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‘When the prison-doors are opened, the real dragon will fly out.’
Ho Chi Minh, Prison Diary (Hanoi, 1962)
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INTRODUCTION
Two parables exist about the making and meanings of the British empire.  In one, a man sets out on an eventful trading voyage, and is ultimately  shipwrecked. He finds himself the lone survivor on a desert island, but  despair soon gives way to resolution, Protestant faith, and busy ingenuity.  By becoming ‘an architect, a carpenter, a knife grinder, an astronomer, a  baker, a shipwright, a potter, a saddler, a farmer, a tailor’, and even ‘an  umbrella-maker, and a clergyman’, he subdues his unpromising environment and renders it fruitful. He encounters a black, and promptly names  him and makes him a servant. He uses force and guile to defeat incomers  who are hostile, while firmly organising those who defer to his authority:  ‘How like a king I look’d . . . the whole country was my own mere property . . . [and] my people were perfectly subjected.’ This is Daniel Defoe’s  Robinson Crusoe (1719). This is also how the British empire is commonly  envisioned.
Empire-making in this parable – as in much of history in fact – involves  being a warrior and taking charge. It means seizing land, planting it, and  changing it. It means employing guns, technology, trade and the Bible to  devastating effect, imposing rule, and subordinating those of a different  skin pigmentation or religion. ‘The true symbol of the British conquest’,  declared James Joyce famously, ‘is Robinson Crusoe.’ Yet if Crusoe seems  at one level the archetypal conqueror and coloniser, he is also representative of British imperial experience in a very different sense. Before his  shipwreck, Crusoe is captured at sea by Barbary corsairs and becomes ‘a  miserable slave’ in Morocco. He escapes his Muslim owners only to become  ‘a prisoner locked up with the eternal bars and bolts of the Ocean, in an  uninhabited wilderness’. And even as he transforms his desert island into  a colony, Crusoe remains uncertain whether to regard his life there as ‘my  reign, or my captivity, which you please’.1
The hero of the second parable about British Empire is left with no  doubts on this score. This man sets sail from Bristol, centre of transatlantic  commerce and slaving, bound for successive zones of European imperialism: Spanish America, the West Indies, coastal India. He never reaches  them. Instead, his voyages are aborted, time and time again, by events and  beings beyond his control. First, an apparently puny tribe, the Lilliputians, capture him, tie him down and reduce him to their will. Then a people  much larger in stature than himself, the Brobdingnags, overwhelm him, sell  him like a commodity, turn him into a spectacle, and sexually abuse him.  But it is his last captivity that is most devastating. Confined on the island  of the Houyhnhnms, creatures utterly unlike himself and far superior, he  becomes so caught up in their society that he succumbs to its values. Forced  at length to return to Britain, he can barely tolerate the stench of his one-time countrymen or the ugliness, as it now appears to him, of his own  family. For this man, overseas venturing brings no conquests, or riches, or  easy complacencies: only terror, vulnerability, and repeated captivities, and  in the process an alteration of self and a telling of stories. This second parable about Britain’s empire is of course Jonathan Swift’s  Gulliver’s Travels  (1726), and its subject and themes are also mine. 2
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1. Britain as global empire: a detail from an 1893 map.
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The primary actors in the pages that follow are those hundreds of thousands of English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish men, women and children who  were taken captive in different regions of the extra-European world during  the first quarter millennium of British imperial enterprise. The sources I  am mining are pre-eminently – though never exclusively – these captives’  own extraordinarily rich and virtually unexplored writings and drawings.  And my intention throughout is to supply a work both of individual  recovery and of imperial revision. As Defoe and Swift recognised, captivity  was an integral part of Britain’s overseas experience which cannot be properly understood or assessed without it. Nor is it possible to understand this empire’s impact on the various non-European peoples it collided  and colluded with, unless the full meanings of captivity are uncovered and  explored. Captives and captivities were the underbelly of British empire,  and they set us free to explore another vision.
Small is vulnerable, small is aggressive
The fundamental reason why their pursuit of empire involved Britons in so  many different confinements is contained – but also concealed – in one of  the most famous maps ever produced. It shows Britain and Ireland situated  close to the centre of the displayed world and coloured red or pink. Around  the outer circle of the map are a succession of land masses – Australia,  New Zealand, Canada, the Indian subcontinent, large swathes of Africa,  assorted Caribbean islands and more – all coloured an identical red or pink  to Britain itself. Some late nineteenth- and twentieth-century versions of this  map also include the shipping routes and telegraph lines operating between  Britain and these various overseas territories, marked out in black or again  in red. The visual effect is rather like spokes jutting erratically from the hub  of a wheel, or a scarlet spider at the centre of a massive, global web. Britain  is made to appear physically connected to the distant lands it claims as its  own and that literally take their colour from it.
This map has long since disappeared from the atlases, along with the  empire it depicted, but it remains a standard feature of history books and  school texts. It is part of our mental furniture even now. And superficially  the story behind it is straightforward and unilinear. Before the late sixteenth  century, few of the English, and even fewer Scots, Irish and Welsh displayed  much interest in the world beyond their own continent. Even in 1630,  there were probably little more than 12,000 settlers and traders from these  islands clinging to outposts in North America, Guiana, the Caribbean and  coastal India: ‘a few dispersed men . . . altogether without Government’,  as one contemporary described some of their number.3 By the early 1700s,  however, the British state and the major trading companies associated with  it, claimed authority over more than half a million white settlers, as well  as hundreds of thousands of free and enslaved non-whites scattered over  four of the five continents of the world. By the 1820s, British dominion  had dramatically expanded to encompass a fifth of the population of the  globe. A hundred years later, when close to its widest extent in terms of  patches of red or pink on the map, the British empire covered in total  over fourteen million square miles of the face of the earth.
Summarised thus, Britain’s expansionist trajectory appears inexorable,  and its ultimate if very temporary global hegemony overwhelming. There  seems negligible space in this version of events and power relations for  white captives: only for the colonial captivity of millions of men and  women who in the main were not white. But look again at the famous  map of Britain’s empire. Like most cartographic exercises, it is not a simple  depiction of the lie of the land, but in some respects a lie, or at least a  calculated deceit.
The map deceives because it gives the impression that Britain’s empire  was the only substantial one existing, which was never the case. It deceives,  too, because its Mercator projection together with its use of the Greenwich  meridian put Britain arbitrarily but not accidentally near the centre of the  displayed world. It further deceives by using an identical colour for all of  the territories claimed by Britain, thereby making them appear a single,  homogeneous unit, which this empire never was in fact. But there is still  another sleight of hand involved here that is critical. Because Canada, New  Zealand, Australia, the Indian subcontinent, large sectors of Africa, and  parts of the Caribbean are coloured the same red or pink in this map as  Britain itself, the spectator’s eye is adroitly distracted from the smallness  of the latter, to the size and global spread of the former. It is the worldwide expanse of this imperial system we are encouraged to focus on and  admire, not the relatively tiny islands at its core. Yet in order to understand this empire – and its captivities – the proper place to begin is with  the smallness of Britain itself. Britons were captured overseas in very large  numbers during this period because they were at once uniquely ubiquitous intruders, and inherently and sometimes desperately vulnerable.
In terms of geography, Britain’s smallness becomes easily manifest if it  is compared with today’s great powers. The United States is over 3000  miles from sea to shining sea, and – like China – covers more than 3.5  million square miles. The borders of the Russian Federation are still in  flux, but it remains close to six million square miles in extent; while India,  which Britain sought to govern before 1947, contains some 1.2 million  square miles. By contrast, Great Britain and the island of Ireland together  make up less than 125,000 square miles. Great Britain itself, which contains  England, Wales and Scotland, is smaller than Madagascar. It would fit  into the state of Texas twice over with ample room to spare.4 Of course  geo-political size has never been the only or even the prime determinant  of global power, and by the standards of present-day giants, all of the  European states that once presided over maritime empires would appear  small. But the scale of the disparity between Britain’s massive imperial  pretensions on the one hand and its modest domestic size and resources on the other was remarkable. By the early twentieth century, the Dutch  empire was perhaps fifty times bigger than the Netherlands, while the  French colonies were some eighteen times the size of France itself. Britain’s  authority, however, was stretched over a global empire 125 times larger  than its own islands.5
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2. Cut down to size:  Britain and Ireland as  shown in the Peters  projection of the world.

This imperial overstretch was sharpened by another aspect of Britain’s  smallness: demography. By European standards, much of early modern  Britain and Ireland experienced a rapid rate of population growth.  Whereas France’s population is estimated to have expanded by 79 per cent  between 1550 and 1820, and Spain’s may have risen by just 56 per cent, the population of England almost trebled over this same period. But it  needs remarking that this impressive English population take-off occurred  from a very small base, barely three million souls. By 1820, when the  British empire contained one in every five beings on the face of the globe,  there were still fewer than twelve million men and women living in England  itself. This was in marked contrast with Spain, or France, or the various  German kingdoms, or the Italian states, which by that stage each averaged some twenty million inhabitants apiece.6 Political union in 1707  between England and Wales on the one hand, and Scotland on the other,  and a further Act of Union with Ireland in 1800, guaranteed London  access to additional and indispensable domestic supplies of manpower.  None the less, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries – and  occasionally after – Britain’s rulers remained uncertain whether their home  population was sufficient to generate the armies, navies, settlers, and taxes  demanded by large-scale imperial enterprise. Many politicians and  commentators convinced themselves indeed that the drain in men and  money was too great, and that Britain’s population was actually in decline.  There was no census here until 1801, in part because of the fear that  counting heads might expose an embarrassing demographic deficit to  Britain’s rivals – and to its colonial subjects.7
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Britain’s limited population and its inhabitants’ objections to maintaining large standing armies, provided for a further respect in which this  was always an empire challenged at its core by smallness. The size of  Britain’s own armed forces never remotely kept pace with its global interventions. This was true even at sea. As Daniel Baugh remarks, the very  scale of Britain’s expanding maritime presence after the seventeenth  century itself caused problems. These islands were never able to generate  enough seamen by themselves ‘to supply the wartime needs of both the  navy and the merchant service’. And although by 1700 the Royal Navy  was the most powerful in the world, it never possessed sufficient ships both  to protect Britain itself from European enemies, and simultaneously to  preside in strength over the world’s oceans. For most of the quarter millennium covered by this book, the bulk of Britain’s fleet was not, and could  not be engaged in conquering and coercing the non-European world.  Instead, most Royal Navy warships remained in home and European  waters monitoring the movements of Dutch, Spanish, and French rivals.8
But the pressures on Britain’s navy were as nothing to those on its army.  Over time, as John Brewer has described, the British became supremely  and necessarily adept at recruiting domestic manpower and hiring foreign  mercenaries for specific, major wars. But these suddenly swollen legions  (which were anyway usually bigger on paper than in the field) were strictly  special occasion fare.9 They could not be afforded, and were never routinely  forthcoming for everyday, imperial needs. In 1715, when Britain already  claimed authority over some half a million men and women in North  America, plus large parts of the West Indies, coastal settlements in India,  and vital outposts in the Mediterranean, its army is estimated to have been  no bigger than the king of Sardinia’s. In 1850, when this book ends,  Britain’s home-produced army was still conspicuously modest in point of  numbers by comparison with that of Russia, or France, or even Prussia.  ‘At no time’, as one military historian writes, ‘. . . were the land forces  available for the peacetime policing and defence of the [British] empire . . . sufficiently strong for the task’.10 Even at the height of its imperial power,  Britain’s military and naval resources would have appeared negligible if  set against the bristling overseas garrisons and staggering oceanic naval  presence currently possessed by the United States.
These limits in military manpower might not have mattered had Britain  commanded throughout the sort of easy and invariable technological  supremacy still sometimes attributed to early modern Western empires,  but it did not. At sea, to be sure, the major European powers had established a marked lead over other regions of the world by 1600 (though for  a long time their wooden ships remained vulnerable on long voyages, and  instruments of navigation were crude and sometimes fallible). On land,  however, it was a different matter. Part of the excitement and sentimentality with which Britons and other Europeans reacted to Captain James  Cook’s encounters with Pacific islanders in the 1770s and ’80s may well  have been due to a gratified recognition that here were societies whose  weaponry was indeed indisputably primitive in quality. By contrast, in  parts of Africa, in North America, and above all in Asia, British intruders  in this period had regularly to confront peoples whose weapons were similar  to their own, and occasionally better.11 The familiar image of ill-provided  non-European peoples being casually and terribly mowed down by white  imperialists equipped with gatling guns and similar quick-firing weapons  belongs in the main to the later nineteenth century and after. For most of  the quarter millennium covered by this book, land warfare remained  conspicuously low-tech, and there was no necessary gulf between Western  and non-Western armaments. As late as 1799, guns, cannon and ammunition together accounted for less than 5 per cent of Britain’s land warfare  budget. The rest went on horses, carts, uniforms, swords, knives, pikes and  soldiers’ pay: virtually the same staples of land warfare as in the Ancient  World – and in much of the non-European world.12 
Some might argue that these material factors – Britain’s marked limits  in terms of geographical size, population, armed forces, and, for a long  time, military technology – were of only secondary importance. That  manifestly a vast British empire came into being, and therefore that these  constraints must have been of less significance than the ‘will, self-confidence, even arrogance’ that allowed growing numbers of Britons to  view the overseas world as a site for action, conquest and exploitation. Yet  those living in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and even in the  early 1800s, were rarely able to see things this way. There is certainly  abundant evidence throughout this period of individual Britons asserting  their unbounded superiority to all foreigners, both European and non-European. But as more thoughtful or battle-hardened spirits amongst them acknowledged, where global power relations were concerned, arrogance  and jingoism were never enough. Language, culture and complacency had  no automatic witchcraft capacity by themselves to magic away more rudimentary deficiencies in terms of numbers and available force. ‘The maxim  believed by the common people of this country, “That one Englishman  is equal to two foreigners” . . . may . . . be useful in some cases,’ wrote an  experienced imperial soldier and diplomat wearily in 1810, ‘but it is . . .  devoid of truth.’13
As this suggests, alongside routine declarations of Britain’s political, religious, economic, and ultimately racial superiority, there were always other  voices, sometimes very powerful ones, pointing out that its varieties of  domestic smallness were bound to make sustaining a large overseas territorial empire a challenging and chancy business. ‘We are a very little spot  in the map of the world,’ writes the marquis of Halifax in the 1660s, and  therefore could make ‘a great figure only by trade’. ‘We want not the  dominion of more countries than we have,’ cautions Daniel Defoe in 1707.  ‘We want nothing but numbers,’ laments a British army officer about his  country’s forces abroad in 1744.14 Britain’s normal ‘military establishment’,  remarks Adam Smith during the war with Revolutionary America that  would demonstrate the imperial costs of this, was: ‘. . . more moderate  than that of any European state which can pretend to rival her either in  wealth or in power’. ‘The extension of our territory and influence has been  greater than our means,’ observes the future duke of Wellington grimly in  1800.15 But it was a less senior analyst of military power and empire who  summed up the dilemma best. In regard to the size and resources of Britain  itself, he wrote in an influential survey published in 1810, its global pretensions resembled ‘an oak planted in a flower-pot’.16 A swollen empire was  nonetheless constrained by the smallness in which it was rooted.
There were, to be sure, some respects in which being small – being a  flowerpot – actually worked to foster Britain’s imperial involvement and  success. If emigrants, entrepreneurs and adventurers of all kinds left it in  large numbers for other lands (as they still do), if its slavers haggled for  chained manpower on the western coasts of Africa, and if its traders ruthlessly invaded other seas and other shores in search of raw materials and  new markets, this was in part because the home islands could seem too  modest to afford the land, opportunities, manpower, raw materials, and  markets that were wanted. Domestic smallness and a lack of self-sufficiency  made for continuous British extroversion, not to say global house-breaking,  violence and theft. And Britain’s compact, physical insularity did more  than fuel restlessness and greed, it also provided the means of escape, and  the means as well to global commerce and conquest. Nowhere in Britain is more than seventy miles from the sea: and this was a vital advantage  in a period when – for a long time – travel by sea was infinitely faster  than journeying by land. The sea, the one commodity apart from coal  and sheep they had around them in abundance, allowed the British to  compensate for sparsity of numbers by sheer mobility and ubiquity.
Britain’s compactness facilitated its imperial enterprise in other ways  too. The physical smallness of these islands encouraged the rich, powerful  and ambitious of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland to filter into just  one extraordinarily large metropolis, London. Magnetised to a conurbation that was at once the site of government and the court, and Britain’s  biggest port, ship-building centre, money market, and source of print,  the different elites of these islands developed, from very early on, a  shared avidity for imperial investments, ideas and adventures. This was  just one respect in which physical smallness advanced the evolution in  Britain of a markedly centralised state, and ultimately a precocious  national ideology, with all the cohesion and belligerence that naturally  went with these things. 17 The same compactness, together with state-driven political union, also ensured that the island of Great Britain  became one of the world’s most efficient free-trade areas from very early  on, a hive of internal as well as external commercial energy. Even  Britain’s military vulnerability may have aided in some respects its imperial drive. Self-consciously small, increasingly rich, and confronted with  European enemies that were often bigger and militarily more formidable  than themselves, the British were frequently on edge, constantly fearful  themselves of being invaded, necessarily alert and ready for a fight. A  sense of inferiority, suggested Alfred Adler in regard to troubled individuals, breeds aggression and above all an urge to compensate. So  arguably it proved with the British as a people.18
It is these mixed consequences of Britain’s smallness – its cohesiveness,  restless extroversion, busy commerce, and aggression on the one hand,  and its demographic, military and resource inadequacies on the other –  that account in part for the very large numbers of real-life Crusoes and  Gullivers seized in regions outside Europe after 1600. Too many small,  unarmed merchantmen venturing gamely into hostile or unknown waters,  with not enough Royal Navy convoys to protect them, led – as Part One  of this book describes – to substantial numbers of Britons being captured  at sea. Civilian settlers and traders intruding determinedly but often in  very small numbers into lands that other people regarded as their own,  or endeavouring to establish themselves there without sufficient or  sometimes any British army cover, resulted over the centuries – as Part  Two details – in large numbers of captivities and casualties on land. While, throughout this period, under-strength British regiments, dispatched to  different regions of the world equipped with weapons of no great sophistication, together with insufficiently manned and poorly supplied colonial  cantonments and forts, regularly resulted in sharp imperial reverses, heavy  casualties, and high captivity rates, not just among men in uniform, but  also among various womenfolk and children.
‘The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system,’ writes  the anthropologist Mary Douglas, and in times of stress the body’s ‘boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious.’19  In just such a way, the bodies of English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish men  and women, seized in successive captivity crises overseas, mark out the  changing boundaries over time of Britain’s imperial aggression, and the  frontiers of its inhabitants’ fears, insecurities, and deficiencies. But these  encounters are revealing about far more than just the British themselves.  What subsequently happened to these same captive bodies also illumines  how those non-European peoples whom the British sought to invade or  exploit, sometimes proved able to resist and punish them, and even find  their own uses for them.
To this extent, this book uses captive individuals and their tales to investigate and reassess far wider national, imperial and global histories.
People and stories matter
Yet the captives in this book were more than symptomatic and emblematic bodies. All of them participants in first English and subsequently British  maritime and imperial enterprise, these were also men, women and children  from widely varying social and ethnic backgrounds, of different ages,  religious denominations, politics, occupations, education, outlook and even  language. How these myriad and miscellaneous individuals reacted to their  respective captors was in practice as diverse as how the captor societies  involved responded to them. So how can we recover the quality and content  of these manifold contacts and confrontations over time?
Like captives from other cultures – like those whom they themselves  colonised indeed – Britons seized in the course of overseas enterprise  recorded what happened to them in many different ways, not all of them  verbal. Some told their tale – or had it told for them – in drawings, or in  graveyard inscriptions, in songs, or in sermons. Some scratched evocative  and anguished lines and images on coins, or on the walls of places where  they were confined. Some even tattooed their reactions on their own  entrapped bodies. Captives who were rescued or eventually returned to Britain might speak rather than write their stories: in order to appease an  army court martial, or on the instructions of suspicious magistrates, or to  entertain impatient passers-by on busy streets as a means of attracting  charity; and these spoken testimonies were occasionally set down on paper  by others. But the most complex and comprehensive testimonies of overseas capture, and thus the most valuable as far as this book is concerned,  were captivity narratives.
These are substantial accounts usually written in the first person and  completely or in part by a one-time captive, but sometimes dictated to  others. A mode of writing rather than a genre, captivity narratives  commonly describe how a single individual or a group was seized, how  the victim/s coped (or not) with the challenges and sufferings that ensued,  and how they contrived in the end to escape or were ransomed or released.  Such narratives vary widely in length and quality but, at their best, they  form the closest approximation we have for the past to the kind of analyses  supplied by anthropologists and ethnographers immersed in alien societies  today. In Mary Louise Pratt’s words:
The authority of the ethnographer over the ‘mere traveller’ rests chiefly  on the idea that the traveller just passes through, whereas the ethnographer lives with the group under study. But of course this is what  captives . . . often do too, living in another culture in every capacity . . .  learning indigenous languages and lifeways with a proficiency any ethnographer would envy, and often producing accounts that are indeed full,  rich, and accurate by ethnography’s own standards. At the same time,  the experience of captivity resonates a lot with aspects of the experience  of fieldwork – the sense of dependency, lack of control, the vulnerability to being isolated completely or never left alone.20
Along with many other sorts of testimonies and evidence, both Western  and non-Western, I have drawn extensively in this book on over a hundred  printed and manuscript narratives written or dictated by Britons between  1600 and the mid-nineteenth century in response to captivity experiences  in the Mediterranean and North African region, in North America, and  in South and Central Asia.
By definition, these are subjective, sometimes highly charged writings,  and I discuss their authenticity (and what that means) in Chapter Three.  But it needs stressing from the start that, while these texts sometimes  contain fictional interludes, together of course with a tithe of lies and  errors, their overall factual anchorage can usually be tested, and has been  tested in these pages throughout.
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3. Robert Drury’s narrative.
Consider as an example the captivity narrative of Robert Drury, an  English midshipman who was shipwrecked on the southern coast of  Madagascar when he was just sixteen, and held for fifteen years there as  a slave by the local Antandroy people. When this work, which is over 460  pages long, was published in London in 1729, Drury expressed his anxiety  in the preface that, even though it was nothing else but ‘a plain and honest  narrative of matters of fact’, it might be received as just ‘such another  romance as Robinson Crusoe’. His misgivings proved justified. Even some  contemporary readers declined to believe Drury’s story; and in 1943 a  scholarly monograph ‘proved’ it to be a literary pastiche written by Daniel Defoe himself. Libraries worldwide promptly changed their catalogue  entries of Drury’s work, and the Encyclopaedia Britannica downgraded it from  respectable anthropological notice to a romantic fiction. Then, in 1991, a  marine archaeologist called Mike Parker Pearson went back to Robert  Drury’s narrative and took it seriously. 21
His team of archaeologists and ethnographers has now validated the  wreck of Drury’s ship, a 520-ton East Indiaman called the Degrave, lost in  1703 on the return voyage from Bengal to London. They have checked  Drury’s accounts of early eighteenth-century southern Madagascar’s  fauna, flora, climate, clothing and cuisine, the details he supplies of river  names and mountains, and his descriptions of Antandroy rituals of warfare,  circumcision, and death, and of their suspicion of Europeans: ‘Every white  man is looked on as not less than we think a cannibal.’ In addition, Pearson  has examined Drury’s eight-page lexicon of Malagasy language, its  spellings inflected by the seaman’s own native Cockney. And the result of  all this scholarly detective work? It is clear that Drury or his editor borrowed  material from other published works, which was standard practice in the  eighteenth century, omitted details, and exaggerated ‘quantifications of  distance, size and weight’. None the less, Pearson concludes, Madagascar:  or Robert Drury’s Journal is ‘not a work of fictional realism nor is it a fancifully embroidered account based on a few authentic pegs’. It is ‘a largely  accurate historical document’, by which is meant not an impeccable source,  but a usable and important one.22 The same is true of most substantial  captivity narratives. These are imperfect, idiosyncratic, and sometimes  violently slanted texts. They are also astonishingly rich and revealing, both  about the British themselves, and about the mixed fortunes and complexities of their dealings with other peoples.
For it is emphatically not the case, as has sometimes been suggested,  that captivity narratives were comprehensively ‘safe’ texts that only  corroborated pre-existing and dismissive European viewpoints about other  societies. Read scrupulously, indeed, they usefully disrupt the notion that  there was ever a single, identifiable British, still less ‘European’ perspective on the non-European world, any more, of course, than there was on  anything else.
In part, this is because their authors were so various. British attitudes  to empire have often been reconstructed – and over-homogenised – on  the slender basis of testimonies by a few conspicuous actors in positions  of power or notoriety: politicians, pro-consuls, generals, colonial governors,  monarchs, celebrated authors and intellectuals, merchant princes, industrial magnates, intrepid explorers and the like. Such dominant, confident  and predominantly masculine creatures regularly, and necessarily, strut through these pages also. But one of the advantages of investigating  captives, and the texts associated with them, is that doing so brings us  into contact with the rather different people who always made up the  majority of British imperial personnel in fact. Not all captives were obscure  individuals, but many of them were. They were minor settlers and farmers,  common seamen and private soldiers, junior officers and small traders,  itinerants and exiles, convicts and assorted womenfolk. As a result, many  of these individuals experienced what one twentieth-century Irish captive  called being ‘a tiny, insignificant pawn in a global game over which I had  no control’ in a double sense. 23 At one level, they found themselves at the  mercy of non-European captors; but, at another, some of these British  captives also felt constrained and subordinated by their own society of  origin, and wrote accordingly.
And, irrespective of the social status and sentiments of their authors,  captivity narratives were always disturbing texts at some level simply by  virtue of what they described. For those Britons directly involved, overseas  captivity meant not just sudden exposure to danger and extreme vulnerability, but also being dragged across a line of sorts. This might be the line  between Christian Europe and bastions of Islam in North Africa and the  Ottoman world; or the line between regions of British settlement in North  America and more mobile Native American societies. After 1775, the line  in question might be that between American territory as British imperialists envisaged it, and as those rebelling against their rule wished to reconfigure it; or it might be the line between regions of encroaching British  influence in South or Central Asia, and areas of indigenous power and  resistance there. Many of the individuals who feature in this book remained  bitterly resentful throughout at being forced to cross into trauma and difference. Some captives, however, chose or were compelled to adjust to their  new settings, while others learnt from their experiences to question the very  validity of divides between peoples, and the meaning of what they had  once regarded as home. Virtually all British captives though were compelled  by the nature of their predicament to re-examine – and often question for  the first time – conventional wisdoms about nationality, race, religion, allegiance, appropriate modes of behaviour, and the location of power.
These were individuals caught up bodily in zones of imperial contest,  forced into protracted encounters where they were at the bottom, and  other people who were generally not European, and usually not Christian,  or white, had power of life or death over them. What those who survived  such encounters wrote, or otherwise recorded about their experiences,  proved persistently absorbing and often disquieting to their compatriots  back home. ‘Autobiographical forms,’ remarks James Amelang, ‘played a crucial role in circulating information in early modern Europe about the  world beyond’: and, as far as captives’ autobiographies were concerned,  this remained true for the British well beyond the early modern period.24  Until they succeeded in convincing themselves (though never totally and  not for long), that global empire was a feasible option for a small people  like themselves, all kinds of Britons were drawn to scrutinise, and anguish  over the captive’s story. We should pay attention to it too.
Re-appraising empire
This book, then, combines the large-scale, panoramic and global, with the  small-scale, the individual, and the particular. At one level, it is a macro-narrative of some of the constraints and crises that Britain confronted during  the quarter millennium that made it the world’s foremost power, and what  followed from these both as regards its own peoples, and for other peoples.  At another level, this book is an exploration of micro-narratives produced  by just some of the very many English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish men and  women who got caught and caught out because of this power’s amalgam  of incessant extroversion and aggression, and frequent and intrinsic vulnerability.
Men and women from these islands were held captive over the centuries  in every continent of the world, but I have concentrated on the three vast  geographical areas in which London and its rulers took successively the  most interest, and sunk the most imperial effort, imagination and expense.  Accordingly, Part One of this book focuses on North Africa and the  Mediterranean. This region is often left out of the history of English and  British commercial and imperial endeavour, yet it witnessed both the most  costly (and catastrophically unsuccessful) colonial settlement attempted by  the English state in the seventeenth century, and the biggest concentration of British troops overseas before 1750. Part Two is devoted to mainland  North America, focusing on those Thirteen Colonies which decolonised  so violently after 1775. Part Three belongs to South and Central Asia, and  sweeps from British captivities in southern India in the four decades after  1760, to British failures in Afghanistan in the 1840s.
In order to convey changes in power-levels and imperial attitudes over  time, I have looked at each of these three regions according to when captivity  crises there proved the most dangerous for the British, and provoked the  most attention and alarm. Thus Part One stretches from 1600 to the early  eighteenth century, a period when English commercial and imperial  ambitions in the Mediterranean and North Africa became threatened by, but also dependent upon, local Islamic powers. Part Two examines English  and British captivities in North America from the later seventeenth century  to the end of the American Revolutionary War in 1783. Throughout these  years, captivity crises here – as in the other regions in this book – were  linked to much wider issues and anxieties. Captive bodies in America were  caught up with clashes between advancing, land-hungry British settlers and  angry and retreating indigenous peoples, but also with the tensions and  differences emerging between these same assertive white settlers and their  fellow Britons on the other side of the Atlantic. Part Three of this book,  on South and Central Asia, moves from the mid-eighteenth century into  the early Victorian era, a period in which the quality of imperial captivities and domestic reactions to them changed markedly, along with the direction and intensity of Britain’s aggression, and the level of its global power.
Since this is a big book that requires readers to travel across several  continents as well as through a quarter millennium of time, I have supplied  guide-posts. Each of the three sections begins with an orientation chapter,  a scene-setting for the captives, captors, countries and cultures involved.  Throughout, I have sought to convey both the growing scale of Britain’s  global reach and its persistent limitations; I have also stressed connected-ness, weaving together histories that are often reconstructed only separately. I have ranged impertinently but with purpose over America, Asia,  and the Mediterranean world, because patterns of British overseas enterprise in these regions – and patterns of resistance to it – were interconnected. I have sought to consider and complicate the line between  aggressors and the invaded, the powerful and the powerless, because it  was sometimes crossed and compromised in fact. And I have stressed the  linkages between the actions, confinements and writings of English, Welsh,  Irish, and Scottish individuals in different parts of the world on the one  hand, and events and reactions back in the home islands on the other.  This book is written in agreement with those who argue that the segregation of British domestic history from the histories of varieties of Britons  overseas cannot stand.
There is another set of connections that I have wanted to stress. I take for  granted that the British need to know far more about their impact in the past  on different regions of the world, and about how peoples and developments  in these same regions have in turn impacted over the centuries on them. But,  by the same token, those wanting to understand the histories – and the present  – of large parts of Africa, or Asia, or America, or indeed the Caribbean and  the Pacific regions, need to reassess the complex roles once played in them  by the British, and see the latter clearly for what they actually were, in their  real diversity and limited dimensions, as distinct from how they wished to appear then, and from what they are still stereotypically viewed as being now.  This book offers a different perspective on Britain’s imperial impact and experience, without in any way suggesting that this is the only one that can be  adopted. But  Captives is also concerned to rewrite the British themselves, so  that they may be put more accurately in their place in global history.
There is a final point. The people who feature in this book were radically different from men and women today in all kinds of respects, and  not least in that – whether European or non-European – many of them  tended to take the existence of empire for granted. This was hardly  surprising. Britain’s maritime empire existed in tandem with, and competed  against, the maritime empires of France, Spain, Portugal, Denmark and  the Dutch. These Western European seaborne empires coexisted in turn  with the great land-based empires of the East. There were the Chinese,  Russian and Ottoman empires; and there was the Safavid empire in Persia,  and the Mughal empire in India: all of which in 1600 were infinitely more  formidable powers than England and its adjacent countries, and all of  which continued to expand thereafter for different lengths of time, and  with different rates of success. And there were land-based empires within  Europe itself: the empire of the Hapsburgs that encompassed Austria and  parts of Eastern Europe and Italy, and the empire built up so violently  by Napoleon Bonaparte after 1796, that subdued 40 per cent of all  Europeans, and threatened for a time to overrun Britain itself.
As this last example suggests, imperialism in this period – and after –  was espoused by revolutionary and republican regimes as well as by  monarchical, ancien regimes. America’s revolution against George III and  British rule after 1776 did not lead it to reject empire as such. Its white  inhabitants simply continued to invade ever westwards under their own  flag, displacing Native Americans and other peoples as they went, intent  on constructing what Alexander Hamilton (who had fought against the  British) described unabashedly as ‘an empire in many respects the most  interesting in the world’. The sheer ubiquity of empire in this quarter  millennium needs bearing in mind when assessing how the British themselves thought and acted. But the degree to which empire ‘has been a way  of life for most of the peoples of the world’ throughout recorded history  also needs bearing in mind and pondering now, in the early twenty-first  century.25
We are perhaps too ready to believe that, because colonisation by force  is no longer a real danger, the substance and tendencies of empire have  therefore ceased entirely to exist. This book deals with the relationship  between size and power, and with the penalties and paradoxes of the  pursuit of global dominance, not just for those encroached upon and invaded, but also for the invaders themselves, the warriors who so easily  became captives in one fashion or another. It would be nice to believe  that such issues could be safely consigned to the realm of history. It would  also be unwise.

Part One
MEDITERRANEAN  Captives and Constraints


ONE
Tangier
Breakers
The strip of sea that brought them to the shores of their new prize and the  entrance to the Mediterranean is famously volatile. Even today, crossing or  passing through the straits of Gibraltar, the narrowest stretch of water between  Europe and Africa, is a slow and turbulent business. However bright the  sunshine at embarkation, strong winds and rain can move in swiftly, blotting  out coastlines and turning the oil-flecked, ultramarine sea into a choppy slate  grey. In bad weather, the trip churns the stomach and can be dangerous.  Migrant workers from Morocco and Algeria, their belongings tied up in  immaculate brown paper parcels, together with some hardier backpackers  will still entrust themselves to the larger, older ferry boats, huddling below  deck amidst the cigarette smoke and old coffee stains. But comfortable tourists  looking forward to a sea excursion from Gibraltar to Tangier (‘Your Day Out  In Africa’) cancel their bookings in droves, while the smaller, faster hydrofoils linking Tangier with Tarifa and Algeciras in Spain sometimes cease operating. As for amateur craft, they can vanish altogether. Hundreds of men  and women still die on this eight-mile stretch of water every year.
It was the unpredictability of its offshore waters, the sudden, violent  rainstorms, and the quirks of the landscape that most impressed the English  occupation force when it first arrived in Tangier in 1662, yet these things  did not make the soldiers, officials and families feel any more at home.  The fact that, at a distance and shrouded in mist, the low mountains  behind Tangier might almost have passed for those of North Wales, only  accentuated the strangeness of the rest: the clarity of the Mediterranean  sunlight, the expansive sands, the luminosity of the settlement’s white and  ochre-coloured buildings, fruits and vegetables most of them had never  tasted before, roses that bloomed even in winter. Sir Hugh Cholmley,  though, remained undistracted and was immediately busy, for his mission  was to regulate the sea itself.
Cholmley was a Yorkshire landowner from a moderately royalist background, a highly intelligent and driven man whose idea of relaxation was pegging away at mathematical puzzles. He was also a gentlemanly capitalist of a kind, as concerned to invest in England’s intermittently  expanding empire overseas, as he was to diversify his income at home. He  developed the alum mines on his family estates at Whitby, married off his  daughter to a speculator in Indian diamonds, and, most of all, applied  himself mind and muscle to Tangier. 1 Charles II, King of England,  Scotland and Ireland, had acquired the settlement along with other colonial booty in 1661, as part of the dowry of his sad, barren Portuguese  bride, Catherine of Braganza. One year later, Cholmley signed a contract  with the government to build a mole at Tangier at the rate of thirteen  shillings for every cubic yard completed. As Cholmley noted down with  typical thoroughness, the word ‘mole’ comes from the French and Latin  for a great mass. The idea was to construct a substantial artificial outcrop  or breakwater from Tangier’s natural shoreline, lined with cannon and  other defences, and thereby make the harbour deep enough for the Royal  Navy’s largest warships, and a safer, more congenial haven for what was  expected to become an ever-growing share of the world’s trade.2
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4. Prospect of Tangier by Wenceslaus Hollar.
For Tangier was and is a special place. Its now dated reputation for  transgressive sexualities and international intrigue masks its extraordinary  strategic and geographical significance, but does at least acknowledge the  city’s role as a meeting-place for different cultures. Adjacent to the point where the continent of Africa comes nearest to Europe, it is bounded on  the one side by the Atlantic, while commanding on the other the western  entrance to the Mediterranean. So its attractions for its English occupiers  were profound and plural. At one level, Tangier offered a base from which  they could look to make further commercial and colonial advances into  the North African interior. At another, it supplied them with a naval stronghold from which to monitor the fleets of richer and more powerful  European rivals, Spain, and above all France. At yet another level, Tangier  guarded the entrance of what one contemporary called ‘the greatest thoroughfare of commerce in the world’, by which he meant not the Atlantic  Ocean, but the Mediterranean, at this stage still the most profitable arena  by far for English imports and exports.3 Trade with southern Europe and  the eastern Mediterranean seaboard, Turkey and the Levant, had been  expanding since before 1600. England shipped its cloth here of course, as  well as fresh and salted fish for the Catholic ports, and by the second half  of the seventeenth century an ever-growing supply of colonial re-exports,  pepper, tobacco, sugar, East Indian silks and calicos. In return, the English  looked to the Mediterranean for imports of Levantine silks and dyestuff,  for Turkish cotton and Spanish short wool, for Italian wine and Portuguese  Madeira, for leather and fine horses from Morocco, and raisins, figs,  oranges and olives to diversify the diet of the well-off. Tangier appeared  an ideal base and mart for this rich and varied commerce, and one of the  first things that London did after 1662 was proclaim it a free port.
On expansionist, strategic, and commercial grounds, then, Tangier  seemed to the English an impeccably prudent acquisition that would in  due course pay for itself many times over, ‘a jewel’, as Cholmley put it.  Samuel Pepys, writing as a naval administrator and member of the council  responsible for the new colony, rather than in his more familiar guise as  a man-about-town, confided in his diary that Tangier was ‘likely to be the  most considerable place the King of England hath in the world’. Catherine  of Braganza’s other bonus, Bombay, struck him by contrast as no more  than ‘a poor little island’, too distant ever likely to be made properly useful.4  In seventeenth-century sailing-ship time, Bombay was at least half a year  from London; and even England’s North American colonies were three  months away. Tangier, though, offered proximity as well as seemingly limitless potential. A fast merchantman setting out from London could reach  it in well under two weeks. Not surprisingly, then, in the early years of its  occupation, the new colony was talked of in official circles ‘at a mighty  rate as the foundation of a new empire’. It would be easy, urged one  supporter in the 1670s, for Charles II so to exploit Tangier as ‘to command  our northern world, and to give laws to Europe and Africa’.5
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5. Tangier fortified.
Money was lavished on the colony on a scale appropriate to these ambitions. The Portuguese had allowed the place to decay, and major rebuilding  began almost as soon as the 4000-strong occupation force arrived, many  of the troops veterans of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army. Long, fortified walls began to coil around the settlement ‘one without another, as there  are [skins] to an onion’. The Bohemian engraver turned English court artist, Wenceslaus Hollar, sketched some of them on an official visit in 1669,  together with the newly named towers and fortresses they interlinked,  Peterborough Tower, York Castle, Henrietta Fort, Charles Fort, James Fort.  Intricate and precise, the last substantial works Hollar ever completed, these  drawings suggest something of the scale of the English investment in  Tangier, and their confidence at this stage in its permanence.6 The drawings convey something else as well. Hollar’s panoramic views of the new  fortifications are clearly designed to impress, yet at the same time he makes  Tangier appear familiar and even domestic. A workman and his wife dressed  in sombre English fashions trudge homewards arm in arm, their only protection an ambling dog. Carts trundle usefully along well-built roads. And the  neatly tiled roofs of the houses inside the city’s fortified walls cluster together  as reassuringly as if they were located in Hollar’s adopted London or his  native Prague. Looking at these scenes, there is precious little to indicate  that they are set on the northernmost shores of Africa.
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Nor did Hollar’s employer, Charles II, intend that there should be.  Tangier’s royal charter, issued in 1668, confined office-holding and voting  in the colony to Christians and of course to men. The region’s Muslim  inhabitants, it insisted, were ‘so barbarous and so poor and so continuously embroiled in civil wars, that no near prospect can be imagined to  make them apprehended’. In the official mind, Tangier was projected as  a substantial colony of settlement with an agenda from the start of expansion, commerce and anglicisation; and initially some roots were put down.  By the 1670s, there were almost as many civilian settlers in Tangier as  there were soldiers, including over 500 women and children.7 They lived  in a city marked out now with English street names and with its own  corporation. Every Sunday, Tangier’s mayor, aldermen and common  councilmen would put on specially designed scarlet and purple robes and  process stickily to its Anglican church, where a pew lined with green velvet  cushions awaited the colony’s governor and his lady, and a carved and  painted image of Charles II’s coat of arms was prominently displayed.  Through the leaded windows, the more inattentive worshippers could catch  a glimpse of an ancient monument inscribed in Arabic still standing firmly  in the new Anglican churchyard. But, if their eyes strayed in that direction, it was probably only for an instant, for after the service there were  other pursuits to look forward to, especially if you were male. There was  Tangier’s new bowling-green, where the resident army officers played  against the more affluent inhabitants, or the city’s growing range of  brothels or, for the chaste and studious, a visit to its library from which  some unknown settler stole away with the single copy of John Milton’s  Paradise Lost. 8 These colonisers, it seemed, were making themselves at home.
Never before in its history had the English state, as distinct from private  investors and trading companies within it, devoted so much effort and  thought, and above all so much money to a colonial enterprise outside  Europe. The surviving accounts, which are incomplete, suggest that in the  1660s Tangier cost on average over £75,000 every year. Cutting down on  its military garrison and establishing a civilian administration failed to reduce the drain on the Crown. Average annual expenditure on the colony  between 1671 and 1681 rose to almost £87,500. Altogether, this North  African episode appears to have sucked in close to two million pounds, a  substantially greater sum, as Tangier’s last governor, Lord Dartmouth,  remarked, than Charles II spent on his other overseas outposts, or on all  of his garrisons on home territory put together. Over a third of this money  went on funding Sir Hugh Cholmley’s stupendous mole.9
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6. Inside colonial Tangier.
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7. The bowling green.
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Outwardly at least, the man behaved as though unrelenting energy and  technical ingenuity were enough to transform and possess an alien  landscape. He removed so many rocks from Tangier’s beaches that its city  walls began to subside. Undeterred, he blasted out a new quarry to the  west of the settlement, and built a road to transport stone from there to the mole. When the garrison troops, who laboured on the project in their  hundreds, still proved insufficient for the task, Cholmley imported skilled  workmen from Yorkshire, building them a dormitory town that he named  after his native Whitby. Nothing, it seemed, was to get in his way. An uncle  summoned to Tangier to assist him sickened and died. His own wife had  the temerity to fall pregnant. The family’s maids were captured at sea by  Barbary corsairs. Yet still Cholmley pressed on. By 1668, in defiance of  atrocious weather and at a huge cost in money and lives, Cholmley’s mole  already extended some 380 yards from the North African shore. By the  mid-1670s, it stretched 457 yards out to sea, was 110 feet in width, and  rose eighteen foot out of the water. Twenty-six cannon guarded one side,  while two batteries of ‘great gunnes’ protruded from the other.10
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8. Plan of the mole,  complete with cannon.
This was by far the most ambitious engineering work ever carried out  up to this point by Englishmen working outside Europe: and in this, as in  other respects, Tangier’s significance in imperial terms was much greater  than itself. Its astonishing mole was the first of those ambitious constructions in stone, brick and iron – bridges, dockyards, railways, roads, dams  and canals – which the British subsequently scattered over every part of  their overseas empire, means to facilitate trade, transport and control, but  also attempts to compensate for their own intrinsic smallness and sparsity  of numbers by imposing on the landscape large, enduring monuments in  their own technological image. In one draft of his memoirs, Cholmley  even compared himself to Nebuchadnezzar, the Babylonian ruler of the  Old Testament, who built a mole to subdue the inhabitants of Tyre. A  more appropriate analogy, as it turned out, would have been King Canute,  except that what was advancing against the English at Tangier was more  than just the power of the sea.
Winter gales and fierce coastal currents breached the mole some thirty  times during its construction, reducing Cholmley to bouts of despair that  he was wasting his youth and energy on an ‘endless feeding of the sea  with stones’. Not until 1677 was his surveyor, Henry Sheeres, able to  inform London that the project had finally been completed. Tangier’s  mole, all three million cubic foot and 170,000 tons of it, now stood firm  in the water, crowed Sheeres unoriginally, ‘like a rock’.11 Just seven years  later, the rock shattered into rubble. Forced to evacuate Tangier in 1684,  the English exercised the only power left to them and destroyed what  they had previously built up at such cost. The intricate houses, the  splendid forts, the ringed, defensive walls that Wenceslaus Hollar had  found so sketchworthy, and finally Cholmley’s engineering triumph, the  great mole itself, were all detonated and demolished so as to avoid  yielding them up to those Moroccan armies that had always been in  wait and watching as the English focused on the dangerous, commerce-laden sea. On Charles II’s orders, new-minted coins bearing his engraved  image were buried deep in what was left of Tangier: ‘which haply, many  centuries hence when other memory of it shall be lost, may declare to  succeeding ages that [this] place was once a member of the British  empire’.
Now, alas, Tangier!
That cost so dear,
In money, lives, and fortunes . . .12

Another sea, another view
It is a strange picture. Men in salt-stained, dust-encrusted uniforms scrambling over smoking ruins, feverishly digging small graves for samples of  the king’s coinage, as colonial ambition dwindles into the stuff of archaeology. But then the entire Tangier episode appears strange in the light of  conventional and current narratives of empire, so much so, that it is usually  left out of them altogether. Despite its drama and importance at the time,  the unprecedented amounts of state money poured into it, and Cholmley’s  extraordinary, vanished marine masterwork, only one major book has ever  been written about Tangier’s rise and fall as seventeenth-century England’s  most elaborate and expensive extra-European colony. Even this was  published before the First World War, and it is suggestive that the E.M.G.  Routh whose carefully neutral initials grace the title page of Tangier:  England’s Lost Atlantic Outpost  (1912) was a woman, someone who worked  outside the then almost entirely male establishment of imperial historians.  Routh’s solitary and scrupulous investigations have had little impact. The  most recent and authoritative survey of England’s fledgling empire in the  seventeenth century, compiled by a team of American and Irish as well  as British scholars, glances at Tangier barely half a dozen times in well  over 500 pages.13 As for Sir Hugh Cholmley, that strange, maniacal imperial projector and builder, his name has long since disappeared from the  history books and is absent, too, from The Dictionary of National Biography.  It is a powerful demonstration of just how effectively Britain’s sporadic  imperial disasters and retreats were expunged from the historical record  and from national and even international memory.
Yet this lost Tangier episode is vital to a proper understanding of  Britain’s empire in its early modern phase, and a natural starting-point as  well from which to explore its varied imperial captivities. Tangier was not  a one-off, any more than it was just a cul-de-sac along Britain’s uncertain  route to temporary global dominion. A post-mortem of this failed colony  reveals directions and characteristics that prevailed more widely, and  stresses and vulnerabilities that proved persistent.
To begin with, Charles II’s monetary and imaginative investment in  Tangier is a reminder of the importance of the Mediterranean as a cockpit  for contending states and religions, as a place of commerce, and as a site  of empire. This point has been largely obscured because the master-narrative of British imperial expansion in the seventeenth and eighteenth  centuries has always been the rise of the American colonies and their ultimate revolution, an approach that has been further reinforced by the  current primacy of the United States. The fact that Fernand Braudel ended his superb geo-historical saga of the Mediterranean world in 1598,  and suggested – at least initially – that the sea declined abruptly in importance after 1650, has also encouraged historians to concentrate attention  thereafter on the Atlantic and on the rise of extra-European commerce  and colonies.14 Yet the Mediterranean remained a major zone of activity  for the British and other maritime powers long after the mid-seventeenth  century. We have already seen one reason why this was so: the profitability  of this zone in commercial terms. In 1700, Southern Europe and the  Mediterranean accounted for as much of Britain’s trade in terms of value  as India and North America did put together; and, even at the end of the  eighteenth century, there were probably as many British ships and crews  active in the Mediterranean as there were in the Atlantic.15

[image: image]
The Mediterranean and North Africa in the early eighteenth century.
Like other zones of British imperial enterprise, however, the  Mediterranean was never just about trade. Here, as elsewhere, empire was  also driven by the rivalries and insecurities of the major European powers.  An essential part of Tangier’s appeal had been that it offered a base from  which the Royal Navy could monitor the Spanish fleet at Cadiz and  Cartagena, and the French fleet at Toulon. Established at Tangier, with  proper resources for ships to re-fit, re-provision and winter over, England  hoped to be able to intervene rapidly in the event of either or both of  these states massing their fleets for an assault on its colonies or against its own coastlines. Just how well Tangier functioned as a naval base in fact  has been a matter of debate, but there can be no doubt that it was the  prototype for a succession of similar and more enduring Mediterranean  strongholds – Gibraltar, Minorca, Malta, Cyprus, and the Ionian Islands.  These bases would constitute Britain’s empire inside Europe, a territorially  modest, often forgotten, but strategically indispensable element of its  global enterprise, which would become even more important once India  and the Suez canal had been seized.
But, in the seventeenth century and after, there were other empires  bordering on, and involved in this sea. As Braudel chronicled with such  magnificent sweep and arresting detail, the early modern Mediterranean  was above all a region where the different states of Western Christendom  confronted and sometimes co-operated with the Ottoman empire and  with Islam. And it was this complex and protracted engagement, between  the Mediterranean ambitions of the Western powers and the forces of  the Crescent, that lay at the heart both of the failure of colonial Tangier,  and of seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Britain’s most significant captivity fears.
At the time that Sir Hugh Cholmley was constructing his doomed  masterwork at Tangier, the total population of the Ottoman empire may  have been approaching some 30 million souls, as against the 5.5 million  men and women who lived in England and Wales at that point. On paper,  at least, the Ottoman armed forces – the janissaries, provincial militias  and timariots – were well over 150,000 strong, many times as large again  as the armies at the disposal of early modern England’s monarchs.16  Because of its size, wealth and populousness, the Ottoman empire was a  rich market for overseas traders, but it controlled most of its own inland  trade, just as it generated its own advanced manufactures, paper, glass,  gunpowder, sugar and the like. It also possessed a sophisticated administrative structure that for a long time coped expertly with the demands of  imperial conquest. Within a few years of seizing western Crete from Venice  in the mid-seventeenth century, for instance, the Ottomans had implemented a tax census of the island itemising its property down to the last  beehive. Not until the eighteenth century would the British come close to  matching this degree of fiscal zeal and efficiency even in their own islands,  never mind in their overseas territories. 17 The Ottomans regarded the  Mediterranean as peculiarly their own. They controlled its north-eastern  coastline through Serbia, Albania, Morea and Turkey. They secured access  to its easternmost part through their conquest of Egypt and Syria, and  to the western Mediterranean through their North African provinces,  Tripoli, Tunisia, and Algiers. It was in part from these last three outposts of Ottoman power and influence that fleets of Muslim corsairs issued into  the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, and preyed for centuries on European  shipping and exposed shorelines.
The other major North African corsairing power was Morocco. This  was not a part of the Ottoman empire, but was culturally influenced by  it, and attentive – as all Muslim states were – to the religious significance  of its sultan. During the first two-thirds of the seventeenth century,  Morocco had been disjointed by civil wars: but then came the Alaouites,  the dynasty that rules the country to this day. The second Alaouite sultan,  Moulay Ismaïl, was a correspondent of Louis XIV of France, as great, if  not an even greater builder, and a mature ruler for almost as long, from  1672 to 1727. Moulay Ismaïl was also a brutally effective centraliser, coming  down hard on challenges to his authority from his own population,  stamping out Ottoman attempts at interference, and launching successful  assaults against many of the small European fortified settlements that had  been clinging to the Moroccan coast since the fifteenth century. The  Spanish were driven out of Larache, Mamora and Asila. As for English  Tangier, it was ‘besieged so closely’, exulted one Muslim chronicler, ‘that  the Christians had to flee on their vessels and escape by sea, leaving the  place ruined from bottom to top’.18 This put it too simply, but it was  certainly the case that pressure from powerful Moroccan armies, equipped  with weapons fully comparable to those of Tangier’s English garrison,  deterred many families from settling here, undermined the commercial  and expansionist dreams of those in residence, and forced on the colony  human and defence costs which in the end its masters in London were  no longer willing to afford.
The English had always recognised of course that occupying Tangier  would bring them into direct contact with Islamic societies, but they had  been divided as to the likely consequences of this. Some felt confident  that – as with the English East India Company’s coastal settlements in  Mughal India – proximity to rich, powerful Muslim empires was bound  to foster commerce. Moreover, it was thought that if the Royal Navy could  only succeed in establishing itself at Tangier, then the danger that North  African corsairs presented to English ships and sea-goers would be much  reduced. Others however – including Hugh Cholmley – appear to have  been nervous from the outset about the threat to the English from  Moroccan military power and resistance. When an experienced Scottish  soldier, Andrew Rutherford, Lord Teviot, took up the post of governor of  Tangier in 1663, he found the garrison’s morale already shaken: ‘such was  the fear they harboured for the Moor’. Teviot’s response was energetic  and ultimately unwise. He built up the colony’s defences, tried to win over and divide local Muslim war leaders, and in May 1664 led a force of 500  elite troops outside Tangier’s city walls to prove that Charles II’s imperial  power in North Africa could stretch beyond them. Teviot and all but nine  of his men were promptly wiped out by Moroccan armies.
Subsequent governors of Tangier reacted by constructing still stronger  defences, but also by reining in ambition. Initial English projects of using  the colony as a point of departure into the North African interior were  now tacitly abandoned in favour of simply hanging on. ‘We have never  sent any to understand their country,’ one writer admitted glumly, ‘to  search into their strength and dependencies, to examine their interest.’19  Even hanging on came over the years to seem ever more unlikely. By 1680,  Moroccan forces were strong enough to seize three of Tangier’s forts. Its  then governor, Sir Palmes Fairbourne, had offered to surrender one of  these – Henrietta Fort – if the men defending it were allowed to go free.  The Moroccan commander brushed the offer aside: ‘He wanted not stone-walls, but slaves for his master’s service, that he could destroy them when  he pleased.’ Three days later, he did just that. Although eventually driven  back, Moroccan armies went on to kill Fairbourne, as well as hundreds  of English troops, and seize a further fifty-three men as slaves.20 Such  episodes of bitter defeat, violent deaths, and multiple captivities would be  repeated many times in Britain’s imperial history.
But this was not the only way in which this brief colonial adventure in  Tangier proved both a failure and a portent. For as Moroccan force was  exerted, the morale and cohesion of the English frayed and sometimes  snapped entirely.
Pressure points
Britons and other Europeans engaged in imperial enterprises outside their  own continent are sometimes imagined as monolithic contingents, their solidarity only enhanced by contact and conflict with non-Europeans. This  was rarely ever simply and straightforwardly the case; and in Tangier the  fracture lines among the colonisers themselves were at once particularly  acute, and in some respects extreme versions of tensions that would recur  in other imperial locations at other times.21 The fundamental problem  here – as so often – was an insufficiency of manpower. Initially, Tangier’s  garrison was some 4000 men strong; and there was broad agreement in  London that this number should ideally be maintained. In practice,  however, there were rarely more than 1500 soldiers in the settlement after  1670, because there was insufficient money available for more, or even to pay the existing ones on time. During the seventeenth century, the English  state had become more actively concerned with overseas ventures, and  less willing to concede the initiative in such matters to private enterprise.  But its ability – as distinct from its desire – to exert and expand control  outside its own domestic boundaries, whether in the Mediterranean, or  North America and the Caribbean, or Asia, remained a constricted one.  In 1670, Charles II would commission a magnificent silver medal from  John Roettiers making clear the scale of his imperial aspirations. Diffusus   in Orbe Britannus, proclaimed its motto: Britons spread throughout the world.  Just two years earlier, however, the king had been obliged to give up  attempts at direct rule over Bombay. The royal budget could not stretch  to Indian adventures at this stage, and neither could the Crown’s armed  forces. A land attack on Bengal in 1686 in which royal troops participated  proved a disaster; and so did a naval campaign against Western India two  years later.22 Set against this context, the fate of Tangier was just another,  if more spectacular demonstration of the limits at this stage of the overseas power and personnel of the English state.
Starved of manpower, its garrison’s pay always in arrears, hemmed in  on the one side by the angry sea, and on the other by superior Moroccan  military numbers, Tangier became a prey to festering internal divisions.  Many of the garrison troops had fought in the civil wars of the 1640s and  ’50s for the sake of Parliament and a godly English republic. Sweating  now under an alien sun, some of them wondered aloud why they should  venture their lives for the sake of a king. ‘When I served Oliver Cromwell’,  one Tangier corporal was heard to complain in 1663, ‘I was paid like a  man, but now I serve I do not know whom, I am paid like a turd.’ Charles  II was ‘no Englishman’ grumbled another Tangier soldier, accurately  enough, ‘but a Scotchman or a Frenchman’. Both of these men were  executed.23 Some of the settlement’s womenfolk also rebelled, mainly it  seems out of poverty, boredom and quarrels with neighbours or lovers,  but sometimes again for the sake of politics. In June 1664, one Margaret  Summerton was found guilty of sedition and of trying to raise a mutiny.  She was flogged in front of Tangier’s assembled garrison, before disappearing into its prisons and from the archives. 24
But it was national differences and religious differences that caused the  most persistent trouble. On paper, Tangier was an English colony, but like  all English, and ultimately British colonies at all times, it contained a  medley of nationalities, religions and cultures. There were Dutch, French,  Italian, Portuguese and Jewish settlers, as well as fluctuating numbers of  Muslim slaves and traders; and there were Welsh and Scottish settlers and  soldiers. The main groupings though were the English and Irish, with Protestants and Catholics well represented in both camps. These religious  and national factions constantly jostled against each other, not always in  predictable ways. During the siege of 1680, Irish Catholic soldiers and  officers defending one of Tangier’s forts on behalf of the King of England  were obliged to call out instructions to each other in the Gaelic language,  so as to avoid being understood by some English Protestant renegades  who were serving with the Moroccan forces outside the gates.25
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9. Demolishing Tangier’s mole in 1684, by Dirck Stoop.
As this incident suggests, desertion was a major problem at Tangier. To  begin with, a few dozen of the garrison’s troops slipped away every year;  but much higher numbers defected as the years went on, as pay fell into  arrears, and excitement and professionalism faded into boredom and loss  of hope. At all times, as the English high command admitted, far more  of their men deserted to the Moroccan forces and to Islam, than there  were Moroccan defectors willing to try their luck in Tangier as Christian  converts. 26 English deserters unlucky enough to be caught by their own  side and found guilty were executed, their bodies left hanging from scaffolds until consumed by the sun and carrion birds. Those who managed  to convince the courts that their passage beyond Tangier’s walls had  somehow been innocent, or that they now bitterly repented of their actions,  might have their penalty commuted to slavery – and this was the term  actually employed in sentencing. They would be put to work without pay on the ceaseless task of repairing fortifications, iron shackles fixed to their  wrists and ankles. Thus were English (and Irish, Scottish and Welsh) actors  in empire reduced to slavery by their own kind.
It is striking indeed just how much of the language applied to Tangier  by its occupiers resonates with images of confinement. For Lord  Dartmouth, in his final speech to the colonists before dismissing them in  early 1684, the very walls around Tangier which the English had built at  such cost, together with the hills behind the settlement, evoked claustrophobic narrowness and irksome restraint. This was in reply to an address  from Tangier’s settlers thanking Charles II for recalling them ‘from danger  to security, from imprisonment to liberty, and from banishment to our own  native country’.27 Such complaints may have been partly sour grapes, but  other, earlier comments made about the colony by those with direct experience of it strike a very similar note. Tangier was a ‘perfect prison’ declared  some of its early occupiers. And a one-time settler in the colony claimed  that the garrison troops viewed it as ‘an ill prison, from which they could  only hope to be freed by a grave’. 28 For the British, such prison analogies  proved to be the colony’s most durable cultural legacy. Until the end of  the eighteenth century, one of the worst sections of Newgate prison in  London was colloquially referred to as Tangier. Airbrushed out of polite  histories of the British empire with a thoroughness that misleads to this  day, Tangier continued for a while to be remembered at demotic level as  a place of confinement and duress, as a site for captivities.
In this respect too, this initially cherished and celebrated colony that  came to grief, possesses a much wider imperial relevance. Tangier demonstrates, as would so many later emergencies and disasters, the risks and  dangers that England and later Britain could incur in combining overseas  territorial ambitions with inadequate military manpower and parsimonious funding. It illustrates how the business of empire sometimes laid real  as well as metaphorical chains on the activists directly involved, especially  but not uniquely on poor whites. It shows how, when men and women  were stranded hundreds of miles from home, and under pressure, discipline and loyalty could fray and fail, and ethnic, religious and political  divisions come to the surface. And it demonstrates how, in these circumstances, Welsh, Scottish, English and Irish men and women could become  vulnerable to capture, or change sides of their own volition. Tangier was  the spectre at the imperial feast, a grim and embarrassing reminder of  how difficult, in practical terms, sustaining empire at this early stage could  be for Britons, and conversely of just how much effort, adjustment and  expense would be required if a greater measure of success was to be  achieved in the future. Little wonder, then, that when the rise of British imperial power came finally to be re-imagined as inexorable and inevitable,  the story of this particular colony was quietly covered over and left  undisturbed.
Which is why disinterring this episode is important. Investigating  Tangier, and recognising the degree to which many of its problems were  portents of things to come, obliges us to begin approaching the British  empire in a more varied, more open-minded, and less over-determined  way, and to seek out new things. It reminds us that – for the British –  there were paths not taken, interludes of retreat, sporadic failures and  significant limits, as well as formidable and indisputable exertions of power,  and that those who made this empire were always diverse and sometimes  at odds with each other. Investigating Tangier also brings us into contact  with the Mediterranean, with its commercial, naval and strategic importance, and with the power and aggression displayed here by the forces of  the Crescent, as well as by the states associated with the Cross. All of these  elements – trade, naval and strategic imperatives, and the complex relationship between the Western powers and Islam had been closely involved  in the rise and fall of colonial Tangier. They also provide the essential  context for the British experience of the Mediterranean as a zone of  captivity. The sea that enticed them could also entrap.
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10. The frontispiece of John Ogilby’s Africa.

TWO
The Crescent and the Sea
Barbary
In 1670, John Ogilby published a sumptuous volume entitled simply Africa .  A Scot, turned London printer and entrepreneur, Ogilby pirated sections  of this compendium of real and bogus information from earlier works,  while adding material and illustrations of his own. He could easily have  chosen to preface it with a view of Tangier, at this stage still an English  colony and widely expected to lead to further imperial and commercial  gains in North Africa. Instead, he selected a very different and much less  complacent frontispiece.
A resplendent black ruler, in leopard-skin cloak and with sceptre in  hand, sits enthroned amidst a vision of Africa’s people, animals and landscape. There are large-eyed ostriches, supercilious camels, oddly attenuated pyramids, coiling snakes and strange birds; and there is a ‘Hottentot’  or Khoikhoi woman, whose breasts are so pendulous and elastic that one  is stretched back across her own shoulder by a fiercely suckling infant.1 In  this imagined Africa, all is magic, menace and monstrous deviations from  European norms. Yet more is on show here than simply the white man’s  prejudices. In the lower right-hand corner of the engraving, an individual  stands gazing up intently at his regal black master. High cheek-boned,  mustachioed, broad-shouldered and therefore strong, he wears a turban,  the accepted emblem of Islam. Casually, he holds the chains of some  fettered, naked slaves. Only these slaves are white; and they are also male.  For Ogilby’s English readers at the time, the act of opening his book on  Africa would have meant being confronted at once with a representation  of their own kind in captivity and slavery.
They would have understood the allusion instantly, though by now we  have largely forgotten. Throughout the seventeenth century and in the  early 1700s, England’s (and subsequently Britain’s) most widely known and  controversial contacts with Islamic cultures were with the so-called Barbary  powers, Morocco, Algiers, Tripoli, and Tunisia, the last three all regencies or military provinces of the Ottoman empire. Between 1600 and the early 1640s, corsairs operating from these North African territories seized  more than 800 English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish trading vessels in the  Mediterranean and Atlantic, confiscating their cargoes, and taking their  crews and passengers into captivity. Some 12,000 English subjects may  have been captured over these decades, and in most cases subsequently  enslaved for life in North Africa and elsewhere in the Ottoman empire.  Between 1660 and the 1730s, at least another 6000 Britons fell foul of  Barbary corsairs. In all, over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth  centuries, there were probably 20,000 or more British captives of Barbary.  These represented only a fraction of the total number of European men  and women confined in North Africa over this period. There were also  French, Neapolitan, Dutch, German, Scandinavian, Portuguese, American  and above all Spanish captives and slaves. As late as the 1760s, 1400  Spaniards had to be redeemed from Algiers alone.2
Europeans who commented on this trade in humanity at the time –  like many who have written on it since – rarely took the trouble to locate  it in its full Mediterranean context. They simply branded the men responsible, whether they were Moroccan, Algerian, Tunisian or Tripolitan, as  Barbary or Turkish pirates, terrorising the seas, preying on legitimate,  peaceful trade, and selling innocent Christians into Muslim slavery. The  term ‘Barbary’ referred originally to the Berbers, North Africa’s indigenous people.3 As the British commonly used it, however, ‘Barbary’ served  as a blanket term for the entire North African region (excluding Egypt),  and for all of its diverse peoples, Arabs, Berbers, Moriscos, Ottoman  soldiers and officials and more. And the assonance between Barbary as a  geographical signifier and the insult ‘barbarian’ was a gift of which generations of polemicists made abundant and predictable use. ‘The sink of  trade and stink of slavery,’ wrote the clergyman and voyage-writer, Samuel  Purchas, of Algiers in the early 1600s:
the cage of unclean birds of prey, the habitation of sea-devils . . . the  whip of the Christian world, the wall of the Barbarian; terror of Europe  . . . scourge of the islands, den of pirates.4
‘Pirates’, like Barbary, was a convenient and common epithet, but not  an accurate one. It put the men who set sail out of Algiers, Morocco,  Tunisia or Tripoli to hunt down European shipping on a par with England’s  own sea-robbers, who were still common enough around its own coastlines in 1600, and active in the Caribbean and other waters for much  longer. Greed, need and aggression linked all of these sea-goers, but most  North African ‘pirates’ were not independent agents operating outside of their home communities’ laws, so much as a vital and officially recognised  part of their revenue-raising machinery. In the regency of Algiers, the  biggest threat to English shipping before the 1680s, the governor received  a share of the profits on all cargo and captives seized by crews based in  his territory. Morocco’s rulers also levied taxes on men and merchandise  taken by their subjects at sea. Barbary ‘pirates’ are therefore more properly styled corsairs or privateers; and North African corsair attacks, unlike  pirate attacks, were rarely indiscriminate. It was Christian shipping that  these corsair fleets targeted, especially ships from countries with which  they and their sponsors regarded themselves as being at war.
Not for the last time, Western powers were more ready to condemn  aggression on the part of Muslim forces, than acknowledge the parallels  existing between it and their own actions. For Europeans practised  Mediterranean corsairing too, though not all of them to the same degree.  As Peter Earle has described, Malta’s sea-going Knights of St John  routinely preyed on Muslim vessels, seizing their crews and passengers and  selling them in the open market. There were an estimated 10,000 Muslim  slaves in Malta in 1720. Those European powers which possessed substantial Mediterranean galley fleets – France, Genoa, Venice, and the Papal  States – also drew heavily on slave manpower seized at sea from Ottoman  and Moroccan vessels.5 But it was Spain, so long a meeting-point between  the Crescent and the Cross, that was most intricately involved in this  Mediterranean slave trade. Most of the Muslims expelled from its shores  in successive waves after 1490 had settled along the North African coast.  Some of these men and their descendants (the Moriscos) turned to  corsairing in order to make a living in what was always a poor area agriculturally, and to act out a holy war of revenge. At least 15,000 Spanish  men and women had to be redeemed from North African captivity in the  seventeenth century alone; thousands more, snatched in corsairing raids  on coastal villages in Andalusia, or from small craft operating off its shores,  died before they got the chance to go home. The other side of all this  however was Spain’s own population of captive Muslims seized in turn  from North African vessels. Searching in 1714 for Moroccan slaves to  exchange for some of his own enslaved countrymen, a British naval captain  remarked unemotionally that ‘amongst the several towns situated on the  coast of Spain, there may be Moors purchased at very reasonable rates,  such as are aged, blind or lame. It’s no matter, all will pass so they have  life’. 6
And what of Britain itself? Unlike Spain, France, or some of the Italian  states, it possessed no galley fleet for which a pool of captive Muslim  labour might have seemed attractive. Moreover, as we shall see, imperial and strategic considerations increasingly made the British more likely to  liberate any North Africans they encountered in captivity than enslave  them. But this had nothing to do with scruples about Muslim slavery as  such. Moroccan slaves were employed in Tangier throughout its time as  an English colony; and in periods of open war with one or more of the  Barbary powers, the Royal Navy often sold any of their seamen and traders  it captured to European states that did employ Muslim slave labour. 7 There  are even stray examples of men and women from North Africa falling  into the hands of British transatlantic slavers, and ending up labouring  on plantations in the American South.
In Abdallah Laroui’s words, then, captive-taking and slave-making were  emphatically ‘a Mediterranean . . . phenomenon’ in the early modern era,  and never exclusively a Muslim one.8 Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese,  Italians, Dutchmen, Britons, and even Americans were all involved in the  business, as well as crews operating out of the North African powers. But  men and women experiencing captivity and enslavement in this region,  or living and sailing in fear of it, rarely adopted a considered, comparative perspective on their plight. Most thought only of their own terrors  and, if they moved on from this at all, of fellow sufferers of their own  country of origin and religion. This was especially true of the British.  By contrast with France, Spain or the Italian states, it was rare for Britain  to retain North African or any other Muslim slaves and captives on its  own soil, so men and women from these islands were unlikely to view  North African corsairing as a natural response to their own state’s violence  and cruelties. And only a minority of Britons seem to have acknowledged  any parallel between their own risk of being captured at sea by North  African corsairs, and the much greater threat that British slaving ventures  increasingly posed to men and women in West Africa. To most Britons,  it is clear, Barbary corsairing and captive-taking were simply monstrous  acts, a sort of terrorism. Moreover, Barbary corsairs provoked an altogether different level and quality of anxiety than did the privateers  employed by Britain’s European enemies. It is unlikely that all of the  Barbary powers put together captured more English, Welsh, Scottish and  Irish vessels over the centuries than did French privateers operating out  of the single port of St Malo, who seized 2000 British ships between 1688  and 1713 alone.9 But such losses to European privateers were confined to  periods of open war and viewed in Britain overwhelmingly in commercial terms. Cargoes and vessels might be lost forever; but people rarely  were. By contrast, the Barbary threat was more persistent, much less  predictable, and always perceived as involving more than just economic  risk and damage.
Barbary corsairing alarmed and angered out of all proportion to its  actual extent because it seemed the negation of what England and ultimately Britain and its empire were traditionally about. ‘Britons never will  be slaves’, proclaimed James Thomson’s ‘Rule Britannia’ (1740), but North  Africa’s corsairs could reduce individual Britons to exactly that servile  condition. Barbary corsairing also affronted British Christianity and  Protestantism, since slaves and captives in North Africa were believed to  be at risk of forcible conversion to Islam or, still worse, of opting voluntarily for that faith if exposed to its influence long enough. Most of all,  this mode of captive-taking provoked anxiety because it happened at sea.  As David Armitage shows, from the sixteenth century onwards, maritime  references were regularly employed by writers and theorists on British  national and imperial destiny. Those who wanted the island made up of  England, Wales and Scotland to be a single, united state – something not  achieved until 1707 – invoked the encircling waves as irresistible proof that  God and Nature were in favour of this political arrangement. Quite literally, it was the sea that gave Britain its shape. The sea was also the vehicle  of Britain’s cherished and totemic commerce, and it was vital as well to  British mythologies of empire. This was not simply because this empire  rested on the power of the Royal Navy. For generations of publicists and  politicians, sea-power was what made British empire distinctive and benevolent. The empires of Ancient Rome and Catholic Spain, they argued,  had nourished atrocity, corrupted their makers, and ultimately declined,  because of their reliance on military conquest. Britain’s empire, by contrast  – because it was predominantly maritime – would confer freedom and  prosperity, and consequently endure. ‘Such as desire Empire & Liberty’,  wrote Sir William Petty in the 1680s: ‘let them encourage the art of ship  building’. 10
At one level, then, Barbary appalled because its corsairs converted the  sea from an emblem of commerce, freedom, power and proud British  identity, into a source of menace and potential slavery. The corsairs also  provoked fear because – like Tangier – they brought Britain into sharp  and initially disadvantageous contact with the power and politics of Islam.  In contrast with central and eastern Europe and the Iberian peninsula,  England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland had never before the seventeenth  century been exposed to serious manifestations of Ottoman and Muslim  physical force. The onset of major losses to North African sea predators  after 1600 was thus experienced with peculiar acuteness. At exactly the  same time as the English began encroaching as traders and marginal  settlers into one great Muslim empire, Mughal India, they also had to deal  with Muslim predators in the Mediterranean and Atlantic, and with the warlike, frontier provinces of the most formidable of all Islamic empires,  the Ottomans.
Yet to understand the full imperial significance of this particular  captivity panic we have to probe rather more deeply. Instead of  approaching the Mediterranean in the past primarily as a site for contest  and conflict between the Crescent and the Cross, Fernand Braudel insisted,  we should regard this remarkable, inland sea as a stage for more complicated encounters:
The actors on this stage speak many tongues and do not always understand each other; nor do we, the audience, always realise what is really  going on, for the plots and story-lines are complex and not always what  they seem. 11
The Barbary powers threatened commerce and the lives and liberties of  unlucky individuals, English, Welsh, Scottish, Irish, and many more: yes,  indeed. More profoundly, they were feared and hated over a very long  period because their chosen medium of manoeuvre and attack was the  sea, and because they were Muslims. Yet, as far as Britain and its empire  were concerned, Barbary gradually became something more and something different than just a threat and a focus of hate. So we have to do  more than count its victims and explore the kinds of captivity and slaveries  it inflicted, important though these were. We also need to explore Barbary’s  changing relationship with the British state, a small European power that  was ever more intent on overseas empire, but always dependent on non-European auxiliaries of different kinds in order to attain it.
Counting
All Barbary captives remain imprisoned in substantial historical ignorance.  There is much about them that we cannot know and will never know.12   When British and other European slave-traders purchased men and women  from West Africa and shipped them into bondage across the seas, they  usually listed their victims and filled out ledgers of the monetary costs  involved. This taste for documentation, for writing up the unspeakable,  has allowed historians of the transatlantic slave trade to reach a broad if  not a complete consensus about its dimensions over time. No such lists or  ledgers exist for the very different, but sometimes no less lethal trade in  human beings carried out by North African corsairs, though when the  Ottoman archives in Istanbul become better known, a surer statistical base for at least some of these captivities may eventually emerge. But while  anything approaching a comprehensive head-count of Barbary captive-taking will always be beyond us, the broad outline of its impact on Britain  is clear enough.
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11. The corsair city of Algiers.
Stray English ships and seamen had been captured by Ottoman and  Barbary vessels in the sixteenth century, a natural consequence of this  country’s growing involvement in Mediterranean trade.13 It was dynastic  and diplomatic changes at the start of the following century, however,  together with a temporary decline in English naval effectiveness, that raised  the risk of capture to an entirely different level. When James VI of Scotland  also became James I of England, Wales and Ireland in 1603, he made  peace with Spain, and thereby aligned his kingdoms with the prime  Christian empire of the period and the state most at odds with the Ottoman  empire. Retaliation was swift. By 1616, Algiers alone was estimated to have  seized over 450 English vessels, and this was just the beginning.14 Between  the 1610s and ’30s, Cornwall and Devon, both sea-going counties heavily  involved in trade with southern Europe, lost a fifth of their shipping to  North African corsairs. In just one year, 1625, nearly a thousand sailors  and fishermen from the major West Country port of Plymouth were seized,  most within thirty miles of its shore. Overall, David Hebb calculates, in the two decades before the outbreak of the Civil War in 1642, Barbary  corsairs inflicted well over one million pounds of damage on English shipping, a sum that needs to be multiplied more than a hundredfold to gain  any sense of its meaning in today’s values.15
Not all of the 8000 or so English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish captives  taken to North Africa during these early decades were seized at sea. At  this stage, the Algiers fleet was strong enough to stage occasional raids on  England’s West Country, on the Channel Islands, and the coast of Ireland.  Among nineteen women redeemed from Algiers in 1646 were two, Ellen  Hawkins and Joan Brabrook, who had been seized fifteen years before  from Baltimore, County Cork; six more of the women brought back that  year hailed from Youghall further along the southern Irish coast.16 It was  partly these Barbary depredations – on ships, cargoes, lives, and domestic  coastlines – that prompted James I’s successor, Charles I, to levy ship  money so controversially on his subjects in order to raise additional revenue  for his failing navy. By the same token, the massive damage that Barbary  corsairs inflicted on lives and commerce after 1603 helps to account for  growing popular alienation from and disillusionment with these early  Stuart kings. To this extent, the power of the Crescent – so often left out  of British history entirely – helped to provoke the civil wars that tore  England and its adjacent countries apart after 1642.
In the aftermath of these convulsions, English responses to North  African corsairing became more systematic. Parliament levied a duty on  imports and exports to raise ransoms for the captives, and the Royal Navy  became increasingly formidable, equipped with warships which soon outclassed any available to the North African powers. It is easy to assume,  and it sometimes has been assumed, that this burgeoning naval power  translated swiftly into suppression of Barbary corsairing. ‘And who dares  choose, through the broad earth to roam’, boasted Daniel Defoe in 1707:
Shall sail safe under British ships of war;  Then no damn’d Algerines or corsaire dare  Attempt our persons, or assault our goods . . .17
But this was propaganda designed to persuade Scotland’s sea-traders, who  were vulnerable to Barbary corsairing, to accede to union with England.  In reality, rising British sea-power did not and could not immediately wipe  out the threat posed by the corsairs.
I have already drawn an analogy between early modern perceptions of  the Barbary corsairs, and Western perceptions of terrorism today. There  are other analogies. Barbary corsairing resembled modern terrorism in that it was at once so diffuse and so rooted a phenomenon that even  substantial naval and military force for a time won only temporary advantages against it. Indeed, and again like terrorism today, the corsairs were  able to turn some of the very sources of Western power to their own  advantage. After 1650, the English built up an increasingly powerful navy:  but this navy had much more to defend. There were 115,000 tons of English  merchant shipping in the 1620s; sixty years later, there were 340,000 tons.  These statistics are usually cited as straightforward proof of England’s  expanding wealth and global reach at this time, yet as Gerald Aylmer  pointed out: ‘the larger a country’s merchant marine and the more far-flung its overseas trading interests, the more potentially vulnerable it is to  commerce raiding.’ 18 Every additional English ship in the Mediterranean  and even the Atlantic increased the corsairs’ potential harvest.
This was especially the case since most of these ships were small, with  limited crews, and few or no cannon to defend themselves. And it was  small ships on which North African corsairs increasingly preyed. A list of  twenty-seven vessels from Britain and New England captured by Moroccan  corsairs between 1714 and 1719 shows that on average each was crewed  by fewer than ten men. A similar pattern emerges in later decades. A  British envoy sent to ransom some 150 captives from Morocco in 1734  reported that they came from twelve different ships. Easily the biggest of  these had a crew of twenty-five. Far more typical, though, was the Ann  with its crew of six, or the  John, captured off Malaga with just eight  Scottish seamen aboard. 19 For ships of this type, the only real defence  against the corsairs was a naval convoy system, and this was not always  available or even practicable. Vessels carrying highly perishable cargoes  could not afford to wait for a convoy to assemble. Nor were traders always  eager to arrive at a foreign port at the same time as a convoy of their  competitors, since this naturally lowered the price their cargo could  command. None the less, whenever Britain was at odds with a North  African power, there were always shrill appeals to the Admiralty from ports  involved in Mediterranean trade. ‘Such ships are entirely unprovided for  making any defence’, wrote Bristol’s Merchant Venturers in 1754, when  another war with Morocco seemed imminent: ‘and must unavoidably fall  a prey to our merciless enemies (to the great loss not only of the property but lives of many of His Majesty’s subjects) unless your lordships will  be pleased to send a sufficient number of ships of war.’20
The date of this plea – 1754 – suggests just how long fears of North  African corsairs persisted, but calculating the actual number of British  and Irish captives of Barbary over time is extremely difficult. The last all-out North African assault on shipping from these islands occurred between 1677 and 1682, when England was at war with the regency of Algiers.  This conflict cost the English over £800,000, at least 160 merchant ships  (some estimates go as high as 500), and some 3000 captives.21 It ended  with a treaty between England and Algiers in 1682. From now on – as  well as paying certain subsidies – the English state bound itself to provide  its subjects’ vessels with formal passes which Algiers agreed to, and usually  did, respect. But this was not the end of British and Irish captivity in  North Africa. Instead, the main scene of conflict shifted to Morocco. After  1680, its formidable sultan, Moulay Ismaïl, systematised corsairing as a  weapon of state finance. All captives seized by Moroccan corsairs now  became the sultan’s property, and European states were no longer allowed  to redeem nationals on an individual or group basis. Instead, they had to  pay for all of their captives detained in Morocco at any given time.
The consequences for British shipping were never as lethal as earlier  attacks by Algerian corsairs, but they remained serious for much longer.  In 1711, corsairs operating out of Morocco cost Britain £100,000 in lost  ships and cargos, and this was a year of formal peace between the two  countries. During periods of open war – between 1715 and 1719 for instance  – British trading losses were much higher.22 Since Morocco’s rulers were  always eager to exchange captives for ransoms, the number of Britons  within its borders at any given time was usually limited but regularly replenished. In 1690, Morocco held at least 500 British captives. In 1720, some  300 men and one woman from these islands are known to have been  confined there; and in 1759 – after a marked lull in captive-taking – there  were over 340 British detainees. Yet, as is true of all such estimates, these  figures are mere snapshots of captivity, conveying little of its quality or its  real dimensions.
Christian prejudice, fear and ignorance inflated many early assessments  of the number of captives in Barbary, but later, more conservative estimates could also err and this time on the downside. As far as England  was concerned, many of these apparently more judicious totals were  supplied by envoys in North Africa who spoke no Arabic, or derived from  petitions by the captives themselves. Thus in 1662, 300 men held in the  city of Algiers dispatched a petition to London begging to be redeemed.  But these men will have represented only a portion of the total number  of English captives held throughout the regency of Algiers at this time,  some 1200 according to one estimate. 23 Establishing the number of men  and women redeemed from captivity over time is rather easier. Before the  outbreak of the Civil War in 1642, barely a quarter of all Britons seized  by North African corsairs seem to have got the chance to return home,  but after 1650 the English state applied itself more systematically to the business of redemption. Between 1670 and 1734, government records  suggest that at least 2200 captives were shipped back to Britain.24 These  are individuals whose names and places of origin we can establish with a  fair degree of certainty. Yet to say that 2200 men and women returned  from North Africa over this sixty-year period is far from saying that this  was anywhere near the total of English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish captives  seized during this time.
To begin with, this figure of 2200 redeemed captives excludes an incalculable number of Britons and Irishmen who made their own escape from  North Africa during this period, as well as those who turned renegade  and chose to stay on there. It also excludes an unknown number of Scots,  since – before and even after the Treaty of Union in 1707 – the Presbyterian  Kirk and prominent individuals north of the border often made their own  arrangements to bring local seamen back home. Manifestly, this total of  2200 redeemed captives also leaves out individuals killed in the course of  capture. Corsair targets only occasionally made a fight of it, but some  encounters were bloody and mortal. James Amos, an Englishman taken  captive in Morocco in 1718, was the only survivor from a crew of twenty-seven. The rest of his comrades were blown up along with their ship when  they tried to resist the corsairing vessel attacking them.25 More crucially  still, not everyone captured was subsequently redeemed. The treaty with  Algiers in 1682 stipulated that its inhabitants were not liable ‘against their  wills, to set any [slaves] at liberty’, and that the English state was under  no obligation to ransom its subjects, a let-out clause repeated in later  treaties. Such provisions help to explain why England had a reputation in  Barbary for being more miserly than other states in its response to its  captives. In 1674, the governor of Algiers complained to Charles II that  an earlier agreement to redeem his city’s English captives had still not  been honoured: ‘In this condition, your men . . . are neither clearly slaves,  nor clearly free . . . in this matter you have taken no care, but have gone  on in neglect.’ 26
The English state’s meanness on this issue was partly a function of its  limited resources at this stage, but it was also simply that: meanness. Before  1700, and especially before 1650, ransoming captives held hundreds of  miles away sometimes received low governmental priority. Sporadic official  inertia in this connection was in some respects made worse by this culture’s  Protestantism. Catholic European states vulnerable to Muslim privateering  had long ago either organised civic societies to look after the business of  ransoming, as Genoa did, or relied like France and Spain on two religious  orders which had devoted themselves to Christian captives of Islam since  the thirteenth century, the Mercedarians and the Trinitarians.27 After the Protestant Reformation, these redemptionist orders were no longer available to assist English subjects held in Ottoman and Barbary captivity. The  Church of England, the Presbyterian Kirk in Scotland, and various dissenting churches all played major roles in raising ransoms and publicising the  plight of Barbary captives, but they lacked the contacts and linguistic skills  of the Catholic redemptionist orders in Continental Europe. Without full-time religious activists working on their behalf, captives from Britain and  Ireland sometimes felt bereft. ‘All nations is provided for’, scrawled a  desperate and semi-literate captive to his wife from Morocco in 1716, ‘but  the poor English has no assistance from their nation.’ 28 This man never  got home.
This was one example (we will encounter many more) of how the politics of English and British captivity overseas overlapped with the politics  of social class back home. As was true of all peoples caught up in it, most  British and Irish victims of this Mediterranean trade in captive bodies  were poor, labouring men. There were some conspicuous exceptions. The  earl of Inchiquin was seized by Algiers corsairs en route to Lisbon in 1659,  together with his son and heir who lost an eye in the attack. But the  majority of captives were, predictably, petty traders, fishermen, soldiers in  transit to overseas postings, and above all seamen. ‘These are the men  who make you rich,’ William Sherlock told a congregation assembled in  St Paul’s cathedral in 1702 to celebrate the return of hundreds of North  African captives:
who bring the Indies home to you, and clothe you with all the bravery  of the east. These are the men that defend your country in their wooden  walls, the great strength and glory of this island.29
It was an eloquent summing-up of why Barbary corsairing appeared a  particular affront to Britain’s essence. Seamen were instruments of Britain’s  overseas commerce and manned its navy, and these in turn made possible  its empire. Yet seamen were the corsairs’ pre-eminent victims. They were  also overwhelmingly poor men and consequently vulnerable.30 If seized at  sea and held in North Africa, it was extremely unlikely that a common  seaman would be able to assemble his own ransom. Unlike prisoners taken  in a conventional European war, he could rarely hope to be exchanged  for men from the other side. And even if they got to learn of his predicament, his family back in Britain would find it hard to raise money on his  behalf. So when the authorities in London were slow to intervene, Barbary  captives could be stranded and enslaved in North Africa for many years,  and sometimes for ever.
Here is an example. In 1701, five men who had been captured while  serving as soldiers in English-occupied Tangier finally returned to their  native country from Morocco. The official reporting this noted without  comment that they had been ‘in slavery for these twenty-four years’.31 This  was an extreme case, but captives from Britain and Ireland often found  themselves held in North Africa for five years or more; and, before 1700,  ten years was not exceptional. More than anything else, it is the duration  of these Barbary captivities that makes the number of men and women  eventually redeemed a poor guide to the total captured in the first place.  The longer captivity lasted, the more likely it was that those enduring it  would cross over and turn renegade or, far more commonly, simply not  survive to be freed. In the mid-seventeenth century, one in every five  European captives held in Tripoli is known to have died every year. By  the eighteenth century, the death-rate among Barbary captives was lower,  except in plague years, but it remained substantial. A list of 263 British  and colonial American captives in Morocco between 1714 and 1719 shows  that fifty-three of these men died over this five-year period: just over 20  per cent of the total number detained. This same list also illustrates how  the risk of dying in captivity increased relentlessly along with its duration.  Forty-eight of these fifty-three casualties were men and boys whose  captivity ordeal had begun in 1716 or earlier. 32
In many years, plague was the biggest killer of captives and captors  alike. Recurrent epidemics reduced the city of Algiers’ population from  perhaps 100,000 in the early 1600s – about half the size of London’s at  that time – to some 40,000 by 1800. But, as far as the captives were  concerned, major killers also included food poisoning, sudden exposure  to a hot climate, shame, despair, and mistreatment. When John  Whitehead’s boat smashed on Morocco’s western coast in February 1691,  he and his nine shipmates were seized and marched for weeks on end  through Marrakesh to Meknès, a journey of over 200 miles along the  foothills of the Middle Atlas mountains. Exhaustion, shock and contaminated water meant that only two of the ten men made it.33 The trauma  involved in being taken by force and reduced to varieties of enslavement  in a foreign country, away from friends and family, could also prove lethal.  One example of this emerges from the same sample of 263 Anglo-American captives in Morocco just cited. For while, on average, one in  five of these men died, among those who had previously been shipmasters,  the mortality rate was almost double that: 38 per cent. Shipmasters were  generally older than the average crewman, but their previous experience  of command may also have made these men particularly sensitive to the  terrible loss of status and autonomy involved in captivity. As the Africans whom their countrymen were shipping ever more busily across the Atlantic  could have told these British victims, capture and slavery killed through  their impact on the mind, not just on the body.
If we factor in those Britons who died during captivity or who were  killed while being captured; if we remember that our base figure of 2200  British and Irish redeemed captives between 1670 and 1730 excludes  escapees, renegades, many Scots, and those whom the London authorities never knew about, ignored, or were unable to recover; if we remember,  too, that this total leaves out English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish seamen  who were captured while working or travelling on vessels belonging to  foreign states – Spain, Venice, Holland or wherever – and consequently  dealt with (or not) by their representatives rather than by Britain: then it  seems likely that during this particular sixty-year period well over 5000  Britons and Irishmen spent some of their lives confined in North Africa  as captives and slaves. Given that some 12,000 men, women and children  from these islands appear to have suffered a similar fate between 1620 and  the 1640s, and that another 1200 men were reported captive in Algiers in  the early 1660s, it seems almost certain that we should be thinking of a  total of at least 20,000 British and Irish captives held in North Africa  between the beginning of the seventeenth century and the mid-eighteenth  century. How many Britons were held as captives and slaves in addition  to this total in other parts of the Ottoman empire after 1600 still remains  to be explored.34
Britons can be slaves
What did it mean for Britons to be captured and put at risk of enslavement in this fashion, and how were these experiences understood and  imagined by their countrymen back home? These questions have never  been seriously posed, in part because Britain’s notorious role as a dealer  in black slaves before 1807 has understandably diverted attention from its  own inhabitants’ earlier and very different exposure to the threat of slavery.  In this, as in other respects, we are not accustomed to scrutinising sources  of weakness, fear and failure in rising and ruthless empires, even though  they were certainly present, and men and women at the time took their  existence for granted.
Moreover, although the Ottoman and North African trade in both white  and black slaves existed over a longer period than the transatlantic slave-trade – and was at times comparable in scale – far less is currently known  about it, and about the kinds of slavery and forcible confinement operating in these zones over the centuries. Some sites remain of course. If you visit  Rabat in Northern Morocco, once a major corsairing centre, you can still  enter the medina or old city through the Bab Mellah, and stroll along the  narrow and tumultuous Rue des Consuls to one of the places where white  captives are known to have been sold, the Souk el Ghezel. But even if you  can resist being distracted along the way by the smells of fresh mint,  ground spices and new-baked bread, or by displays of goods ranging from  tacky, imported toys to jewel-coloured, geometrically patterned carpets,  you will still find precious little to see when you finally arrive. The place  where unknown numbers of British and other European captives were  once stripped, fingered, and haggled over, is now a tree-shaded car park  and home to some of Rabat’s best wood-carvers, quite lacking in any indicators of its former use.
In contrast to the meagreness of indigenous written and physical  evidence, British and other Western sources on Barbary captivities and  slaveries are abundant, but shaded with varying degrees of bias. Fear,  anger, ignorance and prejudice all worked to distort, and so too did desperation. In the 1670s, the parents and wives of almost a thousand English  captives in the regency of Algiers, most of them poor people, dispatched  an emotional appeal to the House of Commons:
The said patrons [Algerian slave-owners] do frequently bugger the said  captives, or most of them . . . run iron into their fundaments, rip open  their bellies with knives, cut their britches across, and washing them  with vinegar and salt, and hot oil, draw them in carts like horses.
Those who drew up this petition can have had little or no direct experience  of North Africa or of how the captives were actually faring there. They  were merely rehearsing anti-Barbary and anti-Islamic atrocity stories in the  frail hope that Parliament might be jolted into ransoming their menfolk.  Captives, too, embroidered their sufferings. ‘Your petitioners are there to  the number of about three thousand in miserable captivity,’ wrote some  English seamen trapped in Algiers to the House of Commons in 1641:
Undergoing diverse and most insufferable oppressions as rowing in  galleys, drawing in carts, grinding in mills, with diverse such un Christian-like labours . . . suffering much hunger, with many blows on our bare  bodies. 35
There will have been an element of truth to these complaints, but again  these men will have wanted to give an unalloyedly negative picture of what they were enduring in the hope of persuading Parliament to act.  Not until the early eighteenth century, when the threat from Barbary was  recognised as receding, did British and other European writings on white  captivity and slavery in North Africa become conspicuously more nuanced.  In Robinson Crusoe (1719), Defoe was careful to distinguish between Barbary  captivity in practice and the sensationalist versions on offer in folklore and  traditional polemics. His hero falls victim to Moroccan corsairs, and undergoes two years enslavement in Salé in advance of his more lengthy island  captivity, but remains throughout phlegmatic: ‘the usage I had was not so  dreadful as at first I apprehended.’36
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12. White slaves being unloaded at Algiers: an English drawing of 1700.
As this suggests, it is the variety of Barbary captivity experiences, more  even than contemporary bias or the paucity of indigenous information,  that makes reconstructing them so challenging. At no time – and especially after the early 1720s – were all British captives in North Africa sold  into slavery or forced into hard labour. Even those who were experienced  markedly diverse fates of widely differing duration. Under Islamic law, to  be sure, infidels taken in war, whether on land or sea, and whether white  or black, could be enslaved. Certain things followed on from this. All slaves, in whatever system or region of the world, become commodities. Uprooted  from where they belong, they are stripped of control over some or all of  the most important aspects of their lives. The Qur’an recommended that  kindness be shown to slaves, but these were still people of inferior status  who could be sold, inherited, lent to another owner, or gifted away. Any  property they owned was at the disposal of their master or mistress. Both  in law and practice, female slaves were at the sexual mercy of their masters,  though they were not supposed to be put out to prostitution. British and  Irish female victims of Barbary corsairs were always a tiny minority, but  – like other European women in this position – many of them before 1720  seem never to have got home. And whether male or female, young or old,  black or white, slaves and captives in Islamic regimes, like slaves and  captives everywhere, ran the risk of falling into the power of bad owners,  guards and supervisors and of suffering sexual and other kinds of abuse.37
All this said, both white and black slaves in North Africa lived more  diverse lives, and sometimes much freer lives, than the majority of plantation slaves in the Caribbean or American South. Slaves under Islamic  law could marry with their owner’s permission and own property. There  was even a special Arabic term (ma’dhūn) for slaves who set up a business,  a shop say, or a tavern catering to other Christian captives as well as errant  Muslims, and who then handed a percentage of the profits over to their  owners. This was the fate of two late seventeenth-century Anglo-Jamaican  merchants, a Messrs Nash and Parker. Sailing back from the West Indies  to England, their fortunes swollen by exploiting one kind of slave economy,  they were captured by Moroccan corsairs and became slaves in their turn  in Tetouan. Only in their case, this brought the chance to learn Arabic  and local business practices. Once their freedom had been purchased, the  two men chose not to return home, but instead set up a trading house in  Tetouan which endured into the eighteenth century.38
But the most crucial difference between the experiences of white slaves  and captives in North Africa, and black plantation slaves across the Atlantic,  was that – for the former – deracination and loss of freedom often, though  not always, had a temporal limit. After 1650, English, Welsh, Scottish and  Irish male captives of Barbary, together with more affluent and protected  women detained there, could usually look forward to being ransomed at  some point. It bears repeating that such ransoms sometimes took a decade  or more to arrive, and consequently arrived too late for those who were  unlucky or weak. Nevertheless, the hope of securing them at some point  did give owners and employers in North Africa an incentive to keep their  British and other European captives alive and moderately healthy. The  ransoming system held out the prospect of freedom for captives, and a bounty for their employers. It gave both of them a vested interest in servile  survival.
Britons captured by North African powers experienced, then, a wide  variety of fates. How they were treated might be influenced by their perceived  social class and level of wealth, by their age and gender, and by such skills  as they possessed. Those viewed as useful by their captors – such as medical  men, boat-builders, fluent linguists and armourers – could be offered all  kinds of advancement. In the 1720s, an Anglo-Irishman named Carr, whose  brother served in the Royal Navy, was working as Moulay Ismaïls’s chief  gun-founder in Meknès. ‘A very handsome man, very ingenious, and much  of a gentleman in his behaviour’, this individual had long since buried his  captive status, along with his original nationality and religion, in lucrative  collaboration, casting ‘mortars, shells, cannon etc. as well as can be done  in Europe’. Carr’s appears to have been a reasonably contented, self-chosen  existence, but highly qualified captives of this sort were sometimes excluded  from ransoming agreements against their will, precisely because they were  too useful to be given up. ‘I do keep his accounts and merchandise’,  complained an unusually well-educated English slave of his Algerian owner  in 1646, ‘and that keeps me here in misery, when others that are illiterate  go off upon easy terms . . . so that my breeding is my undoing.’39
The experience of Barbary captivity was also shaped by factors other  than the captives’ own characteristics and qualifications: by when in time  they were captured, by where exactly they were captured, and by who took  control of them.
Any moderately healthy European male seized by Barbary corsairs in the  first two-thirds of the seventeenth century was at acute risk of becoming a  galley slave. Before 1650, Algiers’ corsair fleet, for instance, was some seventy  vessels strong. Like the galley fleets of France, Spain and the Italian states,  it relied on forced labour, with up to twenty-five banks of oars per ship, and  three to five men shackled to each oar who might row for more than twenty  hours a day. ‘Not having so much room as to stretch his legs’, remembered  the Englishman Francis Knight of his time as a galley slave in the 1630s:
The stroke regular and punctual, their heads shaved unto the skull, their  faces disfigured with disbarbing, their bodies all naked, only a short linen  pair of breeches to cover their privities . . . all their bodies pearled with  a bloody sweat.40
The only blessing of life as a galley slave was that it was often short. Heart-attacks, ruptures, broken limbs, malnutrition and insufficient rations of  water to replace what the rowers sweated out were standard occupational  hazards. Given levels of intra-state and corsairing violence in the Mediterranean, galley slaves also risked being injured or killed by their  own kind. When the English naval commander Sir Thomas Allin attacked  the Algiers fleet in 1671, his squadron is estimated to have killed, along  with large numbers of Muslim seamen, some 400 of their European rowers,  chained helplessly to their benches and unable to escape the cannon-fire  and the sea.41
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13. A battle between Barbary corsairs and Royal Navy warships, c. 1670s.
By 1700, the risk of British and other white slaves being doomed to the  oar was shrinking fast, along with the North African galley fleets themselves. But most male Barbary captives, whether sold formally in a slave  market or no, could still expect to be exposed to a period of hard, physical labour, particularly if they were of low status or fell under the control  of the state. Moulay Ismaïl employed substantial numbers of European  captives on his lavish building projects in Meknès and elsewhere. They  were used to make and carry bricks, dig foundations and cut marble, build  walls, courtyards and arched gateways, and spade those irrigated  Andalusian gardens, that remain beautiful to look at now, but would have  been back-breaking to establish. The horror stories emerging from all this  that were perpetuated in British and Continental European accounts must  be exaggerated, but not always or absolutely.42 A powerful ruler with thousands of slaves at his disposal was likely to be less attentive to their individual welfare than a small private householder with perhaps just one slave  in his employ and an eager expectation of securing a ransom at some point. (In the same way Louis XIV, Most Christian King of France,  devoted scant attention to the Muslim captives manning his galleys, or  indeed to the Huguenot heretics rowing alongside them.) And for Northern  European captives in Barbary, hard labour on public works under an overseer’s whip could be lethal in a climate for which most of them were  utterly unprepared. When the 350-ton London privateering ship Inspector  was driven aground in Tangier Bay by a storm in January 1746, almost  half of its 183-man crew were killed instantly. Of the ninety-six men left  alive and sent as captives to the sultan of Morocco, twenty-one had turned  Muslim by 1751. In most cases, religious conversion will not have been the  prime motive. These men were put to work for long, hot day after long,  hot day, repairing fortifications outside the great medieval city of Fès.43  Changing faiths in the hope this would lead to better treatment must have  struck some of them as their only means of self-preservation.
Captivity in Barbary, then, was not a single fate, and neither was enslavement. All men and women seized by North African corsairs, or wrecked  on their shores, underwent a measure of terror; and some went on to  experience physical and mental suffering, forced labour under the whip,  permanent loss of contact with their country of origin, and premature  death. But Barbary captivity might be a very different experience from  this. It might involve only a brief stay, being reasonably well cared for,  followed by a speedy return once a ransom was paid. And even captives  confined to North Africa for several years might learn new languages and  attitudes, or adjust to Muslim households where they were treated less as  slaves than as family members, or convert to Islam out of conviction or  in order to marry a cherished Muslim woman, or enter well-paid employment as mercenaries, medical experts, architectural advisers, or armourers.
The diversity of captive experiences is a warning against any simple,  monochrome judgement on the quality and significance of this Barbary  threat. Suggestions made at the time, and occasionally since, that Barbary  corsair assaults and the enslavement of whites that sometimes ensued were  comparable to the transatlantic trade in black slaves are, for instance,  unsustainable. By 1670 – though probably not before – the number of  blacks being shipped out to slavery annually from West Africa by British  and other white traders was indisputably in excess of the total number of  Europeans seized every year by Barbary and Ottoman corsairs. Moreover,  white corsair victims were increasingly allowed a hope of redemption and  return, as black slaves shipped across the Atlantic in this period never  were. But while it is wrong to draw comparisons between the North African  system of seizing and exploiting human beings and the triangular trade  in black slaves, it is no less inappropriate to marginalise Barbary depradations and the slave-systems they serviced, or to suggest – as some  have done – that Barbary captivities were simply invented or exaggerated  by Europeans as a means of vilifying Islam.44 Barbary corsairs were highly  effective predators who succeeded over the centuries in extorting very large  amounts of ransom and protection money from virtually all Western  European governments. Even a relatively distant and secure state like  Denmark devoted about 15 per cent of its profits from Mediterranean  trade to paying them off.45 Such sums would simply not have been forthcoming had the Barbary threat not been judged to be substantial, or had  fears of Barbary slavery simply been manufactured.
For early modern Britons, the fear of Barbary was very real. So visceral  were these terrors, indeed, that they long outlasted the corsairs’ capacity  to do serious harm. This inflected the British vision of slavery in ways  that have scarcely been acknowledged. It is often suggested that, after 1600,  slavery became ‘geographically and racially marginalised’, a fate that whites  in Europe were able to inflict on people of a different skin colour in regions  of the world safely distant from their own. A concept ‘of us – white,  English, free’, writes Orlando Patterson, grew up alongside a conception  of ‘them – black, heathen, slave’. 46 Yet this neat, binary formulation of  white, Western slave-traders on the one hand, and black slave victims on  the other, gives insufficient attention to Ottoman and North African slave  and forced labour systems. For seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century  Britons, slavery was never something securely and invariably external to  themselves. They knew, all too well, that this fate sometimes befell people  like them. Britons could be slaves – and were. Moreover, before 1730, men  and women in Britain and Ireland were exposed to far more information  about white Barbary slavery than about any other variety of slavery. This  was partly because so many Barbary captives hailed from London, the  centre of Britain’s print culture, as well as of its shipping and its trade.  So what happened to these people received – as we shall see – extensive  newspaper, pamphlet, and ballad coverage, as well as prompting church  sermons and appeals for ransom money on a nationwide basis. In the  seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, far more Britons must have  met, seen and heard about fellow white countrymen who had undergone,  or were still experiencing Barbary slavery, than were in a position to  encounter personally the relatively few black slaves resident in their islands  at that time.47 Barbary slavery was able to become a nationwide concern  at this point to an extent that was not true of black slavery until much  later in the eighteenth century.
Let me be clear what I am arguing here. I am not suggesting that  Barbary captivity and slaveries were comparable to black slavery in the Caribbean and North America. Clearly, they were not. The point is rather  that slavery at this early stage was not viewed in Britain as racially restricted.  Before 1730, at least, the face of slavery – as far as Britons and other  Europeans were concerned – was sometimes white. Public and private  language bear this out. References to English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish  men and women being enslaved in North Africa were common propaganda currency. ‘A great number of our good subjects peaceably following  their employment at sea’, stated a royal proclamation in the 1690s, were  now‘... slaves in cruel and inhumane bondage . . . driven about by black-a-moors, who are set over them as task-masters’ – a reference to Morocco’s  black slave soldiers who sometimes served as overseers to white captives.  Similar vocabulary crops up in official documents not intended to serve  a polemical purpose. In 1729, an envoy dispatched to Morocco to ransom  British subjects there described his mission in a private memorandum as  ‘to demand His Majesty’s subjects unjustly taken and detained in slavery’.48  The existence of white slavery involving Britons was taken for granted.
For some, this must only have made acquiescence in black slave-trading  easier. The business of slavery – like the business of making empires –  was undoubtedly facilitated in the early modern era by widespread recognition that such practices were ubiquitous and had always existed in some  form. But awareness that slavery could be racially promiscuous sometimes  had very different consequences. It encouraged some writers to question  the very connection between slavery and presumed inferiority. If ‘some  one of this island [Britain] . . . should chance to be snapt by an Algerine,  or corsair of Barbary, and there to be set on shore and sold, doth he thereupon become a brute?’ enquired an Oxford academic in 1680: ‘If not,  why should an African?’ Like many other anti-slavery arguments, this one  faded out for much of the eighteenth century, but resurfaced at its end.  ‘A negro, although in a state of bondage in his own country, is as feelingly affected at being sold into European slavery’, argued a writer in 1806,  ‘as an Englishman would be at becoming a slave to the Moors or  Algerines.’49
In the intervening era, it became less common, and less acceptable for  British writers to refer in print to the possibility of their own kind being  rendered subject in anything approaching the fashion of black slaves. And  after the 1730s, slavery became rhetorically established as a polar opposite to Britishness to such a degree that men and women still falling victim  to Barbary captivity found it very hard to make sense of their predicament. ‘A poor slave, as I am at present in the hands of barbarians’, wrote  a semi-literate English sailor in servitude in Algiers in 1789, ‘. . . which is  contrary to the laws of Great Briton to have a true Briton a Barberish slave.’50 ‘Contrary to the laws of Great Britain’: the certainty is striking.  It was also a comparatively recent growth. Back in the seventeenth century,  and earlier in the eighteenth century, things had been very different. At  that stage, the scale of Barbary captive-taking, together with the rumours,  writings and campaigns surrounding it, had meant that neither British  nationality nor white skin colour could be viewed as reliable guarantees  against the experience of slavery. Britons at that stage had not securely  ruled the waves, still less the world. They could be slaves, and some of  them were.
Sea raiders and a sea empire
Individual Britons might be forced to stand, then, half-naked in a public  space while strangers methodically assessed their flesh and musculature,  waiting under a harsh North African sun until an auctioneer sold them;  or forced to labour in fear of a whip wielded perhaps by someone who  was not white. For their countrymen at the time, these were the most  dramatic and obvious respects in which Barbary had the power to turn  their world upside down. And, as we have seen, individual liberty was not  the only fetish the corsairs outraged. They preyed on commerce, the god  of British idolatry; and they attacked at sea, which the British aspired to  dominate. In retrospect, however, there is a more significant respect in  which Barbary can be viewed as having turned things upside down. After  1600, the islands of Britain and Ireland changed progressively from being  marginal European lands into a highly aggressive and supposedly united  state avidly pursuing and for a while possessing prime global power. How,  then, was Barbary able to attack British trade and seamen so successfully  and so profitably for so long? What did it mean that they could get away  with what they did?
One reason for the corsairs’ continuing menace, and for Britain’s failure  (along with other European states) to extirpate them once and for all, was  the resilience and reputation of the Ottoman empire. As current  Ottomanists are now making clear, this empire was emphatically not in  serious decline in the seventeenth century, or even, in some respects, for  much of the eighteenth century.51 To be sure, Ottoman armies were turned  back from the gates of Vienna in 1683, their terrible advance into  Continental Europe halted forever. But the decisiveness of this defeat was  much less apparent to men and women at the time, than it has sometimes  been to historians since. The Ottomans remained strong enough to seize  all of Morea from Venice in 1715, to make good their annexation of Western Iran in 1727, and to recover Belgrade from Austria in 1739. Not  until the disastrous wars with Russia in the 1760s and ’70s did they begin  to lose substantial portions of their territory.
The British, like other western Europeans, were certainly more attentive by 1700 to signs of incipient Ottoman decay, and they were also aware  that Ottoman control over the three North African regencies, Algiers,  Tunisia and Tripoli, was slackening. But although the Ottoman empire  was now increasingly condescended to in prose, western European governments remained diffident about challenging it in any more substantial  fashion, and early modern Britain never seriously contemplated doing so.  Unlike the maritime empires of Spain, France, Portugal, the Dutch, and  Britain itself, the Ottoman empire was not dispersed over the globe, and  thus dependent on sea-power. It was one vast, alarming bloc, a ‘jigsaw of  interlocking land masses’, as Braudel puts it. 52 Its sheer territorial dimensions, like its huge, ill-disciplined armies, and the size of its population,  continued to provoke awe, especially in a small, under-populated country  like early modern Britain.
This helps to explain why English (and later British) retaliation against  the Barbary powers was often sporadic and consciously limited. Behind  the corsairs, and their busy, infuriating, expensive sea-raids, Britain  continued to discern the enduring shadow of Ottoman grandeur, and held  back much of its fire accordingly. Even in 1816, when the Battle of Waterloo  had been won and European and global primacy seemed assured, the  British government still resisted hawkish suggestions that it should convert  a naval assault on Algiers and its corsairs into a full-blown colonising expedition. ‘Are the Christian nations to plant colonies along the [North  African] coast’, enquired a London journalist sarcastically, fully endorsing  this official policy of restraint: ‘or is it meant to replace the Turk in full  and quiet possession of them?’ Evidently he, like the men in Whitehall,  regarded such a prospect as wholly unrealistic. Even at this stage, the  Ottoman sphere of influence still appeared something to be approached  with caution, and left in general judiciously alone.53
Moreover, and as the fall of Tangier had demonstrated, the North  African powers could be formidable in their own right, and not just because  of the Ottoman connection. By the late seventeenth century, their  corsairing vessels were no match for British and other Western European  warships, but this was less decisive than might be expected. As the Pentagon  has been repeatedly reminded in the past and may discover again in the  future, even the most high-tech weaponry sometimes fails to achieve success  in determinedly low-tech conflicts. Late twentieth-century America  possessed sufficient nuclear capability to obliterate Vietnam many times over, but it could not defeat the Vietcong by conventional warfare, any  more than it could invade Baghdad during the first Gulf War at an acceptably low cost to itself. By the same token, after 1650 the Royal Navy was  increasingly in a position to destroy whole fleets of Barbary corsair ships,  had they been foolish enough to meet it in set-piece sea-battles. But this  signified little, as the corsairs rarely operated in this fashion. Like stinging  insects, their light, rapid vessels were designed to strike at unarmed or  lightly armed merchantmen, while being able to flee very speedily at the  mere approach of a warship. Barbary corsairs simply refused to play the  Western naval game. They had their own.
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14. The corsair base of Tripoli.
As a result, there was not much the Royal Navy could do except sporadically bombard the coastal cities from which the corsairs came. Thus in  1655, Admiral Blake attacked Porto Farina, near Tunis, and destroyed  several corsair galleys at anchor there. The effects of such bombardments  tended however – as in this case – to be localised and temporary, and the  risks involved were high. Before the discovery of longitude in the 1760s,  which enabled vessels to establish more precisely where they were in relation to the shore, any ship of the line sailing close to the dangerous North  African coastline, especially in poor weather, was at risk of smashing there.  Immediately before the British warship HMS Litchfield hit the Moroccan  shore in 1758,  en route to Gorée in West Africa, its trained navigators reported confidently that the vessel was still ‘thirty-five leagues distant from  the land’. This dire miscalculation, a comment on the limits of Western  technology at this time, cost the lives of 120 men, as well as supplying the  sultan of Morocco with 220 lucrative British captives. 54 Nor was Barbary  an easy region for Britain to contemplate attacking on land. Algiers always  maintained a sizeable army and this, together with its substantial coastal  defences, proved strong enough even in 1775 to repel a Spanish invasion  force of 300 ships and 22,000 men.55 Morocco, too, possessed at intervals  a much bigger army than Britain disposed of in time of peace. As a  Moroccan official remarked evenly to a British envoy in 1718: ‘he knew  very well by sea the English would be too hard for them, but by land they  did not at all fear ’em.’ Why should they, when – at this point in time –  Britain’s standing army was well under 30,000, while Moulay Ismaïl’s forces  were estimated by some diplomats to exceed 150,000 men?56
This military capacity not only worked to keep the British and other  Europeans for a long time at bay, but was also directly and indirectly  sustained by them. Morocco and Algiers especially made a point of  demanding ransoms for their captives in the form of armaments as well  as cash, and for a long time they got what they wanted. In 1700, Britain  was obliged to provide 100 gun-locks ‘each according to the pattern given  by the Emperor [of Morocco]’, in return for every single captive it wanted  back; while in 1721, a British mission to Morocco to recover over 300  captives handed over 1200 barrels of gunpowder and 13,500 gun-locks.57  If you visit the Bordj Nord, Morocco’s military museum in Fès – and it  is a fascinating place, ordered with impressive scholarship – you can still  see some of these ‘donated’ Western weapons today. There are rows of  early Georgian muskets on show, each bearing the mark of the Tower of  London, as well as displays of French, Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese and  Italian guns, mortars, and cannon. Some of these were purchased or  captured in battle, but many of the armaments on show were supplied to  Moroccan sultans at different times by British and other European governments as payment for captured and enslaved nationals.
Here, then, was a trade in arms between Europe and North Africa that  was parasitic on, and positively fostered a trade in people. Barbary corsairs  seized British and other European ships’ crews and passengers. These  captives were then exchanged for money and armaments, which in turn  helped the North African powers to equip themselves so as to repel military and naval assaults on their shores, and also to maintain their own  corsair fleets. It seems an extraordinary system, yet – like so much else  that occurred in this vital Mediterranean zone – this trade in arms possesses  a wider significance. It demonstrates a point that we will encounter many times in these pages: namely, that until the end of this period, and so far  as land warfare was concerned, there was no invariable gulf between the  armaments of Western and non-Western powers. Morocco and Algiers  were able to secure (and at times manufacture) sufficiently advanced military equipment to keep British and other European forces at bay until the  early nineteenth century, just as they were able to counter superior  European naval technology by avoiding fighting in the fashion for which  that technology was designed. There is another, equally important point.  Looked at closely, this trade in men and arms illustrates how Barbary  corsairing facilitated communication and barter between different cultures,  while seeming only to precipitate conflict between them.
Because so much imperial history is conceptualised in a manichean  fashion so as to emphasise opposition and antagonism – whether it be the  rise of racial conflict, or the growing divergence between the West and  the rest – it is easy to overlook the parallel stories of deals and compromises constantly going on between European and non-European cultures.  Yet, as Braudel always insisted, below the surface of its sharp political and  religious divisions, the Mediterranean region was characterised by crossings and collaborations between governments as well as individuals.58  Muslim corsairs preyed on Christian shipping and treated their captives  like commodities: yes. Western European powers dealt in Muslim slaves  and sporadically bombarded North African cities: yes, again. But, at  another level, at least some of the Christian and Islamic societies involved  in this Mediterranean cockpit were interdependent. As we shall see later,  in 1756 the Moroccan ruler, Sidi Muhammad, would embark on a furious  campaign of captive-taking against the British, not in order to sever relations and provoke war, but so as to pressure them into appointing a consul  in his country with whom he could do business.59 By the same token, fierce  British propaganda assaults on the Barbary powers, and sporadic naval  violence against them, went hand in hand with a persistent logistical and  commercial dependence on them. For without the aid of Barbary, Britain  could never have maintained its Mediterranean empire.
Just as Tangier, England’s earliest, expensive and abortive Mediterranean  colony, has been neglected by historians of empire, so there has been a  tendency to gloss over Tangier’s more durable successors, Gibraltar and  Minorca. 60 These were seized from Spain during the War of Spanish  Succession, and confirmed in British possession by the Treaty of Utrecht  in 1713. They were deemed vital for the same reasons that Tangier had  been. They protected and fostered Britain’s commercial interests in the  Mediterranean, and they provided bases from which this small, expanding  but always nervous power could monitor the fleets of its bigger rivals, France and Spain. Minorca’s Port Mahon, which remains a stunning site  to visit, is the second largest natural harbour in the world, and France,  Spain and Britain fought each other for it repeatedly until the early nineteenth century.
Yet the importance of these places is often passed over now because  they fit uneasily into conventional notions of what British empire was  about. Far from being commercially profitable, Gibraltar and Minorca –  as Adam Smith complained in The Wealth of Nations – soaked up British  taxpayers’ money at a relentless rate. These minute territories offered no  raw materials of value, and no land for hungry settlers. They were also  white, European colonies, snatched from a Roman Catholic power. For  ordinary Britons, this indeed was why they mattered so much. ‘Long live  the King and let Gibraltar and Minorca stay English for ever,’ roared out  the crowd as George II processed through London to open Parliament in  1729.61 Not a word appears to have been said on this occasion about the  importance of the American colonies.
Gibraltar and Minorca were also treated with deep seriousness by those  in charge of the British state. It was the short-lived French conquest of  Minorca in 1756 – in which two hundred ships as well as the future marquis  de Sade were involved – which marked for the British the real commencement of the Seven Years War. Admiral Byng, who was made a scapegoat  for the island’s loss, would be tried and shot to encourage other British  naval commanders never to forget the Mediterranean’s absolute centrality  to British imperial pretensions, sea-power and trade.62 Gibraltar and  Minorca were viewed as equally vital in Britain’s subsequent global contest,  its lost war with America; and the former even more so when Minorca  was lost to Spain. In 1781, the British effectively gave up Yorktown to its  besiegers by dispatching a crucial segment of their fleet from its American  station to Gibraltar which was also grievously besieged at this time by the  French and the Spanish.63 This decision makes no sense if we adopt  present-day perspectives on the absolute centrality of America. It makes  perfect sense if we remember how vital the British viewed the  Mediterranean in strategic, imperial and commercial terms.
These same imperatives made it indispensable for the British to maintain some kind of constructive engagement with Barbary. Before 1750,  more British troops were stationed in Gibraltar and Minorca than in the  whole of North America; while British naval vessels regularly docked  and reprovisioned here both before and after that date.64 Without regular  supplies from the North African powers – grain, cattle, fish, fresh fruit,  and mules for transport – it would have been impossible to feed these  British garrisons in Gibraltar and Minorca, or to run these places as provisioning and repair centres for the Royal Navy. As a British official  conceded wearily in 1758, as he contemplated paying out yet more  substantial ransoms to redeem captives from Morocco:
It has been found convenient, for the protection and advancement of  our navigation and commerce in general, as well as for supplying His  Majesty’s garrison of Gibraltar, and his fleets when in the  Mediterranean, with fresh provisions, to be at peace with these people.65
Here, then, was a Protestant empire, Britain, needing to rely on supplies  from Islamic societies – in this case the Barbary powers – in order to  control territories seized from and inhabited by Catholic Europeans. It is  a powerful reminder that, at this time – as since – the polarity between  Western states and Islam was often more pronounced on paper and in  polemic than it was in terms of substantial politics. It is also a reminder  that, for the British, the business of making and maintaining empire always  involved dependence on non-whites and non-Christians, and not merely  the experience of ruling them.
Thus Barbary which – like the Mediterranean itself – is often left out  of the story of early modern British empire, urgently needs incorporating  within it, not least because it alerts us to so many paradoxes and limitations to do with power. The protracted assaults of Barbary corsairs, always  expensive and sometimes deadly, illustrate how the downside of fast-growing British maritime trade was sometimes increased vulnerability to  attack. The difficulties that the Royal Navy experienced in eradicating the  corsairs and in bombarding their North African bases indicate some of  the restrictions on Western naval power and technology at this time. Then,  as now, the possession of advanced firepower did not automatically confer  success against opponents who played and fought by different rules, and  who were in this case ingenious and resolute as well in maintaining their  own military hardware. Barbary captivities, so often treated as the stuff  of picturesque, marginal detail, seemed profoundly menacing to seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Britons, in part because they  suggested that whites as well as blacks might be enslaved. The British state  often tolerated these attacks on its trade and its personnel, preferring in  the main to pay substantial ransoms rather than declare all-out war,  because it continued to be wary of the Ottomans, but also because it had  little choice.
For even as they contended with the Barbary powers, the British came  increasingly to need them. Britain’s relations with these North African  societies illustrate some of the contrivances to which a small country was compelled in order to construct a large empire. Charles II’s England had  not been strong enough to establish a Mediterranean colony at the expense  of Muslim North Africa. Tangier had failed, despite all the money, blood  and engineering efforts poured into it; and the British would have to wait  almost 200 years before establishing another settlement in North Africa  itself. None the less, building up a Mediterranean empire did become  possible for the British after 1700, but only at the expense of Roman  Catholic Europeans, and with North African and Muslim aid.  Emphatically not for the last time, its own limited resources required Britain  to be dependent on non-European assistance in order to play the imperial  game. Like other zones of captivity, then, Barbary challenges, modifies  and problematises the story of Britain’s empire.
But what of the captives themselves and the tales they told?
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Lesson 1.—The British Empire, 1.

1. The British Empire is the largest empire on the face of tne
globe.

(i) The sun naver sets on the British Emplre, and never rises,
() The British Emplre is ons
hundred times as largs ss Gress
Britam. In this disgram, G is Grest
Britain; b represeats the size of the
British Empire.

o 3\ 2. It has an sres of over
’ 13,000,000 square miles.

() The British Emplre s larger
than the Russian Empirs by above 4
millions of square miles.

(if) The British Empics has about

one-fourth of all the Ixnd on the globe.

3. Tt has a population of about 434,000,000.
(i) The British Empire has about one-fourth of all the people in the world.
(ii) The most thickly peopled part of it is the Valley of the Ganges.

74- Pride and insecurity: a 1913 textbook represents the disparity between British size and British
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Additional Manuscript

American Historical Review

British Library, London

R. Lemon ¢t al. (eds), Calendar of State Papers: Domestic Series,
o1 vols, (1856-1964)

W. Nocl Sainsbury et al. (eds), Calendar of State Papers: Colonial
Series, 40 vols, (1860-1939)

Dictionary of National Bigraphy

Reports of the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts
Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates

India Office Library, British Library, London

Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research

Modern Asian Studies

National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh

W.R. Louis ¢t al. (cds), The Oxford History of the British Empire,
(5 vols, Oxford, 1998-9)

N. Canny (ed.), The Origins of Empire
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MADAGASCAR:

ok

Robert brmy’s
JOURNAL

DURING

Fifteen Years Captivity on that
ISLAND.

¥ Defign, in the eafiing Hifiory;
s to give a plain and honeft
erative of Matters of Faft;
1 fhall not, therefore, make uft
of 3y arcful Tavéngions or bor
Tow'd Phrafes to lesgthen or embellfh it ; nor
fiall  offer avy other Reietions than what
fmtarally occurr'd from my many uncominen
and furprifiog. Adventures. And, y
B
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A-True and Faithful

ACCOUNT

OF THE
Religion and Manners
OF THE

Mobanmmetans,

Tnwhich is a particular Relation of their
Pilgrimage to Mecca,

The Place of Mobammet'sBirth ;

And a Defeription of Medina, and of his
Tomb there. ~Aslikewifeof Algier,aod
the Country adjaceat: Aud of Arxar-
dria, Grand-Caive, &c. With an Accouat
of the Author's being taken Captive, the
Tirks Cruelty to him, and of bis Eféape.
Tn which are maay things never Publitid
by any Hiftorian before.

By FOSEPH PITTS of Ezon.
LI PRI R AT A G it

EX0N. Pented by S. Farly, (ox PhilipBifiop
‘nd Ednird Seee, in che High Siret. 1704
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T H E

HISTORY

GF T HX
Long Captivity
A ¥D
ADVENTURES

Tlioinaso Fl?el/ow;

In SovrH-BARBARY.

Giving an Account of his being taken by two
Salle Roueys, and cariy'd a Save to Mequinez,
at Eleven Years of Age : His various Adventures i
a1 Counvy for che Space of Twenty-thrce Tearss

=, and Return Home.
i obich s introdiced,

A particolar Account of the Manners and Cigfams of
the Mooxs ; the alorifhiog Tyranry and Cruely of theic
Eirvions, and s Reuion of il tote grat K
and Bingy 1¥ars which happend in the Kingdoms of Frx
203 e, beeen the s 1720 4ad 1756,

Togeitr with 3 Derigion f the Cidis, Towns, cod P

idings . choe King i, f he i Seve 3
ey e G Pt

Written by Himszrnr.
“The Second EDITION.

Printed for R, Goaos¥, and (old by W. Ovcx, Tookd
& Temple-Bar, LONDON.

7. Thoms Pellow's narrtive
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