved Africans to expand or re-
plenish the workforce on their own hacienda (ranch or estate). Property 
owners in Cuba might also receive permission to bring hundreds of addi-
tional captives to sell on the open market in order to help finance their trip. 
The practice developed during periods in which the French asiento failed to 
meet local demand and was especially popular after the end of the British 
asiento. In effect, many elites in Cuba took advantage of this custom to send 
ships directly to Kingston, Jamaica, to purchase enslaved Africans, engage in 
contraband on the side, and establish connections with merchants there. 
This practice was relatively common, and it was standard for either one Ha-
vana vecino (resident) or several who had pooled their resources for the jour-
ney to purchase several hundred enslaved Africans in Jamaica at a time. 
These private asientos were just one of several ways merchants and landhold-
ers in Cuba found ways to expand their own slave trading.20

The Royal Havana Company—majority held by Havana-based 
merchants— also managed to secure an asiento for the slave trade to Cuba 
after the 1739 outbreak of the War of Jenkins’ Ear between Britain and Spain, 
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which ruptured the British South Sea Company asiento.21 In response to the 
scarcity of laborers caused by the interruption of war, the Spanish Crown 
licensed the company to import 1,100 “piezas de indias” over two years.22 
Enslaved Africans were supposed to be brought into Puerto Rico by friendly 
or neutral powers, such as the French or Dutch, and then transshipped to 
Havana. The idea was thus to bar foreign (non-Hispanic) merchants, with 
their spies and contraband goods, from critical Cuban ports such as Havana 
and to meet burgeoning demand in Cuba without trading with the British 
enemy.23

As Royal Havana Company records reveal, its directors used the asiento 
to import far more enslaved Africans, mostly directly from British traders, 
than their contract permitted. During the War of Jenkins’ Ear, they stationed 
an agent in Kingston to arrange shipments of enslaved Africans and food-
stuffs for Cuba. Ex post facto, the Crown more than doubled the number of 
enslaved Africans the company was allowed to import, but the Royal Havana 
Company had already surpassed that number.24 The Royal Havana Compa-
ny’s commissioner in Kingston did such brisk business with British mer-
chants that according to company records, 3,508 enslaved Africans were 
imported to Havana and its surroundings between February 1743 and April 
1747. The arrival of four more slave ships by October 1747 revises the total 
upward to 4,484 enslaved Africans, calculated at around 3,600 piezas.25 Some 
of the early vessels hailed from Curaçao, Martinique, and Saint Eustatius, 
but over 90 percent—4,116 enslaved persons—had embarked for Cuba from 
Jamaica.26 By 1751, the Royal Havana Company had introduced more than 
50 percent more enslaved Africans in Cuba over a ten-year period than the 
South Sea Company had introduced in the ten years prior.27 These figures are 
significantly larger than the numbers historians have previously claimed 
were brought to Havana under the royal monopoly company (the number of 
enslaved Africans arriving in Havana during these four years is only slightly 
less than previous slave trade volume estimates for the entire period from 
1740 to 1760).28 Indeed, company records indicate that it made a significant 
profit in the trade.29

Parsing the intricacies of how a variety of asientos operated in practice 
will likely lead us to raise the number of African arrivals in Cuba. However, 
the asientos and licenses only reveal a small part of the story—the legal, 
Crown-regulated and -sanctioned portion. Perhaps as many Africans 
reached Cuba through the intra-American routes of contraband, privateer-
ing, and maritime marronage—all activities that are difficult to quantify, 
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though clearly evident in Spanish and Cuban archives. All of these practices 
were accentuated by the imperial war and rivalry endemic in the eighteenth-
century Caribbean.

As during all eras of the slave trade to Cuba, it is likely that a majority of 
people were ferried to the island on smugglers’ ships. The search for more 
enslaved Africans to purchase was the most powerful impetus to Cuban con-
traband, which grew in tandem with the activities of non-Hispanic mer-
chants in a region once claimed exclusively (among European powers) by 
Spain. In the eighteenth century, the most active smuggling routes for human 
trafficking connected Cuba to Jamaica, Saint-Domingue, and Curaçao. The 
economy of Oriente, Cuba’s eastern province, and Cuatro Villas, in the cen-
ter of the island, depended heavily on contraband trade. In 1785, one govern-
ment official estimated that more than half of Oriente’s produce departed the 
island through contraband channels to Saint-Domingue, and the majority of 
the production of Cuatro Villas left for Jamaica via the town of Trinidad.30 
Though contraband was most rampant in Oriente Province and the center of 
the island, it also took place in Havana, even in broad daylight. In a telling 
example, one enslaved woman born in Jamaica described how she was smug-
gled into the port of Havana to be sold, without any duties being paid, in full 
view of government officials.31

In response to this situation, the Spanish government in Cuba granted 
pardons (indultos) every couple of years for all the enslaved Africans illegally 
introduced onto the island of Cuba via contraband. In exchange for payment 
of duties after the fact, local officials branded these enslaved Africans with 
the mark of the Spanish Crown and pronounced them legalized possessions 
of their owners.32 This practice provided tax revenue for the Crown and a 
pragmatic quasi-solution for a situation that had slipped beyond its control, 
in which its own officers were complicit. The practice of branding men, 
women, and children upon the payment of import duties physically mani-
fested on black bodies the Spanish state’s struggle to regulate their routes of 
arrival. Retroactively, it also legitimized the property rights of owners.33

The frequent outbreak of war across the eighteenth century shaped the 
contours of Cuba’s slave trade and may have actually increased the number 
of Africans arriving on the island. During wartime, disruptions to trans-
atlantic commerce provided other opportunities for individuals in Cuba to 
purchase slaves directly from neighboring colonies, even those of Spain’s 
enemies. During times of war, the port of Havana could be more open to the 
ships of other European powers, even its enemies, than during times of 
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peace. As we have seen, the War of Jenkins’ Ear allowed the Royal Havana 
Company to commission British slave ships to sail human cargo into Ha-
vana’s harbor. During the next major war and the British occupation of Ha-
vana in 1762–1763, British traders brought 3,500 enslaved Africans to sell to 
Havana vecinos.34 The American War of Independence (1775–1783), in turn, 
was a period of rapid increase in trade and human trafficking between Cuba 
and British North America and the new United States. During that war, 
Spanish subjects in Cuba were permitted by royal order to import slaves from 
any neutral country. As Jorge Felipe-Gonzalez’s contribution to this volume 
points out, it also facilitated neutral trade with France. Cumulatively, the 
series of wars leading up to and including the Haitian Revolution accelerated 
the intra-American slave trade and brought tens of thousands of people of 
African descent into Cuba.

During these imperial wars, privateering also brought many people of 
African descent into Cuba. Santiago de Cuba, Havana, and Trinidad were 
busy privateering bases, and the guardacostas (coast guard) patrolled the 
island’s southern coast in search of foreign ships. During just two years of 
the War of Jenkins’ Ear, between 1739 and 1741, Spanish privateers report-
edly seized 316 ships heading to or sailing from British American ports.35 
Many of these ships were manned by sailors of African descent or carried 
enslaved Africans below decks. Upon capture, ships were transported into 
Cuba’s ports, and these individuals were usually sold or ransomed into 
slavery.36

Privateering records from the War of Jenkins’ Ear and other eighteenth-
century conflicts have yet to be assessed systematically, but as one remark-
able memoir suggests, they likely contain further information about 
African arrivals. The account of Briton Hammon, an enslaved man from 
Massachusetts, is the first known slave narrative published in British North 
America. Hammon wrote of his experience of being captured at sea during 
the War of Jenkins’ Ear and brought to Havana, where he was ransomed by 
the governor and held as a slave for nine years, between 1748 and 1757. Ul-
timately, he escaped the island of Cuba and returned to Boston to tell and 
even publish his tale, but other men with similar fates remained on the 
island and became a permanent part of Cuba’s population of African de-
scent.37 Hammon’s narrative illuminates the kinds of circulations through 
the interlocking worlds of contraband, privateering, and slave trading that 
could bring a North American-born man of African descent into Cuban 
slavery. As his story indicates, it is important to look widely for sources 
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about the many ways people of African descent arrived on the island of 
Cuba, within and beyond the confines of slave traders’ and merchants’ ac-
count books.38

Maritime marronage presented another route of arrival for Africans and 
people of African descent in Cuba. Like privateering, this mode of arrival 
is not normally taken into account when assessing the origins of Cuba’s 
population of African descent. Instead, the emphasis is usually exclusively 
on the slave trade. And yet across the eighteenth century, as many as sev-
eral hundred people of African descent arrived from non-Hispanic colo-
nies in boats under their own control. This Spanish policy of granting 
asylum to slaves who fled rival Protestant colonies was another outgrowth 
of increasing imperial competition in the Greater Caribbean region that 
evolved during the eighteenth century. Through the practice of maritime 
marronage, enslaved Africans in Jamaica stole small sea craft and escaped 
to Cuba, where they claimed the desire to convert to Catholicism in return 
for their freedom. Some of these individuals were manumitted upon their 
arrival in Cuba, according to royal proclamation, but others were captured 
or made royal slaves. Although their numbers were not large, they too form 
part of the sector of Cuba’s population of African descent with significant 
experience in the American colonies of Spain’s rivals. Some individuals 
had only spent a few months in such locations, but given the knowledge 
required to make these voyages, it seems likely that many others had lived 
there for a lifetime.39

Through these various routes of arrival, eighteenth-century Cuba re-
ceived more Africans before its sugar boom than we have yet to take fully 
into account. Slave owners in Cuba exploited the presence of subjects of their 
Crown’s European rivals to purchase the enslaved Africans they desired to 
populate their island and grow and develop the economy. The ruptures and 
dislocations of wartime also led to interimperial slave trading and the circu-
lation of more people of African descent into Cuba. These men, women, and 
children intermingled with preexisting communities of African descent on 
the island and together laid down the foundations of nineteenth-century 
society and culture. They also played a variety of roles in Cuba’s eighteenth-
century economy, which was larger, more productive, and more interdepen-
dent with the Atlantic system than an earlier generation of scholars thought. 
The next portion of this chapter will consider the impacts in social and cul-
tural terms, followed by political and economic ones, both on and off the 
island.
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Social and Cultural Geographies

A greater knowledge of both the numbers and routes of African arrival in 
pre-sugar-boom Cuba alters our understanding of the demographics and 
geographies of Cuba’s population of African descent. Taking into account 
the contours of the routes of African arrival in Cuba leads us to think differ-
ently about the social and cultural origins of Cuba’s population of African 
descent in the eighteenth century. To understand this population requires 
complicating our notion of what “creolization” looked like. Cuba’s popula-
tion of African descent included people born in Africa, Cuba, and other 
areas of the Americas, where they had exposure to a variety of European and 
African cultures in diaspora. At the same time, Cuba’s African population 
in the eighteenth century also had exceptionally diverse origins in Africa, 
after three centuries of a slave trade that at various times had brought people 
from multiple regions of West, West Central, and Southeast Africa. Evidence 
suggests that the island’s supposed “re-Africanization” (as discussed in broad 
demographic terms in this book’s first chapter) likely began prior to the 1780s 
(as this chapter argues). From social and cultural standpoints, African cul-
tures maintained a vibrant life in urban centers such as Havana throughout 
the eighteenth century, even when the direct transatlantic slave trade from 
Africa to Cuba was weak or nonexistent.40

Thus far, research into Cuba’s population of African descent has focused 
on periods before 1640 and especially on the years after 1789. Although very 
few slave ships are presently known to have arrived in sixteenth- or 
seventeenth-century Cuba, Alejandro de la Fuente identified forty-one dis-
tinct nations among the ethnic labels used to describe a selection of 1,456 
Africans listed in notarial protocols and parish registers.41 Most scholar-
ship on the slave trade to Cuba, which picks up with the sugar boom in the 
1790s, describes a similarly striking variety of African peoples and cul-
tures.42 Whereas Fuente’s survey drew on local sources, Oscar Grandío 
Moráguez used slave ship voyage data to identify forty-four different Afri-
can ports that sent an estimated 225,000 captives to Cuba’s slave market 
between 1790 and 1865.43 If populations of African descent in the Spanish 
Americas as a whole became more creolized and less directly connected to 
Africa during the intervening period, this played out in different fashions 
in different regions, as noted in chapter 1. A drop-off in the transatlantic 
slave trade by no means indicates that slavery, slave trafficking, or African 
cultures lost their local salience in Cuba.44
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A variety of archival sources beyond those documenting commercial as-
pects of the trade confirm the significant presence of African peoples in 
Cuba during the dec ades leading up to 1789. African languages, for instance, 
were clearly spoken in eighteenth-century Cuba. In the 1770s, the com-
mander supervising royal slaves in the maintenance and construction of Ha-
vana’s fortifications found it necessary to employ an interpreter identified as 
“a native of Guinea.45 African vocabularies also continued to inflect Cuban 
Spanish. One of the first descriptions of the variety of Spanish spoken in 
Cuba, written in 1795 by a creole friar named José María Peñalver, refers not 
only to Africanized castellano (Castilian language) spoken by blacks in Cuba 
but also African words that had been incorporated into Cuba’s Spanish and 
were commonly used by whites—such as “ funche” (cornmeal porridge), 
“ fufú” (mashed plantains), and “quimbombó” (okra). Peñalver included these 
words along with Amerindian terms such as “cacao” (cacao), “hamaca” 
(hammock), and “plátano” (plantain) in order to make a case for the neces-
sity of compiling a provincial dictionary reflective of the Spanish spoken on 
the island, which was shaped by multiple Amerindian and African influ-
ences over the previous three centuries.46

Other contemporary observers confirm this sense of the deep imprint of 
African cultures on eighteenth-century Cuba. Writing in 1757, the creole law-
yer Nicolás de Ribera described bozales (Africans) in Cuba as belonging to 
fifteen or twenty different nations, hailing from zones of origin that ranged 
widely across West and West Central Africa.47 Despite his status as an elite 
man of Spanish descent who spent the final years of his life at the court in 
Spain, Ribera was clearly aware of the diverse origins of Cuba’s African pop-
ulation. Further confirming the visibility and variety of African cultures and 
languages in Havana, in 1755, the bishop of Cuba recorded the presence in 
Havana of twenty-one cabildos de nación, or mutual aid societies, affiliated 
with particular African nations. According to Bishop Morell’s account, Ha-
vana’s twenty-one cabildos in 1755 were associated with ten different African 
nations: carabalí (5), mina (3), lucumí (2), arará (2), congo (2), mondongo (2), 
gangá (2), mandingo (1), luango (1), and popó (1).48

These sources describing African cultural institutions in Havana loosely 
correspond to what we know about ports of slave embarkation in Africa at 
the time. While we cannot take these numbers of cabildos of each African 
nation as proportional to the percentage of the population of each group, 
they do reflect the likely prominence of carabalí in Havana’s eighteenth- 
century population of African descent. Though individuals identified as 
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“congos” (from West Central Africa) predominated over the entire course of 
the trade,49 the presence of five carabalí cabildos in Havana at midcentury is 
not surprising. The British slave traders from Bristol and Liverpool who 
dominated the trade to Cuba in the eighteenth century had a large stake in 
the transatlantic traffic from the port of Calabar, or the Cross Rivers region 
of present-day Nigeria.50 Notarial and baptismal records from Havana con-
firm the prominence of individuals belonging to these African nations in 
Cuba at the time, as well as many others.51

As noted above, local sources also indicate that Cuba’s African and 
African- descended population was more connected to other sites in the 
eighteenth-century Americas than we may have thought. As a result of the 
routes of the slave trade to Cuba during this era, individuals disembarked 
there were more likely than at later moments to be either creoles or people 
with some experience, connections, or cultural knowledge acquired in re-
gions of the Americas controlled by non-Hispanic powers. Testifying to the 
cosmopolitan, multilingual nature of the African diaspora in eighteenth-
century Cuba, individuals identified as “negros franceses” and “negros ing-
leses” are prevalent in archival sources from the era. Hammon’s extraordinary 
narrative gives a sense of how seamlessly these individuals were potentially 
able to integrate themselves into Cuba’s diversified labor market. He de-
scribes living “very well” for a time, hiring himself out for jobs in Havana’s 
bustling urban economy.52 It is interesting to speculate about the way that 
creoles like Hammon were able to leverage their skills and experience ac-
quired in other American societies, thus enjoying better prospects than en-
slaved Africans who were newly arrived in the Americas.

Individuals arriving in Cuba through circuits of privateering or maritime 
marronage were likely to be creoles or have significant life experience in a 
non-Hispanic colony. But those who came through the circuits of the slave 
trade may also have had significant exposure to life elsewhere in the Ameri-
cas. In his study of Jamaica as a transit hub for the eighteenth-century inter-
colonial slave trade, Gregory E. O’Malley has shown how slave ships arriving 
from Africa for the South Sea Company regularly stopped off in Kingston for 
several months before continuing on with their human cargo designated for 
the asiento trade to Spanish America. While such a short stopover might not 
have provided much of an introduction to Jamaica’s culture and society, 
other enslaved Africans who had been in Kingston longer were slipped into 
the holds of these slave ships in port to replace those who had died in transit 
or were deemed not healthy enough for sale.53 In addition, those individuals 
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who arrived in Cuba through smuggling routes had often gone through an 
extended convalescence in Jamaica, in order to recover from the Middle Pas-
sage; some were potentially being sold after having lived in Jamaica for part 
or all of their lives. Smugglers on the south coast of Cuba, underserved by the 
island’s asiento trades, often proved eager to purchase these men, women, 
and children arriving not so directly from Africa.

Historians of Africa have pointed out that processes of creolization among 
enslaved Africans in the Americas began not during transatlantic voyages 
but in Africa; for example, during journeys captives made to the coast before 
boarding slave ships, or in coastal barracoons, and in some regions perhaps 
even before they were enslaved.54 As we get a better sense of the extended 
journeys of Africans in the Americas, sometimes lasting more than a gen-
eration, we can see how similar processes took place after the initial transat-
lantic passage and before arrival in destinations such as Cuba. Cultural 
exchange and much debated processes of creolization occurred not only on 
journeys to the Americas but also on extended passages between American 
societies.

Tellingly, ethnic labels used to refer to people of African descent in Cuba 
reflect the interaction of African and colonial European cultural markers. In 
his classic study Los negros esclavos, Fernando Ortiz lists among the ethnic 
labels applied to enslaved and free blacks in Cuba “ingré.” By way of explana-
tion, he notes that “los carabali ingré” formed a cabildo de nación in Havana, 
and he speculates that the label derived from “caravalí inglés” (English Car-
avalí).55 Reflecting a similar pattern, a 1767 inventory of the enslaved Afri-
cans on two Jesuit sugar plantations outside Havana used such ethnic labels 
as “lucumi martinica” and “carabali martinica” (meaning, lucumí and cara-
balí from the French island of Martinique), as well as “zape de antigua” and 
“mina de antigua” (meaning individuals associated with or embarked on 
slave ships in Sierra Leone [zape] and the Gold Coast [mina] who had also 
lived in the British colony of Antigua).56 In this case, imperial warfare had 
served as the conduit bringing these people to Cuba. The Jesuit priest Thomas 
Butler had purchased these enslaved individuals from British occupying 
forces in 1763, during their short rule over Havana. Butler bought them at a 
discount from the British commander Lord Albemarle, who had purchased 
them in Antigua and British-occupied Martinique in order to assist the ex-
peditionary forces that invaded Havana. However, even five years later, they 
were being identified by crosshatched labels, reflecting the interaction be-
tween African and American identifiers and experiences.
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Though more suggestive than comprehensive, such evidence demon-
strates the multilingual, hybridized, and interconnected nature of the 
Americas’ African diaspora. If Cuba’s direct connections to Africa were 
stronger during the very late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a much 
larger percentage of African arrivals in Cuba during the eighteenth century 
came ashore with life experience and cultural knowledge from other zones 
of the Americas, in addition to African cultures and languages. To better 
understand their experiences, we need to interpolate transatlantic and 
intra- American journeys. Coming to terms with this lived reality gives us 
a more accurate view of Cuba’s cultural DNA as well as of the people who 
populated the island and developed its economy before the sugar boom. 
Knowing that neighboring populations of African descent were networked 
with each other also changes how we think about responses of people of 
African descent in Cuba to major events that occurred in the eighteenth-
century Caribbean. News of the maroon wars in Jamaica or the revolution 
in Saint-Domingue arrived in communities that had experience of and 
connections to these neighboring islands.57 A negro inglés in Havana or a 
lucumí francés in Santiago de Cuba could have had a particularly well-
informed and/or personal reaction to such events. Further research and 
imagination are needed to reconstruct this distinctive eighteenth-century 
world.

Political and Economic Landscapes

A fuller engagement with the complexity of slave routes into eighteenth-
century Cuba provides new understandings of both the life histories of the 
people traded as slaves and the commercial relationships of those who pur-
chased them. To a certain extent, Africans and African-descended peoples’ 
networks mirrored those of the men of commerce who bought and sold 
them. Indeed, Cuba’s first, most powerful relations with foreign colonies and 
especially the Anglo-American system were driven by the island’s ongoing 
demand for enslaved Africans. The slave trade became a mechanism through 
which elites in Cuba—not exclusively but especially elites—brokered rela-
tions with other parts of the Americas, a sign of the fracturing of the island’s 
most powerful political and economic relations. Effectively, Cuba’s mer-
chants and landholders were creating free trade through the avenues of the 
slave trade.
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The slave trade to eighteenth-century Cuba provided an engine that built 
trade networks and drove development both on and off the island through-
out a broader Atlantic system. Spain’s overseas territories never constituted 
a closed imperial system, but the dynamic of its foreign trade changed in the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The volume of contraband 
and transimperial trade intensified with the French and especially British 
acquisition of the asiento and the growing presence of the British merchants 
at Jamaica, French at Saint-Domingue, Dutch at Curaçao and Saint Eusta-
tius, and Danish at Saint Thomas, Saint John, and Saint Croix. The asiento 
and contraband trade in slaves enabled whites in Cuba to open up a flow of 
commodities and enslaved Africans with foreign merchants despite the de 
jure trade monopolies of Spanish colonialism. These trading relationships 
with non-Hispanic territories sustained the island’s economic and demo-
graphic growth across the century. The asientos provided an additional 
means to boost Cuban exports and to enable the island’s producers to par-
ticipate in a broader and more lucrative economic system, beyond the legal 
strictures of Spanish colonialism.

Together the history of undercounting African arrivals in Cuba during 
this period and the assumption that slaves arrived either directly from Africa 
or not at all have contributed to the mischaracterization of the size and 
strength of Cuba’s economy and its relationship with the Atlantic system. 
The diversified economy of eighteenth-century Cuba circulated tobacco, 
hides, lumber, sugar, and livestock throughout the Atlantic world. Its capital 
city of Havana was the third-most populous in the Americas—fifty thousand 
at midcentury—and could not feed itself or find sufficient labor for its indus-
tries without this foreign trade.58 Havana’s busy service economy and naval 
shipyard drew in supplies and personnel, and its large silver reserves made 
commerce there especially attractive. Indeed, eighteenth-century Cuba’s 
economic growth and military strength would not have been possible with-
out a large population of African descent, arriving on the island by a variety 
of means and working in a range of industries. Cuba’s boom of sugar and 
slavery in the 1790s could not have occurred without a preexisting slave-
powered economy that produced sufficient capital to invest in enslaved Afri-
cans, land, and machinery.59

The asiento system facilitated Cuba’s multifaceted trade with foreign col-
onies. The French and British asientos provided the means for the circulation 
of goods produced in Cuba into foreign markets. These patterns of transim-
perial trade were long-standing before Spain began taking piecemeal steps 
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to liberalize the trade in goods and persons in the 1760s and the decades that 
followed, and they allowed for the economic growth that facilitated Cuba’s 
sugar boom. During the period of the French asiento (1701–1713), La Compa-
gnie Royale de Guinée often traded enslaved Africans in Cuba for tobacco, 
and the metropolitan market in Paris enjoyed access to popular “Havana 
snuff” and Cuban tobacco leaf. The British South Sea Company factors, in 
turn, purchased tobacco and hides, which they exported from the island to 
Jamaica, London, Amsterdam, and Hamburg. Shortly before the War of Jen-
kins’ Ear, they sent a large shipment of Havana snuff to agents in Amsterdam 
who sold it all at public auction. So much Havana snuff was making its way 
through various routes off the island and into northern European markets 
that the price in Amsterdam had dropped almost by half.60 In fact, the South 
Sea Company worried that the quantity of contraband trade going on along-
side the trade in slaves in Havana was so great as to invoke the Spanish mon-
arch’s ire at the violation of the trade monopoly and could endanger the 
entire agreement with the rest of Spanish America.61

Residents of Cuba—including smugglers, Royal Havana Company agents, 
and large landholders—sailed directly to nearby non-Hispanic colonies 
themselves to purchase the workers, goods, and provisions they needed. Hec-
tor Feliciano Ramos’s study of British contraband in the Caribbean and the 
Gulf of Mexico from 1748 to 1778 found that the phenomenon of Spanish 
ships sailing directly into British American ports to transact openly in con-
traband was more common from Cuba than any other part of Spanish Amer-
ica.62 Indeed, in Governor Edward Trelawny’s report on the state of the island 
of Jamaica for 1752, he commented that Spaniards from Cuba “of various 
appearances” brought large amounts of silver with them to trade, and that 
they consumed in total an estimated £100,000 worth of manufactures and 
salt provisions. An anonymous report to the Spanish Crown from 1763 
pointed out that it was not hard to find nineteen or twenty ships from Cuba 
docked in Kingston at any given time.63

An added incentive for these intra-American slave trading voyages for 
residents of Cuba was that trade with British America shielded capital ac-
cumulation from Spanish taxation and enforcement. Across the eighteenth 
century, Havana elites used the asiento factors, as well as trade contacts they 
made in Kingston, to remit silver and jewels back to Spain, often via London. 
Doing so had the dual benefit of avoiding the royal quinto tax and concealing 
from Spanish authorities the earnings they were making in extralegal re-
gional trade.64 Networks forged through the slave trade enriched both 
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residents of the Spanish Caribbean and the colonial projects of their British 
and British American neighbors in ways that are untraceable in Spanish ar-
chives.

The slave trade was an especially powerful bond not only cementing rela-
tions between Cuba and Jamaica but also between Cuba and British North 
America. The asiento included a provision for the trade in flour, which could 
be imported into Cuba from other regions of the Americas on vessels that 
were not necessarily slave ships. Through this concession, merchants in Cuba 
used the asiento to build trade networks with North American cities that 
possessed large flourmills, such as New York and Philadelphia. The 1760s and 
1770s have often been viewed as the first moments that British North Amer-
icans legally entered into trade with Cuba,65 but Anglo-American merchants 
had previously contracted with the South Sea Company and the Royal Ha-
vana Company to sail to Cuba with barrels of flour. It is no accident that 
during the American Revolution, Cuba provided a crucial link between 
Spain and the thirteen colonies, and a Cuban slave trader named Juan de 
Miralles served as the first Spanish spy and later emissary to the Continental 
Congress. The dynamics of the slave trade and the associated flour trade 
meant that Cuba’s most prominent slave trader at the time already had con-
tacts in Philadelphia when he first reached the city in 1778. The war he wit-
nessed firsthand would deepen trade relations between the thirteen colonies 
and Cuba that had first been established in the context of the slave trade.66

After the exit of the United States from the British Empire, Cuba began to 
take the place of Britain’s West Indian colonies as a regional market for 
North American goods. As early as the summer of 1789, a group of wealthy 
Havana vecinos petitioned Captain General Salvador José de Muro, Marquis 
of Someruelos, for permission to send their children to the United States to 
study languages and science.67 While it is important not to telescope forward 
these early relationships between the island’s elite and the new nation to their 
north, this evidence suggests that these relationships originated with the 
slave trade, rather than with the sugar economy. Given this prior history, the 
opening of the slave trade to Cuba that occurred in 1789 might be viewed 
more accurately as an expansion of long-standing practices, rather than as 
an entirely new departure from them. During the first ten years of the free 
trade in slaves, US ships predominated among non-Hispanic slave ships ar-
riving in Cuba, followed by British ones. Both Spanish/Cuban and US ships 
carried relatively small numbers of enslaved Africans per vessel, in a redis-
tributive, often intra-Caribbean trade that was mixed with a trade in 
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foodstuffs and other kinds of commerce.68 This development was not a rup-
ture with prior practices but the rendering as legal—and consequently more 
legible in Cuban archives—of prior trading routes and their expansion. The 
proclamation of free trade in slaves in 1789 made the slave trade the first and 
only “free trade” permitted in Spanish Empire. But long before then, mer-
chants and elites in Cuba had exploited the slave trade and the openings 
around it for multiple types of direct commerce, spurring economic growth 
and interdependence throughout the region.

Conclusion

The routes of the slave trade to Cuba took very different shapes and forms at 
different moments in the island’s past. These variations produced a con-
stantly evolving community of African descent and a fluid network of con-
nections between different nodes in the Atlantic system. Though new 
configurations in the nineteenth century may have statistically overwhelmed 
those that came before them, those prior generations were important bed-
rocks of the society and economy that made later iterations possible. To a 
certain extent, the historiographical focus thus far on nineteenth-century 
Cuba may have obscured our understanding of earlier eras, but in truth, 
there is still so much more we need to know about all eras, from the earliest 
sixteenth-century voyages through the clandestine slave trade into the 
1860s.69

Because the trade so often shifted course, its study requires a flexible strat-
egy to adapt to the particularities of distinct time periods and the coopera-
tion of a range of experts working in numerous archives on a variety of 
records. Within shipping records and other sources of quantitative data 
about the slave trade, we can also find qualitative evidence about the experi-
ences of the enslaved and the impacts of this commerce on the development 
of individual colonies and broader Atlantic networks.70 At the same time, 
descriptive sources from surprising archives can also provide insight into the 
nature of the trade. As we keep striving to improve our understanding of the 
routes of African arrival in the Americas, it is necessary to continue putting 
diverse types of sources into conversation with one another.

As I have argued, Cuba’s African diaspora of the eighteenth century en-
folded both African and American journeys, knowledges, languages, and 
experiences. This understanding should potentially reshape how we think 
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about Africans and people of African descent in Cuba and their responses to 
hemispheric events.71 In addition, it should also push us to reconsider some 
of our narratives of increasing communication, exchange, and interconnec-
tion in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world. Cuba’s first, most powerful 
relations with non-Hispanic colonies—and especially with the Anglo- 
American system—were driven by the island’s insatiable demand for en-
slaved Africans. Though more research remains to be done, it is already 
evident that the routes through which individuals traveled in the Americas 
were more complex and varied than we once thought. This shared history of 
slave trading is more than just transatlantic. It also crisscrossed national, 
hemispheric, and imperial units, and it will require cooperation between 
scholars of many different regions to understand the broadest scope of its 
implications and meanings.
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