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tEmAS DO CAribE

Diasporic Marronage:  Some Colonial and Intercolonial 
Repercussions of Overland and Waterborne Slave Flight, 

with Special Reference to the Caribbean Archipelago 
Jorge L. Chinea

Resumo
O quilombolismo, ou a fuga, foi uma das formas de resistência mais 
empregadas pelos escravos aborígenas e africanos nas Américas desde 
princípios da colonização européia do Novo Mundo. Em toda a região 
fugiram individualmente ou em grupos. A decisão de fugir e o tempo 
que permaneceram fugidos variou de acordo com muitos fatores, 
incluindo a gravidade dos maus tratos a que foram submetidos durante 
o cativerio, o acesso a santuários ou à pessoas dispostas a ajudá-los e 
as medidas adotadas para freiar o quilombolismo. Os fugidos tiveram 
um impacto considerável no projeto colonial. Subtraiam a mão de obra 
requerida para operar as minas, fazendas agrícolas e de criação de gado, 
cortes de madeira, canteiros de obra e outras empresas. Foram um grave 
risco para a segurança , especialmente, quando uniram-se a outros 
revoltosos, estabelecendo aldéias autônomas, ou ao criar vínculos com 
escravos, contrabandistas, piratas e representantes de colonias e nações 
rivais. Como resposta a estes acontecimentos, os regimes euro-crioulos 
instituiram inúmeras ordens para impedir a fuga combatendo-os ou 
negociando, sempre em condições vantajosas, quando esgotavam todos 
outros recursos para reduzí-los. Eles não permaneceram isolados do 
mundo. De modo contrário, mantiveram nexos com outros segmentos da 
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sociedade colonial e participaram em uma ampla variedade de atividades 
no nivel colonial e intercolonial. Este ensaio explora alguns exemplos 
deste impacto, ao qual denomino coletivamente como quilombolismo 
diaspórico, comespecial ênfase no Caribe até o século XIX.
Palavras-chave: Quilombolsmo, Diáspora Africana/negra, Relações 
inter-imperiais

Resumen
El cimarronaje, o la fuga, fue una de las formas de resistencia más 
empleadas por los cautivos aborígenes y africanos en las Américas desde 
principios de la colonización europea del Nuevo Mundo.  A través de 
toda la región, integrantes de ambos grupos huyeron individualmente 
o en grupos de personas o lugares que intentaron mantenerlos contra 
su voluntad.  La decisión de escapars y el tiempo que permanecieron 
fugados varió de acuerdo con muchos factores, incluyendo la gravedad 
de los malos tratos a que fueron sujetos durante el cautiverio, el 
acceso a santuarios o personas dispuestas a ayudarlos, y las medidas 
tomadas para frenar el cimarronaje.  Los fugitivos tuvieron un impacto 
considerable en el proyecto colonial.  Substrajeron la mano de obra 
requerida para operar las minas, fincas agrícolas, estancias de ganado, 
cortes de maderas, canteras y otras empresas.  Fueron un grave riesgo 
de seguridad, especialmente al unirse a otros rebeldes, establecer aldeas 
independientes, o al crear vínculos con esclavos, contrabandistas, piratas 
y representantes de colonias y naciones rivales.  Como respuestas a estos 
acontecimientos, los regímenes eurocriollos instituyeron numerosas 
ordenanzas para desalentar la fuga, los combatieron agresivamente en 
el campo de batalla, o negociaron con ellos en condiciones ventajosas 
cuando agotaban todos los otros recursos para reducirlos.  Se deduce 
claramente que los cimarrones no existieron aislados del mundo a su 
alrededor.  Al contrario, entablaron lazos activos con otros segmentos 
de la sociedad colonial y participaron en una vasta gama de actividades 
a nivel colonial e intercolonial importantes.  Este ensayo explora 
algunos ejemplos de este impacto, al cual denomino colectivamente 
como cimarronaje diasporico, con especial énfasis en el al Caribe hasta 
el siglo XIX.
Palabras claves: Cimarronaje, Diáspora Africana/negra, Relaciones 
entre imperios
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Abstract
Marronage, or flight, was one of the leading forms of resistance 
employed by indigenous and African captives in the Americas from the 
start of the European colonization of the New World.  All throughout 
the region, members of both groups fled individually and in groups 
that sought to hold them against their will.  The decision to escape and 
the length of time they stayed away varied in accordance with many 
factors, including the severity of mistreatment experienced during 
captivity, access to sanctuaries or people willing to help them, and the 
measures used to curb marronage.  Runaways put a major dent on the 
colonial project.  They withdrew the labor required to operate the mines, 
agricultural estates, cattle ranches, lumber yards, quarries, and other 
enterprises.  They also posed a serious security risk, especially when 
they teamed up with other rebels, established independent villages, 
or built ties with slaves, illegal traders, pirates, and representatives 
of rival colonies and nations. In reaction to these developments, the 
eurocreole regimes passed numerous ordinances to discourage slave 
flight, fought them aggressively in the battlefield, or negotiated with 
them on advantageous terms when all other containment measures 
failed.  Clearly, then, maroons did not live in isolation from the world 
around them.  To the contrary, they actively engaged other segments 
of colonial society and partook in a vast range of important colonial 
and intercolonial affairs.  This essay surveys some examples of this 
impact, which I refer collectively as diasporic marronage, with especial 
reference to the Caribbean through the 19th century.
keywords: marronage, African/black diaspora, Interimperial politics

Following Suriname’s transfer from Dutch to British 
rule, a 1663 report optimistically trumpeted the northern South 
American colony’s bright economic future.  Its potential value 
to England as a plantation enclave hinged, it added, on its being 
well stocked with enslaved African labour, “the strength and 
sinews of this Western world” (GREAT BRITAIN, Calendar 
of State Papers, Colonial Series, [hereinafter cited as “CSP/
CO”],supplement, vol. 5, n. 577, Enys to Secretary Sir Henry 
Bennet, November 1, 1663).  A year later, England’s Committee 
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for Foreign Plantations enthusiastically proclaimed that black 
slaves were “the most useful appurtenances of a plantation 
and perpetual servants” (CPS/CO, supplement, vol. 5, n.791, 
“Certain propositions for the better accommodating the foreign 
plantations with servants”, 1664).  Of course, the British were 
not the only ones calling for the desirability, if not the necessity, 
of transforming Africans into working machines.  Convinced of 
the economic advantages of bonded over free labour Portuguese, 
Spanish, French, Dutch and Danish colonists also enslaved 
African men, women and children—many of them victims of 
wars, kidnappings and slave raids—to exploit the agricultural 
wealth of the New World (CURTIN, 1969: 268).   

Although ferried involuntarily across the Atlantic, 
separated from friends and relatives, deprived of their cultures 
and subjected to cruel living and working conditions, Africans 
countered their enslavement vigorously both on the high seas 
and on dry land.   Resistance in one form or another turned up 
practically wherever the institution of slavery existed (HEUMAN, 
1986).  For instance, captives in the former viceroyalty of Nueva 
Granada (comprising today’s Venezuela, Colombia and Ecuador) 
employed a variety of actions—everything from self-purchase 
to engaging in subversive tactics—to assert their humanity and 
combat attempts to reduce them to commodities (SOULODRE-
LAFRANCE, 2001:99). At other times, they sought legal 
remedies against mistreatment (OLSEN, 1998:55-4). Thus, 
alongside the painful stories of abductions, bondage, cultural 
dislocation, shame, debasement and dispossession one finds 
ample illustrations of determined captives demanding their right 
to freedom and clinging to their relatives, religious beliefs and/or 
customs (HEUMAN, 1986).  
Self-Manumission

Marronage, or slave flight, proved to be an especially 
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effective strategy against enslavement.  It hit slave owners where 
it hurt the most: in their pockets.  By running away, maroons 
paralyzed or shut down production altogether, depriving owners 
of their labour force.  They set “bad” examples to other slaves, 
who frequently followed suit or became “unmanageable” workers.  
Retrieving them was costly.  Even when caught and restored to 
slavery, habitual offenders fetched less money when their owners 
tried to sell them (LOVEJOY, 1986:72-4).  Successful escapees 
often met up with others on the run, coalescing into groups or 
bands for self-protection.  After reaching a critical mass, they 
erected fortified communities in the mountain fastness or cleverly 
camouflaged them in the forests and other out-of-the-way areas.  
From these protected encampments, they successfully foiled 
countless armed expeditions and colonists bent on destroying 
them, and raided plantations and local white settlements for 
new recruits, food, weapons, and other supplies (PRICE, 1973).  
They became, in the words of a seventeenth-century British 
military officer stationed in Jamaica, “thorns and pricks in the 
[colonial regime’s] side” (cited in SHERLOCK and BENNETT, 
1998:80).  

Faced with a formidable foe that threatened their imperial 
designs, European colonial rulers across the Americas used 
every means at their disposal to undermine it.  They battled the 
rebels everywhere they could, in words and deeds. The linguistic 
terms used as a referent for the rebels reveal an unmistakable 
dehumanizing etymology: the word maroon stems from the 
Spanish cimarrón, which has been traced to a Hispanicise Taino 
expression for undomesticated plants and animals and to cima, 
the Spanish word for the peak of a mountain.  The designation 
was later extended to Amerindians and Africans who fled to the 
bush, supposedly reverting to a wild state (ARROM, 1983).  
Every conceivable measure was employed to keep slaves from 
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fleeing and to destroy maroon strongholds: slave codes, local 
ordinances, bounty hunters, Indian trackers and military units. 
Official colonial reports of these repressive efforts underscored 
the allegedly thieving, savage inclination of the maroons: they 
“stole” female slaves, “robbed” plantations, fought off other 
maroons, “black shot” and Amerindians, and enslaved new 
escapees within their camps.  When the rebels compelled the 
embattled colonial regimes to sue for peace, the latter demanded 
or obligated their former adversaries to put down slave revolts 
and capture future runaways (see case studies conducted by 
CAMPBELL, 1990; DEIVE, 1989; DE GROOT and KNIGHT, 
1997; JONES, 1981; and LANDERS, 2000). 

The complicated dynamics that shaped marronage, and 
the repressive campaign and censorship to which European 
colonizers subjected it, helps to explain the conflictive reaction 
that it elicits to this day.  Some maroons have been memorialized 
as heroes, warriors, masters of the wilderness, keepers of African 
spiritual values and freedom fighters.  Others have been written 
off as sell-outs, drifters or outlaws wandering aimlessly about the 
outskirts of cities and country trails indiscriminately harassing, 
kidnapping, killing or robbing just about anyone within their 
reach.  One of the more common images of the archetypical 
maroon is that of a bushman, “stubbornly” resisting the supposed 
civilizing influence of European institutions.  We are also led to 
believe that maroons clung obstinately to their “primitive” ways 
in the remote palenques, quilombos, manieles, rochelas, cumbés 
and mocambos, where they remained supposedly disconnected 
from the rest of the world.  This excessive emphasis on their 
victimisation and barbarianisation overshadows the fact that 
African captives and maroons engaged in a wider array of 
counter-hegemonic activities.    
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Diasporic marronage
While runaways may have sought shelter in the 

impenetrable mountains, swamps and forests, they were not 
the secluded rustic dwellers pictured in the canonical narratives 
penned by the likes of Edward Long (1774), John Gabriel 
Stedman (1790), Bryan Edwards (1793), and R.C. Dallas (1803).  
They relied on the outback as much as the nearby plantations, 
cities, ports and ships to secure armaments, provisions, clothes, 
medicines and even their freedom (HALL, 1985; BECKLES, 
1985; HANDLER, 1997; SCOTT, 1986, 1991, 1996;  ZIPS, 
1999). As slaves, they periodically apprised themselves of all 
kinds of news and rumours taking place within and beyond 
their “home” areas.  As maroons, they put that information to 
good use by linking up with other rebel groups, bondsmen and 
women, free coloureds and interested or sympathetic whites as 
conditions allowed or dictated. Some impersonated free blacks, 
Amerindians and mestizos by adopting their cultural markers 
(SILIÉ, 1996:164), a masquerading ploy that the U.S. historian 
David Waldstreicher (1999) has dubbed “self-fashioning”. In their 
attempts to throw off their shackles, captives and maroons often 
travelled long distances by land or water, building or extending 
vital communication networks with a wide variety of people and 
places as they went along.  In doing so, they accomplished more 
than just re-gaining their personal freedom.  They simultaneously 
helped disseminate African/black cultures and influenced colonial 
and intercolonial affairs to a great degree than the bulk of current 
scholarship acknowledges.  I refer to this lesser-known impact 
of this form of resistance to slavery collectively as diasporic 
marronage.  

 The relative dearth of scholarship on diasporic marronage 
may stem from the uncritical belief that the bulk of captive 
Africans in the Americas was hermetically cut off from the 
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world of the free as a result of customary practices and/or legal 
sanctions designed to curtail their ability to travel and intermingle. 
Their heavy clustering in out-of-the-way plantations, cattle pens, 
lumbering operations and quarries tends to reinforce this view.  
This geographic isolation presumably would have denied them 
access to the fast-moving atmosphere of the urban enclaves and 
maritime outposts.  Though persuasive, the historical record does 
not support this scenario.  De facto and official barriers, as well as 
the type, location and organisation of labour, greatly constrained 
the physical movement of enslaved Africans but did not deter their 
mobility and socialisation with peers and non-slaves altogether.  
African captives filled a multiplicity of jobs both on land and at 
sea that were not susceptible to strict supervision.  Caribbean 
cities, for instance, engaged large contingents of enslaved African 
domestics, drivers, artisans and petty traders who met with and 
talked to a wide range of free and unfree people.  By the very 
nature of their jobs woodcutters and cattle herders moved around 
considerably, and not always within the areas permitted by their 
owners.  

 Fearing for their safety, the colonial authorities all across 
the Antillean archipelago sought to promote European settlement, 
both voluntary and coerced, hoping to keep the African-descended 
majority in check.  The so-called deficiency laws of the British-
held colonies set aside a certain proportion of employment 
opportunities for whites, especially at the supervisory level.  But 
these regulatory measures proved most viable when slaves were 
self-contained and relatively few in number, as in the early stages 
of the development of the plantation system.  The astronomical 
demographic growth and vast dissemination of enslaved Africans 
and free blacks within and across the region over the course 
of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which was 
accompanied by a dramatic decline of the white population in the 
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non-Hispanic Caribbean, sabotaged these efforts.  By then, the 
bulk of the cultivation, harvesting, processing and transportation 
of tropical staples fell on African and Creole captives and the free 
nonwhite working class.  Short of relentless policing and other 
draconian acts, then, attempts to effectively control them proved 
to be largely futile.   

Maritime Marronage: Navigating the Black Atlantic 
 One of the salient outcomes of the numerical ascendancy 

of nonwhites was the growing inability of European elites 
to decisively mould enslaved Africans into the “most useful 
appurtenances of a plantation and perpetual servants”. They 
simply could not keep them from finding out and acting upon the 
surrounding social, cultural, economic and political milieu. West 
African navigators played an important role in the so-called Slave 
Coast before and during the trans-Atlantic slave trade (LAW, 
1989).  Slaves and free black mariners frequently witnessed, 
learned about and partook in a wide range of activities that 
their masters or employers could not easily restrain (GASPAR, 
1985:111). “In all ports where African slavery existed”, the 
Brazilian historian Jaime Rodrigues (2005) reminds us, “totally 
controlling other activities involving slaves and [free] mariners 
was impossible” (GASPAR:205).  Across the Atlantic African 
“crossers of the sea”, to borrow a phrase from the work of Janet 
J. Ewald (2000), raked salt, salvaged sunken cargo, harvested 
oyster pearls, fished and hunted manatees and turtles in the open 
seas; others serviced docks, built, repaired and manned all kinds 
of water-bound vessels (EWALD: 61-91).  Nearly a half of all 
sailors in Bermuda on the eve of the American Revolution were 
enslaved (JARVIS, 2002: 599; see also FARR, 1982). Blacks 
comprised about one quarter of the British navy personnel in 
the late eighteenth century (GILROY, 1993:12). Some 10,000 



Revista Brasileira do Caribe, Brasília, Vol. X, nº19. Jul-Dez 2009, p. 259-284.

Jorge L. Chinea

268

were engaged in cabotage trade in Brazil around the same time 
(KLEIN, 1986, p. 76). According to the historian W. Jeffrey 
Bolster (1997: 2), approximately 25,000 worked on United States 
sea transportation in the early nineteenth century.  Curaçao’s free 
coloureds made up two-thirds of the island’s mariners in 1740 
(KLOOSTER, 1994:286). Some like Olaudah Equiano (1995), 
who was snatched of what became present-day Nigeria, sailed 
extensively across the Atlantic world. 

Logically, knowledge of shipbuilding and sailing was 
of paramount importance to most seafarers during the Middle 
Passage, but they gained more than valuable maritime experience 
in the process.  Close contact amongst crew members, Europeans, 
Creoles, Amerindians, other nonwhites and captives in tight 
quarters over long periods of time fostered inevitable exchanges 
of music, food, religious beliefs, languages and political agendas 
(BOLSTER, 1997:70 and 217-8; LINEBAUGH and RADIKER, 
2000: 152-4; RODRIGUES, 2005:185-219). Ships and ports 
surely facilitated the formation of “a hidden network which linked 
slaves and Africanists” throughout the New World (JONES, 
1976:424).  Its volatility moved imperial bureaucrats, from at least 
the middle of the seventeenth century, to obstruct connections 
between Africanists, buccaneers, pirates and renegades (SCOTT, 
1986: 5). Still, slave revolts and conspiracies in New York in 
1712 and 1741 involved “Spanish” Indians, blacks and mulattoes 
with Caribbean ties (LINEBAUGH and RADIKER, 2000:179-
90; RUCKER, 2006, esp. first two chapters). In the latter year, 
the black Bermudian Joseph Hilton wrote a friend back home 
about the insurgency, providing specific details on daily hangings 
of alleged plotters (JARVIS, 2002: 612). The growing unrest 
unleashed by the Haitian Revolution drove “rulers of the slave 
societies from Virginia to Venezuela [to] short-circuit the network 
of black rebellion by building obstacles to effective colony-
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to-colony communication” (SCOTT, 1986: 6). One panicked 
apologist for slavery believed that the settlement of free blacks 
from the United States in Hispaniola during the 1820s would 
embolden the “blacks of Santo Domingo [to] extend their empire 
over the entire Antillean archipelago, and like Barbary pirates, 
will start seizing the vessels of every nation, enslave their crews, 
and ransom their freedom” (FLINTER, 1976:70-1). 

 Seafaring was an inherently risky occupation, one that 
exposed crews to storms, shipwrecks, diseases, stern discipline and 
naval clashes.  Despite this downside, for slaves seeking to break 
out of bondage waterborne flight was a dangerous but potentially 
effective route to freedom (MILLER, 2003:112-118).  Prior to the 
United States Civil War, the coastline of North Carolina became 
the launching pad for a maritime underground railroad that 
conveyed runaways to the North (CECELSKI, 1994:174-206).  
Neville A.T. Hall (1985) identified several escape routes and 
networks used by slaves bolting from the Danish Caribbean.  He 
reported that “maritime marronage”, as he referred to this form of 
resistance to slavery, was common to many of the small “sugar” 
islands.  Large-scale sugarcane cultivation quickly gobbled up 
their fertile lowlands, devouring pastures and woodlands along 
the way.  In short order, the systematic felling of trees for building 
mills, urban construction, repairing ships and for fuel stripped 
them of ground cover.  As forests and other natural havens in the 
bush shrunk or disappeared, runaways sought refuge overseas 
(HALL, 1985:481-82; WESTERGAARD, 1917:160).

 Although maritime marronage was a desperate last 
option for many captives, water may have served as a powerful 
stimulus to take the dangerous plunge.  References to walking 
or flying across a water barrier had special significance in some 
West and Central African traditions (PEDERSEN, 1994:42-3; 
MCDANIEL, 1990: 28-40).  As Bolster (1997) writes, “African-
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born sailors and some of their descendants in America fashioned 
a new cultural self-consciousness that linked meaning and 
experience in ways foreign to whites, and that reflected Africans’ 
fusion of the sacred and the secular”(BOLSTER: 63).  He notes, 
for instance, that those with ancestral ties to Senegambia, the 
Bight of Benim and the Kongo associated the western reaches of 
the Atlantic Ocean with the spirit world to which the slave trade 
had taken them. Thus, re-crossing it in an eastbound direction, 
even if only metaphorically, was thought to take away the spell 
of the Middle Passage and reunite captives with their loved ones 
in Africa (BOLSTER:62-67).  Similarly, some West Central 
Africans equated their forceful journey across the Atlantic to 
premature death and enslavement to witchcraft, vampirism and 
cannibalism.  Africans “spirited out” to the New World carried 
out complex cleansing rituals, including symbolic travel and 
abstention from salt (which was tied to sorcery), as a means 
to restore their pre-cursed, pre-bondage status (SCHULER, 
2005:185-213).  Seen from another angle, the public or sacred 
performances related to walking or flying over a watery divide 
may be seen as counter-hegemonic cultural devices by which the 
captives expressed their rejection of forced migration and slavery 
in the New World (RICE, 2003:82-119). 

 Maritime flight proliferated between colonies of rival 
European powers, such as Curaçao and Venezuela, the Lesser 
Antilles and Puerto Rico, and Jamaica and Cuba, where the 
possibility of extradition or repatriation was slight owing to 
the mutual hostility harboured by rival European powers in the 
region. Preferably runaways would aim for places that were 
poorly guarded, attempt to sneak in undetected and try to blend 
into the free nonwhite population.  If caught on the intended 
terminus, they might be able to leverage intelligence about the 
places where they had been held captive and labour—especially 
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service in the military or navy—to negotiate their freedom 
(DOOKHAN, 1975:28 and pp. 81-82; HALL, 1985, pp. 482-84).  
In 1738, for example, South Carolinian escapees sheltered in 
Spanish Florida wrote the King of Spain expressing their gratitude 
and declaring a commitment to shed their last drop of blood to 
defend the Spanish Crown and Roman Catholicism (WRIGHT, 
1924: 175).  An enslaved African named Cuffee did not have 
to cross a colonial boundary to regain his freedom.  Sold from 
Jamaica to the Bay of Honduras and later to a plantation in Cuba, 
he defected to the British during the 1762 occupation of Havana.  
He was later taken to Jamaica and freed in compensation for his 
military assistance (BLACK, 1969:95).   

 Maroons who were manumitted after fleeing to other 
colonies had to be ready to defend their newly-won freedom 
from those who might try to put a ceiling on it.  Pre-plantation 
Puerto Rico, which possessed a large free nonwhite population, 
hilly topography and a profusion of trees, plants and underbrush, 
drew scores of maroons fleeing from the Danish and British 
Virgin Islands.  Desperately short of manpower to exploit and 
protect the colony, the local authorities tolerated those who 
embraced Catholicism and pledged allegiance to the Spanish 
Crown.  Although indebted to their hosts for the opportunity to 
live as free men and women, many nonetheless actively contested 
official attempts to control their movements, restrict their choice 
of settlement, submit to white authority, and to forbid their 
observance of African religious rituals (CHINEA, 2005:37). In 
an ironic twist, in 1717, 1727 and 1748 African captives toiling 
on the island’s nascent plantations fled to the adjacent Danish 
Virgin Islands, where it was believed that slaves escaping from 
rival European powers would be freed once they embraced the 
Lutheran creed (CHINEA, 1997:76).

 After 1833, fugitives from the Danish Caribbean began to 
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sail off to the British islands of Tortola and Antigua, where slavery 
had just been abolished.  Equipped with information picked 
up from rural and city contacts and aided by enslaved sailors, 
sympathetic captains and labour contractors many eventually 
fled the Caribbean altogether (HALL, 1985; SCOTT, 1986, 
1991, 1996).  Likewise, maritime maroons from French-occupied 
Martinique made the long, treacherous forty-mile voyage by sea 
to British Saint Lucia.  They apparently tried to deflect attention 
from local residents curious about how the managed to paddle 
their way to freedom by calling themselves passparterres, or 
those who came by land. A contemporaneous observer noted that 
“when we consider the difficulties of escape—the vigilance of the 
authorities of Martinique—the system of espionage employed by 
the planters to check desertion amongst their slaves—the strict 
surveillance of the ‘guarda-costas’, and the distance and dangers 
of the passage between the two islands, it is [a] matter of surprise 
that so many of them should have succeeded in accomplishing 
their object” (BREEN, 1844:169-70).

 Seaborne runaways got away by constructing rudimentary 
canoes, rafts and small boats secretly, commandeering them, or 
by embarking, disguised or otherwise, on just about any vessel 
within their reach. According to historian José L. Franco (1967) 
“hundreds of cimarrones joined the sea adventurers that prowled 
the restless Caribbean….[by] taking advantage of the presence 
of pirates, corsairs and illegal traders in the vast and exposed 
coasts of the island of Cuba” (FRANCO:10).  As noted, they also 
exploited interimperial conflicts by fleeing to and from colonies 
held by contending European powers (PARRIS, 1981:174-79).  
The captive Manuel Huevo, who was wounded and taken prisoner 
while defending the Honduran port city of Omoa when the British 
invaded it during the 1780s, turned their antagonistic relationship 
to his advantage.  He was taken prisoner and sold in Roatán, 
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a nearby island then under English control.  He subsequently 
managed to slip away and crossed “rivers and mountains” to 
return to Omoa, where he made legal use of Spanish sanctuary 
provisions to secure his freedom (KONETZKE, 1962:583-85). 
 Captives in Jamaica also capitalised on Anglo-Spanish 
tensions after England abruptly seized the Spanish colony in 
1655.  Sensing a chance to strike out for freedom, they first sided 
with the Iberians by joining an anti-British guerrilla resistance 
movement.  When it became clear that Spain could not win, a 
band of “Spanish negroes” withdrew their support.  The others 
tracked down and executed its leader, Juan de Bolas (Lubolo).  
Thereafter they held their position, unwilling to jeopardize their 
recently-acquired freedom and territories (CAMPBELL 1990:14-
43; ZIPS, 1999).  Unable to subdue them, the British went about 
converting Jamaica into a slave-based society by importing 
shiploads of fresh African captives, whose ranks expanded 
exponentially during the eighteenth century.  Although bounty 
hunters, Mosquito Indian trackers and British soldiers tried to 
apprehend or destroy the maroons, they found ways to trade 
with slaves, free coloureds and merchants for clothes, provisions 
and implements of war (JONES, 1976: 267-68; 429-30). Those 
unwilling or unable to remain in the bush sailed off to Cuba, 
whose southeastern mountains were visible from Jamaica’s north 
coast (LONG, 1774, vol. II:80-81).  Forty-two “Spanish Negroes” 
crossed the roughly one hundred and fifty mile channel in 1670 
(CSP/CO, 7, 1670, Edward Stanton to Col. Thomas Lynch, 25 
August 1670).  In 1699 another twenty received asylum in the 
eastern Cuban city of Trinidad in accordance with a 1680 royal 
decree that set free slaves from rival European nations seeking 
shelter in the Spanish colonies (CSP/CO, 18, 1700, Governor 
William Beeston to the Council of Trade and Plantations, 1 
February 1700). The harbouring of Jamaican runaways in Cuba 
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again drew the attention of British officials there in 1750s and 
1760s (see, for example, AGI, Papeles de Cuba, legajo 1049, 
Marquis de Casa Cajigal to Antonio Bucareli, 30 January and 16 
March 1767).1 According to Long, at least 800 fled to Cuba or 
were stolen by the Spaniards and taken there in the 1770s (LONG, 
1774, vol. II:88-89; see KARRAS, 1997 for slave-stealing at this 
time). 

 Although runaways sought to stay out of the public 
eye as much as possible, there is evidence that they maintained 
communication with the places from which they absconded. 
Describing them as possessing an “evil and an innate bad nature”, 
in 1758 the Danish planter-author Reimert Haagensen griped 
that maroons who had escaped to Puerto Rico were sending 
“greetings to their erstwhile overseer on St. Croix, as well as 
to their noted owner, through strangers who come here to trade 
and to complete their business”, informing them that “that they 
are living well” (HAAGENSEN, 1995:32).  Nearly a century 
later William F. A. Gilbert, a Saint Thomas maroon who escaped 
to Boston, Massachusetts, wrote a stirring letter to the King of 
Denmark to denounce the evils of slavery (HALL, 1985: 497-
98). The cimarrón Damaso Portuondo Bravo, who fled Santiago 
de Cuba aboard a French ship that took him to Veracruz, wrote to 
his mother about his experiences in the Mexican port city.  The 
letter describes how a fellow countryman helped him find a job 
at a railroad company, being welcomed and supported by the 
veracruzanos and the racially harmonious social relations that 
he believed existed in the Mexican republic where all whites and 
blacks “are the same”.  The remainder of the letter entreated his 
mother to give his regards to a dozen or so people in Santiago de 
Cuba, including acquaintances, relatives and his girlfriend. Sadly, 
the missive was intercepted by the Spanish authorities before it 
reached its addressee (GARCÍA RODRÍGUEZ, 1996:56). 
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 Diasporic marronage helped shape New World affairs 
in other significant ways as well.  In the 1730s Cuban authorities 
tried to gain the upper hand in their dealings with the cobreros, 
a group of state-owned captives who for many years resisted 
their enslavement.  Called upon to mediate the dispute, the 
clergyman Pedro Morel de Santa Cruz recommended that the 
Spanish Crown recognize their freedom and allow them to settle 
peacefully in the town of Santiago del Padro.  Santa Cruz argued 
that such an arrangement would be in Spain’s best interests 
because the formation of towns would improve the defence of 
the southeastern coast of Cuba, a frontier zone close to Jamaica 
(FRANCO, 1975:45). This observation was widely interpreted 
as signalling fear that the maroon “problem” in Jamaica might 
eventually spread to Cuba.  Although the threat may have been 
blown out of proportion, it was later used to justify waging war on 
runaway settlements in the Spanish colony (LA ROSA CORZO, 
2003:43).  

 Across the channel, however, Jamaican officials were 
apparently unaware of the extent to which maroons there were 
viewed as a potential threat to Spanish colonial rule.  Thus, 
they were convinced that the Iberians were conspiring against 
British colonial interests in the Americas by aiding maroons 
in Jamaica.  A 1730s British colonial report describes a high-
ranking Jamaican rebel combatant named Assado, killed during 
a British armed assault against a maroon stronghold, as a Spanish 
mulatto who had arrived from Cuba several months earlier.  
Suspicion of Spanish-maroon collaboration grew during a pair of 
sworn depositions taken around the same time. One John Tello 
testified learning in Porto Bello (Panamá) that the maroons of 
Jamaica had written to the Governor of Caracas (Venezuela) 
offering to assist Spain recover the British colony in exchange 
for recognizing their freedom and property rights.  According 
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to Tello, at the governor’s order, an “East Indian Negro man” 
secretly came ashore in Jamaica to confirm the offer.  Another 
witness, Captain William Quarrell, testified learning about the 
rumoured deal from several Spanish merchants in the Cuban 
ports of Santa María, Santa Cruz and Puerto Príncipe, adding that 
the Jamaican rebels had inflated their number to between 25,000 
and 30,000 (CSP/CO, 137, class 145, vol. 47, parts 1-2 & 5).  In 
1747 Alonso de Arcos y Moreno, who had been held prisoner 
in Jamaica, proposed launching a secret expedition from Cuba 
to re-establish Spanish control over Jamaica.  He believed that 
the plan was feasible, in part, because the “six thousand fugitive 
slaves”, who were well-entrenched in their rebel strongholds, 
tilted the balance against the English “due to the fondness with 
which they hold the Spaniards” (British Museum, Additional 
Manuscripts, fol. 175-178, “Medios que Dn. Alfonso de Arcos y 
Moreno propuso para recuperar la ysla de Jamaica…”, October 
26, 1747).  Whether or not the alleged scheme was in the works 
remains to be verified, but as late as 1750 a Spanish intelligence 
report raised the possibility of establishing communications with 
the chiefs of the Jamaican maroons (PAZ and MAGDALENO 
REDONDO, 1947:164).  

 The alleged Iberian-maroon plot of the 1730s, whether 
real or imagined, made world news on both sides of the Atlantic, 
appearing in the May 1734 edition of London’s Gentleman’s 
Magazine (p. 277).  It also circulated a century later in Captain 
Thomas Southey’s 1827 Chronological History of the West Indies 
(vol. II: 258).  Some might be persuaded to dismiss this episode as 
an isolated event blown out of proportion by overzealous colonial 
officials who may have concocted it in the first place as part of 
the ongoing Anglo-Spanish rivalry.  Yet, the fact remains that the 
reported design compelled England to take defensive measures 
to guard against a possible Spanish invasion of Jamaica.  Shortly 
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thereafter, it reluctantly signed a 1738 treaty that recognized the 
hard-won freedom of the Jamaica maroons.  For their part, the 
Spaniards intensified their crackdown on marronage in Cuba and 
simultaneously entertained a possible alliance with the Jamaican 
maroons to recover the former Iberian colony.    

Conclusion
 The various events discussed thus far represent a 

forgotten or under-emphasized maroon chapter in the history 
of the black Atlantic, one that as Paul Gilroy noted, has been 
“continually crisscrossed by the movements of black people—
not only as commodities but engaged in various struggles toward 
emancipation, autonomy, and citizenship” (p.16).  As witnesses 
and participants of events taking place on the ocean and the 
many shores it touched, these globetrotters contributed to the 
diffusion and reformulation of African history and culture on an 
intercontinental scale (PETTINGER, 1998, p. IX; in the same 
vein, see also MOOTRY, 1971; OLSEN, 1972; SADLER, 1987; 
JONES, 1998; DELOUGHREY, 1998; LIENHARD, 1999; and 
LEWIS, 2001).  These “politically astute and worldly” sailors 
defy the dominant “image of manacled ancestors crammed 
together aboard slave ships” and challenge the Eurocentric belief 
that “blacks were acted on, rather than acting” (BOLSTER, 1997: 
2). In serving as “conduits between the new centres of black 
population on the western rim of the ocean, [they] helped define 
and connect a new black Atlantic world” (BOLSTER, 1997:11). 
By embracing a flexible, diasporic identity that took account of 
the many cultures, religions, languages, and political struggles 
of the Atlantic world, they were able to negotiate their way 
into different geographic and political landscapes (BOLSTER, 
1997:38-41).
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Note
 The Jamaica Historical Review (published the official correspondence of some 
of these escapes in: vol. I, 3, 1948, 328-33, 349-50, and 354-5; vol. II, 1, 1949, 
91-7 and 109-10; vol. II, 2, 1952, 101; and vol. II, 3, 1953, 75-9 and 83.  I am 
grateful to James Robertson of the University of Jamaica at Mona for alerting 
me to these sources.   
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