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Prologue

Jolting along at sixty miles an hour in the four-by-four, I glanced over at Alex, hoping he wouldn’t take the truck into one of the deep gullies pitting the road. We were on the Ituni highway, the main road from Guyana’s capital, Georgetown, to Brazil. It was a highway in name only. The pavement gave out after twenty-five miles to become a rutted, sandy path through bauxite mines, savanna, and lowland rain forest. Alex had driven the route hundreds of times. Every year he brings scientists to his seventeen-thousand-acre cattle ranch, Dubulay, ninety miles up the Berbice River, in remote, thinly populated bush country. They come to study plants and animals in Guyana’s vast, untrammeled wilderness. One biologist counted forty-one species of bats on the ranch; another named a newly discovered species of lizard after Alex. A large U.S. farming concern runs a research station at Alex’s ranch to experiment with hardier species of corn. I was the first historian to visit, the result of an unexpected archival discovery.1

A few years before, in the Dutch National Archives in The Hague, I had happened upon a cache of records about a massive slave rebellion. It took place in Dutch Berbice—today’s Guyana—on the Wild Coast, the northern edge of South America, in 1763–64. The documents perplexed me. I had never heard of Berbice or of the 1763 slave rebellion. Few have: no one has studied the uprising in depth.2 Yet the archive was extraordinarily rich. In addition to the daily journal of the colonial governor and reams of European correspondence, it contained five hundred handwritten pages of slave interrogations and—even more tantalizing—letters the rebelling ex-slaves had written to the Dutch authorities. We have few sources for the eighteenth century in which enslaved people actually speak, and here were their voices captured in old Dutch.3

As a historian of the Atlantic world, I was well aware that most major slave rebellions were suppressed in a matter of days or even hours, leaving few traces of their organization or how people shaped their freedom. Yet in Berbice, to my astonishment, the insurgents took over the entire colony and held off the Dutch for more than a year. How did they pull this off? What were they after? From prior research on the American Revolution, I knew that during that era, popular myths notwithstanding, colonial Americans did not agree on the meaning of “liberty” or on their future after independence. Not only did colonists divide into patriots and loyalists, but many refused to support either side or oscillated between them.4 I resolved to find out whether the Berbice uprising had the same complexities.

If the Dubulay ranch is a haven for biologists, it is even richer for historians. Almost four hundred years ago, Dutchman Abraham van Pere started a colony on the Berbice River. He built a house and traded with Indians on the very spot now occupied by Dubulay ranch. Over time, Van Pere’s farm, the Peereboom (Pear Tree), evolved into a large sugar plantation. Early in the eighteenth century, a group of Amsterdam investors bought the colony from the Van Pere family, and Peereboom became one of eleven plantations belonging to the Society of Berbice. Early in 1763, slaves in Berbice revolted. The subsequent rebellion lasted more than a year and involved nearly the entire enslaved population of about five thousand people spread over 135 estates. Having researched this rebellion, I knew the Peereboom figured prominently in these events. It was the scene of a massacre where rebels executed, despite promises of free passage, forty-two European men, women, and children who had sought refuge on the Peereboom at the outbreak of the revolt. Later on, a group of Africans accused by fellow rebels of cannibalism built a village in the savanna behind the plantation.

I had arrived in Georgetown after an all-night layover in the Trinidad airport. Bleary-eyed, I had only the vaguest idea of how to proceed. My wish had been to travel up the Berbice River to get to know the terrain. But there is no bus route or train up the Berbice, or even a direct road, and there are no hotels (Guyana’s tourist industry is still developing). A month of emailing with a well-known wilderness outfit had resulted in an itinerary and price tag geared more toward a boutique “adventure” tourist than a historian on a modest grant. So on the eve of my departure, I still had no definite plan or reservations, just the assurance of a long-term Guyana resident, a Scottish woman I had contacted at the last minute, that she’d have a driver pick me up at the airport at five a.m. and bring me to her house. Margaret turned out to be an energetic woman in her sixties, experienced in organizing research visits for scientists interested in Guyana’s vast biodiversity. She knew all about Dubulay. Alex was an old school friend of her son. As luck would have it, Alex was leaving Georgetown for Dubulay in an hour, just enough time for me to stock up on snacks at the local Shell station. For safekeeping, I left my passport and extra cash with Margaret, my acquaintance of forty-five minutes, and clambered into the cab of Alex’s truck. As he wedged his rifle behind the seats my eyebrows went up. Alex explained that highway robbery isn’t just a euphemism in Guyana.

Guyana, comparable in size to Idaho or Kansas, faces the Atlantic Ocean in northern South America and shares borders with Suriname, Venezuela, and Brazil. Forty percent of its estimated 773,000 inhabitants are immigrants from India whose ancestors came as indentured servants in the nineteenth century after the abolition of slavery. The descendants of former slaves comprise about 30 percent of the population, and another 20 percent are of mixed descent. Amerindians make up almost 10 percent of the population, and whites and Chinese 0.5 percent.5 Ninety percent of Guyanese live in the low coastal plain, leaving the rest of the country, vast savannas and rain forests, virtually empty of people. Guyana has only eight thousand kilometers of roadways; fewer than 10 percent are paved. One travels into the interior by jeep or by boat. Locals use dugout canoes on the Berbice, Demerara, and Essequibo Rivers, which run like parallel ribbons from the interior to the coast. In the seventeenth century, the Dutch built settlements on each of these big waterways. Those colonies passed into British hands in the early nineteenth century, making Guyana the only English-speaking country in South America. In 1966, British Guiana gained its independence.

Many of the country’s earliest historical records are housed in the Netherlands. As I surveyed the archive in The Hague, my amazement at the story of the Berbice Rebellion grew. Almost nine hundred people, close to half the surviving enslaved adults, were questioned as suspects and witnesses in the aftermath of the 1763 rebellion. In response to specific, and often leading, questions, the re-enslaved gave careful and strategic answers, mediated by the European clerk, who translated Creole into Dutch, summarized answers, and wrote in the third rather than the first person. Some testimonies were extremely short, while others went on for pages.

The Dutch did not much care about the internal politics of rebellion. They focused their questions on what they were interested in: punishable offenses such as leadership, destruction of property, and, most especially, “Christian murder.” Since their own lives and others’ lives were on the line, enslaved people had every reason to distort, omit, and lie. And it is hard to know how to read people’s words, as written testimony robs us of emotional clues expressed in affect, silences, or hesitations. And yet, as I delved further into these records, I realized that despite such important caveats, this testimony provides a firsthand view of slavery, armed resistance, and the politics of rebellion in intimate, granular detail.

The interrogations told me not only about rebel leaders, but also, more rare in the records of Atlantic slavery, about how the rebellion was experienced by ordinary African-descended people. They chronicle how people fought and evaded the Europeans and their Amerindian allies and how they dealt with the traumas of war as they struggled to survive. Even more intriguingly, the records also expose deep disagreements over what freedom and autonomy meant to people facing slim odds for survival. The Berbice records reveal important intellectual currents usually submerged in the history of Atlantic slavery.6

The Berbice Rebellion occurred at the start of the so-called Age of Revolutions, a period of political upheaval stretching from the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763 through the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions to the anti-colonial movements in South America in the 1820s. During this era, not only elites but also peasants, Indians, ordinary whites, and slaves fought for greater autonomy and better lives, though how they defined these values differed greatly. Elites generally sought access to political and economic power, while commoners sought to control their own lives and labor unmolested by elites. The Berbice Rebellion reveals the political perspectives of people ensnared in race-based chattel slavery, an institution central to the Atlantic world, the business of producing wealth, and the revolutions that roiled it. Enslaved Berbicians were among the most oppressed people in the Atlantic world. They rose up, demanding variously liberation and autonomy. One might think that slaves would be united in their vision. But they were not. Popular politics in this rebellion were as complex as any other in this era. Leaders of the rebellion wanted liberty to run a colony of their own with a measure of human bondage in place. Ordinary self-emancipated people wanted autonomy to tend their own gardens. This difference is a common theme in the revolutionary age: elites wanted one thing; commoners wanted another. Both called it “freedom.”

I had come to Guyana to get a sense of the place, the landscape, the bewildering “jungle” that frightened Dutch soldiers, and the river that was the lifeblood of the colony. I did not expect to find any trace of the uprising more than three hundred years later, or even of Dutch colonization. Yet to my great surprise, remnants of that past were everywhere: buried in the sediment of the riverbank, hidden in the verdancy of the bush, or poking out of the jungle’s soil after a rain. That afternoon Alex cut a path with his machete through the rain forest to show me the grave of a Dutchman, Moses Heyn. Alex didn’t know anything about the man except what the stone revealed: born in 1636 and buried in 1715. Above the riverbank, I found shards of pottery and pipe stems emerging from the mud. The next day, Alex’s farm manager led me to a rain-washed slope above the river. Within half an hour, I had filled a small bucket with intriguing pieces of china painted with colorful flowers and blue pagodas. On other pottery fragments, I could see the indentations of the fingers that crafted them, their patterns suggesting African or indigenous origin. I even found a few of the tiny glass beads the Dutch at one time traded with the Amerindians.

Today, some two thousand people live along the Berbice River, fewer than on the eve of the 1763 slave rebellion. Their small shuttered houses, built on stilts to capture the winds off the river at night, lack electricity and running water. Locals use the river for drinking, laundry, bathing, fishing, and moving about in small boats and dugouts. The river serves as the spine of the community. All the comings and goings happen up, down, or across the water. When I ventured on the river, my boatsman knew all the people—“but not the small ones”—who lived between Dubulay and the former Fort Nassau, headquarters of the Dutch colonizers, thirty-five meandering miles away. A small, slow ferry travels from New Amsterdam on the coast up the Berbice every few days, but it is too expensive for most river dwellers. People support themselves with a variety of odd jobs. Every few miles someone adds to the family income by running a small bar or a store consisting of a few shelves of canned and boxed goods. As in slavery times, Dubulay is the largest employer for many miles.

Over the next days, I explored this watery world where signs of Dutch colonization remain ubiquitous. Though Dutch plantation buildings are no longer standing, landholdings are still referred to by their former Dutch names. The 1764 Berbice map I carried with me, made for the European soldiers sent to fight the rebels, served just as well as the modern one Margaret gave me. When I put them side by side, half of the 1764 plantations were on the modern map. Berbicians refer to these plantations when they explain where they were born. For instance, the caretaker at Fort Nassau was born at nearby Stadt Danzig, as was my boatman’s father-in-law. People pointed out the tall silk cotton trees under which the Dutch allegedly buried their silver at the start of the revolt. The height of the trees made it impossible to forget where the valuables had been hidden. The Dutch bewitched these trees to keep their coins safe from their slaves. Wherever you see such a tree rising above the bush, people say, there would have been a Dutch plantation. Many Afro-Guyanese still consider these trees cursed.

Berbicians actively use the relics history has left behind. Until thirty or forty years ago there were still some Dutch ruins standing, people told me. By now they have been dismantled by neighbors who make use of every spare building material. They opened the graves looking for treasures. They carried off the gravestones to use in foundations or as sharpening stones. They used the old bricks neatly stacked in rows on the former Hardenbroek plantation. Most people own a few colonial bottles, bowls, or pots, dug up from the mud, retrieved from the river, or bought from treasure hunters who sell them in Guyana and abroad.

In spite of the daily presence of the past, or perhaps because of it, the remnants of Berbice’s slave history are fast slipping away. The Guyana authorities lack the resources to engage in much historic preservation on the Berbice, and the rain forest reclaims any lost ground quickly. At the site of the former Fort Nassau, newly installed historical markers have already become illegible in the relentless sun. The eighteenth-century gravestones are cracking and the graves filling with water. The foundations of the government building where the colonial governor met with his council, courts tried lawbreakers, and rebel governor Coffij coordinated his attacks on the Dutch are overgrown. The so-called talking tree, an enormous tree some twenty-five feet around at its base, can be reached only by hacking the undergrowth with a machete. Rebels used this tree, so the story goes, to bang out messages to allies on the nearby Canje River. The sound made by hitting the roots of this tree can be heard for miles. If only the archival records rang so clearly.

Back at my desk months later, I found it hard to assess the truthfulness of individual testimonies shaped so deeply by a hostile, murderous judicial system. Still, by comparing them with one another and against other Dutch records, and reading between the lines, I was able to make at least partial judgments about what might actually have occurred. Even if people lied or told half-truths, as they no doubt often did, their stories provide valuable insight into the rebellion at ground level.7 Take Nero, for instance.

Nero testified that when a band of rebels came to his plantation to recruit fighters, their leader, Adou, recognized him. The two men had been forcibly transported to Berbice on the same slave ship. But the crucible of the Middle Passage had not forged them into kin, as was commonly the case. Rather, an attempt at shipboard rebellion had rendered them rivals. Adou angrily reminded Nero how he “had betrayed him when he had wanted to kill the Christians on the ship.” Now in a position to take revenge, Adou threatened to murder him, Nero claimed, but reconsidered and instead had “taken him along … as a slave.”

We might dismiss this story as the elaborate tale of a desperate man disavowing voluntarily joining the rebels. Clearly, Nero thought being forced to join the rebels was a plausible defense. And that is telling. It suggests that claiming coercion might work, because everyone knew coercion occurred—whether or not it happened in Nero’s case. In the American Revolution, too, violence and force were used to turn the hesitant and the doubtful into patriots. Nero’s testimony also suggests that people’s allegiances during the rebellion were shaped not just by their legal condition as slaves but also by their relationships with one another and so by the dynamics and politics within their own communities. In this they resembled participants in better-known revolutions, who similarly acted on local grievances and alliances as well as on larger revolutionary principles.8

As it happens, documents back up, and perhaps confirm, at least part of Nero’s story. The provincial archives in Middelburg in the Netherlands contain a long letter written in 1757 by the captain of the Dutch slave ship Philadelphia. After chronicling his voyage along the West African coast, his complex negotiations with African merchants, and the number of people he bought at each stop, the captain reported that, “while anchored in Elmina, the male slaves on my ship planned a mutiny but it was betrayed.” The captain had 18 enslaved men flogged. He subsequently sold 108 slaves in Berbice, including quite possibly Adou and Nero, though there is no way to be sure.9

This book relies on close to nine hundred slave testimonies, the letters exchanged by rebel leaders and the Dutch governor, and the Dutch governor’s extensive daily journal, along with officials’ copious reports and correspondence. The Dutch sources are also problematic. Like all imperial archives, they were generated by Europeans convinced of their inherent superiority and of their right to use violence to force people to do their bidding. Letters and reports, written for superiors, aim to present European actions in a favorable light. The Dutch were oblivious to much of African-descended people’s lives. Yet the documents provide valuable insight into the Dutch experience of rebellion and counterrevolution as well as the fragilities and strengths of their colonial operations. Despite being racist and self-serving, such testimony sheds further light, however distorted, on the experience of the enslaved.10 And of course we are prisoners of the evidence. Had the rebellion succeeded, participants’ stories would have memorialized their victory rather than giving beleaguered testimony under pressure.

Together, the records allow me to chronicle what a slave rebellion and its repression looked like in a remote corner of eighteenth-century America, blow by blow. They highlight the political and military confrontations of rebels with planters and soldiers, but they also reveal the internal dynamics and politics of rebellion. They lay bare the coercion and discipline required to mobilize reluctant people and to organize a new political hierarchy. Berbicians clearly strongly disagreed over strategies and goals, as well as different visions for the future. Large numbers of people did their best to dodge the Dutch and the rebels, to stay uninvolved, eager to remain both masterless and alive.

Despite the eventual failure of the Berbice Rebellion, nowhere else, with the exception of Haiti, did self-liberated people control an entire colony for so long, or come so close to winning.11 The story of the Berbice rebels attests to the state-supported violence required to make colonialism, slavery, and capitalism work for the Dutch on the Wild Coast and to the determination and resilience of African-descended people as they sought dignity, freedom, and self-governance.


1

Rehearsal, 1762

The young man was forced aboard the newly built Dutch slaving frigate Magdalena Maria on the coast of West Africa along with three hundred other captives. We don’t know the name his parents gave him, how he fell into Dutch hands, or where along the Guinea coast he embarked. Perhaps he was a prisoner of war, like the majority of West African slaves. Perhaps he was sold to pay a family debt or kidnapped by bandits. Likely he was marched at gunpoint for hundreds of miles before reaching the coast. Stowed in an overcrowded shallow hold belowdecks for the Atlantic crossing, he and his fellow captives continued their journey of forced exile from their families and ancestors, villages and fields—their lives forever divided by the excruciating Middle Passage. Three hundred and three people embarked on that voyage to the Berbice River, a Dutch colony in what is now known as the Republic of Guyana in northern South America. Twenty-four men, women, and children did not reach Berbice alive. Horrific as that figure is, it falls well below the 13 percent overall mortality rate of the Dutch slave trade. Those who survived came to think of one another as kin. The emaciated young African and his fellow captives arrived in Berbice in January 1762.1

By that year, well over 5.3 million Africans had been forcibly transported to the Americas since the beginning of the Atlantic slave trade around 1500. Only 4.4 million arrived alive. Most went to Brazil and the Caribbean.2 Perched on the Atlantic coast of South America, Berbice was part of the greater Caribbean basin. Trade closely tied the region’s slave economies to the wider Atlantic world: western Europe, West Africa, and the North American colonies. The Dutch settlement of Berbice was tiny in comparison to British Barbados and Jamaica, French St. Domingue, Spanish Cuba, or South Carolina and Virginia. The riverine outpost held between 4,200 and 5,000 enslaved people, including 300 Indian slaves, and 350 Europeans.

The colony belonged to the Sociëteit van Berbice, the Company of Berbice, which operated under the sovereignty of the Republic of Seven United Provinces, as the Dutch Republic was officially known. The Company directors in Amsterdam appointed a governor who administered the colony to protect their interests and ensure law and order. He was assisted by a council, made up of local planters, that doubled as the colony’s court, in charge of civil and criminal justice. Water dominated life in the colony. People moved about in dugouts and “tent boats,” light, swift barges with awnings for shade, rowed by six or more enslaved men. Indian trading paths fanned out to neighboring colonies and native towns deep in the interior, where few Europeans dared venture.3

Farther north, there were as yet no plantations near the coast since tidal flows would call for expensive flood-control projects. Starting some twenty-five miles inland, plantations snaked south in a long, narrow ribbon along the Berbice River. Berbice lacked a port city, or any city, for that matter. A small hamlet, New Amsterdam, built around the colony’s main post, Fort Nassau, some sixty miles upriver from the coast, served as the colony’s central administration and defense. Newly appointed governor Wolphert Simon van Hoogenheim and many of his officials lived here. The river widened at the fort into a useful basin to anchor ships before narrowing considerably. The colony extended another fifty-five miles along the winding river to the last plantation in the colony, Savonette. The riverside plantations made for just a tiny sliver of European control. Beyond the fields stretched rain forests and vast savannas, grassy lowlands that became a treacherous morass during the year’s two rainy seasons, from mid-December until early February and again from late April to mid-August. This larger region was uncharted by Europeans and inhabited, and governed, only by Amerindians.4

[image: Image]

Dirk Valkenburg, Plantage Waterlant, ca. 1608. Detail, tent boat rowed by slaves and canoe paddled by Amerindians. (Amsterdam Museum, Amsterdam.)

In Berbice, the young captive from Africa once again faced separation, this time from his new shipboard brothers and sisters. Examined cursorily by a doctor before being sorted for assignment, he was spared the humiliation of the auction block. Planters in Berbice usually signed advance contracts for African captives, as few slave ships could be induced to visit the small colony otherwise. Slaves were designated by lottery. The captive was branded with the initials of his buyer. Laurens Kunkler was a colonial councilman, militia captain, and owner of plantation Goed Land en Goed Fortuin. Kunkler’s plantation was located several days’ paddling up the twisting river. We do not know at what time of day or night the young man made the trip. The strong tides of the Berbice River rise twice a day. Rowing against the tide was backbreaking work, so boats went up the river only with the tide. Since it moved up by an hour each day, voyagers might be required to travel in the middle of the night. The river would have been calm; there were no rapids until much farther up its 370 miles. Did the captive try to communicate with the men powering the oars, backs glistening, keeping cadence with song?5

Night or day, sitting on the floor of the tent boat, the young man would have been able to make out the outline of tropical forest rising up on either side. The winding river’s low and muddy banks were lined with impenetrable thickets of red mangroves. Like an upside-down world, sixty-foot-tall palm trees doubled in the still water’s reflection. Only the frontage of plantations interrupted the walls of brilliant green and yellow. Abundant and tangled foliage hid the mouths of numerous small creeks and inlets. A cacophony of sounds assaulted his ears: the chattering of howler monkeys high in the trees, the high-pitched shrieks of omnipresent parrots and colorful macaws, the cries of “how-do” birds whose call sounds like a polite inquiry, trilling bird-songs, all over a steady undertone of hissing insects. Depending on where the man was from in West Africa, such sounds were familiar to him, as were some of the plants and grasses. If any riverine predators such as caimans and piranhas caught his eye, they, too, may not have surprised him.6

Some thirty-four miles from the coast, the boat passed plantation Dageraad with its green fields of sugar, the first of eleven so-called Company plantations, owned by the Society of Berbice, stretched along the river. During the colony-wide rebellion the next year, Governor van Hoogenheim would set up headquarters on Dageraad. At this point, the riverbank gradually began to rise, throwing up occasional knolls. Around the sixtieth mile, they passed Fort Nassau and the tiny village of New Amsterdam. The seat of government consisted of fewer than thirty wooden houses, sheds, and workshops. Another thirty miles upriver, the boat passed the first of two large creeks, the Wiruni on the west bank and, thirteen miles farther up, the Wikki on the east. These creeks, known by their indigenous names, extended deep into the hinterland. A little beyond, the young man’s long journey finally ended at his new place of captivity, a labor camp 115 miles from the Atlantic Ocean and 4,000 miles from home.7

At Goed Land en Goed Fortuin, he joined a community of twenty-eight other enslaved Africans and four Amerindian slaves. His new owner called him Coffij, either in reference to the number one crop, coffee, that made Berbice planters wealthy (almost every plantation in Berbice imprisoned at least one boy or man named Coffij) or a Dutch version of the common West African name Kofi. Once incarcerated on Kunkler’s plantation, Coffij had to find the resilience and courage to make his life anew. Cut off from family and friends, he had no choice but to reinvent himself, forging new relationships and learning how to survive the brutality of Dutch slavery.8

Breakout, July 1762

Coffij arrived in the Dutch colony during a period of starvation and disease. Berbice had been in the grip of a major fever epidemic since the mid-1750s. Illness had struck the Europeans with particular vengeance, but Africans and Amerindians, too, had sickened and died. With less labor power, exports of coffee, sugar, cacao, and cotton had dwindled; so, too, had supplies from food gardens that enslaved people kept outside the plantation grounds. This caused hunger among the enslaved because planters expected slaves to grow part of their own food during their time off. To make matters worse, Dutch supply ships loaded with salted beef, grains, and beans arrived less often as the Seven Years’ War (1757–63), a global conflict between Britain and France (Winston Churchill called it the first world war), disrupted Caribbean and transatlantic shipping. As the Wild Coast colonies were not self-sufficient, the shortages that followed were brutal.9

The colony’s governor, thirty-two-year-old Wolphert Simon van Hoogenheim, had repeatedly requested more food for their slaves from the tightfisted Company directors. He was surprisingly sympathetic, rare for a Dutch official. In frequent letters he described the suffering of the colony’s slaves, who often did not get “a bit of meat to strengthen them” for months on end. “It is bitter,” he wrote, “to have to labor with a hungry stomach.” Hunger made people reluctant to work and obliged plantation managers “to wring labor out of the slaves with violence.” Or maybe Van Hoogenheim was simply practical. Planters’ violence, he warned, might lead to “bad consequences.”10

And so Coffij was quartered on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin at a time when there was no good fortune for anyone. Resentful and hungry laborers faced hard-driving planters and overseers keen to meet their production quotas despite diminished numbers of plantation workers resulting from illness and death. Within five months of Coffij’s arrival, his fellow plantation slaves decided they had had enough of hunger and enslavement.

On the first Saturday in July 1762, plantation owner Kunkler settled in comfortably in his tent boat as his slaves rowed him downriver to Fort Nassau. Kunkler was headed to a meeting of the governing council made up of the governor and six appointed planters. It functioned as the executive arm of the colony and its criminal court. Once Kunkler, the only European on the plantation, was gone, his slaves seized their opportunity. That Monday, most of them failed to report for work. Instead, they slaughtered and barbecued several cows, raided the plantation house, and loaded three large canoes with clothes, food, and drink. As Kunkler was a captain of the colony’s militia, he stored weapons on his plantation. The rebels took control of this cache of thirteen guns and powder. Defiantly flying the militia flag, twenty-six adults and children, including fifteen able-bodied men, pointed their canoes upriver. They called on their gods by singing and beating their drums. They urged the people on the neighboring plantation, Boschlust, to join them, but they declined, just as eight months later they would refuse to join the big rebellion.11

The mastermind behind this small-scale rebellion and escape was Adam, Kunkler’s driver, or bomba. Bombas were prominent men on plantations, chosen to direct work crews because of their aptitude, charisma, and good behavior. They received extra rations and other privileges and usually had their masters’ complete confidence. Adam had lived at Goed Land en Goed Fortuin for many years and had acquired, adapting African practices, three wives—a sign of his high status and influence. He was Kunkler’s surrogate when the planter was absent. After many years of steadfast service, Adam’s privileged social arrangement gave way in the face of spreading hunger. Claiming a basic right to subsistence, he declared that people who were not fed should not have to work. He talked persuasively of starting a settlement high up the river. If the place he had in mind proved unproductive or the local native people were hostile, he promised his initially skeptical fellow plantation workers, he would find a better location. Enslaved men knew the terrain of Berbice from running errands for their masters, illicit nighttime visits between estates, working their kitchen gardens in the jungle or savannas behind the plantation, fishing the many creeks in their dugouts, or hunting in the bush.12

Adam was a healer. He employed African-derived shamanistic spiritual practices known as obeah, or, in North America, conjure. He assured his followers of his protective powers and vowed to free anyone the Dutch might recapture. He concocted a “fetich” drink, a magic potion of rum, water, and blood, to seal the coconspirators’ oath of loyalty. The sacred oath linked those who swore it in bonds of solidarity and ritual protection. Common in West and West Central Africa, obeah was frequently used by Africans planning escape or rebellion in the Americas.13 Witnesses later testified that only a handful refused to join Adam, among them Kunkler’s enslaved mistress, who fought off the man trying to force her into a canoe. As a new arrival, Coffij had little to lose and he threw in his lot with the rebels.

The escape went off without a hitch. As the three canoes approached the last plantation on the river, the Savonette, the manager happened to be at the water’s edge. He was about to motion them over when he noticed their guns and thought better of it. When the escapees came upon the Accoway [Akawaio] Post, an Indian trading station on the outer edge of the colony, they attacked. Though vital to trade and diplomacy, such posts were little more than several thatched huts manned by a Dutch officer, known as the postholder, and a few Amerindians. Adam’s people wounded the postholder, killed one of his Akawaio assistants, and took more guns and supplies. Well armed, the rebels moved a few miles farther upriver and hid in the mouth of a creek.

The successful breakout proved a stunning embarrassment for the Dutch, who scrambled to respond. The military in Berbice was virtually nonexistent. Europeans in Berbice made up less than 5 percent of the population, holding sway with guns and brutal violence. But unlike Caribbean colonies such as Barbados and Jamaica, which also had huge African majorities, Berbice was tiny, with a poorly developed governmental and military structure. Due to high costs, the Company sent few Dutch soldiers, and most sickened immediately in the tropical climate with its frequent epidemics. Governor van Hoogenheim could spare but fourteen healthy Company soldiers to send after the escapees. Only a handful of planters, led by Kunkler, proved willing to join the expedition; most were reluctant to leave their estates in the hands of their slaves. The plantations dotting the river were small outposts of European dominion. Beyond them, in native country, the Dutch planters had little control. Between European foot-dragging and the difficult tides, it took a week for the governor to get the small force upriver to where the rebels had holed up. Accompanying the Europeans were several Akawaio natives, pressed into service. The posse eventually entered the creek where the escapees camped. Kunkler and the other planters stayed back, leaving the fighting to the military. Adam’s men lured the soldiers into the woods and opened fire, killing two and wounding five. Two more soldiers were injured as they tried to retrieve their dead and wounded. The planters made no gesture to help. They fled.

Unwilling to risk their lives, especially in the face of Dutch spinelessness, the Akawaio, crucial as guides, also deserted the expedition. Not even a large reward of axes and cloth could induce them to return to aid the Dutch. A frustrated Governor van Hoogenheim pronounced them cowards, convinced that the unwilling indigenes had it “in their power to mop up such a small number of vagabonds.” The governor was forced to supplement the expedition with “Creole” slaves (the blanket term for any enslaved people born in the Americas) as carriers and rowers. Berbice Creoles spoke Dutch and had family and other ties to the plantations where they lived, making them more reluctant to run away. Still, employing slaves was a dangerous proposition, as events in the neighboring Dutch colony of Suriname had shown six years earlier. In 1756, two-thirds of the 345 slaves on a Surinamese expedition against escaped people deserted. A few joined the fugitives; the rest, fed up with abusive soldiers, simply went home. That mission failed.14

To bolster his pitifully small commando unit, Governor van Hoogenheim sent a large canoe mounted with six small cannons. The arrival of artillery did little to shore up Dutch courage. The men simply had no stomach for bush fighting. Afraid that the rebels might surprise them, they refused to guard the mouth of the creek, taking post lower on the river. Using their adversaries’ timidity to their advantage, Adam’s group left the creek and escaped yet farther south. The Dutch made one halfhearted attempt to follow them before beating a hasty retreat when they were met with gunfire. One planter fell into Adam’s hands and was killed.

But the Dutch were not the only ones facing obstacles. It was not long before Adam and his band were plagued by the challenges that often doomed slave breakouts. In Suriname, half of all enslaved people who ran off individually did not succeed. We have no statistics for small-group breakouts like the one Adam’s band attempted, but the records suggest they were rare and most were not successful. Larger groups struggled with supplies and moving large numbers through the hostile jungle. Escaping one’s plantation, alone or with others, was an act of courage and desperation that few attempted, given the overwhelming odds against success.15

Eventually, Van Hoogenheim’s troops, though small and inept, managed to dislodge Adam and his band, forcing them deeper into the forest. There they confronted environmental obstacles, lack of resources, and interpersonal conflict. The jungle was a treacherous and unknown place. People on the run could never carry much in the way of food if they wanted to move quickly. And leaders disagreed about where to go. Such challenges overwhelmed many slave breakouts, Adam’s included.

The escapees found themselves in dense woods flooded by several feet of water in the torrential downpours of the wet season, which made foraging for food impossible. Traveling light in an unfamiliar environment and cut off from the plantation zone, they could not resupply themselves until they could start gardens in the jungle. When the food they brought was gone, extreme hunger quickly set in. Sympathetic Akawaios gave them bread on a few occasions, but Adam’s band mostly subsisted on heart of palm, the inner core of the palm tree. Two survivors later claimed that the fugitives resorted to cannibalism. They allegedly ate parts of a woman named Sophia after she was shot to death by Amerindians. Those wounded in the fighting suffered; others fell ill from malnutrition and exposure. Several died. Tempers flared. Unable to provide for his band, Adam reportedly snapped from the pressure and killed three children. He dumped their bodies in the creek. Like hunger, violence and conflict commonly stalked strained people on the run. For some, evil spirits also played a part—the bush was full of unfamiliar forces that even the shaman Adam could not appease.

In early August, after nearly six weeks in the jungle, the remaining fugitives tried to take advantage of a moonless night to escape farther upriver. This time their maneuver failed. The Dutch forces shot their cannon at the canoes, killing or wounding half the group. Despite a hit in the shoulder, Adam got away, along with Anthonij, Pai, Coffij, and a handful of unnamed women and children. Over the next few months, they were hunted by Akawaio Indians, who killed several of them. Reportedly, Anthonij and Pai, perhaps the fathers of the children Adam had killed, beheaded him in his sleep with an ax. Only two fugitives were caught alive: Coffij in mid-August and, a month later, Antoinette, an Amerindian woman who had been one of Kunkler’s house slaves. The Akawaio also presented the Dutch with a woman’s head and a man’s arm, for which they received tools and textiles from India. The Dutch displayed the head on a pike at the execution grounds near Fort Nassau, “as a warning to all.”16

In the nineteenth century, Joseph Conrad, in Heart of Darkness, immortalized the image of heads on pikes as a symbol of Europeans’ fall from civilization. Conrad had it wrong. The practice was quintessentially European. In early modern Europe, the spectacle of heads on pikes often served as a reminder to the lower classes about the consequences of challenging the hierarchical status quo. In the colonial world, too, it was a common tactic of revenge and deterrence. English colonists in Plymouth publicly displayed the head of a defeated native leader within three years of their landing, in 1623.17 During the Stono Rebellion in South Carolina in 1739, pursuing planters killed rebels on the spot and, as one rider claimed, put their severed heads “at every Mile Post they came to.” In 1795, twenty-three slaves suspected of being part of a conspiracy in Point Coupee, Louisiana, would be hanged and their heads staked along the Mississippi River. Some twenty years later, again in Louisiana, the heads of defeated slave rebels on the German Coast would be put on public display along a distance of forty miles.18

Hauled to Fort Nassau, Coffij and Antoinette were questioned by the court, made up of members of the governor’s council. They declared Antoinette innocent. The judges believed her claim, confirmed by Coffij and Kunkler, that Adam had forced her to come along. The court rejected the prosecutor’s demand that she be whipped and sold out of the colony. However, the judges took a dim view of Coffij’s involvement. Questioned with the aid of several enslaved men as translators, he admitted that he had wielded a bow and arrows. Antoinette confirmed that Coffij had “shot many arrows.” Since one of the Dutch soldiers fighting the escapees had been killed with a poisonous arrow, Coffij’s fate was sealed. The prosecutor demanded he hang from the gallows by an iron hook piercing his torso. This gruesome manner of punishment would later become infamous through a widely published engraving by the English radical poet and printmaker William Blake. The court decided against the hook. Instead, Coffij was sentenced to be tied “to a cross, to be broken alive from his feet up,” his body and severed head displayed underneath the gallows “until the birds and air have consumed it.” This was considered a more lenient sentence since hanging by a hook could take days to bring on death.19

[image: Image]

Jan de Visscher, Young Archer, ca. 1650–1701. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

The savage execution was performed two days later. The young Coffij, having spent less than a year in the colony, was brought to the place of execution near the fort. Before his murder, he received a glass of kiltum, the locally distilled rum. He was asked whether he regretted his actions. His reply carried an ominous foreboding. What the slaves had failed to accomplish, he reportedly predicted, “others would soon carry out.” 20

Becoming Maroons

From the beginning of their forced migration across the Atlantic, enslaved people like Coffij tried to free themselves from their bondage. Some ran away individually or in pairs, either short-term to visit family or gain some respite, or with the intent to never return. Others escaped as a group. Rather than aiming to overthrow the vast and deeply entrenched institution of slavery, most runaways aimed for more modest goals: to live independently outside the plantation zone. The great majority of rebellions were small, like the one on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin, confined to a plantation or two. Organizing larger uprisings was extraordinarily difficult. Many escapees died of hunger and disease or were recaptured and punished, sometimes as severely as Coffij. A few succeeded. They found Amerindians willing to take them in or they joined existing communities of people who permanently escaped slavery to live in the hinterlands, known generally as Maroons. Others started their own settlements, as Adam intended; the size of such communities ranged from a dozen people to several hundred or even, more rare, several thousand inhabitants. Yet others found refuge in the colonies of rival European nations eager to undercut one another by promising freedom to deserting slaves and soldiers. The Spanish in Florida populated an entire village outside of St. Augustine with people who had fled slavery in British South Carolina. In the nineteenth century, the Underground Railroad in the United States enabled self-liberating people to find safety in free states, Mexico, and Canada.21

The decision to attempt to escape enslavement was not made easily. Except for newcomers, escape meant abandoning one’s family and friends, often for good, unless an entire plantation force decided to break out together. Many were reluctant to leave behind ancestral spirits, their intimate knowledge of the local geography, their gardens and poultry, and any hard-won concessions and privileges that might have made their lives under slavery a little bit easier. The most important impediment was family. Difficult decisions had to be made about who should come along: children, old people, pregnant women, the sick? It is not surprising that the overwhelming majority of people decided to stay put. Most runaways were young men recently arrived from Africa, like Coffij, with few ties and loyalties. Women, less mobile due to their responsibilities for children and the elderly, made up a small minority of those who escaped slavery. While some fugitives did not succeed in escaping permanently, others did. To this day, their descendants live in Suriname, Jamaica, and Brazil, as well as elsewhere in the Americas.22

For three hundred years, Surinamese Maroons chose to continue to live in remote villages in the hinterlands, visiting the capital, Paramaribo, just a few times a year to buy guns, salt, cloth, and pots. But gold mining and rubber production in the nineteenth century, followed by mining for bauxite, the raw material for aluminum, in the next, chipped away at their seclusion. An enormous dam built on the Suriname River in the early 1960s to provide electricity for the extraction industries displaced thousands of Maroons. In the 1980s, warfare between the Surinamese government and guerrilla opposition groups made the region unsafe. Many Maroons left permanently for neighboring French Guyana or the Netherlands. The majority of the 120,000 remaining Surinamese Maroons now live in Paramaribo.23

Present-day Surinamese Maroon historians point to overwork and excessive and cruel punishments to explain why their ancestors made the decision to escape. They use the Dutch verb afbeulen (derived from the word beul, or torturer) to indicate the kind of impossible labor only a torturer would impose. The beulswerk Europeans forced their forebears to carry out angered their gods, who encouraged them to leave their plantations. They also relate stories of punishments that exceeded the bounds of acceptability as reasons that drove people to the bush. Such explanations point to the important role played by West African religious worldviews, which regarded egregious breaches of the social fabric as the result of evil forces that required corrective action. Maroon historians also explain that not all enslaved people felt compelled to escape. Some of their ancestors knew the way to a nearby Maroon village, but they chose to stay on their plantations. “They had no reason to run away as they did not have it so hard,” one Maroon explained. “There was no reason to choose life in the bush rather than on the plantation.” Enslaved people had to weigh life on the plantation, however onerous and violent, against the dangers of escape.24

Escape was treacherous, as the fate of the rebels at Goed Land en Goed Fortuin illustrates. Along the way and in their new locations, Maroons had to contend with Amerindians. Some Indians embraced fugitives as allies against hated colonial occupiers or indigenous enemies. Others rejected them as competitors for natural resources and women. Many turned in fugitives to obtain European commodities like guns and knives. When successful escapees managed to settle down, they had to build houses, plant crops, and organize themselves socially and politically. They basically had to found a colony themselves, but one scantily supplied from the outside.

Maroons deeply challenged the plantation system. They frequently lived on the edges of colonies, raiding plantations for weapons and food, and they even stole women and children, inflicting costly losses on planters and enslaved communities alike. Maroons encouraged slaves to break out, or they welcomed those who arrived in their villages on their own. Their existence reminded the enslaved that a different life was possible. Colonial authorities dealt with these threatening “performances of freedom” in two ways: by trying to wipe out Maroons with military force or by incorporating them into the colonial state as military allies and slave catchers. In Spanish America, Maroons’ negotiating for peace started in the sixteenth century. In the British Caribbean, the first treaties involving Maroons were signed in Jamaica in 1739.25

Next door to Berbice, in Suriname, the colonial authorities and various bands of Maroons battled one another for much of the eighteenth century. Small Maroon communities had formed in the Suriname hinterland in the 1600s. Within fifty years, they united into several larger societies such as the Okanisi Maroons and the Samaaka, or Saramaka, Maroons. Military expeditions against them were ineffective. European soldiers feared and abhorred the unmapped jungle, with its thirty-foot snakes and vampire bats.26 During the wet seasons, they easily sickened in the torrential downpours that flooded the rain forest and ruined their weapons and powder. Cannons, Europeans’ main tactical advantage, were utterly useless in jungle warfare. They worked only in large open spaces. The isolated Great Dismal Swamp between North Carolina and Virginia provided similar haven for runaway slaves starting in the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century, American abolitionist and author Harriet Beecher Stowe, famous for Uncle Tom’s Cabin, wrote her second novel lionizing imaginary Maroons living there.

Realizing that military victory might forever be elusive, one Suriname governor proposed peace with Maroons in 1747, but his council refused to go along. In 1760, after several years of negotiating, Governor Wigbold Crommelin signed a treaty with some Maroon societies. In exchange for their autonomy, the Okanisi Maroons promised to refrain from attacking plantations and, for a price, to return any fugitive slaves. Two years later, the Samaaka assented to a similar agreement.27

I have seen no references to Maroon settlements in Berbice before 1763. The colony was narow, leaving little room for Maroon villages. It was surrounded by Amerindians obligated by treaty to kill or return fugitives trying to settle in their territories. Amerindian animosity and collaboration with the colonial authorities also made it difficult for fugitives to reach the Orinoco River, farther west, beyond Dutch territory, where the Spanish offered protection to Dutch escaped slaves and deserting soldiers.

Despite these challenges, small groups of slaves rebelled and fled in Berbice throughout the eighteenth century. In 1734, slaves on a plantation belonging to a powerful Huguenot family from Amsterdam murdered two white servants and escaped into the bush. They were caught by Arawak men. In 1747, enslaved workers injured the estate manager on Petershof, just upriver from Fort Nassau, and took off. But before they could get far, fellow slaves caught them. Five years later, enslaved men on another plantation near Fort Nassau, armed with broadswords and cutlasses, stormed the plantation house and wounded the planter’s wife, who was hiding under the dining room table. When her husband came to her aid, they assaulted him too. White, native, and enslaved men from neighboring estates pursued and captured the rebels. In all three instances, those caught were executed. Presumably, these documented breakouts constitute only a few threads in a larger tapestry of resistance.28

Balance of Power

The breakout of enslaved people on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin was not unprecedented, but planters were set on edge by their difficulty in suppressing it. They realized they did not have enough men to defend themselves. “Just 15 able-bodied men,” a rattled governor wrote to his superiors, “of whom only 13 had guns, have shaken the entire colony, and created such a fright among the inhabitants, that many are still afraid to go to sleep.” He implored the Company to hire more soldiers and enforce the decree in the colony’s charter that planters settle one white man for every fifteen slaves on their plantations to prevent Europeans from being so hugely outnumbered. “We are completely dependent on the blacks’ discretion,” the governor emphasized. “If they please,” he projected, “they could take over the entire colony and do with us as they wished.” The young governor, just two and a half years on the job, knew enough after bomba Adam’s rebellion to recognize that he was sitting on a powder keg. The colony operated along a finely calibrated scale that balanced enslaved and exploited people against enslavers, many of them absentee, reluctant to risk much to defend the colony. 29

To the enslaved, the breakout exposed both the possibilities and the dangers of collective action. All along the riverbank, enslaved people likely watched the unimpressive force of soldiers and planters pass by. Carriers and servants came back with stories of Dutch incompetence and cowardice. They told of the Akawaio captain who abandoned the commando unit in disgust after the colonists retreated. Why should he fight, he had asked, if the whites were not willing to risk their lives? They learned that while some Indians made fearful adversaries, others helped fugitives with food. The young Coffij’s horrific execution and his heroism spawned new anger and hatred and exposed yet another level of Dutch vulnerability. The colonists’ ranks were so thin that they did not even have enough soldiers to circle the execution grounds when Coffij was killed, as military custom dictated. Finally, that an entire plantation broke out together was an inspiration. If the people on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin could organize themselves, others could follow.30

Yet, the escapees had not succeeded. News of leader Adam’s death devastated those who had hoped for his success or had considered joining him. Tales of murdered children, the men and women dying of injuries and disease, the deprivation, might have strengthened their convictions that hunger on the plantation was preferable to hunger in hiding.

The court, meanwhile, tried to gauge the potential scope of the rebellion. When the councilmen questioned Coffij and Antoinette, the pair denied any collaboration with people on other plantations. But manager Johan Ernst Hoerle of plantation Savonette was convinced that enslaved workers on at least four other estates, including his own, had been in on the plan. Hoerle characterized the Savonette slaves as “corrupted,” “impertinent,” and “malicious”; they had been upset, he explained to the Company directors, at rarely receiving meat while forced to do heavy labor. The work was hard, he conceded, but he fed them as well as he could.31

Hoerle’s fears were realized later that fall, when his bomba, also named Adam, told him that two male slaves, Pans and Alasso, had plans to take over the Savonette plantation. This news did not surprise Hoerle. On three different nights, he and his two Amerindian house slaves Joris and Philip thought they saw black men armed with cutlasses and knives circle the plantation house. Joris allegedly heard talk that enslaved men on several other estates intended to revolt as well. When questioned, Pans was “very affronted that we would believe such things,” Hoerle reported, and “feigned ignorance” of any and all events, despite whippings and threats of torture.32 Hoerle, unable to get the men to confess, had Pans and Alasso, along with a third man named Accara, rowed downriver to New Amsterdam to be further examined by the court.

Once at New Amsterdam, the prisoners continued to deny everything. Whether their plans went beyond talk is impossible to tell. Pans, who worked as a cooper, had lived in the colony for years. Why would he run away, he asked rhetorically, speaking in Berbice Dutch, given that he was an old man and six of his eleven children were still living? He reminded the judges that the suspects had joined the recent expedition to fight “for their master against Kunkler’s Adam.” Had they been interested in escape, would they not have run off with Adam at that time? He denied having been upset at the news of Adam’s death or proclaiming that “it did not matter, we shall shortly do better.” No, Pans now asserted, he was “right glad” Adam was gone. As long as Adam had been on the run, Savonette slaves had not been allowed to tend their kitchen gardens, which were upriver beyond the Akawaio Indian post, increasing everyone’s hunger. Moreover, he continued, did the court have examples of Company slaves’ intentions to murder their master or take over their plantation? He dismissed the testimony of Joris and Philip. As house slaves they could not know what went on in the negerij (slave quarters). And bomba Adam? Hoerle had threatened him into making wild accusations.33

Alasso, a field hand, was less confident or more evasive. He responded to most questions with a simple “I do not know.” Asked whether the Savonette workers had been fed on time, Alasso carefully replied that “when their master had food, he gave it and otherwise they got Saturday off” to grow their own. He concluded his testimony by claiming that he had “a good heart for his master.” Accara, who had been a bomba but was now a field hand, similarly emphasized his “good heart” for Hoerle. Asked whether the people on Savonette were well fed, he likewise responded, “if their master has something, they get it, though they don’t get much.” Diplomatically he added, “His master can’t help that.” 34 The men’s careful answers suggest more was going on than they divulged.

In the face of the prisoners’ denials, the judges traveled to Savonette to talk to witnesses. They examined Savonette’s bomba Adam. This Adam was sure that the accused were intent on murdering Hoerle, because the notorious taskmaster punished his slaves too harshly. Yet Adam reassured the commissioners that he did not believe that, beyond the three suspects, any Savonette people were involved in a plot to kill the overseer or wished to live as Maroons.35 When questioned, two Amerindian house slaves asserted that the breakout on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin that summer set everyone thinking. They believed that the plans had spread to several other plantations where Savonette workers had friends and family.

While the court tried to get to the truth of the alleged conspiracy, manager Hoerle, fearing for his life at the hands of his workers, deserted his post on the Savonette. Claiming he had gotten lost as he took a stroll in the savanna for his health, he somehow ended up in Demerara, several days’ walk away. Asserting that he was too ill to make the trip back, he requested his dismissal and his back wages. Outraged, Governor van Hoogenheim ordered Hoerle to return immediately or be considered a deserter, and he appointed a new manager on Savonette. Hoerle’s absence put the case of the Savonette conspirators on hold.36 When the three detainees began to “swell up” in their chains, the court ordered their release during the day to work but that they be locked up again at night.

By now, Governor van Hoogenheim doubted the existence of a widespread conspiracy. He explained to the Company directors that the “sad case” of Goed Land en Goed Fortuin “so captivated the brains of all inhabitants with fear, that we daily hear of nothing but conspiracies that threaten us, and are planned particularly on Company plantations.” The interrogations of Savonette workers, he felt, did not indicate a widespread conspiracy, nor indeed any plot at all. Hoerle had pushed his slaves too hard and punished them too severely. Such “poor household governance” had led his workers to hate him, and perhaps some workers had been “wicked” enough to boast that they wanted to kill their manager, the governor concluded. Hunger among the slaves, he wrote to his superiors, was a real problem and might lead to “worse consequences.” Again, he “begged and prayed” for the directors to send more food. In the meantime, he had bought barrels of salted meat from a passing ship for the Company slaves, even though he knew his superiors would frown upon such an expense as being lavish.37

Only two prisoners remained, as Alasso had died in jail, when late in January 1763 prosecutor Eilardus Harkenroth submitted his findings about the Savonette plot. The heated denials of the prisoners and the wishy-washy witnesses muddled the case. According to Dutch law, the death penalty could be imposed only if a suspect confessed or if there were credible witnesses. But in this case, all the witnesses were slaves (since all the “Christians” involved had not actually seen anything), “and how much credit those should be accorded,” the prosecutor reminded the court, “is well-known to you.” While the prisoners’ denials “opened the way” for the prosecutor to use torture to obtain confessions, he continued, he made clear he had decided against that route. Experience had shown that torture was ineffective, he thought, as it “had little effect on the souls of slaves.” Nevertheless, the prisoners’ riotous talk and contrary behavior deserved punishment. To that end, he proposed they be whipped and branded.38 The court agreed.

In the weeks that followed, Berbice planters became increasingly paranoid, as enslaved people appeared emboldened by recent events. The prosecutor had failed to ferret out the conspiracy at Savonette, and colonists worried about another plot. Vastly outnumbered and with few healthy soldiers, they felt understandably horrified by the Goed Land en Goed Fortuin debacle, leaving them anxious and vulnerable.

How on earth, one wonders, had the outnumbered, ill-supplied, and ill-adapted Dutch managed to rule their colony of Berbice for 150 years? How had this tenuous enterprise come about? How had it lasted?


2

Labor Camps in the Making

On January 24, 1629, a biting northeasterly wind strained the sails of two ships leaving the busy port of Vlissingen, or Flushing as the English called it. Vlissingen was located in Zeeland, a coastal province in the southwestern Dutch Republic. A contemporary image of the port shows similar sailing vessels, proudly flying Dutch flags, tacking the river Scheldt to and from the North Sea and the wider world. The panorama depicts a growing merchant town with tall, narrow canal houses, an imposing new town hall, church spires, and a grain mill, along with the entrances to several harbors. On the far right, we can just discern the recently completed fort. In another hundred years, Flushing would become a major slave-trading port. But that was in the future. The two ships, De Zeeuwse Jager and Noordster, were headed for the “Wild Coast,” a region of jungle and waterways between the Amazon and Orinoco Rivers at the top of South America.1

The English defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 had opened the South Atlantic to northern Europeans. Stirred by Sir Walter Raleigh’s discoveries and fanciful tales of gold in Amazonia nearly a decade later, Dutch skippers explored along the many rivers that emptied into the Atlantic. While they found no gold, over the next thirty years, they traded goods off and on with wilden, as they called Amerindians, on the Wild Coast. In time, small settlements formed along the major streams to facilitate commerce. The two ships leaving Zeeland that January day were to drop off new colonists on the Amazon River, provision several infant settlements including one on the Berbice River, and make their return with tobacco and annatto.2
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View of Vlissingen, 1650. Historisch Topografische Atlas. (Gemeentearchief Vlissingen.)

By then, the Dutch had been involved in the Atlantic trade for several decades. They were looking for new markets as the Spanish Habsburgs, whom they were fighting for their independence, squeezed them out of their traditional trading routes. The Spanish had closed off the Iberian Peninsula to Dutch commerce and occupied Antwerp, the most important port in the region. In response, Antwerp merchants moved north to Zeeland and especially to Amsterdam, injecting money and fresh entrepreneurial zeal. Traders from the Dutch Republic’s sea provinces, Holland and Zeeland, expanded their commerce into Russia, the eastern Mediterranean, and the Atlantic Ocean, laying the groundwork for a hundred years of far-flung colonial expansion and spectacular commercial success glossed as “the Golden Age.”

By the early seventeenth century, Dutch ship captains were buying gold and ivory in West Africa; salt, tobacco, and hides in the Greater Antilles and the northern tip of South America; and furs on the North American coast. In 1607, the same year the English started a colony in Virginia, the Dutch created the Dutch East India Company, which went on to colonize Batavia (present-day Jakarta in Indonesia), Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and the Cape of Good Hope (South Africa). Fourteen years later, the Dutch West India Company was established to settle colonies like New Amsterdam (New York) and Curaçao. The two companies were tasked with developing overseas trade, colonizing new lands, and damaging the commercial interests of Portugal and Spain. Settlement of the Wild Coast was part of this Dutch offensive.3

After fierce winter storms and an encounter with pirates, the ships that left Vlissingen in late January 1629 finally reached the Amazon River in early April. The colonists disembarked and the vessels continued along the Wild Coast. At the mouth of the Berbice River, one of the skippers, Gelein van Stapels, sailed up the river in a small sloop. It is from Van Stapels’s account of his brief visit to the river, and his sketch, that we have a first glimpse of the Berbice settlement.4

Few historians have studied Berbice, so we have little detailed knowledge about the colony’s founding and development. Three visitors to the colony illustrate how a remote Atlantic settlement that started as an Indian trading station grew into a chain of slave labor camps focused on the cultivation of tropical cash crops. Captain Gelein van Stapels arrived at a founding moment in the 1620s. Trader Adriaan van Berkel developed alliances with Indians in the 1670s. Surgeon Rutger Tenhoute ministered to brutalized African slaves in the 1720s. Together, their stories illuminate the centrality of slavery to the development of Berbice. Their experiences showcase how the Dutch, like Europeans elsewhere in the New World, used diplomacy and trade to drive a wedge between Indians and Africans. Amerindians’ alliances—sometimes by design, sometimes by accident—helped shape and preserve chattel slavery in the colony. Indian assistance allowed a tiny European minority to keep large numbers of enslaved Africans imprisoned—that is, until 1763.

Van Stapels had visited the Berbice River before his 1629 visit. Just two years earlier, he transported the first colonists there for Abraham van Pere, a rich and influential Zeeland merchant. Van Pere’s father had traded with Amerindians on the Wild Coast for thirty years. Van Pere Jr. sought to lay a more definitive claim to the area. In 1627, he sent forty men and forty boys and perhaps six enslaved Africans to the Berbice River under the command of his son Cornelis. The third-generation Van Pere was to develop a private “patroonship,” a colonial fief settled under a hereditary lease from the Dutch West India Company.5 Just as the Dutch government outsourced conquering new lands to companies, so the West India Company itself subcontracted settlement, creating a highly fractured colonial system that mirrored the fragmented government of the Dutch Republic.6

In 1629, Berbice was still primarily a native trading post, and in Captain van Stapels’s eyes not terribly promising. The colonists were scattered like seeds along a vast stretch of river that took eight days of upstream paddling to traverse. They were isolated and surrounded by impenetrable jungle. Cornelis van Pere built his house far south up the river near the Wiruni Creek. The cabin had a front porch to conduct trade and a storage attic for his merchandise. Captain van Stapels labeled it “Van Pere’s house” on his sketch map, the first reference to what would become the Peereboom plantation, today’s Dubulay ranch. Archaeological studies suggest that native peoples had foraged and farmed the site for millennia.7

The house stood on a bluff overlooking the river. Savanna and rain forest stretched behind it. Van Pere chose the upriver location because of its proximity to Arawak Indians. Native women made the red annatto dye he coveted. They pounded the pea-sized red seeds of the achiote bush, Bixa orellana L., added oil, and shaped the mixture into balls used for body paint, sunscreen, and medicine. Already Van Pere had sent home nine thousand pounds of annatto. Arawak women were planting additional bushes and more indigenes were moving into the area, so Van Stapels expected production to increase. Annatto fetched good prices in Europe, where to this day it colors textiles, butter, and specialty cheese.8

While the Van Pere family monopolized the annatto trade, the colonists tried their hand at farming. They lived in small groups near Arawak villages “to plant tobacco,” a weed just then taking Europe by storm. The settlers worked on shares—a third of their tobacco went to the patroon, Van Pere; the rest they got to keep. Captain van Stapels judged profit unlikely, noting the poor soil. The European colonists showed even less promise. He believed Van Pere should send most of them home. Old and young were “afflicted by pocks,” which commonly struck newcomers, and most could “neither walk nor stand” because of the chiggers, or tiny mites, that burrowed in their feet. A few young men surely would suffice to handle the Indian trade, the captain thought. Once they gained experience, even Cornelis van Pere himself could repatriate. With a smaller workforce, Van Stapels figured, the Van Peres just might make a bit of money. Meanwhile, the captain noted dryly in his logbook, the miserable colonists had better pray that the wilden did not live up to their name and “go wild.” He left the tiny outpost after three days. The few Dutchmen in Berbice, poorly armed, sickly, and trapped by the jungle, were entirely at the Amerindians’ mercy.9 Such were the meager beginnings of the Berbice colony.

Amerindians on the Wild Coast

A large multiethnic and multilingual indigenous population inhabited the area, dominated by Arawaks (today Lokono), Caribs (Kali’na), Waraos, and Akawaio (Kapon) Indians. They lived in villages that could be as large as several hundred people. Every few years the entire village moved to a new location to avoid exhausting the soil. Men hunted and fished, while women cultivated a variety of crops, especially cassava for bread and achiote for making annatto. The men of each village chose as their chief a charismatic man who had distinguished himself in war. By marrying multiple women, chiefs forged ties of kinship and reciprocity throughout the village, increasing their political authority. Still, their coercive power was limited; they were not authoritarian rulers in the manner of old-world monarchs. This fact would prove a source of frustration to European officials throughout the Americas, who wanted decisive, dependable allies.

As in North America, South American natives were well connected through commerce. Wild Coast villagers traded foodstuffs, handicrafts, information, and captives over hundreds, even thousands of miles, using rivers and trails that connected them with people living deeper inland, who in turn traded as far away as what is now Colombia.10

Native men added regularly to the population of their villages by capturing people through wars, raids, and exchange. The fates of the captives varied. Children were generally adopted. Women were forced to marry into the village to perform domestic and sexual duties, contributing fresh blood and new ideas. Successful combatants increased their prestige by having many concubines. Male prisoners of war were more likely to be killed in elaborate rituals that might include the eating of their flesh. Some captives became servants or slaves or they found themselves repeatedly traded, often across great distances. Prisoners also served as gifts in diplomatic negotiations. As commerce with Europeans deepened, so did the barter in humans. Wars and raids intensified, and, as in North America, captives became increasingly commodified, obtained expressly for the purpose of trade.11

The Spanish had arrived in the early 1500s, well before the Dutch. They explored and settled Trinidad and the Orinoco River valley with the help of coastal Arawak Amerindians or “Aruacas.” For decades, the natives supported the Spanish with food and indigenous slaves in exchange for iron tools and guns. They received protection from Spanish raiding parties trawling the Wild Coast for slaves for their Caribbean settlements. Spanish goods and protection encouraged the Arawaks’ neighbors to join them. Over time, these hybrid peoples developed a more unified and explicit “Arawak” identity, a process anthropologists call ethnogenesis. A similar process set in motion by the arrival of Europeans created the people referred to in early modern sources as “Caribs.” 12

Over time, the Spanish style of ruling poisoned relations with Amerindians. As the Iberians forced indigenous people to work for them, trading alliances between the Spanish and Amerindians unraveled. When Amerindians moved east to escape the Spanish, coastal Guiana became a place of refuge and creative ethnic consolidation. The hostility of many Amerindians toward the Spanish worked to the advantage of Spain’s European rivals as they began to explore the area in the late sixteenth century. At that time, the Dutch were struggling to secede from Hapsburg Spain. The United Provinces, as the Dutch Republic was called, fought an eighty-year war for their independence (1568–1648). The Hollanders were especially eager to poach on their enemy’s trade. Whenever possible, they engaged in a contraband trade with Spanish colonists, depriving the Spanish Crown of tax revenues, and they harassed and raided Spanish ships. When Dutch traders began exploring the Wild Coast, Amerindians reportedly made clear that “whosoever are enemies, and bear enmity to the Spaniards, are friends with the Indians, and they hope steadily that they shall be delivered from the Spaniards by the Dutch and the English.” 13

With the assistance of Carib and Arawak peoples, Dutch adventurers, sometimes in cooperation with other European traders, established remote trading posts and a few toehold settlements along major rivers in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Most did not succeed. The tiny colonies imploded from disease, internal strife, and lack of supplies or were wiped out by the Spanish, Portuguese, or Amerindians. Only two survived—Essequibo (1616) and Berbice (1627), thanks to Amerindian support. Eventually, the Dutch claimed two more colonies on the Wild Coast—Suriname (1667) and, much later yet, Demerara (1746),14 well known today for its particularly fine, amber-colored sugar. The settlements hugged the riverbanks and extended like slender fingers inland.

Indian Trader Adriaan van Berkel, 1671

After Captain van Stapels’s visit to the tiny and sickly colony in 1629, the record is largely silent about the founding of Berbice. Lost are the letters and memoranda to Zeeland describing the Indian trade, the buying of indigenous and some African slaves, the intermarriages of colonists and Africans with Indian women, and the development of farms and the first few sugar plantations.15

The Portuguese were the first in the Americas to produce sugar with African enslaved laborers. In the 1500s, they built thriving sugar plantations in Brazil, helped by Dutch merchants who shipped, refined, and marketed their sugar. The Dutch war with Spain interfered with this commerce, especially after the Spanish and Portuguese Crowns united in 1580. By the 1620s, the Dutch schemed to take over Brazil, which they accomplished in 1630, only to see the Portuguese reconquer the colony in 1654. In these same years, western Europeans eagerly pushed against the Spanish in the Americas by developing colonies in the Caribbean. Focused on trade, the Dutch confined themselves to a few small islands, principally St. Eustatius and Curaçao, which would develop into important commercial hubs. The French settled Guadeloupe and Martinique and the western part of Hispan-iola, or St. Domingue. But it was the English who would prove the big winners in the seventeenth century. They developed sugar plantations on the islands of Barbados and Jamaica, first with indentured and convict laborers from England and then, when that supply dried up, with enslaved Africans. In time, sugar planters would become fabulously wealthy while enslaved sugar workers died at horrific rates from overwork, poor treatment, and disease.16

Like the French and English on their Caribbean islands, the Van Peres grew sugar with enslaved African laborers. But the numbers of plantations, and Africans, remained small. Van Pere Sr., an official in the Dutch West India Company, had encouraged Dutch involvement in the slave trade, likely to obtain Africans for his new colony of Berbice. In the early 1630s he had financed a small West India Company fleet, commanded by his son Daniel, to conquer Arguin, an island off the West African coast that served as a Portuguese slaving station. The West India Company followed up with additional successful attacks on slaving stations on the West African coast, conquering Elmina in 1637 and Luanda and Saõ Tomé in 1641. Despite these victories, it is unlikely that Berbice received many African slaves in those early years. Its tiny market simply could not compete with that of the important sugar colony Brazil.17

The next account of Berbice and its inhabitants comes more than forty years after Van Stapels’s voyage, and more than two decades after the war between the Spanish and the Dutch had ended in 1648. Its author was the young Adriaan van Berkel, a member of a well-to-do Leiden family who was appointed in 1670 as the patroon’s clerk and Indian trader.18 While the Dutch Republic lost its foothold in Brazil in 1654, Dutch merchants steadily expanded their involvement in Atlantic commerce, plantation agriculture, and the African slave trade. Ships from the tiny Dutch Republic carried one in every fifteen captives from Africa to the Americas between 1626 and 1800.19

On the Wild Coast, the Dutch increasingly competed with the French and, especially, the English. In 1651, English planters from Barbados, assisted by Caribs, created the colony of Suriname. Well schooled in sugar production, the Barbadians brought their African slaves and quickly developed thriving plantations. During the second Anglo-Dutch War (1665–67) the Dutch conquered Suriname. By then its population—some 2,500 Africans, 800 Europeans, and 500 native slaves—dwarfed that of the other Wild Coast colonies. At the Peace of Breda between the Dutch Republic and England in 1667, the Dutch swapped New York, captured by the English during the war, for Suriname, which promised to be more profitable.20 Immediately, Suriname became the largest Dutch colony on the Wild Coast.

Indian trader Van Berkel encountered a vastly different settlement on the Berbice River than Captain van Stapels had four decades before. Berbice was stable but small, inhabited by some 50 Europeans and perhaps 150 to 300 Africans and Amerindians.21 Van Berkel reached Berbice in early 1671 after just five weeks at sea, a surprisingly speedy voyage. The first people he met were Indians, naked except for covering “their private parts.” While some of the sailors immediately began to barter, Van Berkel took his first bites of “pepper pot,” a native stew consisting of meat, hot peppers, and cassava juice, as hot and spicy as its name implied. On his trip by boat from the coast to Fort Nassau, he quenched his thirst with native paiwari, liquor made of “the mastications of women,” who chewed charred cassava bread as they went about their work, spitting it into jars to ferment. Everyone in the colony drank it, “for want of better.” Van Berkel thought it “tolerably good.” After sailing upriver for two days, he reached Fort Nassau, where he was warmly welcomed by the Dutch commander. Van Berkel spent his first night in an Indian hammock, but because he was unaware that the best position was “crossways,” he got little sleep.22

Van Berkel quickly picked up indigenous ways. During his four years in Berbice, he visited native villages, stayed in Amerindian shelters, slept in native hammocks, attended Indian ceremonies, heartily consumed pepper pot, paiwari, and “berbekot,” or barbecue, and traded and inventoried native products and people. By that time, the Van Pere family owned five sugar plantations worked by African and indigenous slaves. Van Berkel must have thought their hard lives made for poor reading, because he barely mentions them, erasing their forced labor and hungry existence from his landscape. Instead, the young Dutchman, a proto-anthropologist, was fascinated by Amerindians. He eventually published a book about them, his focus reflecting both his interests as a trader and the strong reliance of Europeans on their native trading partners in Berbice.

Indeed, Van Berkel’s account highlights just how dependent the Dutch remained on the Arawak. Annatto, the red dye, continued to fetch good prices in the Netherlands and remained one of the main exports of Berbice.23 The Dutch also relied on Amerindians for food, hammocks, canoes, timber, gums, household and other services, and native slaves. Native people, for their part, were eager to trade for European iron tools and trading beads made to their exacting specifications. Natives and colonists also cooperated militarily. Amerindians expected guns, powder, and ammunition when they went to war, while the Dutch counted on Amerindian auxiliaries for protection against hostile natives or European competitors.

Van Berkel was fascinated with indigenous people and described them at great length. The men, he reported, were “of ordinary stature.” They wore their hair to their shoulders, while chiefs, or “captains,” cut it off at the ears. Each man fixed a “small silver plate” to his septum, covering his mouth, requiring him to lift it up to eat or drink. Like natives in eastern North America, they despised body hair and plucked out their beards and eyebrows. They protected their skin from the sun and insects with red paint, giving them a crimson hue. Arawak women adorned themselves with as much as fifteen to eighteen pounds of strung shells around their necks, arms, torsos, knees, and ankles. “A set of between 12 and 16 strings is sufficient to win the finest women,” Van Berkel reported. Both sexes covered their “modesty,” unless they were in mourning, in which case they went naked. Young women, the lascivious Van Berkel added, “are accustomed to keep their legs close together so that, whatever their position, one can see nothing at all.” Young and old bathed daily, and, unlike most Europeans, they were good swimmers.24

The young clerk traveled extensively, inspecting the Van Peres’ five sugar plantations on the Berbice and negotiating deals in neighboring Essequibo, a week’s walk west. When he went by boat, Amerindians paddled him. When he went overland, he needed natives to guide him and carry his belongings. When there was no village to lodge in, the Amerindians built pleister huisjes, temporary shelters made of four poles covered with huge palm leaves, which kept him dry in even the most ferocious tropical downpours. A fire smoldering underneath his hammock at night chased away chilly air and mosquitoes. Indians also carried his letters and messages from one colony to another. For all these services, as well as for hunting and fishing, they demanded knives, axes, and kill-devil, the local rum. Yet, as Van Berkel noticed, “they do not stand under the bond of slavery, and will not be forced.” Whenever “his” Indians had business to attend to, wanted to fish, rest, or sleep off hangovers, Van Berkel had no choice but to stay home. And when native women did not feel like selling him food, even for double the customary bead strings, he went hungry. Nor could he just take what he wanted, as “the Christians must watch not to make an enemy of them.”25
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John Gabriel Stedman, The Manner of Sleeping &c. in the Forest, 1772–96. Notice the gun and sword suspended below the covering. Enslaved or free African and indigenous guides kindled fires, cooked, and strung up hammocks for European travelers in Guiana. (John Carter Brown Library, Providence.)

Amerindians allowed needy colonists a foothold on the Wild Coast in the first decades of trade. They tolerated their presence as long as it worked in their interests. Dutch slaving practices soon changed that.

Common Cause

In the latter third of the seventeenth century, slavery increasingly shaped the relationship of the Dutch with their Amerindian allies. The trade in indigenous slaves bound them together for decades, but over time mistreatment and indiscriminate enslavement pulled them apart. In 1678, Caribs launched a war against the Suriname colonists, determined to wipe them out. Africans soon swelled Carib ranks. Suriname governor Johannes Heinsius wrote home that a “considerable” number of slaves had joined the Indians and “daily attack us together.” By the next year he reported that some eight hundred African slaves had made common cause with the Indians. The Dutch feared, he continued, that the Africans “will cause us more harm than the Indians, as they are braver and more bold than the Indians.” Europeans felt increasingly wary of their remaining enslaved workers and worried about trusting “even personal servants and house slaves.”26

Together, Indians and Africans murdered colonists and burned plantations. It took the Dutch in Suriname eight years to slowly end the uprising by peeling apart the coalition of Indian nations and Africans with tailor-made treaties. After the last treaty was concluded in 1686, the colonial authorities prohibited Carib and Arawak enslavement; in return, the Amerindians agreed to act as slave catchers and Maroon hunters. They carried out this duty as it suited them over the next hundred years, discouraging any future coalitions between themselves and enslaved Africans. The conflict was not a total loss for African combatants. While many of the Africans who had joined in the long rebellion were killed or fell back into Dutch hands, a considerable number managed to remain free in the hinterlands, where they started the Maroon communities for which Suriname became famous.27

After the war in Suriname ended, Berbice experienced a similar uprising, though it was smaller and short-lived. In the fall of 1687, Arawaks and Waraos burned down a number of plantations around Fort Nassau. They, too, made common cause with Africans, together killing several Europeans, including the former commander of the colony and his wife. Contemporaries felt that the Berbice colonists had brought the war on themselves through their “dirty practices, tyranny and unjust trading.” 28 Indians in the North American colonies would similarly experience sharp trading practices, indebtedness, and enslavement. They, too, would rise up, as the Tuscarora Indians did in North Carolina in the 1710s.29

In response to uprisings that threatened the very existence of Dutch enterprises, Wild Coast officials tried to ensure that all Indian slaves offered for sale in their colonies came from the interior rather than from among “friendly Indians,” who might be sold by family members to pay debts or abducted locally for a quick profit.30 Non-allied inland Indians remained fair game, both because Dutch officials wanted native slaves and because Caribs and other Indians profited by continuing the lucrative human trade. Yet this spatial arrangement regularly broke down. Over and over the authorities had to deal with recalcitrant private traders and planters who, caring little for larger strategic considerations, bartered for local Amerindians, endangering fragile alliances, commerce, and peace.31

Colonial officials did what they could to appease their native allies. As in Suriname, Berbice authorities forbade sexual intimacies and relationships between male colonists and free native women, as this angered the women’s “husbands and friends” and caused “great calamities.” Such rules were little heeded. Just as futile, they forbade hoererije, or fornication, with African women, a crime compounded when European men induced their partners to abort or murder the “fruit” of their “sinful actions.” 32
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Jacob Eduard van Heemskerck van Beest, after Gerard Voorduin, 1860–62, Arawak Camp. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

To manage relations and trade with their Amerindian allies living beyond colonial settlements, the Dutch set up posts on the edges of their territories. The locations of the stations shifted as native politics dictated. At each post, a resident Dutch official, or “postholder,” and several assistants managed trade and diplomacy: they urged Amerindians to keep up the supply and production of trade goods; they negotiated their help in returning fugitives; and they defused local disputes that might hamper trade or imperil the colony. Just as English colonies competed with one another for Amerindian alliances in North America, so did Dutch settlements on the Wild Coast. Thus, the post-holders were also charged with preventing Amerindians from trading with neighboring colonies or rival Europeans, especially the Spanish on the Orinoco. Some posts were more heavily engaged in slave trading, and others focused more on trade in dyes, balsam, hammocks, or dugout canoes.33

By midcentury, the governor of Berbice explained to his superiors that it was of the highest importance to keep natives living near the colony, “as they create a barrier against runaway blacks better than all forts or defensive posts.” Arawaks and Waraos living adjacent to the plantations should be treated with the utmost care, for “as long as they live around here,” he stressed, “slaves can’t conspire to rise up as they will always fall into the hands of the Indians, who if they can’t catch them alive, will shoot them dead.” Carib and Akawaio peoples living deeper in the continent provided a second line of defense, as “they will never permit slaves to settle in the hinterlands.”34 With native help, a new order was created, one that allowed a tiny European minority to make African chattel slavery a workable enterprise. By 1763, enslaved Africans seeking to escape the torments of slavery faced a gauntlet of Indian slave-catching communities. By providing a loose cordon around the colony, Amerindians helped turn Berbice into one vast prison.

Atlantic Slavery

The new order meant that by the early eighteenth century, Berbice’s economy focused less on Indians and the annatto trade and more on export crops grown by enslaved Africans. The colony had transformed from an Indian trading post into a burgeoning slave society, embedded in a larger Caribbean and Atlantic plantation economy. Dutch capital and trade continued to lubricate the Atlantic system, even as the brief moment of Dutch maritime power had passed. France and especially England increasingly dominated the Atlantic world, their navies and armies dwarfing those of the Dutch Republic.

In the 1710s, French state-sanctioned pirates were marauding around the Caribbean, taking over colonies and demanding payoffs. In 1712, they attacked Berbice. Across the Atlantic, the Van Pere family, safe in Zeeland, did not want to pay the ransom because it exceeded the colony’s worth. Berbice was sold to a group of Amsterdam investors who raised money by offering stocks in the joint venture, the Society of Berbice. They sold only half the stock, and only half of that was paid for, so funds for the colony were tight. It was an inauspicious beginning for “the Company,” as the Society of Berbice became known.35

In the early 1730s, the directors opened the colony to new settlers. Many of them were not Dutch but rather German, Swiss, and French. The directors expanded the production of sugar and promoted a new crop, coffee. The Dutch first successfully grew coffee in Java in the 1710s, and seeds for the crop were shared throughout the Dutch Empire, reaching Berbice via Suriname in the early 1720s. In a few decades, coffee would surpass sugar as the main export crop in both colonies.36 The directors broke ground for additional Company plantations. One of them, called Hooglande, became the home base for the third, and last, Berbice sojourner through whom we can better understand the colony’s history and development.

By 1727, surgeon Rutger Tenhoute was desperate to leave the colony. He had arrived in Berbice three years earlier with an optimistic contract for six years. But his residency as a slave doctor on Company plantation Hooglande had become a nightmare. Plantation manager and councilman Anthony van Heesel frustrated the doctor’s efforts to heal slaves and denied him basic comforts. The surgeon’s letters to the authorities chronicle his own distress, but even more, they document the horrors enslaved people were forced to endure in this colony, horrors that were also more broadly illustrative of slavery in the Caribbean. Though the doctor’s claims sound at times unhinged, archival records confirm his account.

According to the doctor, manager Van Heesel was sadistic toward his slaves. He was known to bite them on the shoulders when they defied him. His punishments were life-threatening. He brutally whipped a man for accidentally maiming himself with an ax, and he beat a woman so badly her legs were permanently injured. A young slave with a lingering back injury was mercilessly flogged for a minor mistake. When the youth died from the beating, the planter reportedly joked that this was one way to dispose of ailing slaves. He forbade bondpeople from visiting the doctor when they were ill, ministering to them himself with homemade potions. A combination of Van Heesel’s treatments and starvation, the doctor charged, pushed large numbers into their graves. Van Heesel himself was forced to admit that the plantation’s slaves, despite cultivating additional gardens, could only “fill their stomachs half full.” He lamented that he had suffered “the great misfortune of losing fifteen slaves within the space of a year.” Estate inventories for 1727 show that proportionately more people died on Hooglande than on any other Company plantation, even as hunger was common among enslaved people throughout Berbice.37

Like a despotic king, Van Heesel alternated callous brutality with perverse attention, inflicting scars of a different kind. After thrashing a teenage boy, the manager tenderly cared for the youth and personally wiped the boy clean when he soiled himself. He took some slaves to live with him in the main house, where he fed them at his table and “even,” the doctor emphasized to the governor, took some “in the room where he slept.” Evidently, he frequently had sex with the plantation’s enslaved women. Both the doctor’s letters and a subsequent inquiry suggest that when the women became pregnant, Van Heesel forced them to drink an abortifacient he had cooked up, causing miscarriages and at least one expectant mother’s death. A woman named Abba gave birth to a “Christian child,” the phrase used in plantation inventories to indicate a European progenitor. Questioned by officials, Abba named Van Heesel as the father, while he blamed someone else.38

Early in 1728, the governor and council reprimanded Van Heesel, less for his atrocious treatment of Hooglande’s slaves, at which the officials barely blinked an eye, than for wasting their labor on nonessential tasks. He was sent back to the Netherlands to answer for his poor plantation management.39 Fed up with Berbice, surgeon Rutger Tenhoute decamped to try his luck in Suriname. A few years later, Hooglande was discontinued and its enslaved population dispersed.40

Van Heesel may have been extreme in his cruelty and capriciousness, but chattel slavery exposed enslaved people throughout the Americas to physical abuse and arbitrary management. The records of Berbice are filled with whippings and tortures, including of children. Colonists felt justified keeping Africans enslaved, and they had no moral quandaries about preserving the profitable regime with brutal force. Their fear of slave uprisings, especially given their own small numbers, provided further justification for violence. They relied on terror to keep enslaved people under control. Armed with state support and a firm belief in white supremacy, enslavers wielded tyrannical powers with little check, exacting a deep physical and psychological toll.41

When surgeon Tenhoute composed his letters of complaints, 1,100 slaves lived and worked on twelve Company plantations as well as at the fort, the store, the brickwork, the smithy and in the households of Company officials. Almost one in five slaves was Amerindian, a percentage that decreased drastically over the course of the eighteenth century. On the eve of the 1763 uprising thirty-five years later, the Company owned 1,400 enslaved men, women, and children, of whom only 24 were Indians. More than 200 of the Company’s slaves were employed at the fort as artisans, cooks, housekeepers, and personal servants.42 The others grew sugar on a total of eleven Company plantations.

Many more enslaved people were incarcerated on privately owned plantations. In 1732, the Company’s charter opened the colony to any Dutch inhabitant. By 1740, a Company map indicated ninety-one “free plantations” on the Berbice and another twenty on the Canje River, though likely not all were actually in production.43 Private owners could not afford the capital investment associated with sugar production and instead concentrated on cacao, cotton, and, increasingly, coffee. While some owners lived in Berbice on their own estates, others were absentee investors who relied on hired managers. By the time of the 1763 uprising, in addition to 1,400 Company slaves, at least another 3,000 enslaved people lived on 135 so-called private (i.e., non-Company owned) plantations with 96 different owners or combinations of owners.44 Most private plantations housed fewer than 50 people.45 Company plantations were larger, but even the largest never exceeded 150 people, making Berbice plantations considerably smaller than those of most Caribbean slave societies. Neither the Dutch West India Company, the monopolistic supplier of Atlantic slaves to the Wild Coast until 1738, nor private traders could deliver the numbers of slaves desired. In the late 1750s, Governor Hendrik Jan van Rijswijk suggested that the colony could easily handle 500 to 600 new slaves a year, double the number it actually received.46

Perpetually short on money and more inclined to pay themselves and their shareholders than invest in infrastructure, defense, or officials’ salaries, the Company’s directors ran the colony on a miserly budget. Incompetent governors and the directors’ own blundering administration from afar did little to foster community among planters who hailed from many European nations, felt little loyalty to the Company or the colony, and narrowly focused on short-term profits. One of the few historians to study the Company’s records in any detail judged that “no colony was less ably governed than Berbice,” at least until the appointment of Governor Wolphert Simon van Hoogenheim in 1760.47

By the time Van Hoogenheim arrived, Berbice exemplified empire on the cheap. It was less a settler colony than a corporate enterprise. A largely transient population of roughly 350 Europeans lived among 4,200 to 5,000 enslaved people on plantations. They were surrounded by thousands of native peoples with varying degrees of allegiance to the Dutch. While the colony had expanded, it remained weak and undeveloped in comparison to other Atlantic imperial efforts of the time. Many planters and investors were disappointed in their expectations of profits. Poorly capitalized, reliant on Atlantic trade for supplies and provisions, perpetually short on enslaved workers, plagued by infectious diseases, pests, and weather-related crises, and dependent for security on Amerindians, Berbice was a tenuous colonial venture.
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Leupe 1586, detail of a survey, ca. 1740. The buildings (including the slave quarters on the left) on Company plantation Johanna. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

Berbice’s shaky standing affected the lives of the people incarcerated in the colony. Malnourishment was common, contributing to disease and early death. The small size of plantations meant close contact with Europeans, increasing enslaved people’s vulnerability to abuse and lessening their autonomy. A weak colonial government did little to keep brutal planters and overseers in check. The majority of enslaved were African-born; they lacked familial connections and colonial language skills and they were still processing the trauma of the Middle Passage. On the Wild Coast, as on most Caribbean islands, high death rates and low fertility necessitated constant new slave imports. In Suriname, at midcentury, just a quarter of the enslaved population was Creole—that is, born in the colony. No figures are available for Berbice, but the demographics were likely similar.48 In eighteenth-century North American settlement colonies, on the other hand, an increase in the enslaved population was fueled in part with new captives but also by natural growth, as sex ratios evened out and Creole women gave birth to more children than first-generation enslaved.
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View of plantation Cornelis Vriendschap in Suriname, 1700–1800. Detail, idealized view of eighteenth-century coffee and cacao labor camp in Suriname. The fields stretched behind the plantation. The rectangular building on the left housed the slaves. Plantations in Berbice would have been equally modest and likely far less orderly. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

Berbice’s frontier conditions also provided enslaved people some reprieve. Outnumbered and unorganized, the Dutch were little inclined to force religious instruction on their slaves. Africans maintained their own religious beliefs and practices, music and dance, and languages. Overall the Dutch share of the 12.5 million captives forcibly shipped to the New World was just over half a million. How many were brought to Berbice up until the start of the uprising is difficult to know because of incomplete records, but the totals far exceeded the number of enslaved people in the colony at that time.49 In the seventeenth century, the majority of enslaved people were shipped from the Slave Coast (present-day Togo and Benin) and the Loango Coast (from southern Cameroon to the Congo River). The Dutch Creole (“Berbice Dutch”) spoken by African-descended people in Berbice until the last speaker died at the end of the twentieth century was deeply influenced by the Ijo of the Bight of Benin, as well as by Arawak and Dutch. In the eighteenth century, the majority of captives came from the Loango Coast, the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana), and, after 1740, increasingly from the Windward Coast (present-day Liberia and Ivory Coast).50

Enslaved people in Berbice toiled in the sun ten hours a day, six days a week, with just a few days off at Christmas. During the harvest or while executing time-sensitive tasks, the workday stretched well into the night, and could even, in the case of sugar milling with a tidal mill, include all night. Most people carried out the hot, physically demanding, and often dangerous work of growing export crops. Men, and some women, felled trees, dug trenches to separate fields and discharge rainwater, and built pathways. Both men and women cleared bush and scrubs, prepared fields for planting, and tended to the crops. After the labor-intensive harvest, crops required further processing before they were ready for shipment to Holland. A few people worked as coopers, carpenters, cooks, or servants in the main house. Others grew provisions, principally bananas and cassava, to feed the plantation. Children, teenagers, and old people, too, worked, albeit at lighter tasks.51 Labor conditions were rough. At any given time, a sixth of adults could not work due to illness, injury, or permanent disabilities.52

Wild Coast planters saved themselves the cost of adequately feeding their enslaved workers by providing them with small gardens, a common arrangement in the Caribbean. So in addition to laboring long hours without pay to enrich their enslavers, people worked a second shift to feed themselves. In the evenings and on Sundays, they gardened small patches with bananas and plantains, root crops such as cassava, taro, and sweet potatoes, and okra, pumpkins, peanuts, and sacred and medicinal plants. These small tracts represented for the enslaved more than merely yet more hard labor. Located far from the main house or even deep in the savanna, the plots provided a measure of freedom from scrutiny, yielded a more varied diet, and nourished spiritual lives. Seeds from West Africa, smuggled across the Atlantic on captives’ bodies or from slave ship provisions purchased in West Africa, found their way into local plots. Rice, okra, and sesame allowed people to feed themselves in some small measure as they had at home.53 Gardens enabled enslaved people, many of whom had been farmers in Africa, to sell or barter bananas and peanuts, as well as chickens, ducks, game, fish, and firewood, along with what they pilfered from plantations, to one another and nearby colonists, Amerindians, and soldiers.54

And so, despite acute exploitation, brutal violence, and high death rates, enslaved people built lives. Survivors of the Middle Passage coped as best they could with the pain and bewilderment of being ripped from their homelands. They creatively adapted old-world certainties and practices to new-world experiences, forging flexible diasporic cultures. They learned the local Creole, Berbice Dutch. Africans and Creoles built families and communities on their own plantations and across them. Like exploited people everywhere, they accommodated, manipulated, and resisted their bombas, overseers, and enslavers. While some small uprisings confined to one or two plantations occurred, most people did not see collective armed resistance as a viable option.

As illness cut short lives, hunger increased, and planter abuse worsened in the late 1750s and early 1760s, some began to reconsider.
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Overthrow

Governor Wolphert Simon van Hoogenheim felt uncharacteristically optimistic as he picked up his pen early in 1763 to report to the Company. The earnest career soldier had served less than three years as governor of the colony. Fateful years they had been. He had arrived in the middle of a fever epidemic, which claimed his predecessor. Fever and the “bloody flux” (dysentery) felled planters and colonial officials. Others were barely healthy enough to function. Like most newcomers in tropical Berbice, he and his pregnant young wife suffered from fevers, likely malaria. His wife died soon after arrival, after giving birth to the couple’s first child, a stillborn baby girl. He buried them both on Christmas Day 1760. He was still frequently sick with headaches and fevers. More than personal misfortune plagued him. The colony was in disarray.1

Governing proved hard. The young governor was buried in work. The colony’s planters resisted his rule and the Company’s financial demands. A faction of prominent planters and officials led by members of the Barkey clan challenged the governor’s authority at every turn. He also faced dangerous provocations from below. Overworked and underfed slaves were increasingly unruly. The uprising in the summer of 1762 had starkly exposed Dutch weakness. The governor’s repeated requests to Amsterdam for more soldiers had so far gone unanswered. A major global conflict between England and France, known as the Seven Years’ War, had impeded shipping in the Caribbean, reducing food imports and causing yet more hunger.2

But now, as Van Hoogenheim penned his letter by candlelight, he felt hopeful. After years of epidemics, crop infections, and drought, he informed his employers, the colony showed improvement. The inhabitants were getting healthier, the crops looked promising, and the cotton-devouring caterpillars had finally been beaten off. On the plantations, peace had returned after the revolt the previous year. Planters still jumped at any rumor of conspiracy—the result of overheated imaginations, in Van Hoogenheim’s judgment.

Three weeks earlier, the governor had experienced a stroke of good fortune. A slave ship missed the mouth of the Suriname River and landed in Berbice instead. Never had handsomer and healthier slaves been seen than the 350 people on board, the governor enthused. He had purchased for the Company fifty new slaves, “of whom only eleven are wenches.” These additional workers would finally finish the new tide-powered sugar mill on the most promising Company plantation, Dageraad. Once these tasks were completed, he predicted confidently, he would be able to ship home six hundred barrels of sugar a year from Dageraad alone.3

He was about to close his upbeat letter when he received “calamitous” news. Enslaved people were once again on the rise.

The news was bad indeed. Slaves had deserted two large plantations on the Canje River, a tributary of the Berbice. On Magdalenenburg plantation, they murdered the plantation manager and his assistant and took off. Twenty Creole slaves refused to join the rebels and fled instead to a nearby plantation. On neighboring La Providence estate, plans to kill the director were foiled when his Creole slaves warned him to flee. But the insurgents cut the throat of the bomba and the two slaves left in charge. After plundering both estates, eighty men, women, and children left for the Corentyne River on the border with Suriname. Van Hoogenheim had only ten healthy soldiers; he needed them to defend Fort Nassau.4

Improvising, the governor armed twelve sailors and sent them up the Canje River. Before the sailors could catch up, the rebels made for a Suriname trading post on the Corentyne River. The station, stocked with trading goods for Indians, was an attractive and poorly guarded target. The residential trader, or postholder, had gone downriver with his wife and child to pick up new shirts the Moravians, a radical Protestant missionary sect, had sewed for him. Warned by an Amerindian of the rebels’ approach, several European and native assistants stood guard all night. When they spied thirty well-armed male rebels drawing near in the morning, they lost heart and took off for the woods. The rebels shot the post’s baying hounds. They loaded the postholder’s large tent boat with clothes, tools, guns, lead for bullets, chickens, turkeys, wine, and several hundred machetes. They also took a thousand Dutch guilders in coin, making for such a heavy load that it took them several trips to ferry the goods to their camp on a nearby island in the Corentyne River.5 Imagine the pleasure they took from their plunder, as they feasted on a meal of roast chicken and wine, instead of the usual plantains and cassava on the plantation.

At his desk at Fort Nassau, Van Hoogenheim concluded his letter to his superiors on a decidedly less optimistic note. “Who knows what else might be hanging over our heads?” Plenty, as it turned out.

Revolt

Less than a week later, on Sunday, February 27, enslaved people on several estates on the Berbice River revolted. There are no records that connect the insurgencies on the Canje and Berbice Rivers, though they may well have been linked. At the least we can say that both rivers shared the same pervasive culture of resentment and resistance. The breakout at Goed Land en Goed Fortuin eight months earlier may have inspired people on both rivers to think of armed resistance as a viable option.

The latest revolt was located on four plantations in the heart of the colony, some twenty-five miles upriver from Fort Nassau and its hamlet New Amsterdam, where the governor lived. The conspirators timed their insurrection to coincide with the start of the dry season, when savannas and forests became passable again. They chose a Sunday morning because planters would be at church and those fellow slaves who might not support rebellion would be away working their gardens or gone fishing on their day off.

That Sunday morning, bomba Cupido of Hollandia, the plantation where the conspirators had been meeting, betrayed the rebels’ plans. With tears in his eyes, he appeared before the manager of Rosenburg, a neighboring estate. He reported that slaves on multiple plantations, Hollandia, Zeelandia, Lelienburg, Elisabeth & Alexandria, and Altenklingen, were preparing to revolt. This was the only tip-off the Dutch received. Otherwise, the plan was a well-kept secret. When one of Hollandia’s slaves realized Cupido had betrayed them, he rushed to Lelienburg, telling the rebellion’s leaders that “it was now high time.” At once, the rebel commanders, their faces smeared with clay for spiritual protection and to signify their leadership, gave the signal. On Lelienburg, they overpowered the plantation’s bomba and secured all guns and ammunition. They pronounced themselves masters of the plantation. On Hollandia, the rebels broke into a warehouse that stored muskets and powder for the militia. Well armed, the insurgents set off to spread their rebellion. The sounding of the drums, heard far and wide, communicated the start of the uprising.6

To secure their freedom and to exact revenge on particular masters, the rebels selectively murdered several Europeans that first day. On plantation Juliana, the wife of manager Dell was decapitated, and the rebels, emulating their enslavers, stuck her head on a sharpened pole by the riverbank. Enslaved workers on plantations Essendam and Helvetia killed their managers when they returned from church. On plantation Saintslust, the rebels wounded an Amerindian slave and their manager. The latter managed to escape, making his way to Company plantation Peereboom, where many Europeans cut off from Fort Nassau by the rebellion were gathering. Young Anthony Barkey, the owner of plantation Lelienburg, where the revolt began, survived only because the gun trained on him misfired three times. The rebels narrowly missed their chance to avenge themselves on some of the most hated planters, holed up on a nearby plantation. By the time the rebels caught on to their presence, the men had slipped away.7

Governor Van Hoogenheim was awakened before dawn at four thirty on Monday morning by a militia captain bearing the alarming news of the uprising. The governor realized that if “the fury of the rebels was not stopped right away,” the conflagration would spread up and down the river. But he had few resources at his disposal. The colony’s geography, with estates spread some one hundred miles along the Berbice River, made defense difficult. Just as a year before, he had only a handful of soldiers and officers at the fort. A few remaining soldiers were stationed high up the river. Cut off from the fort by the rebellion, they fled to safety in the neighboring colony of Demerara. Fort Nassau was in poor shape. The governor doubted that its walls could hold up under the recoil of its own artillery. Still, to shore up defenses, he ordered the removal of bushes, and soldiers leveled several small buildings close to the fort to increase visibility for armed marksmen on the ramparts.8

The governor’s only hope lay in the four ships anchored near Fort Nassau in New Amsterdam. The largest of these was the slave ship Adriana Petronella, commanded by Captain Christoffel Kok. Three smaller merchant ships were being loaded with sugar, cacao, coffee, cotton, and other crops for transportation to Holland. The governor had previously ordered the slave captain to ready his ship to go up the Canje River to prevent the rebellion from spreading. Now he commanded Captain Kok to sail his heavily armed ship with thirty-four sailors up the Berbice River to liberate the Dutch trapped on plantations beyond the insurgency “from the hands of these mad Barbarians.” He ordered the reluctant captains of the other ships to anchor in front of the fort for its defense. The ships were only lightly armed and many of the sailors were already sick, so the display offered symbolic rather than real protection. Meanwhile, fleeing Amerindians brought news of the uprising’s rapid spread.9

As the flames of rebellion jumped from one plantation to another, colonists panicked. Instead of rallying to the colony’s defense, they acted to save themselves. Rather than protecting their plantations, they hastily prepared to abandon them. They buried their valuables, packed their trunks, and loaded their tent boats. Many deserted their enslaved workers, after arming a few of their male slaves to defend the plantation.10 Even reservists declined to serve. Goed Land en Goed Fortuin owner and militia captain Kunkler gloomily forecast that “the colony and we ourselves are done for.” After hiding his silver and gold and giving his furniture to nearby Amerindians for safekeeping, he abandoned his plantation. In doing so, he deserted the new workers he had just bought from Captain Kok, and the slaves who had refused to join Adam in the July 1762 uprising.11 Lodewijk Abbensets, a leading member of the governor’s council, was one of the few willing to make a stand. He offered to turn his plantation, Solitude, close to the heart of the uprising, into a defensive post. He urgently requested more planters to join him. Few responded.

Not only colonists but even Company officials had little appetite for resistance. Instead of helping the governor, they, too, focused on securing their possessions. Members of the Barkey extended family, hated by the rebels and the governor alike, commandeered the merchant ships riding the current in front of the fort. Over the governor’s strenuous objections, one Barkey family member, prosecutor Harkenroth, along with his father-in-law, treasurer and slave auctioneer Abraham Wijs, loaded up their furniture and slaves. Van Hoogenheim entreated them to gather up the Company records for safekeeping on the vessels. They declined. Instead, they moved their families on board and refused to set foot onshore again.

Making matters worse, the captain of the armed slaver failed to sail upriver to liberate the planters cut off from the fort by the spreading rebellion. Barely out of the fort’s sight, he anchored in front of plantation Sublieslust, at the request of the council member who owned it. Neither threats nor the promise of generous bounties for every rebel caught dead or alive could induce either the slaver’s crew or the militia to aid the colonists upriver.12

Peereboom

As the conflagration spread, the settlers trapped upstream huddled on Company plantation Peereboom to defend themselves. The plantation had a large, sturdy house atop a bluff and a commanding view of the river and the adjacent Wiruni Creek. The frightened refugees were a cross section of Berbice’s colonial population.13 Former councilman Ambrosius Zubli arrived in his tent boat with his manager, his plantation surgeon, and a large number of male and female slaves. He brought along his neighbor Jean Zaint with his female cousin, whose plantation had been attacked the previous day. The cousin had saved herself by ducking under the table, while Zaint, shot in the arm, had hidden in the cacao fields.14 Slaves rowed councilman Johan George, his wife, and their six children down the Berbice from the family’s plantation, Beerensteijn. Jan Abraham Charbon, a young man, arrived with his neighbor Christian Mittelholteer after a sleepless night standing guard at Mittelholteer’s plantation Oosterleek. The next morning they decided there was greater safety in numbers and they rushed to Peereboom.15 Besides their guns and slaves, they brought two European women. The minister of the Dutch Reformed Church, Jonas van Petersom Ramring, rowed from the church across the creek to Peereboom. He was accompanied by his wife, Elisabeth, and her sister Aletta. The women had taken off their jewelry and buried it before leaving.16 Three members of a family of mixed ancestry, Philip, Jeremiah, and Hendrik Broer, who owned small plantations upriver from Peereboom, arrived with their wives. Johan Ernst Hoerle had been in charge of Savonette during the 1762 uprising. After he returned from his truancy in Demerara he was reassigned to manage Company plantation Cornelia Jacoba, located downstream of the rebellion. Hoerle got stranded on Peereboom with one of his slaves and a European servant on his way back from business upriver.17

All told, close to seventy men, women, and children, or about a fifth of the free colonial population of Berbice, plus an unknown number of their slaves, cowered in the house on the hill.18

The Europeans fortified the house on Peereboom as best they could. Slaves were ordered to build a wall around the building and top it with broken glass. To clear the view and deny the rebels cover to sneak up to the house, slaves also razed slave huts and cut down trees. Reconnaissance parties were dispatched to find out how close the insurgents were, and everyone was assigned a place: women and children out of harm’s way in the attic, men on the first floor. Some house slaves stayed with their masters; others sought shelter in what remained of the negerij, or slave quarters. Councilman George sent an Amerindian messenger with a letter to Governor van Hoogenheim at Fort Nassau, begging assistance in their desperate situation. The man returned the next day with only moral support in the form of a note urging them to “keep up their courage” and expressing hope that “God would provide a favorable outcome.” The governor promised that the slave ship was on its way.19 As the triumphant shouting and drumming of the rebels grew louder and the smoke of torched plantations increasingly darkened the sky, the frightened colonists kept their eyes fixed downriver for the first signs either of welcome rescue … or of feared rebellion.

They got the latter. The rebels attacked Thursday morning around nine o’clock, several hundred strong. At first, the Europeans killed several insurgents, and the rebels retreated. But the assailants soon returned. The rest of the day, they wielded their guns from the edge of the forest while the Europeans returned fire from the windows. Hoping to burn out their adversaries, the rebels shot nails covered with cotton at the roof. Gunpowder ignited the cotton as it left the barrel, and the nails pinned the burning cloth to the roof, setting it on fire. The women, sequestered in the attic for their own safety, now frantically doused the flames with valuable drinking water. No one dared dash to the river to refill the water containers. The Europeans were spooked by the rebels taunting them that “they were men, and had another fourteen barrels of powder,” and would never give up.20 Without help, the colonists on Peereboom could not hold out for long.

Short of food and water, the beleaguered colonists were at the breaking point. When the leader of the rebel force surrounding them, Gousarie van Oosterleek, proposed negotiations, they agreed. In the course of the discussions, Gousarie explained that the insurgents mutinied because the Christians were lomp, a Dutch term denoting people who are rude and uncivilized. He and his men, he reportedly proclaimed, wanted “no more Christians in their country.” The rebels intended “to be the Heeren [masters, lords] of Berbice, all the plantations would be theirs.” The negotiations lasted into the next day.

By Friday morning, the rebels agreed to allow the Europeans to board their tent boats with their weapons and retreat to the fort. Evidently their former enslavers had agreed to pay for their free passage and for Africans to row their boats. But as the frightened Europeans slunk out of the house and filed down the hill to the river’s edge, the fragile truce, perhaps a ruse from the start, suddenly fell apart. At the moment that the colonists clambered into their boats, the rebels opened fire. Perhaps they had changed their minds or been unduly provoked. Some people were shot in their boats. Others jumped overboard, only to be fired upon in the water. Many drowned in the river and some killed themselves rather than fall into rebel hands. Of the captured, a good number were taken to rebel headquarters on plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia.21

Other captives were selected for immediate punishment. The rebels singled out particular men and their families, including their negotiating partners Johan George and Ambrosius Zubli. George was a member of the governor’s council and the criminal court. Six months prior, he had served as interrogator and judge for Coffij after the 1762 Goed Land en Goed Fortuin rebellion. Coffij had been broken on the wheel. Now, George faced retribution. As he and his family were shot at in their boat, his sons jumped overboard and one drowned. Of his three daughters, one drowned and two were captured. George himself was wounded. Over the course of the next day, he and his wife were tortured. Finally, he was killed and his head displayed on a pole. Zubli was shot on his boat and then decapitated. His shooter may have been Gousarie, his opposite in tense negotiations the day before. Zubli’s manager killed himself.22

The rebels also set their sights on plantation managers and overseers, whose careers depended on whipping as much work out of the enslaved as they could. They may also have earned the wrath of the rebels because of their predatory behavior toward enslaved women. Plantation managers in general were notorious for raping women under their command. Willem Hendrikse, a former sergeant newly appointed as manager on Company plantation Vlissingen, and Johan Muller, who cracked the whip at Peereboom, were both subjected to their own disciplinary measures. Hendrikse was lashed and locked in a tronk, a heavy block with iron leg bands used to punish slaves. His wife and children were murdered before his eyes. Muller was whipped to death, then quartered and beheaded.23 Several other managers were also killed. The managers of two Company plantations, J.H. Schröder and Johan Ernst Hoerle, a notoriously abusive taskmaster, were lucky enough to escape.24

The rebels also seem to have targeted the colony’s physicians. One got away, but two did not. Mathijs Villiot was whipped to death. Jan Jacob Basch, the Company’s former surgeon major, was reportedly skinned alive.25 The Company’s slaves, who were forced to see him when they fell ill, dreaded his ministrations. A year earlier, a Company official had denounced Basch for “unhappy treatments” that caused “great suffering for many, and lowered others into the grave.” Even colonists, who had a choice of physicians, avoided him like the pox.26 Poorly trained and eager to experiment on their charges, surgeons were more likely to kill than to cure.27 Governor van Hoogenheim agreed in a letter to his superiors that most healers shipped to Berbice were entirely incompetent and given to drink. He would not, he stressed, trust his dog to their care, “let alone a human being.” If the directors could not find better people, he would rather do without doctors altogether.28

In all, twenty of the seventy European refugees at Peereboom died. There is only one report of the rebels killing a fellow slave. A group of rebels cut down and beheaded Keijta van de Peereboom, perhaps because he, like other Peereboom slaves, had fought alongside the Dutch.29 A number of enslaved people had huddled in the house with the Europeans, while others had been ordered to hide in the fields. When they were later questioned they claimed they had escaped into the jungle as the Europeans marched to the water.30

Planter Jan Broer, of European-Amerindian ancestry, arrived at Fort Nassau on horseback that afternoon to give word to Governor van Hoogenheim of the Peereboom carnage. Jan Broer’s brother Philip was among the dead. The news that all Christians had been either “murdered or captured” caused “great dejection” among the colonists holed up at the fort. “From that moment on,” the governor noted in his journal, “one could clearly discern that all completely lost heart.” 31

Panic

The Peereboom massacre spelled the end of any pretense of Dutch defense and dispelled any notion of a viable counterattack. As news of the massacre spread, fewer and fewer planters showed any appetite for resistance. They abandoned their plantations not just on the Berbice, but on the Canje River as well. Once again, it was the militia captain who was among the first to abandon his Canje plantation for the coast.

The day after the Peereboom massacre, Saturday, March 5, Dutch Reformed minister Jonas van Petersom Ramring, his wife, Elisabeth, and her eleven-year-old sister, Aletta, arrived at Fort Nassau, their clothes in tatters. They had fled Peereboom by boat but had been captured and taken to rebel headquarters on plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia. The rebel leaders refused to punish Pastor Ramring since he was “a man who spoke to God and prayed for [us].” Instead, they gave Ramring and his female companions something to wear and a secret code to get by the rebel patrols. Exhausted and worse for wear (Aletta had been shot in the buttocks), they brought a verbal message for the Dutch governor. The reason for the revolt, Ramring related, was “the bad and cruel treatment” the enslaved had suffered at the hands of the plantation owners where the rebellion had started. Chief among the men named was Anthony Barkey Jr., the minister’s twenty-two-year-old brother-in-law and the owner of Lelienburg. Barkey’s management style must have been brutal and stingy. “It is noteworthy,” Governor van Hoogenheim wrote to the directors, “that the plantation Lelienburg, belonging to Barkey, has brought forth four rebel leaders,” the most prominent of whom were Accara and a new Coffij.32

As more Peereboom survivors reached the fort over the weekend and recounted their personal tales of horror, panic escalated. After securing the upper Berbice River, the rebels set their sights downriver. They were expanding their reach, taking over more and more plantations on their way to the fort. Their example spread in unexpected directions. By Monday, government officials were in open rebellion, announcing they would not take up arms under any circumstances. Secretary and prosecutor Harkenroth publicly declared that he felt no obligation to get shot for his meager wages. The male colonists petitioned the governor, requesting to board the merchant ships riding at anchor. These ships already sheltered several officials. There was no hope of defending the fort, the colonists made clear, given its poor state of repair and the availability of only a few healthy soldiers. They predicted a “general massacre” should the rebels attack. The fires that lit up the sky at night suggested the enemy were advancing rapidly. Despite the fact that his own military officers supported the petition to flee, the governor refused to grant their pleas.33

Governor van Hoogenheim was rapidly running out of options. The next morning, the wife of overseer J. H. Schröder arrived at the fort with her child. While her husband had escaped from Peereboom, she and her child had been taken to the rebels’ stronghold. The traumatized woman estimated their fighting force at six hundred men with perhaps a thousand “dependents,” a rather large estimate. She said the rebels had established a government and exercised strict discipline. She had seen the corpses of seven “Christians.” She echoed Pastor Ramring when she explained that the rebels felt “very bitter” about their treatment at the hands of certain planters. The rebels had considered killing her, but leader Coffij chose to release her. He dictated a message for her to deliver to the governor. “The reason for this war,” the terse statement explained, “is that many Heeren [masters or lords] did not give the slaves what was their due.” Coffij named several men in particular, including his enslaver, the young Anthony Barkey. He warned that if the Dutch did not depart Berbice, leaving behind their slaves, “a large number of rebels” would attack the fort.34

Coffij’s threat elevated the level of panic to hysteria. Later Tuesday afternoon, March 8, the three remaining council members changed their votes in favor of abandoning Fort Nassau, and with it any pretense of governing the colony. Van Hoogenheim was left with no choice. At four p.m., all the colonists went aboard the ships. An hour later, the militia joined them, followed by the governor and his council. A few soldiers remained behind to nail the cannons to the fort walls to make it harder for the rebels to take them, and to set fire to the fort, symbol of Dutch power. An enslaved man named Simon was sent on horseback to go up the Canje River to spread the news of the Dutch retreat. But by this time, most of the colonists there had already fled for the coast. By nine thirty p.m. the fort had burned to the ground. Dutch colonial rule in Berbice had come to an end.35

Flight

With the rebels hot on their trail, the ships, crowded with Europeans and an unknown number of slaves, slowly over the course of a week made their way down sixty miles of river to the ocean. Several large canoes laden with enslaved people and goods followed the ships. During high tide, when the current pushed upriver, the flotilla anchored, and when the tide receded they floated downstream once again. Along the way, the Europeans assessed the situation on estates as they passed, occasionally venturing on land. At many plantations, people were busy helping themselves to whatever their enslavers had left behind. When the manager of plantation De Velde left the ship to check on his workers, he found them plundering the house. They chased him back to his rowboat with machetes. Cannon fire from one of the ships kept them from killing him. As the ships drifted by Vigilantie plantation, the rebels shot at them. The ships returned fire. A rebel leader named Prins shouted tauntingly from the riverbank “in good low Dutch” that the rebels “were men” and would meet them at Company plantation Dageraad the next day. Slave auctioneer Abraham Wijs had ordered his twenty-two slaves to follow the Dutch ships in one of the tent boats, but now they used the confusion to turn around, throwing in their luck with the rebels on Vigilantie.36

While some plantations were clearly in rebellion, on others the enslaved continued to live in peace. Van Hoogenheim went ashore to inspect Hooftplantage, owned by the Company. He found everyone quietly at work. To keep them from the rebels, he asked the bomba to gather the slaves and follow the ships in the plantation’s canoes. When they did so, the governor noted in his daily log that he was both “very surprised” and “deeply moved” by their “loyalty.” Further downriver, plantation Mara’s enslaved workers were continuing their labor, as were slaves on several other estates.37

On Friday, March 11, the ships arrived at the last big estate on the Berbice River, Company plantation Dageraad (Daybreak). Most of its enslaved people were still going about their work. The governor and councilmen proposed that the fleeing Dutch take a stand there. Dageraad was well situated. Its extensive kitchen gardens, and those of nearby estates, ensured an ample food supply. And while the rebels had now taken over all of Berbice south of Dageraad, the few plantations situated north of it appeared still unaffected. Van Hoogenheim wanted the Dutch to set up temporary headquarters and wait for provisions and reinforcements from other colonies or the Dutch Republic.

But the governor did not prevail. Amerindians brought news that the rebels were expanding their reach downriver beyond Dageraad, threatening to cut off escape to the coast. Moreover, the ship captains, whose vessels were essential for defense (and, even more important, escape), flatly refused to stay on the river any longer. Their loyalty lay with their merchant employers. To make their case, they cited their orders, sickness among their men, and lack of ammunition. The colonists made known that they would refuse to fight if Dageraad was attacked. They insisted that they had already lost their plantations and most of their possessions; they wished to leave Berbice with at least their lives. Several government officials boldly declared they would no longer recognize the governor or council’s authority. The mutiny of Berbice’s enslaved workers had spread to its colonists and officials as well. Outnumbered, the governor and councilmen bowed to their wishes. That night they boarded the ships and made for Fort St. Andries near the coast, just below the confluence with the Canje River.38

The rebels were closing in. A day after they left Dageraad, the plantation’s bomba, Piramus, caught up with the governor to tell him that a large group of rebels had arrived on the estate. They had confiscated everything of use. Finding no rum, they had ordered Piramus to make them some, threatening to “break his neck” and those of his laborers “because they had not taken the side of the rebels” and instead had “stayed loyal” to the Dutch. Piramus also reported that several trusted slaves following the ships in a canoe loaded with kitchen supplies and furniture from Fort Nassau had fallen into rebel hands. So had the boat filled with Hooftplantage slaves who had so moved the governor with their loyalty. Van Hoogenheim persuaded a hesitant Piramus to return to Dageraad to guard the plantation and try to prevent his people from joining the rebels.39
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View of plantation Cornelis Vriendschap in Suriname. Detail, dugout with bananas. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

Meanwhile, Van Hoogenheim’s efforts at damage control were being undermined by his own colonists. One ship captain sent armed seamen and soldiers to a northernmost estate, still at peace, to look for provisions. The men broke into the house, took food and wine, and shot dead the plantation’s bomba. Governor van Hoogenheim was furious but lacked the power to punish them. “All means of executing justice have been taken from me,” he noted in his log. “I am entirely dependent on the ship captains, and on dishonorable, disobedient and uncooperative burghers”—truly, he lamented, “a most deplorable and bitter lot for an honest man.”40

A week after torching their own fort, the Dutch finally arrived at St. Andries, a military outpost near the coast. St. Andries consisted of a low stone building and a few miserable clay huts in the middle of an immense savanna. Utterly exposed, it was armed with only two ancient and defective cannons and surrounded by a parapet, or breastwork, that was not much more than a cattle fence.41 It lacked gardens and access to fresh water. European refugees from both rivers, many of whom had brought their slaves, were living in hastily thrown-up thatched huts. Each day more desperate and destitute people arrived at the swelling refugee camp. The colonists on board the ships refused to lend a hand. They clamored to be allowed to continue their voyage out of the colony. Officials were now in a complete state of rebellion, no longer recognizing the authority of the governor and his council. “I [find] myself in the most horrible and dire circumstances one can imagine,” the governor lamented, “on the very edge of this pitiful colony, in a wild savanna, without any expectation of help or deliverance, with few provisions, and many mouths to feed yet few willing to aid in any way.” 42

The governor spent the next two weeks battling not rebels but his own people. He made clear that he intended to remain at St. Andries until help arrived. Any colonist was welcome to stay. Only those who were willing to do military duty and submit to military discipline would be fed. Those who sought to depart, whether on the four ships ultimately headed for Holland or in their own boats to nearby colonies, would be given permission to leave. Few men volunteered to stay; to the governor’s astonishment and disgust, even Pastor Jonas Ramring could not be persuaded to remain with his flock. The Lutheran minister Salomon Fredrik Müller, born in Berlin and newly appointed in Berbice (he had served less than a year), also departed, reportedly without so much as a goodbye. Next Van Hoogenheim tried repeatedly to retrieve his own personal belongings, as well as Company goods and provisions stowed aboard the ships. Government officials and captains feigned ignorance of their existence and sailors hid the goods deep in the holds under the cargo. Even a few Company slaves were secreted away. Government officials refused to settle their accounts or turn over Company papers, or did so incompletely and with great indifference.

As for the ship captains, they daily asked the governor for clearance to leave the colony, eventually threatening to depart without permission. Van Hoogenheim repeatedly impressed upon them and their officers the “dire need of the colony and the dangers to its inhabitants” but could not persuade them to provide any aid. They even refused to move their ships into defensive positions. In fact, on several occasions, those aboard went pleasure sailing on the ocean while a dutiful Governor van Hoogenheim made military preparations to withstand a rebel attack. A few willing colonists and available slaves built additional housing for the refugees, a new battery, and a stronger rampart. They also installed wooden gutters to collect rainwater, while the few soldiers and militia carried out reconnaissance on the Canje River.43

Van Hoogenheim spent his nights writing urgent letters to the directors of Berbice, as well as to the Dutch legislature, the States General, begging for speedy assistance. The letters were sent by messenger to Suriname and Demerara, where they were kept until they could be included in the official sealed mailbag when a ship left for Europe. The governor’s pleas would not reach the Dutch Republic for months, and any aid from there, he estimated, would take several more months.

Aid from Suriname, some seventy miles east of Berbice, came faster. As soon as he received Van Hoogenheim’s desperate request for a hundred fighters, Governor Wigbold Crommelin readied an expedition. Unable to find a Dutch ship willing to transport the troops to Berbice, he hired an “English bark,” the Betsy, a Rhode Island ship just then in port, commanded by a brother-i n-l aw of future American revolutionary Ben Franklin. In addition to a hundred soldiers, the Betsy also carried food supplies for Van Hoogenheim, along with guns, ammunition, and diplomatic gifts to induce Amerindians to stay loyal. Three-quarters of the men were to join Van Hoogenheim. The rest were to patrol the Corentyne River, the border between Berbice and Suriname. Crommelin hoped that the natives and soldiers together could prevent the Berbice Rebellion from spilling into his colony. He assured Van Hoogenheim that his soldiers were experienced slave hunters who had battled Maroons and thus were “well acquainted with the ways of blacks.”44

The Suriname soldiers reached Fort St. Andries on March 28, 1763, just as the governor had reached the breaking point and was contemplating abandoning the colony. One of the two officers in command was an old army friend of Van Hoogenheim and the other a future governor of Suriname. Both men were veteran Maroon fighters.45 Buoyed by their arrival, Van Hoogenheim decided to repossess Company plantation Dageraad. Once again, he persuaded the ship captains to postpone their departure for the Dutch Republic and to lend a hand now that help had arrived. The captain of the slaver agreed only after the council authorized a bonus of 300 guilders to “animate” his reluctant sailors. Two of the ships remained near the coast: one at the mouth of the Canje and one at Fort St. Andries, where a small detachment of soldiers also remained. Another twenty-five soldiers and six civilians were sent up the Canje River to determine the situation on that river and eventually to make their way to the Corentyne River. The Standvastigheid, the Betsy, and the slaver carried the remaining Europeans (including ninety soldiers and civilians capable of fighting), along with an unknown number of enslaved people, upriver. On April 1, at six thirty in the morning, Van Hoogenheim disembarked on Dageraad, the Company’s largest and northernmost sugar plantation, where he had wanted to set up temporary headquarters several weeks earlier but had been overruled.46

Dutiful and determined, Governor van Hoogenheim had managed to hang on to his colony by his fingernails. Even so, his small contingent still confronted formidable odds. Just under a hundred able-bodied European men, both soldiers and burghers, now faced hundreds, if not thousands, of rebels. The Europeans had access to one plantation and its kitchen gardens, while their opponents controlled the rest of the colony. The relieved governor, deeply disappointed in his fellow colonists but proud to have prevailed against them and, so far, the rebels, had no idea he would be stuck at Dageraad for the next fifteen months.


4

Governing

For at least a year, if not more, rebellion had been in the air. Some enslaved people contemplated starting their own Maroon settlements in the bush. But at some point the conversation turned. Rather than leave themselves, why not force the Dutch to do the leaving? Instead of doing the backbreaking work of starting new farms in the jungle, they could take over the plantations where they lived. The uprising that broke out at the end of February 1763 centered on several adjoining plantations in the heart of the colony. But the speed with which the rebels expanded their uprising suggests not only widely shared discontent, but also the existence of political organization of some sort. Signs indicate elements of self-government, with the leadership likely drawn from men (and some women) who were powerful on their plantations before the rebellion.

The head of the Berbice uprising was Coffij van Lelienburg, who lived on the plantation of the Barkey family. Lelienburg was a midsized estate with forty slaves. Coffij identified as Amina, a term the Dutch used for people who had been captured on the Gold Coast of Africa, present-day Ghana. The English used the term Coromantee, or Kromanti. The name Kofi (rendered as Coffij in Dutch) is a common Akan name given to Gold Coast boys born on a Friday. No firsthand testimony survives from Coffij. Many people the Dutch questioned as the rebellion wound down mention Coffij, but unfortunately they provided few personal details. We do not know, for instance, how old he was or whether he was a husband or a father. Did his face bear the scarification tattoos, three parallel lines from ear to eye, typical of the West African Akan, to indicate status, family, and birthplace? The Dutch records rarely remark on physical attributes and never mention filed teeth or facial and body scarification, though many Africans in Berbice carried such “country marks.” Perhaps Coffij was stolen from his parents before he received his.1

Coffij was a man of broad experience. A contemporary claimed that he was brought to Berbice as a child. Two enslaved women reported crossing the Atlantic with him. He grew up on the plantation of one of the most hated planters in the colony, experiencing firsthand the worst brutality of Dutch rule. He was initially trained as a house servant in the Barkey family, and later became a cooper. His trajectory made him a highly assimilated or creolized African, familiar with the ways of whites. He must have been highly charismatic and spiritually forceful, as Akan people from the Gold Coast prized such qualities in their political leaders. He was chosen as the commander, one insurgent later claimed, because he was a “wise and sensible man.” Even a planter admiringly called him a man of “courage and judgement.” Coffij was also a man of vision, eager to secure freedom from chattel slavery for himself and his followers with bold ideas about the shape of post-emancipation life. His second-in-command, Accara, also claimed Amina membership and lived on Lelienburg, where he had a wife and at least one grown daughter.2

Coffij’s and Accara’s identities as Amina matter. Enslaved Africans in the Americas created strong ties where they lived and worked. Europeans and slaves alike identified people by the name of their plantation: Coffij van (of) Lelienburg. But people developed ties not just to the estates where they were incarcerated. More so than in North America, many African-descended people in the Caribbean and South America also identified across plantations with members of what Europeans referred to as “nations.” Nations were fluid communities of people who came from the same general geographic area and who could communicate because they spoke the same or similar languages. In Dutch colonies, “Amina” or “Elmina” referred to Akan and Ga speakers from the Gold Coast and its hinterland. In Africa they would not have considered themselves one nation, as they would have belonged to different ethnicities and political communities.3 Nations were American cultural creations for social and religious fellowship. Creoles might or might not claim national membership. Which facet of one’s identity took precedence (plantation, nation, or Creole status), and what the affiliation meant at any given time, depended on circumstances. The rebellion, as war tends to do, politicized such difficult choices.4
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Charles Hamilton Smith; G. B. Whittaker, Akan man with facial marks, 1827. (© National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London.)

The sources shed little light on the planning of the rebellion. The Dutch did not ask about it in their judicial processes, so people did not speak of it much. One can piece together clues to get a picture of the organization. People strategized first on their individual plantations, and next, across estates through membership in nations. This was especially true of the Amina. The Amina were only one of many nations in Berbice, but they were a sizable and coherent group. The Dutch bought many slaves on the West African Gold Coast, especially after a series of wars there in the 1730s transformed large numbers of people into prisoners of war. Male Amina tended to be well schooled in statecraft and military affairs. They came from hierarchical cultures in which people avidly sought avenues for social advancement, notably through the ownership of slaves. They were behind many rebellions in the Americas—on the Danish island of St. John in 1733 and in British Jamaica in 1760. Time and again, black Berbicians questioned by the Dutch as the rebellion wound down pointed to the Amina as instigators. Africans of many nations as well as some Creoles participated in the uprising, but the Amina formed the senior leadership.5

In the first days and weeks of the uprising, the rebels worked to convince, or coerce, as many people as possible to rise up and to do so quickly, before the Europeans had a chance to mobilize. Bombas played a crucial role in getting people on board. Depending on whether they behaved like junior managers or shop stewards, bombas were resented or respected. Their moral authority could sway people to join, resist, or dodge the insurgents. Moreover, many fleeing planters had left their plantations in the care of their bombas, handing over keys and guns. This access made them doubly useful to the rebels.6

The judicial interrogations the Dutch conducted in 1764 suggest that when insurgents arrived on a plantation, they moved quickly to gain support and defuse opposition. They searched for weapons and powder and confiscated guns left by Europeans in the hands of trusted slaves. They tied up resisters. They assessed the leanings of the bomba or bombas, as larger plantations had more than one. Those who refused to join the rebellion were threatened, along with their family members. If that failed, they were whipped, or even killed. The bomba at plantation La Providence was flogged by the rebels. Bomba Fortuin van Lelienburg and Louis, bomba on Hoogstraten, two plantations at the heart of the rebellion, were murdered. Rebelling slaves in St. Domingue (present-day Haiti), some twenty-five years later, acted similarly toward commandeurs, as bombas were known in French. The large numbers of bombas among the Berbice rebels suggest that many decided to join, or had been in on the planning. They played a similar leading role in St. Domingue’s massive uprising in 1791.7

Once the rebels took care of opposition, they raided the plantations. They slaughtered fowl and livestock and roasted them on spits. They helped themselves to wine and liquor. They broke into chests and cupboards, shed their rags, and dressed in their enslavers’ finest. Some leaders, in significant gestures of social inversion, dined with their families in great style at the tables of the very men and women who had kept them hungry. When the rebels did not want to keep a plantation in production, they torched crops and buildings, making European return difficult. To prevent non-rebellious slaves from staying on their plantation, or to punish them for refusing to join, they burned their huts and gardens as well. Rebels urged or, if necessary, forced women along as wives and men as soldiers. Then they sent tent boats and canoes with plunder, captives, and volunteers to rebel headquarters and moved on to the next estate.8

“Getting Their Due”

In the first week of the rebellion, rebel leaders Coffij and Accara sent several messages to the Dutch. Much as the American colonists in 1776 would feel compelled to compose a Declaration of Independence that justified taking up arms and placed responsibility on British officials, so, too, the Berbice rebels decided to explain themselves and assess blame. Their initial brief missives and oral messages pointed to brutal treatment and not getting “what was their due” as the trigger for seeking freedom through armed rebellion. They singled out offending planters by name. Those accused were owners or managers on the estates where the rebellion first started, suggesting that the initial uprising was a local affair. Coffij and Accara did not elaborate, here or in their subsequent letters, on what exactly they meant by not “getting their due.” Mistress Schröder, who, as noted earlier, had been captured on Peereboom plantation, taken to rebel headquarters, and released to carry the insurgents’ first message to the Dutch governor, filled in some of the details. The rebels, she said, had pointed to particular masters for withholding food and the customary allotment of rum. They had mercilessly flogged the slaves to work beyond their endurance. And, Schröder testified, they had forced themselves on enslaved men’s wives.9

In pointing to ill treatment and “not getting one’s due,” the Berbice rebels joined a long revolutionary tradition. In human history, people have repeatedly overturned the status quo because they felt that on some fundamental level they did not get what they deserved. Other revolutions, too, began out of a sense of injustice when the moral understanding between rulers and ruled was violated. To justify their actions, revolutionaries worked to transform concrete violations into abstract principles. Not long after the Berbice Rebellion, American colonists would feel ill-treated when the British imposed taxes, which threatened their livelihoods and violated their sense of what they rightly deserved as British subjects. They transformed this affront into the more abstract political principles of “liberty” and “independence.” By 1775, their peaceful efforts at redress rebuffed, many colonists felt justified in resorting to collective violence to create a more just social order.

Historians of slavery have argued that enslaved people held similar understandings. In lives of incessant violence and acute exploitation, enslaved people, like oppressed workers everywhere, nevertheless expected a modicum of fairness and predictability. They labored with an expectation of sufficient food to do the work, time off, some autonomy, reasonable rules with clear consequences, and a chance at building families and communities. The terms of social “contracts” differed from place to place, shaped by local law and custom, the particular plantation economy, and the historical contingencies that shaped the struggles between enslavers and enslaved. Such expectations about conditions do not mean that people accepted their enslavement. Nor do they mean that the enslaved people did not resist their exploitation in daily life. Rather, ruled by terror, and wary of armed rebellion, most begrudgingly accommodated themselves to their enslavement as long as certain minimum standards were observed, in order to survive.10

When planters violated such customary understandings, their victims had limited recourse. In some colonies in the Americas, notably those under Spanish rule and in New England, aggrieved slaves had access to the courts. In most English and Dutch colonies in the eighteenth century, people could only informally complain to a master, overseer, neighboring planter, or government official. Once in a while, enslaved people succeeded in reining in a cruel master or getting an offensive overseer fired. More often, such risky challenges were unsuccessful, as law, custom, and an ideology of white supremacy granted planters enormous leeway in treating enslaved people as they saw fit.11

In addition to lodging complaints, enslaved people resorted to what social scientist James Scott calls the “weapons of the weak.” They protested their enslavers’ unacceptable treatment through lewd gestures, disrespectful talk, and subversive behavior. The people on plantation Hooglande, for instance, expressed their contempt for their abusive owner by making “fun of him in all things,” the surgeon on the plantation reported; “even the little ones give him all kinds of nicknames.” When mocking could not bridle hurt, anger, or fear, people turned to sabotage, theft, or violence. Every once in a while, an overseer or slaveholder was murdered, though such occurrences were surprisingly rare. Some people sought a change of masters, or ran away, either temporarily or permanently. When the infractions were egregious, long-lasting, and widely shared, and other measures had been exhausted, people might organize and break out collectively, as happened on plantation Goed Land en Goed Fortuin in 1762. In resorting to collective armed rebellion reluctantly, and only as a last resort, enslaved people acted like other exploited people in history. When hunger and oppression grew intolerable, armed rebellion became the only way out.12

Yet armed revolution brought people in search of freedom and self-mastery face-to-face not only with their colonial oppressors but with one another.13

Ruling

As they expanded their grip on the colony, and even before the Dutch fled to the coast, Coffij and his next in command, Accara, formed a government. They expanded on the rudimentary organization they had set up in the first weeks of rebellion, drawing on Akan and new-world political understanding and practices. Coffij set policy and headed up the civil administration. He upgraded his title from captain, as he designated himself in his first message to Governor van Hoogenheim, to governor. Captain Accara was in charge of military affairs. Separation of political and military affairs was common practice, too, among Maroons in Suriname and elsewhere. Coffij picked councilmen, a prosecutor, and an executioner.14 They, like Governor Coffij, were known by the Dutch terms for their offices. They were given servants, chosen from both the rebellion’s opponents and its supporters.

They added ceremony. High-ranking officials and their wives dressed in fancy European clothing and jewelry to symbolize their new authority, power, and status. Their comings and goings were announced with drumming and gunshots. Some were given the tent boats of plantation owners. Berend, the bomba of Sublislust, was “ferried about like a Heer,” or big man, in the boat of councilman Abbensets, rowed by some of Abbensets’s former slaves. While at first the insurgents were too busy for elaborate festivities, it is likely, though no accounts exist, that in the weeks that followed, some in positions of power and prestige participated in Akan “ennobling” ceremonies to legitimize their new elite status, which carried with it the right to own slaves.15

Rebel leaders selected heren (lords), trusted supporters to run the plantations that the rebels decided to keep in production and to ensure that plantation workers stayed at their jobs. Much as bombas had been beholden to their European masters, heren were obligated to Coffij—and to the rebellion’s success, if they wanted to keep their new positions. Others were encouraged or forced to work at their previous occupations, but now to aid the rebellion. One man claimed he was outed as having been a butcher, in a revealing phrase, “under the previous governor.” Apprised of this, Governor Coffij, the current governor, likewise set the man to slaughtering.16 Governor Coffij ordered Jan Kat, a former colony slave trained as a smith, to make arrows with metal points and drill open any cannon the Dutch had spiked. Others worked as carpenters, masons, and cooks.17

On the military side, Captain Accara designated captains and lieutenants to train and lead army units. No doubt some were chosen because of their wartime experience in Africa. Pokko van Hollandia, an Amina, for instance, knew how to “command with flags,” meaning that he used signals to direct soldiers in battle. Others were promoted because they proved their mettle in the early stages of the rebellion. Fortuin van Helvetia brought Coffij the heads of two European men, which reportedly gained him a commission as a “great Captain.” Gousarie van Oosterleek led the uprising on his plantation and was also in charge during the attack on Peereboom plantation in the first week of the rebellion. Entrusting these men and others to lead their own bands tied them to the rebellion.18

While the great majority of leaders were male, a few female counselors exerted crucial leadership early on in the rebellion.19 Their roles reflected old- and new-world practices. Among the Akan, female counselors served as social critics who helped regulate people’s behavior. On plantations, senior women played important roles in informal slave tribunals that dealt with community infractions such as theft, sexual transgressions, and accusations of poisoning. No doubt drawing on such customs, Amelia van Hollandia & Zeelandia, Coffij’s sister from the Middle Passage, was said to have counseled him about people’s loyalty. Other rebels, later charged and questioned by the Dutch, claimed that at the word of this powerful woman heads rolled. She defended herself against such claims by asserting that she had merely served as “[Coffij’s] cook.” As on the Gold Coast, a wife’s duty to cook for her husband was of great importance, second only to bearing his children. Amelia in fact may well have been one of Coffj’s wives.20

Her fellow slaves did not buy Amelia’s defense. One man related that he had even seen her “walking around with a broadsword like a man.” Accara’s wife Barbara, also from Lelienburg, acted in a similar capacity. Likewise, leader Atta van Altenklingen, who became governor at a later stage, was said to pay close attention to the advice of a woman named Pallas from Antonia plantation. The Dutch accused her of being “an instigator of the rebels through pretend magic.” They were referring to obeah, the channeling of special spiritual powers to cure ills or correct social wrongs. Obeah provided a path to power for women in West African societies where female diviners played important roles in criminal justice. According to Veronica van Lelienburg, Barbara, who functioned as a counselor to her husband, Accara, urged the death penalty for Veronica’s husband, the bomba of Lelienburg, who had opposed the rebellion. When Accara acted on her recommendation, Barbara watched the bomba’s execution approvingly while she smoked a long pipe. She then made Veronica her servant. Perhaps women like Barbara and Pallas operated as “female reign-mates,” or queen mothers, in Dahomey (present-day Benin), helping new rulers establish legitimacy and control.21 While these women did not have formal titles, they functioned as informal advisers to top male leaders to whom they were closely related. As the rebellion progressed, and war eclipsed governing, the sources no longer identify women in leadership roles. The rebellion provided men with many opportunities for social mobility and prestige as soldiers and leaders—opportunities from which women were largely excluded.
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African woman with a hand drum, 1675–1725, detail. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

In addition to creating civil and military administrations, Coffij and Accara also stockpiled and distributed supplies. In exchange for a reward, rebels were ordered to bring to rebel headquarters all confiscated goods, especially guns and powder, but also food, clothes, jewelry, money, tobacco, liquor, canoes, tent boats, and livestock. Coffij redistributed supplies to the army and loyal followers or kept them for future use. Rebel leaders also made a careful inventory of what, and who, remained on the various plantations. One rebel later reported that Coffij sent his lieutenant Atta van Altenklingen to Company plantation Savonette, several hours upriver, “to count the people and the cows.” Some cattle were left on the plantations to be slaughtered at a later date, but most were picked up right away.22

As one might expect in wartime, the bulk of the supplies went to the army. Coffij and Accara handed out the estimated three hundred to four hundred guns they had collected to their most trusted and capable men (no records indicate that women received guns).23 Some rebels, such as bomba Claes van Petite Bretagne, “did not know how to handle a gun.” He and men like him were given sharp tools like axes, for hand-to-hand combat. Archers relied on skills they brought from their home countries.24 Governor Coffij had iron-tipped arrows made for them. But, as in the precolonial Akan kingdom of Asante in West Africa, the powerful carried guns.25 In fact, some rebels refused to fight without one. One man later explained that he had resisted going on a particular mission since he lacked a firearm. “A soldier, when he goes to war, has to have a gun,” he had insisted. Coffij allegedly promised him that he would “get the musket of the first one killed.” The man then reluctantly agreed to join, armed with a cutlass. Officers were further distinguished from common soldiers with sashes to wear over their clothes.26

Lookouts were set out around plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia, which served as rebel headquarters until Coffij moved into Fort Nassau. An advance post was created on Vigilantie, a plantation downriver, some three hours south of Dageraad. Iron discipline was imposed—soldiers “had to jump,” people later testified, when their officers commanded them. A similar strict discipline would be maintained among rebel soldiers in St. Domingue during the slave uprising in the 1790s.27

In addition to organizing their army and government, Coffij and Accara had to decide what to do with their hostages. Their men had captured perhaps two dozen Europeans at Peereboom and elsewhere throughout the colony. Rebels punished and killed prisoners or put them to work. Captives’ fates depended on how much they were hated, whether they had advocates among the rebels, and their potential usefulness. Widow Jansen was seized at Peereboom and put in the stocks at rebel headquarters. She had owned a small plantation, named Vrijheid, or Liberty, with four slaves. One of them, Favoriet (Favorite), now repeatedly threatened to cut off her ears—retribution for a punishment the widow herself may well have inflicted. Female rebels also regularly flogged her. Slave women were particularly active in punishing European women, whose white gender privilege was based on black women’s degradation. Widow Jansen’s ordeal ended when she was killed on the rebels’ execution grounds across the river from plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia. One of the European female captives, later set free, claimed she saw seven dead colonists; all had been killed at the same time.28

Despite a desire for revenge and retribution, the insurgents kept alive a few Europeans, at least for the moment. The widow Hosch and her three daughters were put to work in the kitchen gardens. They were eventually killed. Coffij took Georgina Sara Helena George, a young woman of about twenty, whose father had commanded the Europeans at Peereboom, as one of his “wives.” Sara’s ten-year-old sister served as her lady-in-waiting. Despite historians’ documentation of pervasive European anxieties in the Atlantic world about rebellious slaves wanting to marry white women, Georgina appears to have been the only Dutch woman to have wed one of the rebels. Other hostages were spared so they could be used to communicate with the Dutch. For instance, Coffij had sent Pastor Ramring, “a man who spoke with God,” to carry a message to Governor van Hoogenheim the day after the Peereboom massacre. 29

A few days later Coffij sent Mistress Schröder on a similar mission. She had been captured at Peereboom with her toddler. Rebels had undressed and whipped her before bringing her to their headquarters. Her husband had, until very recently, been the manager of the Company plantation Cornelia Jacoba and she claimed that people who had been enslaved there had stood by her. Using “strong language,” she related, they proclaimed “that woman shall live or we will die with her.” “They insisted,” she added, that “she has always treated us right and done right by us.” Figuring Schröder could be of help, and eager to retain the goodwill of the Cornelia Jacoba people, Coffij relented. He gave her new clothes and employed her as a stenographer, dictating a note to Governor van Hoogenheim explaining why the people had risen up. Coffij then dispatched Schröder and her child to take the note to Van Hoogenheim at Fort Nassau. As we have seen, she arrived just before the Dutch abandoned the fort.30

Besides dealing with European captives, rebel leaders had to decide what to do with their opponents among the liberated. This was a delicate task because loyalties and social ties overlapped and conflicted. Detractors were more than likely to have family, friends, and neighbors among the insurgents. The rebellion was organized both on the individual plantation level and along lines of nation across plantations. To be successful, the rebels had to forge these various communities into a coherent unit. So no doubt Coffij, Accara, and their councilors, perhaps acting as a formal tribunal, had much to consider when deciding each person’s fate. Like the European captives, some opponents were punished with beatings or the stocks and then put to work, while others were killed.31 Bombas who opposed the rebellion were generally beheaded, so they could not use their influence to encourage resistance to the new regime. On the other hand, the rebels spared bomba Cupido van Hollandia & Zeelandia, who had betrayed the rebellion, allegedly out of mercy because he “had many children,” some of whom might already have been of fighting age.32

Competing Loyalties

In the first few weeks, enslaved people would have watched the rebellion unfold with mixed emotions. Presumably, many felt exhilaration and satisfaction. Hated masters and mistresses were gone and former slaves were in charge. There was food and drink, drumming and dancing. People appropriated their owners’ clothes and other possessions. A man named Cesar likely spoke for many when he justified emptying his plantation house’s closets by reportedly asserting that “he was old, and had worked for it all, and therefore it was all his due.” 33 People must have heard about the murder of Europeans and the burning of their masters’ houses and fields with grim satisfaction and even glee. Not surprisingly, no one admitted to such feelings in their interrogations a year later by the Dutch. But we find clues in the actions of enslaved people in neighboring Suriname. In no time, they composed songs celebrating the events in Berbice.34

But there must have been other reactions as well. Rebellions are not just electrifying and promising, but scary and unpredictable. The uprising of the Dutch against the Spanish during the Eighty Years’ War (1568–1648) or the American colonists against their colonial masters during the American Revolution (1763–83) were slow events that gave people months if not years to decide their loyalties. And many remained apathetic throughout these conflicts. But slave rebellions happened fast, requiring split-second decisions in chaotic and dangerous circumstances. No matter how much people hated their enslavement, survival was foremost. For many, keeping themselves and their families alive and together and protecting their meager but hard-earned possessions, gardens, and privileges trumped the dicey overthrow of a brutal regime. People also worried about the right moment to join in: too late might be as costly as too soon. There were those who had no desire to join but were eager to keep their masters’ food, drink, and clothing for themselves, rather than yield them to the rebels. Many later claimed they wanted to stay out of the fray altogether.35

Then, too, people may well have been weary of the Amina. They had been behind the uprising on St. John in 1733 as well as the 1760 rebellion in Jamaica. In both cases, their objective was to create a West African state with themselves on top. Rumors of their attempts to enslave the majority of the people may have circulated among black Berbicians. On the Gold Coast, powerful and militaristic Amina elites were known to be deeply involved in slaving and, according to West African informants on St. John, eager to leave work to others. The coercion involved in the first weeks of the uprising likely led many to stay away from the rebels.36

And so, not surprisingly, as is common in rebellions and revolutions, people’s responses to the insurgency, and their alignments, ran the gamut from strong support to evasion. Their decisions hinged as much on their own personal circumstances and social tensions on plantations as on larger ideological, political, and strategic considerations. A few chose to side with the Dutch. Many more joined the rebels. Most stripped their own plantation houses, taking back what their labor had wrought.37 Yet whatever their sympathies, in terms of committing themselves to rebellion, it appears that many remained noncommitted where possible, attempting to stay autonomous, or holding off on choosing their allegiance until it became clearer who would prevail. By their own accounts, they hid in the rain forest and savanna behind their plantations as soon as they heard the rebels approach, and they moved back to their plantations when the rebels, or the Dutch, had passed by. Some no doubt claimed disengagement to avoid prosecution. Others likely spoke the truth. The very fact that so many thought such claims believable is suggestive. It makes sense that people would have been wary, and preferred watching events from afar. They would have wished to keep their children and elderly safe, their garden produce from confiscation, and their chickens from the rebels’ barbecues. They may have disliked or mistrusted those who supported the insurgency on their plantations, especially bombas who may have unfairly disciplined them in the past.38 They feared Dutch or rebel retaliation if they bet on the wrong side. And as the rebels became more coercive, forcing people to work for them, many must have felt that the choice the Amina offered, at least in the short run, was tantamount to exchanging one set of masters for another.

Hiding from the rebels, in other words, signaled more than a fearful refusal to participate in rebellion. Avoiding the rebels was a political statement about preferring life without masters, a declaration of independence if you will. Like self-governing people throughout history, they sought to evade war, the appropriation of their labor, and outside rule. In dodging all combatants, ex-slaves in fact became fugitives in their own backyards, living independently of both the Dutch and the rebels. They camped in their own communities near their gardens and plantation pantries—subsistence agriculture did not require much coercion. This alternative, especially for women, children, and the less able-bodied, would have been preferable to joining a military campaign or being incorporated into the rebellion as workers. One man probably spoke for many when he told Dutch investigators later, “he did not want to be anyone’s slave, and so he stayed home.” 39 During the American Revolution, many people similarly struggled to remain neutral, less because they were anti-patriot or pro-British than because they wanted a “different kind of revolution” than the one they got.40

What happened on plantation Boschlust provides a revealing example. When the uprising started, the inhabitants of Boschlust, high up the Berbice River, charted their own future. Rather than kill their enslavers, as the rebels demanded, they urged them to flee. “They besieged me,” Boschlust’s owner, councilman Pierre Perrotet later reported, “that I had better leave as soon as possible, if we wanted to avoid getting murdered.” But Perrotet’s eighteen slaves declined his invitation to accompany him and his family to neighboring Demerara. “Why would we go with you,” they reportedly told him, “we have always had a good life on this plantation, we have good food, gardens we don’t want to leave, and if the bad people [rebels] come, we’ll kill them.” They promised him they would not abandon the plantation and that they’d harvest his cotton, cacao, and coffee as they had done before. Perrotet wrote out a note that his slaves “had not rebelled against me nor had done the least bad deed.” He hoped the declaration would stand them, and him, in good stead should the Dutch retake the colony. Four enslaved men agreed to accompany the family on their flight to Demerara, ostensibly to carry the luggage, but perhaps also to ensure the planter’s prompt departure. A free Amerindian family living on the plantation came along as well, likely as guides. As soon as the party reached Demerara, the slaves abandoned the family, taking back the luggage, as they may have intended from the start. The Indians took off as well.

With their enslavers in Demerara, Boschlust’s workers were now effectively free. They continued to live on the plantation, at least for the moment, occasionally hiding in the bush when they detected rebels or Europeans. Despite earlier promises, it seems unlikely that they continued to work the cash crops cotton, cacao, and coffee. They would certainly have maintained, and expanded, their provision grounds to feed themselves and their families. Their story illustrates how refusing to join the rebellion was not a statement of loyalty to the Dutch, even if plantation owners like Perrotet wanted to interpret their behavior (or their words) that way.41 Rather, they calculated that armed insurgency likely spelled suicide, whether in battle, on the gallows, or from hunger in the bush.42 They would have quickly figured out that joining the rebels might mean a new regime of forced labor. Above all, they were keen to work what they considered their land—their plots—as they wished, without any kind of masters. Dodging rebellion, in other words, was a way to live on their own terms as autonomous subsistence farmers.43

The risk of being re-enslaved by the rebels was an especial threat for Company slaves. For Coffij and his fellow insurgents it was crucial to keep the Company plantations in production, for they, along with just one private plantation, were the only sugar estates in Berbice. These plantations supplied all Berbicians with their staple drink, a crude intoxicant distilled of molasses (milled from sugarcane), known as kiltum, or dram.44 These estates also produced the cash crop the rebels would need to participate in the larger Atlantic economy in the future. Yet Company slaves were least disposed to join the rebellion—or so the Dutch believed—and available evidence supports this. Company plantations were among the oldest in the colony; several had been in continuous existence for a hundred years. Many of the workers on these estates were Creoles with strong ties to one another and to the land. They were leery of rebellion and more attuned to the risks than newcomers from Africa with fewer familial attachments. Creoles had more children, more kin and older family members to worry about. Moreover, the prospect of continuing to produce sugar, albeit under a new set of masters, could not have been attractive.45

We can peek in at Company plantation West Souburg, for instance. Just over a hundred enslaved people lived on West Souburg: thirty-five men, forty-eight women, and twenty-three youths and children. At the start of the rebellion, the plantation manager and his wife took off for Peereboom. “Christian servant” Jacob, who took care of the mill horses, fled into the woods. Captured, he was murdered by a rebel acting on orders.46 A militia captain took all of West Souburg’s guns and ammunition to Fort Nassau, leaving the enslaved defenseless. When the insurgents approached West Souburg, bomba Mathebi, a middle-aged man with grown children, warned everyone “that something was going on among the blacks.” He no doubt urged women such as Kikomba and her five children, pregnant Jacomijntje and her toddler Roselyn, and seniors Gratie, Maria, and Cecilia to keep out of sight in the sugar fields and forest across the river. He reportedly was determined not to hand over the plantation, declaring he would “stand like a man.”47

When the rebels arrived at West Souburg, they captured Mathebi. The insurgents set fire to the plantation house and the sugar mill but spared the cane in the fields. They rounded up the Amina people and marched them, along with Mathebi, his wife, Klaartje, and other captives, to Coffij’s headquarters on Hollandia & Zeelandia. There, two West Souburg people sympathetic to the rebellion told Coffij about Mathebi’s resistance. He was beheaded and his wife Klaartje was allegedly sold to a rebel leader.48 The two men who denounced Mathebi were promoted to command West Souburg. The majority of West Souburg inhabitants spent the next few months much as they had before the rebellion: forced to work cane.

The story was much the same on other Company plantations. Coffij reportedly told the people on Company plantation Vlissingen that “since they tried to help their manager, they now had to be the slaves of the others and work for them, just like they had done for the Christians.” 49 Rebels then tortured the bomba on the plantation such that, according to the man’s son, he hanged himself.50 Company plantation Hardenbroek’s people later testified that rebel leaders whipped them when they refused to cut cane “and do the work.” Little wonder that Indian spies repeatedly told the Dutch that the people on Company plantations, especially those high up the river, at least for the moment, wanted nothing to do with the rebels.51

And so black Berbicians quickly learned, if they did not already know it, that freedom and coercion went hand in hand. A successful revolution required control of resources, of territory, and of people. To feed their followers, rebels had to cultivate kitchen gardens in the hinterlands. In order to prevent the Dutch from retaking the colony, and to save themselves from death or re-enslavement, they had to conscript, drill, and supply a sizable army. To maintain that army, they needed cash. To grow cash crops, they had to have workers in the fields. To do all those things, they needed a government to enforce compliance with their rule and to neutralize opponents. Their own political and cultural traditions, including notions of honor, held that officers and officials be attended by servants and slaves, a sure sign one was no longer a slave. And so, perhaps not surprisingly, rebel leaders began in some small measure to resemble the very masters they had just booted out.52

Afro-Berbicians also came to realize that not everyone shared the same vision for post-rebellion Berbice. Some, it appears, sought freedom in an African state that employed coerced labor to participate in the Atlantic economy, while others, wary of a centralizing and hierarchical state, desired autonomy—to be left in peace to farm their own plots for subsistence and local barter.

In the months that followed, allegiances shifted as people continued to gauge how best to reach their goals and stay alive.
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The Long Atlantic Reach

As the Dutch floated down the Berbice from St. Andries to repossess Company plantation Dageraad in the last two days of March 1763, rebel soldiers along the lower Berbice retreated, warned by spies of their enemy’s approach, while women and children hid in the forest behind their plantations.

By the time the Dutch arrived at Dageraad on April 1, the rebels had left, joined by several men from the plantation. But the majority of Dageraad’s 160 people had stayed behind, loyal to bomba Piramus. Some weeks earlier Piramus had visited Van Hoogenheim, who had promised him a reward for protecting the estate and its people, as he had evidently done. The slaves appeared, the Dutch judged, “somewhat apprehensive and afraid,” yet “reasonably well disposed” toward them.1 Their attitude was no doubt influenced by the difficulties they had endured since the start of the rebellion. Rebels had repeatedly raided the plantation’s gardens and supply room and had forced them to brew dram. It is, of course, impossible to know how “well disposed” toward the Dutch Dageraad’s enslaved people really were. One imagines they felt anxious and ambivalent: while the return of the Europeans provided some protection from rebel raids, it also spelled re-enslavement.

The Dutch also found on Dageraad an enslaved carpenter who had just escaped from the rebel encampment on plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia. He related that the rebels had “killed many Christians and blacks” and had tossed so many bodies into the Berbice at that locale that he feared drinking from the river. 2

As soon as the Dutch disembarked at Dageraad they prepared for an attack. Van Hoogenheim posted soldiers around the plantation. That night, a former Dageraad bomba turned rebel slipped onto the plantation to see what the Dutch were up to. Warned by his young son that he had been spotted by bomba Piramus, the rebel spy hastily fled the plantation. As soon as Van Hoogenheim woke up, he questioned the child, who refused to talk until “a few strokes with a wooden spoon” led him to divulge that rebels were hiding in the fields all around.3

Attack

Within an hour, on Saturday, April 2, at sunrise, a day after the Europeans arrived at Dageraad, the rebels attacked. Directed by war drums, they yelled and screamed to disorient their opponents, whom they outnumbered three or four to one. The Europeans scrambled to get to their assigned posts while Van Hoogenheim established a command center on a nearby slope. The insurgents congregated near the recently completed sugar mill complex, where newly built slave huts provided cover. The rebels attacked and retreated three times over the course of the morning and early afternoon, firing especially heavily at the European soldiers protecting the sugar mill and at the merchant ship anchored to protect the plantation. Only constant fire by the Europeans kept the rebels at bay.

Descriptions of the attack, penned by Europeans eager to emphasize their military prowess, are short and few, providing scant details about the battle or the rebels’ style of fighting. Did they, for instance, fall eerily silent once the attack was under way? Did spiritual leaders encourage the men with spells? Did rebel soldiers employ archers, as armies did in West Africa, to protect their infantry? They were short on guns, yet the Dutch reported that rebel musketeers targeted Europeans both on the plantation and aboard their ships. It is likely the Africans fought three to a gun in the manner of Suriname Maroons: one fired the weapon; the second took over if the shooter became injured; and the third dragged the wounded off the battlefield. West Africans cared deeply about retrieving those who died. Leaving a corpse behind provoked the deceased person’s spirit to visit terrible revenge on the survivors.4

The fighting lasted until the early afternoon, when, Van Hoogenheim boasted, the rebels “retreated to the woods with bloodied heads.” The Dutch governor estimated the rebel force at 300 to 400 men. That estimate crept up to 400 to 500 men in a letter to Suriname a few days later, and to 600 to 700 in a subsequent report to the Company. Since the attackers were not the entire rebel army but only the men stationed at plantation Vigilantie, located some two hours from Dageraad, Van Hoogenheim’s first estimate seems closest to the mark. The rebels may have lost as many as twelve men, in addition to their injured. Among the Europeans, only one died, a valuable civilian, the engineer in charge of the costly new water-powered sugar mill, who was shot in the thigh and bled out within the hour.5

The rebels failed to defeat their enemies, but they badly rattled the colonists’ nerves. In the days following the attack, the Europeans rushed to better secure Dageraad. Van Hoogenheim rearranged his small forces and tore down buildings used as cover by the rebels. He also divided his men into groups, each with specific instructions in case of a future attack. Most important, as it turned out, he ordered the creation of a battery of four cannons to cover Dageraad’s waterfront.6 And he wrote his neighbors for assistance with increased urgency.

Neighbors

Ever since the rebellion broke out, Governor van Hoogenheim had penned pleading letters to the Society of Berbice and the Dutch government, the States General, begging for ships, soldiers, and supplies. But with aid at such a distance, he also turned to his Dutch neighbors on the Wild Coast for faster assistance. His letters to his neighbors took a while to reach their targets, carried by messengers on foot or taken by boat. Yet the news also spread quickly the old-fashioned way, by mouth, as Amerindians and colonists, some with their slaves, fled Berbice. Word of the uprising deeply alarmed planters in Berbice’s neighboring colonies, east and west. They feared its spread to their colonies. Officials rushed to minimize contagion. Hobbled by limited resources—these colonies, too, were run by commercial companies that economized on soldiers and supplies—those in charge did what they could to help Van Hoogenheim hold out until aid from the Dutch Republic could arrive.

News first reached Berbice’s closest neighbor, Demerara. European refugees shared alarming tales of torched plantations and murdered “Christians.” (No doubt, enslaved Berbician refugees told different tales in the quarters.) In the next days and weeks, more terrified Europeans crossed the fifty miles of jungle and savanna separating the two colonies, while others arrived by sea. They brought frightening and garbled news: Fort Nassau had been abandoned, “Mulat Frederick” was the new governor of Berbice, and the “mutineers” (rebels) planned to invade Demerara on March 28. Incredulous, the authorities sent a “trusted person” to Berbice for confirmation, but the man returned empty-handed, too afraid to venture into the colony. By then, Governor van Hoogenheim’s letters had arrived, confirming the worst. An official summed up the dread felt in his vicinity: “To see a colony like Berbice totally ruined and deserted in nine days, more than forty whites (according to report) massacred in the most barbarous manner, the Fort burnt and abandoned by the governor, who retreated to the river mouth whilst the mutineers had the assurance to attack the vessels as they dropped down stream, these occurrences fill everyone with terror and amazement.” 7

To defend himself against Berbice rebels and his own slaves, Demerara’s chief official, Laurens van Bercheijck, pooled defenses with his father-in-law, Laurens Storm van ’s Gravesande, the governor of Dutch Essequibo, thirty-five miles farther west. The pair acted swiftly to secure Demerara, so close to Berbice. The governors grilled refugees from Berbice for information. They readied their militias and ordered their citizens to keep a sharp eye on their slaves. To prevent the massive flight of Europeans that aided the rebellion’s spread in Berbice, they forbade all able-bodied male colonists from departing the colony. (European women and children were allowed to leave, and many did, rushing to Essequibo on foot or securing a precious berth on a ship just then departing for the Caribbean.) They assembled a small army of thirty “trusted Creoles,” enslaved men born in the colony, to quell rumored slave unrest upriver. To protect against a rebel invasion, they ordered an armed ship to anchor where the path from Berbice ended at the Demerara River. After learning that “Cormantine Blacks” were the “first rebels,” they even requested that the Dutch West India Company limit their importation “from the [Caribbean] islands.”8

The two commanders also pleaded for aid from abroad. Van Hoogenheim had been reluctant to ask for the help of foreign powers, especially without the knowledge and approval of the Dutch authorities. What if such forces, he fretted, “came to play master, or tried to stay,” or “with rough ways destroyed good and bad negroes at the same time?” But his fellow governors did not share his qualms about asking for British help; they appealed to their trading partners and worked their informal networks in the Caribbean and North America without regard for imperial boundaries. They sent letters about the rebellion to the governor of Barbados, a British island in the westernmost Caribbean some 450 miles to the northeast of Berbice. Without a formal request from the States General, the governor of Barbados was reluctant to send troops. Perhaps his hesitation stemmed in part from recent tensions in Anglo-Dutch relations over the extensive illicit trade by the neutral Dutch in the Caribbean during the Seven Years’ War. More successful was their appeal to Gedney Clarke, an Atlantic trader and Barbados official originally from Salem, Massachusetts. Well connected, the merchant planter regularly entertained high-l evel British officers and colonial officials, including a teenage George Washington, who during his only trip abroad in 1751 was delighted to dine at Clarke’s house. Clarke and his son owned eleven plantations in Demerara and Essequibo.9

Eager to safeguard the family’s extensive investments, Clarke mobilized quickly. Without any official authorization from London, he assembled three armed ships with several hundred mercenaries and British sailors stationed in Barbados, made available informally by a friend in the British navy. These troops reached Demerara in early April, an astonishingly fast deployment. Van ’s Gravesande later claimed that “the succour” sent by Clarke was, “after God, the salvation of Demerara.” The British sailors were recalled in early May, but Clarke’s mercenaries ended up staying for almost a year. It is unclear whether the Dutch West India Company ever paid Clarke’s bill of 41,000 guilders (equivalent to more than 900,000 euros in current purchasing power), allegedly just half what he spent.10

As we have seen, Governor Crommelin of Suriname sent a hundred soldiers in late March, as soon as he received Van Hoogenheim’s urgent pleas. Like the other Wild Coast colonies, Suriname was not administered by the Dutch government but jointly by the West India Company and the city of Amsterdam. Much larger than its neighbors on the Wild Coast, Suriname was in a better position to send fighting men. Yet when Van Hoogenheim requested additional forces after the April 2 attack, Crommelin declined, citing the need for “conservation” of his own colony, and his desire to send additional men to guard the Corentyne River, the border with Berbice.11

Like his counterparts in Essequibo and Demerara, Governor Crommelin worried about Berbice rebels tempting his colony’s slaves to revolt. Demographics were not in his favor, as his 1,300 colonists were vastly outnumbered by 36,000 people of African descent. Within weeks of the uprising in Berbice, Suriname workers could be heard talking and singing about the event—testimony to enslaved people’s well-developed communication networks. Trying to put a stop to dangerous loose talk and song, Surinamese officials urged colonists to be careful about spreading news and to punish their slaves for conversation or songs that demonstrated, as they put it, “their malevolence or rebellious inclinations and pleasure in the adversities of Europeans.” Crommelin secretly censored his colonists’ letters and urged Van Hoogenheim to do the same.12

Suriname authorities knew only too well the dangers posed by slave resistance. They had been at war with Maroons for most of the century. Colonists had lost their lives, estates had gone up in flames, and valuable slaves had escaped or been abducted. Hundreds of soldiers from the Dutch Republic had proved no match for the Maroons or the jungle. Starting in 1760, after lengthy negotiations, Crommelin signed peace treaties with several Maroon bands. Worried that Berbice rebels might try to ally themselves with so-called pacified Maroons living closest to the Berbice border, he ordered an emissary to urge the Samaaka Maroons, “with the greatest delicacy,” not to assist the Berbice rebels but “to turn them over to the whites alive, or to exterminate them,” as the recent treaty required.13

In addition to providing soldiers and discouraging a rebel-Maroon alliance, Crommelin sent Van Hoogenheim weapons and ammunition, Indian trade goods to reward his native allies, and medicine, candles, meat, fish, flour, and rum for colonial consumption. The governor of Essequibo similarly sent fish, plantains, beer, and tobacco, as Van Hoogenheim was dangerously low not only on soldiers and weapons but also on basic supplies.14 Over the course of the rebellion, Berbice’s neighbors would from time to time dispatch ships with aid to the colony, drawing on their commercial contacts in Amsterdam, Philadelphia, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and elsewhere in the Atlantic world to procure provisions and supplies for their sister colony, charging hefty sums to the Society of Berbice.15 War and commerce—as is well known—go hand in hand.

Further aid came from St. Eustatius, a tiny but thriving Dutch commercial hub and smuggling center in the northeastern Caribbean, eight hundred miles from Berbice. Governor Jan de Windt heard about the uprising at the end of March via sailors freshly arrived from Demerara. Letters followed from Gedney Clarke and Van Hoogenheim, requesting help. During the American Revolution, St. Eustatius, or “Statia,” merchants would supply the American anti-British rebels with much-needed weapons; not surprisingly, in 1763, they took the side of the Dutch, the colonial masters. Still, De Windt was reluctant to spend government funds without authorization from his superiors at the West India Company. Instead, he and his colonists privately raised 15,000 guilders to outfit three ships for two months, an effort to provide relief to their “countrymen” in Berbice. The 150 Statia men arrived in Berbice in early May, where they would remain for close to a year at a cost of 100,000 guilders, billed to the Company of Berbice.16
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St. Eustatius with British warships whose soldiers are rowing to the island during an attack, 1781. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

Barbados merchant Gedney Clarke was highly critical of the way the Dutch States General outsourced colonial responsibilities to commercial societies, convinced that companies could never adequately develop, or defend, Dutch interests overseas. “I am far from ascribing any merit to myself,” Clarke claimed, “but it is certain had I not sent the timely aid and in the manner, I did, Demorary and Isequebe wou’d have been cut off; and Surinam wou’d in time have followed; and in course the States wou’d have lost that whole Continent.” 17 Clarke exaggerated his own importance—soldiers from Suriname and St. Eustatius were just as crucial, if not more so. But he was correct that Van Hoogenheim would have had to abandon his poorly supplied and underfunded colony without massive international aid. In another thirty years, the States General would rethink this decentralized colonial structure. For the moment, transnational European solidarity, based on shared fears of slave rebellion and entangled commercial interests, trumped national borders and enabled the Dutch to remain in Berbice.

Native Alliances

Even as the might of international finance and transatlantic supply lines swung to take aim at the small band of Berbice rebels, the response appeared inadequate. In order to hold on, and eventually to reconquer, the Dutch needed more. Just days after the April 2 attack, Van Hoogenheim and his councilmen urged the authorities in Essequibo to mobilize the Caribs in their vicinity. They suggested that Van’s Gravesande appeal to his indigenous allies’ self-interest by impressing on them that “if the Christians were to be exterminated, it might be their turn next, to give way to the fury and savagery of the blacks.” 18

Of the four Dutch colonies on the Wild Coast, Essequibo had long been, and remained, the most deeply involved in Amerindian trade. Although all Dutch colonies turned from trade to plantation agriculture in the eighteenth century, Essequibo continued to buy indigenous slaves and native-produced goods, especially the much-desired dye annatto. The Caribs’ dominance of this commerce and a shared interest in containing the Spanish on the Orinoco formed the basis of a continued strong partnership. Much like the Haudenosaunee, or Iroquois, in North America, Caribs had parlayed Dutch need for allies into a virtual trading monopoly that gave them ample access to European guns and turned them into a regional power.19 Van ’s Gravesande did what he could to protect his allies from the Spanish on the Orinoco, whose aggressive conversion policy worried him. He was well aware that the Spanish used the missions to expand their settlements and influence, threatening Dutch territorial claims. Spanish priests also interfered in slave raiding, which undermined Carib power in the region and hurt Dutch trade.20 And, though it is not clear that Van ’s Gravesande understood this, the missions introduced deadly epidemics among the native populations with disastrous effect. One modern estimate suggests that the Carib population on the Orinoco would diminish from 120,000 in 1730 to 20,000 by 1780.21
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Squatting Carib or Arawak man with a knife in his left hand, ca. 1810. Detail of a diorama made by Gerrit Schouten, a Surinamese artist of African and European descent. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

Yet Van ’s Gravesande well knew the risks, and costs, of calling on his native partners. Were he to summon the Caribs, he explained in the midst of an earlier crisis to his superiors, they would come “several hundred strong,” demanding not only “bread and other provisions,” but also “guns, powder, and shot, and in such quantities that I hesitate about putting all these weapons into their hands, the Indians being as a rule not greatly to be trusted.” Van ’s Gravesande realized that Dutch manufactures and arms turned Amerindians into allies. They are, he summed up his understanding, “friendly towards us through fear and by reasons of the profit they make out of trading with us rather than from inclination.” 22

Yet when Van ’s Gravesande heard about the Berbice rebellion, he set aside scruples about security and costs. He immediately dispatched upriver a mixed-race trader, Joseph de Meijer, who had “criss-crossed the highlands and speaks the Indian languages fluently,” to persuade the Caribs to take on the rebels in Berbice. Van ’s Gravesande offered to arm any Carib willing to go to Berbice since they “cannot or will not fight without guns.” The Amerindians received trade goods for any rebels killed, submitting the right hands of their victims as proof. In the next century, King Leopold II would deploy this grisly tradition in the Belgian Congo.23

More immediately helpful natives were closer at hand—in Berbice. Designated “free Indians” or “our Indians,” they lived individually behind plantations in the savanna or in villages under chiefs whose authority the Dutch worked to strengthen. They formed the first line of defense against absconding slaves and soldiers. In addition to catching escapees (or, sometimes, concealing them), Berbice Indians fished and hunted for colonists and the Company, cut firewood in the jungle, roofed buildings with giant leaves, hired out as boatmen, and carried out odd jobs. Archival records list the iron axes, chisels, and cloth native men received for catching escaped slaves—including Coffij and Antoinette, who were part of the 1762 rebellion on Goed Land en Goed Fortuin.24 Even indigenous men living in the Protestant Moravian mission were not exempt from the expectation of slave catching. The brethren reassured suspicious colonial authorities that their disciples “diligently hunt runaway blacks.” 25

When the rebellion broke out, Van Hoogenheim was eager for these local allies to come to his aid. Several joined the Dutch at besieged Dageraad, carrying out daily reconnaissance missions to spy on the rebels. Ironically, while these “Indian patrols” provided indispensable service, the Dutch did not entirely trust them, aware that native interests did not always align with their own. With some regularity, Van Hoogenheim sent soldiers and “loyal blacks” to spy on his spies, “to see whether they properly reconnoiter and deal with us faithfully.”26

Most local Indians fled the colony in fear at the first sign of rebellion. Others decamped over time to avoid being pressed into service by either the Dutch or the rebels. Even native peoples living as far away as the border with Suriname packed up their households and hurried east.27 Moravian missionaries on the Corentyne River reported that the Indians in their vicinity took great fright after hearing rumors that rebels not only killed Amerindians, but cooked and ate native children. (Such stories persisted. An elderly man living in an Arawak village on the Wikki Creek, reportedly well versed in his people’s history, told me when I visited in 2006 that fugitive slaves barbecued and consumed Amerindians, especially children.) The brethren also noted indigenous wishes that “the white people were in Holland with their blacks,” rather than, presumably, turning Amerindians into refugees by bringing strife into their lands.28

Despite strong and long-standing treaties and partnerships, native cooperation was never a foregone conclusion. Individual groups made their own decisions. Guided by indigenous ideas about reciprocity, community, and kin, Amerindians’ willingness to fight on behalf of colonists depended on local circumstances, relationships with other native communities, and their connections with individual colonial representatives. Just as the Six Nations Iroquois, in North America, for instance, did not always act as a body but frequently as independent villages or nations, so not all Caribs, Arawaks, or Akawaios supported the Dutch. Powerful natives living inland, such as Caribs and Akawaios, agreed to fight to obtain guns and trading goods, to protect their most-favored trading status, and to prevent the settlement of Maroons who competed for natural resources and indigenous women.29 Local Amerindians joined the Dutch to revenge themselves on rebels who had attacked their villages or killed family members. Yet all Amerindians cooperated with the colonists on their own terms. They came and went as they pleased, and they refused to fight when they felt mistreated or when they judged the risks too high. Even those local Amerindians who were most dependent on the Dutch retained enough autonomy to refuse assignments they deemed too dangerous. In the months to come, colonial governors, postholders, and intermediaries would do all they could to press native allies into service.

Had colonial neighbors of all stripes not come to colonial Berbice’s rescue within weeks of the rebellion’s start, the colony would have disappeared, sinking into the jungle like a tropical Atlantis. If it had been reborn as an independent entity, Governor Coffij might have preempted Haiti’s leader Toussaint Louverture as the first black liberator to defeat colonial powers. Instead, Coffij and his followers, like the Dutch, struggled with shortages of key resources. They faced the constant need to get their hands on supplies and additional supporters for their cause. Lacking the long Atlantic reach of early modern European capitalists, the rebels had to resort to different measures to sustain themselves.
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Expanding the Revolution

On the morning of April 3, 1763, the day after the rebel attack on Dageraad, two Amerindians paddled their canoe briskly downriver toward the plantation that had become the precarious stronghold of the Dutch. Within hours they had covered the fifteen miles from the rebel headquarters at Vigilantie to Dageraad. They carried important cargo, a European prisoner of war named Jan Abraham Charbon, who had a message from the rebels.

Charbon had a harrowing tale to tell. When he first got wind of the uprising, he had fled to plantation Peereboom with his neighbor Christian Mittelholteer. During the massacre there, he was wounded, his back and chest peppered with shot. Despite his injuries, Charbon had saved himself by swimming across the Berbice to the opposite shore, where he stumbled upon Mittelholteer. The two men wandered the savannas and woods for days, hungry and thirsty but too afraid to seek food and water at a plantation. By week’s end, hunger overcame fear. As they crammed their mouths with corn in a plantation garden, rebels found them. The men dove onto their bellies in the field but Mittelholteer was discovered. Wielding his saber, he severed the hand of one of his assailants, and he briefly chased away the others with his gun. But Mittelholteer could not save himself for long; from under a bush, Charbon heard his friend’s “pitiful screaming.” 1

Now alone, Charbon hid out on two different plantations, where self-emancipated people fed him. After five days, he was captured and taken to rebel headquarters on plantation Hollandia & Zeelandia. There he joined three other European captives, two men and one woman, in a disciplinary device known as “the stocks,” once used on slaves and now turned on their erstwhile masters. The four endured daily whippings, and eventually two were executed. Over the next few weeks, several more Europeans were beheaded, always at the water’s edge, perhaps so the bodies could be pushed into the river, saving the labor of digging graves and intimidating any non-rebels downstream. Others were kept alive, among them, as mentioned, Georgina, daughter of council member Johan George. She was installed as Coffij’s “wife.” Her little sister and another girl were spared to attend her.

Charbon spent his days alternating between fearing death and hoping that he would be reprieved to serve as the rebels’ clerk. One day, he was told that Governor Coffij wanted him to take a message to the Dutch. Charbon was given a set of clothes, some gold coin, and a silver pocket watch. Putting little trust in European promises, Coffij made Charbon solemnly swear “in the manner of the negroes” that he would return with the governor’s answer. Accompanying the two Indians in their canoe, he reached Governor van Hoogenheim’s headquarters on April 3, 1763. “You may easily apprehend,” Charbon later wrote to friends with considerable understatement, “how happy I was to be thus delivered of them.” 2

The young man conveyed a note from the rebels, along with an oral message.

Rebellion into Revolution

The note from the rebels, and the additional information proffered by Charbon, had a tone that was at once assertive and conciliatory, and betrayed tactical disagreements among the insurgents. As they had done in their first communications in early March, the rebels justified their actions. They reiterated that they were willing to fight but now added that they would rather negotiate. Van Hoogenheim mentions only one letter in his daily journal, but when he met with the council he showed them two. One was signed by Charbon as clerk. The other one was not signed, and it is not clear who brought it or when.3

Copies of the rebel letters, but unfortunately not the originals, are in the National Archive in The Hague in several slightly different versions. They are difficult to understand because neither syntax nor spelling is in standard Dutch. Yet their general meaning seems clear, especially when combined with the governor’s insights based on what he learned from the envoys, who had likely been told by Coffij what to say.4

As in their previous messages the rebels sought to explain themselves. “Coffij Governor of the Neegers van de Berbice” and “Captain Accara,” the note brought by Charbon read, assured “your right honorable governor of the colony Berbice” that they had been forced into rebellion by mistreatment and brutality. They singled out, again, the abusive behavior of specific plantation owners and managers who were the “ultimate culprits of all the evil that has happened in Berbice.” The attack on Dageraad on April 2 had happened, according to the note and the oral message, without Governor Coffij’s knowledge or approval, and it had made him “very angry.” The rebels wanted to negotiate, but they emphasized that if the Europeans wanted war, they would fight for their freedom “so long as there is a Christian in Berbice.”5

They then offered a radical proposal to divide the colony in two. The rebels would take the upper half, returning the lower half to the Dutch. In the first note they suggested the Dutch had to buy part of Berbice. In the second, they offered to “give” the Dutch the lower half. Leaving no doubt about their political aims, they warned in a bold declaration of self-emancipation that the Dutch “should not think that the neegers will be slaves.” They added to the governor, however, that “the blacks you have on the ships can be your slaves.”6 Did Coffij and Accara mean to suggest that while they intended to be free, they would accept the continued existence of slavery in the Dutch half of Berbice? Or was this a dig at African-descended people who had not joined the rebellion but had chosen to remain with their oppressors? Inverting the usual colonial power relationships in which slaves were the supplicants, they closed by inviting “your honor” to come talk to them in person.7

Coffij was not the first self-liberated man to engage in negotiations with his colonial enemies. While there are few letters directly from slave rebels, formal peace negotiations between Maroons (formerly enslaved people living in independent communities) and colonial authorities were not uncommon. Starting in New Spain in 1609, there are examples of peace treaties in Colombia, Brazil, Mexico, Jamaica, Cuba, Suriname, and elsewhere. In exchange for recognition of their freedom, settlement in the hinterlands, and necessary European goods, Maroons agreed to refrain from attacking plantations for supplies and additional recruits. They usually obligated themselves to return fugitives who sought to join them and to hunt down escaped slaves. Some also promised to help fend off foreign attacks. Coffij may have heard, through the transcolonial slave grapevine, about the well-known treaties between the British and Maroons in Jamaica in 1739 and 1740.8 No doubt he knew about the negotiations in Suriname that resulted in treaties, modeled on those in Jamaica, between the colonial government and the Okanisi or Ndyuka Maroons in 1760 and with the Samaaka as recently as 1762.9

But Coffij was proposing an agreement on a much grander scale. He initiated the negotiations, not the colonial authorities, and he approached Van Hoogenheim as one head of state to another. His proposal to divide the colony in half was unprecedented. Coffij did not offer to retreat with his people to villages in the jungle. Rather, he suggested living alongside the Dutch as equals, as one nation next to another. Did he and his men intend to exploit the plantations in order to trade sugar with the Dutch or other Europeans, as Amina rebels had planned on St. John in the 1730s? If so, they would obviously need access through Dutch territory to the sea. Reportedly Coffij told Charbon that he wanted “free trade” with any ships that called on the colony. This suggests that he was not after freedom and subsistence in Maroon fashion, but had in mind capitalist-style production and trade. He also reportedly intended to exchange plantation products from his half of the colony for salted meat and bacon from the Dutch governor. No record remains in which the colonists discuss their reaction to the proposal, but they must have been aghast, as many Europeans and Americans would be forty years later at the establishment of Haiti, the first black independent republic in the Atlantic world.10

The offer to negotiate nevertheless created a welcome opening for the Dutch. They decided to start a correspondence “to buy time and lull the rebels.” Much was at stake. The attack on Dageraad had exposed the vulnerability of the colonists, and it was hardly certain they could withstand another rebel assault. Stringing the rebels along through diplomacy bought the Dutch time that proved essential to their survival.11

Correspondence

Purposely imitating the insurgents’ writing style, the council composed a patronizing letter in Dutch that asked many questions and, the colonial governor noted, “contained nothing essential.”12 Van Hoogenheim sounds like a minister berating his parishioners, or, even more, a father chastising his children. Pointedly addressing the rebel leaders, not as Governor and Captain, but condescendingly as “Negers Koffij en Accara,” the letter explained that Charbon was ill and could not keep his promise to return. “We don’t quite understand your letter,” the Dutch asserted. What did the rebels mean by “half the Berbice for you and half for His Lordship the governor?” “Why are you so cruel and angry,” they asked, “killing so many good Christians who never hurt you?” Did Coffij and Accara not know there was a God who sees everything and punishes all evil? Surely they knew the Dutch governor was a good man who would discipline all bad Christians, so why had they not come to talk to him the previous day, before they attacked? Why had they come to fight? The rebels should prove their good intentions by writing back to explain whether they “know who God is, and that he punishes all evil in his time,” so the governor and councilmen would know that the rebels could be trusted.13 Coffij and Accara could use the two Amerindian messengers who brought this letter to send a response.

The Amerindians set off immediately, late on April 3, paddling the letter upstream to the rebels within several hours.

The very next day, the Amerindians returned downriver, carrying the surprisingly deferential and conciliatory reply from the rebels. Now calling themselves merely “Neger Cofi and acarra,” as the Dutch had addressed them, the two men repeated their invitation for the governor to come negotiate in person. They assured him that they knew who God was and they pointed out that the nonviolent act of writing letters provided proof of their good intentions. They suggested that Accara had attacked the Dageraad plantation because the rebels had been told by hostages that the Dutch were “expecting them”—in other words, that the Dutch had been spoiling for a fight. Coffij had been upriver “with his people” (probably at Fort Nassau) when he heard of the attack. It had deeply angered him, implying that the offensive had happened against his orders. Neither he nor Accara, Coffij assured the Dutch, harbored any “bad intentions.” As a sign of diplomatic goodwill, he sent along a pair of golden shoe buckles as a present for Van Hoogenheim. Such gestures were common, too, in Suriname, where both Maroons and colonial authorities sent along gifts with their proposals for peace. The same practice occurred in West Africa.14

The Amerindians relayed an oral message as well. Coffij was deeply sorry, he stressed, turning the blame away from his own people, that the governor had to suffer because a number of evil planters had badly abused their slaves. Black people loved the governor, he assured Van Hoogenheim, and did not wish to harm him. The Dutchman was not convinced, however. He noted in his journal that clearly, no matter how Coffij might feel, the people under him remain “deeply bitter, and persist in their design to attack and exterminate us.”15

In his next reply to the rebels, on April 5, Van Hoogenheim reiterated that he was confused about what the insurgents wanted, inviting further explanation. He requested that they return a Dutch helmsman held hostage as a gesture of goodwill. This was an odd request, as the Dutch had just the previous day heard that the rebels had executed the man. Was Van Hoogenheim trying to point out that the rebels were still killing Dutchmen? He acknowledged the gift the rebel leaders had sent him. But he went on to explain that he could not accept it until he was convinced that they were “good friends, who would hurt no one, and could be trusted.”16 He received no answer to his missive. For now, the back-and-forth correspondence came to a halt.

The Dageraad attack on April 2 had been carried out by Captain Accara and signaled that the military leader, an African, and his African soldiers were less enthusiastic about negotiating than the highly creolized Coffij. No documents explain why this would be so. It seems likely that Accara trusted more in the military prowess of his men than the goodwill of the Dutch. Africans likely were more mistrustful of Europeans than were Creoles, who had lived among the Europeans much longer. Moreover, Africans may have been suspicious of letters many could not read, in a language they may not have understood. An example from neighboring Suriname may be illustrative. There, a Maroon charged with writing a letter to the authorities in the 1750s was closely watched by his fellow leaders, who crowded around him as he wrote. The man became so nervous that his hand trembled, causing both his penmanship and the letter itself to turn out, he apologized to his correspondents, “badly and confused.”17

Accara and his men may also have feared that treaties endangered their independence. Some Maroons in Suriname initially rejected peace proposals “because,” they explained, they “needed many tools to work their land, and other things, which they obtained by attacking plantations, which they could no longer do once there was peace with the whites.” They would then “have to do without, unless the whites gave them what they needed,” a dependency they adamantly rejected, at least at first.18 Or, as likely, Coffij and Accara had decided on a more subversive, two-pronged, strategy: negotiation furthered by military action, as was common among European generals and West Africans such as the Asante.19

Canje River

While the rebels engaged in diplomacy with Van Hoogenheim, and even before, they also reached out beyond Berbice to their neighbors. Like the Dutch, they, too, needed shoring up—more food, weapons, and soldiers. But the rebels could not just call on existing allies, as the Dutch could; they had to create them, either through liberation or by force. Within the first week of their revolt, they may have sent emissaries westward to Demerara, allegedly warning the enslaved there that “those that will not join them they will cut off.”20 If that information is correct, the arrival in that colony of the ships from Barbados may have altered such plans, as there are no reports of Berbice rebels operating in Demerara.21 The Barbadian soldiers also helped quell any slave unrest in Demerara. A better option for supplies and reinforcements presented itself among the self-liberated people on plantations along the Canje River, a tributary of the Berbice River, that had been abandoned by frightened Europeans.

Sometime in the second half of March, Coffij and Accara had reportedly sent organizers eastward to the Canje River, to encourage people there to “pursue the Christians to the coast.” By then, most Europeans and Indians had deserted the Canje River, the militia captain in the lead. Some planters managed to take along a portion of their goods and slaves; others armed their bonded workers and left them behind, effectively leaving the river, and some fifty plantations, in the hands of local black inhabitants. While some of them remained quietly on their plantations, or took shelter in the woods, others organized.22

Most likely before the April 2 attack on Dageraad, and certainly thereafter, Coffij and Accara decided to strengthen their hand by incorporating Canje’s people and resources into their rebellion, if necessary by force. They put Berbice rebel Fortuin van Helvetia in charge of the Canje River campaign. When the uprising began, the manager of plantation Helvetia had armed several trusted male slaves and fled to a nearby plantation, only to be killed and decapitated.23 Several men and women on Helvetia, meanwhile, eagerly joined the rebellion, including those entrusted with guns. Among them was Fortuin, a married man who identified himself as “Timmine,” suggesting he was a first-generation African, perhaps a Temne from Sierra Leone, or the adjacent “Upper Guinea” coast.24

Fortuin had proved his loyalty to the rebellion when he delivered the head of a European planter to Governor Coffij. He was made captain in the rebel forces and given a Creole boy, Marquis van Helvetia, to carry his ammunition. Captain Fortuin scoured his neighborhood, confiscating guns, drumming up support for the rebellion, and urging men to behead their masters. To reward him for his efforts, Coffij put him in charge of plantation Vigilantie, near Dageraad, where he fired on the Dutch ships as they passed by on their flight to the coast in early March. Impressed by his courage and commitment, Coffij promoted him again. Within weeks, Captain Fortuin was sent to Canje with a group of soldiers. He quickly proclaimed himself “governor of the Canje.” Dressed distinctively in blue, he placed an eye-catching “red plume and a red cockade” on his hat. With that exquisite feather, Fortuin appropriated political power in the ways that kings and clerics did in Europe and Africa, signifying his new authority and command. Among Gold Coast people, a red feather was reportedly associated with war and leadership, as the color red was elsewhere in West Africa, including Senegambia and Sierra Leone. Fortuin also took three additional wives as a sign of his new status, casting aside his pre-rebellion wife, Lisette—at least for the time being25

Fortuin did not run the Canje campaign alone. Post-rebellion, when the Dutch questioned Canje people, they repeatedly brought up the names of two prominent Berbice men: Adou van Schirmeister and Accara van de Brandwacht. Adou had been a bomba on two plantations near Helvetia, owned by Christopher Schirmeister, a councilman. Adou led the rebellion on his plantation. There is no firsthand testimony from him; he died before he could be questioned. His funeral was reportedly a grand affair. One of his plantation mates, Fortuin, claimed to have deserted the rebels when he realized that he was expected to accompany Adou in the grave.26 Killing dead leaders’ servants and close associates so they could travel with them into the next world was a common practice in West Africa.

The other powerful figure named by slaves, Accara van de Brandwacht, would play an ominous role in the rebellion. Accara was evidently a tovenaar, in Dutch parlance, or wisiman, as witches and poisoners were known among Suriname slaves. Unlike obeah men and women, who employed their knowledge of plants and spirits for the greater good, wisimen’s aim was “sinister.” Accara had initially been an elite “forts neger,” employed since at least 1750 by the Company at Fort Nassau. But within a few years he was banned to the isolated, newly built signal station Brandwacht near the coast in response to the many complaints from his fellow fort slaves about his tovenarij, or sorcery. A few years later still, he was accused of killing a number of Africans and Indians, including several children, with poisoned bananas. A father of one of the children, “Mulat Frederik,” an enslaved smith at the fort, would subsequently support the Dutch in the rebellion, serving as interpreter and guide to commando units of soldiers and Amerindians.27

Commanders Fortuin, Adou, and Accara brokered the rebel takeover of the Canje River, where Fortuin turned plantation Stevensburg into his headquarters. Located high up the river, Stevensburg was well situated. At the back, a creek ran to Horstenburg, just a few estates over, where the only route from the Canje to Fort Nassau began. In the dry seasons, it took only three hours to walk to the Berbice River. Fortuin put an advance post on Horstenburg to guard the trail.28

From their headquarters on Stevensburg, Fortuin’s men made forays up and down the Canje River, proceeding much as they had during the initial rebellion on the Berbice River. They raided plantations for food, supplies, weapons, and recruits. When they came across coffee, cacao, or cotton stored for transportation, they cut open the carefully packed bales and barrels, burning their hated contents, or dumping the valuable products into the river. People who offered opposition, wanting to retain their independence or their former masters’ goods and food for themselves, were quickly neutralized by the rebels. Uncooperative bombas were killed or tied up and taken away.29 Some people were forcibly relocated to Canje plantations upriver where the rebels consolidated their forces, or to plantations turned rebel camps on the Berbice, to grow food, haul water, and cut firewood. Those who hid in the bush ran the risk of finding their houses in ashes upon their return, making it hard for them to stay on their plantations.30

Take plantation Sophiasburg. Its people claimed after the rebellion that they had fled their homes under duress. Rebels whom they alternately identified as “the Amina,” the “bad neegers,” or “the Berbice neegers” had tied them up and moved them to two plantations high on the Berbice River, where they worked in the gardens under a rebel overseer they called “Alla or heer.” A few detailed their ordeals to the Dutch at the end of the rebellion. Africa-born Simba related how during the fight over her plantation, the “Amina” had killed her baby Jantje as she clutched him in her arms. Her breast, she pointed out, still showed the cutlass mark. La Haije, also pointing to his scar, claimed he had been sold to a rebel captain who slashed his arm when he did not work hard enough. Husband and wife Sam and Adriaantje and their toddler ended up hiding in the woods along with former slaves from a Company plantation, occasionally dodging rebels.31

A few people told more ambiguous stories. After rebels took him to Fort Nassau on the Berbice River, Cacauw explained, he “became Coffij’s drummer but ran away from him.” Flip, a Creole, related that he had been separated from the others and forced to make weirs and catch fish for the rebels. When the examiners pressed him on whether he had not served as a guide to Accara van de Brandwacht on local trails, Flip claimed, plausibly, that he had been forced “on pain of death.” When the examiners questioned his possible participation in several military engagements, he vehemently denied having fought, claiming “they never trusted him with a snaphaan [gun] because he was a Creole.” Flip was not punished, which means either that the Dutch believed him or that no one testified against him. Nor were any other Sophiasburg people convicted of rebellion.32

It is possible, of course, that Sophiasburg’s workers coordinated their coercion narratives to deny their support of the rebellion. Arguing that “one had no choice” is a well-worn defense. But it seems equally likely, as we also saw on the Berbice River, that many labored against their will. They cooperated when they had no alternative, or perhaps, like Flip or Cacauw, they joined for a spell when it seemed opportune. Men who were fingered by others as bona fide rebels used the same defense, suggesting that precisely because everyone knew choice was limited, coercion made for a plausible story. And we do have the testimony of one Canje slave, Mars van La Providence, who liberally denounced many in his examination, yet made no charges against people from Sophiasburg; in fact, he claimed specifically that no one from that plantation was involved.33
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View of Coffee Plantation Leeverpoel Suriname, ca. 1700–1800. Detail, pontoon boat with barrels of coffee. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

In contrast, others joined with enthusiasm. Quadia van Stevensburg made his way to the Berbice River as soon as he heard about the uprising. He was eager to join Atta van Altenklingen, whom he called his brother, perhaps suggesting that they had been captives on the same slave ship. Atta promoted Quadia right away. On the whole, however, few men from Canje seem to have occupied leadership positions in the rebellion, suggesting that the original leaders from the Berbice incorporated Canje people largely on a subordinate basis.34

Recruits

The Berbice insurgents fortified their ranks with Canje recruits. Some people became workers among the rebels. Others, set to soldiering, were brought to plantation Stevensburg, where they were turned into fighters. Fortuin van Helvetia and Accara van de Brandwacht handed out arms and conducted initiation ceremonies to call on their gods, reduce animosity, and create new social bonds. They swore a blood oath, common among conspirators, which linked the men in an insoluble and sacred political pact. Fortuin and Accara prepared cups of rum or water with, as some recruits later related, “something black in the bottom,” probably soil. To this they added drops of blood taken from each of the Berbice rebels and the new Canje recruits and made everyone drink, vowing to stand together “to fight the Christians and kill them.” The oath put the men under a sentence of death if they defected to the Dutch or betrayed one another.35

The new soldiers had a chance to prove themselves right away. Governor van Hoogenheim had dispatched twenty-five Suriname soldiers and five European burghers to take command of strategically placed plantation Stevensburg, high up the Canje River (unaware it had become Fortuin’s training camp). The men never made it that far into enemy territory, choosing instead to post themselves on Frederiksburg, one of two remaining Dutch strongholds on the Canje.36 Eager to rid the Canje River of Europeans, Fortuin and his associates launched a surprise attack on Frederiksburg in the early afternoon of April 6, just days after Coffij had sent prisoner of war Charbon to Dageraad with an offer of negotiation. Perhaps Fortuin acted without authorization, or, more likely, Coffij was strengthening his hand on the Canje at the very same time that he was negotiating for a possible peace on the Berbice. As they had done in the Dageraad assault, the rebels attacked Frederiksburg overland from three different angles. Three times the insurgents retreated, regrouped, and came back in greater numbers, or so it seemed to the outnumbered Dutch.

After almost four hours of heavy firing on both sides, everyone’s guns began to fail from overuse. But by then, with nightfall nearing, Frederiksburg was “in full flame” and the rebels forced the Dutch to abandon the outpost. The Europeans retreated to Fort St. Andries at the confluence of the Canje and Berbice Rivers, leaving behind the corpses of three of their soldiers. Several weeks later an Indian patrol sent out by the Dutch found one of the dead men’s heads on a stake at the water’s edge—an imitation of Dutch practice and a bold marker of rebel authority.37 The Dutch also suffered seven wounded, several of whom subsequently died of their injuries.

The Dutch commander at Frederiksburg concluded that rebels on the Canje and Berbice had united; he estimated that his attackers had added up to “circa 400 blacks, all well armed.” Even if we allow for exaggeration on the part of a man badly beaten, this was a large force, though it seems unlikely that all rebels had arms. Many carried fake guns, made of table legs, with leather straps over their shoulders. Dutch soldiers identified the rebel commander as a “mulatto, tall and corpulent, dressed in blue with a red plume and red cockade on his hat.” There is no way to know how many casualties the rebels sustained. The Dutch commander reported that he believed, again no doubt exaggerating, that the rebels had suffered twenty-five to thirty dead, though he admitted he could not be certain “because it is their habit to drag off their dead right away.” Fortuin himself, it was later established, sustained a wound: he lost a thumb to a malfunctioning gun.38
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Rebel armed with musket, bandolier for ammunition, and hatchet, 1794, engraving after John Gabriel Stedman. (John Carter Brown Library, Providence.)

By the end of April, the rebels had full control of the Canje River, cutting off Dutch communication overland between Berbice and Suriname. As on the Berbice River, the revolutionaries concentrated their forces upriver, where most plantations were located, abandoning the lower river. While they destroyed many estates, they left others intact. Van Hoogenheim was reduced to stationing a few men on a plantation near the coast, to protect access to drinking water for the soldiers posted at Fort St. Andries, where there was none. Also, they could sound the alarm, should any rebels show themselves downriver. If Governor van Hoogenheim had obtained reinforcements and new supplies through his long Atlantic reach and the ready-made alliances among European colonists, Governor Coffij had done so by virtue of his wits. The issue now became whether the rebel leader could turn this advantage into victory.39


7

Stalemate

After the Dageraad attack in early April 1763, the Europeans struggled to get their bearings. With the Canje River in rebel hands, most Indians gone, and the Europeans barely able to defend themselves, the Suriname officers gloomily predicted “little glory” for their mission in Berbice. The Dutch could do little more than send enslaved men and native scouts to spy on the nearby rebel camp Vigilantie. Tracks around Dageraad suggested that the insurgents similarly kept a sharp eye on their adversaries. Two of the ships, including the slaver that had transported the Dutch to Dageraad, set sail for Holland. As the ships’ cannons had provided protection, their leaving increased the plantation’s vulnerability.1

Disease worsened the situation. By mid-April, as the seasonal rains began, European soldiers and sailors sickened. Most suffered from unspecified wasting fevers. These likely included yellow fever and malaria, initially brought to the Americas by slave ships, and spread by female Aedes aegypti mosquitoes, plentiful then as now in tropical areas around the equator. Newcomers from Europe had no immunity to such diseases, while people who had survived yellow fever as children, either in West Africa or on the Wild Coast, were immune. By the end of the month the soldiers were dying. As one Scottish officer wrote home, “This is a most terrible Climate, few moments are there betwixt the most perfect health, & non-Existence of which we have had but too many proofs.”2

The torrential rains hatched large numbers of mosquito eggs, releasing swarms of loudly buzzing insects aptly nicknamed “Devils Trumpeters” in neighboring Suriname. One Scottish officer in Suriname explained the pesty insects were “so very thick … that by Clapping my two hands against each other I have kill’d in one Stroke to the number of 38 upon my honour.” Other servicemen suffered from rode loop (“bloody flux”), or dysentery, a highly contagious disease characterized by uncontrollable diarrhea mixed with blood. It spread through contaminated feces when latrines were located too close to provisioning gardens or near the river’s edge where people drew their drinking water.3

European newcomers’ crippling vulnerability to tropical fevers was not the only challenge. Dutch officials increased Van Hoogenheim’s burdens by quarreling, complaining, and boozing. Food supplies ran low. Several important enslaved men deserted, including one named Otto. As the personal valet of Suriname commander Bernard Texier, Otto had accumulated valuable intelligence. The Dutch feared he joined the rebels, no doubt sharing all he knew.4

Worst of all, another attack seemed imminent—one the Dutch were not likely to withstand. Given this precarious situation, the Dutch governor saw only one option.

Negotiations

Hoping to stave off an attack, Van Hoogenheim reopened negotiations. He sent two “faithful” Company slaves, carpenter Christiaan and bricklayer Pieter, upriver in a canoe in early May with a message “for the chieftains of the rebels.” The note asked why they had not responded to Van Hoogenheim’s last letter. Perhaps the two Amerindians had failed to deliver it? Van Hoogenheim reiterated that he bore “the blacks” no ill will, proven by the fact that he had not mounted an expedition with his Suriname reinforcements. Still probing to understand the rebels’ presumption of equality and power, he asked again what they meant about dividing the colony in half.5

Pieter returned the next night with an enslaved indigenous man, but without Christiaan, who was held hostage. Pieter brought an oral message. The rebels were very pleased with Van Hoogenheim’s letter. Indeed, the Amerindians had never delivered his last letter in early April. Assuming from the lack of a response at that time that the Dutch wanted war, not negotiation, the rebels planned to attack Dageraad. Now they renewed their invitation for unarmed talks on plantation Vigilantie.6

As instructed, Pieter had made careful observations while among the rebels, and he had much to report. He and Christiaan had been locked in the “trunk,” outside at Fort Nassau, before Coffij decided to send him back while keeping Christiaan hostage. The majority of rebels were stationed near the fort, now their headquarters, and they appeared well armed. Coffij lodged in the former secretarij (clerk’s office) of the town hall, one of the few stone buildings in New Amsterdam, which he had fortified with two cannons in the grand entranceway. His office was well guarded. The rest of the town’s twenty or so houses, Pieter related, were “overflowing” with people.7 Sentinels kept a close watch, and daily patrols spied on the Dutch.

Plantation Vigilantie had been downgraded to an advance post with two hundred fighters and a battery of four cannons at the river’s edge. A rebel leader named Prins was on his way to neighboring Demerara with two hundred men, to capture weapons and supplies and spread the revolution. Like Captain Fortuin of the Canje campaign, Prins hailed from plantation Helvetia, where he had been a bomba. Prins was evidently literate, as it was he, Pieter divulged, who had so far penned most of the letters to the Dutch. The rebels spoke of Van Hoogenheim with “love and respect,” Pieter assured the governor, but they continued to express hatred toward certain planters and officials whom they intended to murder if they had the chance. Based on what he had overheard, Pieter was sure the insurgents planned another attack. It would come soon and the rebels seemed confident of their success. Several had inquired where the governor slept. Pieter urged Van Hoogenheim to bunk on the ships from now on, as he was sure the rebels meant to capture him as leverage in the negotiations. Pieter confirmed that Otto, Captain Texier’s servant, was at the fort, as feared.8

Pieter’s alarming information about the rebels came at a time of mixed news for the Dutch. At the end of April, a Surinamese bark with supplies and weapons for the Corentyne Post, a military station on the border between Berbice and Suriname, shipwrecked, drowning ten of the fourteen men aboard. But the Dutch had also learned that in late April a coalition of Carib, Arawak, and Warao Indians had attacked the camp of the Magdalenenburg Canje rebels high on the Corentyne River. This skirmish had considerably weakened the group of eighty-three men, women, and children. The rebel survivors had escaped in the dense jungle carrying along their wounded but leaving behind twenty dead. To pay themselves for their services, the Indians plundered the rebel camp, carrying off the loot that rebels had taken from plantation Magdalenenburg and the Corentyne trading post. The Suriname postholder demanded that the Indians return this booty, but Governor Crommelin hastily ordered him to let them have it for their encouragement.9

Most welcome was word in early May that two armed vessels with a total of 146 soldiers from the Dutch Caribbean island of St. Eustatius had arrived at Fort Andries. Indeed, as soon as they heard about their arrival, Van Hoogenheim and his councilors considered an offensive expedition against the rebels with the fresh troops. But Suriname commanders Van Rijssel and Texier, veterans of anti-Maroon missions in their own colony, discouraged them. While an expedition might drive off the rebels, they explained, the insurgents would retreat upriver, moving from plantation to plantation along the way, reducing everything to ashes. Moreover, the retreating rebels would no doubt take with them by force all blacks “who might otherwise be willing to return” to the Dutch, as it was understood that “many of them must stay with the rebels under duress.” The enemy would then settle high upriver in the jungle, where they would attract new fugitives and could not be defeated. Better to wait until Indians, hopefully soon, cut off all escape routes. With native allies securing the colony’s borders, the Dutch could then strike at Fort Nassau, the heart of the uprising.10

After discussion, the governor and council decided to follow the Suriname commanders’ advice to abstain from any offensive action in the short term. Instead, Van Hoogenheim prepared to secure Dageraad. He persuaded the council to agree to establish “premiums,” or bounties, to motivate the sailors and soldiers: 50 guilders for every “rebellious black” caught alive and 20 for a dead rebel’s severed right hand. Adults found quietly living on plantations “or otherwise in hiding and who don’t resist capture or show hostility” would be worth 10 guilders, and each child 2½. Top money was reserved for the two rebel leaders. The Dutch offered 500 guilders for catching the “Neger Coffij, who has elevated himself to governor,” and 400 guilders for Accara. Any treasure recovered from the rebels, whether gold, silver, jewelry, apparel, household goods, or weapons, would have to be turned in to pay for the premiums. The Dutch in Berbice were not the only Europeans at this time to pay bounties to soldiers. During the Seven Years’ War, provincial legislators in North America, along with a few British commanders, offered prize money to their soldiers for indigenous captives or scalps.11

As he prepared for a likely attack, Van Hoogenheim continued the correspondence with his opponents. He sent the Amerindian messenger back to the rebels with a misleading letter intended to string along his opponents once more. He chided them for keeping his messenger Christiaan, asking how he could trust them “because if you treat thus the blacks whom the Honorable Governor sends you, perhaps you will treat the Honorable Governor worse?” He invited Coffij and Accara to Dageraad, “because you know that the Honorable Governor is a kind man, who has done the blacks no harm.” At the very least, they should clearly spell out in a letter what they wanted, he urged. He still could not understand in practical terms what they meant by “half the Berbice for them and half for the governor.” His letter was proof, he asserted, that the Dutch did not seek war, so if the rebels similarly wanted to avoid fighting, they should send Christiaan back with a letter of their own or send representatives to talk to the governor in person. Van Hoogenheim also requested the return of his favorite horse, now in rebel hands, as well as Suriname neeger Otto. No harm would come to those who would deliver them. The Dutch requested an immediate response. None came for five days.12

Gearing Up

On May 9, a letter from Coffij and Accara finally arrived. It was short, likely reflecting growing exasperation and increasing skepticism about Dutch sincerity. Perhaps it also represented a last-ditch effort to avert violence on Coffij’s part, even as Accara was preparing for military action. The two leaders again issued what Van Hoogenheim in his journal described as a “friendly invitation” to visit them at camp Vigilantie, where they would meet him unarmed. They ignored most of the questions and requests in the governor’s letter, rightly perceiving them as diversions. With regard to Christiaan, they explained that they had kept him as a substitute for Charbon, who had promised to return but had failed to do so. They pointedly asked why, if the Dutch did not want war, they had “invited the English and the Carib” to join them. Their question indicated that they knew of efforts to mobilize Amerindians in Demerara and of the arrival there of British troops from Barbados. This intelligence had been gained either through their own spies or, more likely, through Otto. Coffij and Accara reiterated their proud and defiant emancipation proclamation, made in previous letters: “if the governor wants part of Berbice, you’ll get it if you come to Vigilantie, but you’ll have to get new slaves, because we are free.”13

The two natives who delivered the note brought other news. Prins van Helvetia was said to have abandoned his mission to Demerara “because of bad roads.” That made sense given that it was the rainy season. Perhaps, too, the rebel leader had been scared off by word of Demerara’s defensive measures and the recent arrival of troops from Barbados. Regardless, Prins’s lack of success meant that the rebels, at least for now, were unable to obtain new supplies or recruits from Demerara. More important, the two messengers confirmed prior accounts of discord among the insurgents, reporting that “Coffij and Accara had repeatedly been at loggerheads” and that Coffij was “good” (i.e., well intentioned) “but Accara very angry.”14 Such intelligence suggested that disagreements over strategy—whether to seek a political solution, as Coffij appeared to favor, or a military one, as Accara advocated—continued to divide the rebels.

The latest information heightened Dutch fears, so they stepped up their defensive preparations, all the while continuing their dialogue with the rebels in a bid to buy time. Charbon was ill, they explained in their response, and had wished to leave for Holland. He was a free man so the governor could not prevent him from departing. The Dutch would not trust the rebels as long as they held messengers hostage, so the rebels should return Christiaan. If they did, perhaps Van Hoogenheim would visit Vigilantie with the Suriname commander Texier, who was a decent man and would not hurt them as long as their intentions proved good. Van Hoogenheim had not sent for the English and the Caribs because he was angry, but because he thought the rebels were, and wanted to kill him. But if the rebels did not seek war, the governor would in turn not hurt “good blacks.”15 This letter received no response.

War

For the rebels, the moment for diplomacy had passed. Few sources help us understand how or why Coffij and Accara decided to abandon negotiations and trust once more to force, although letters like the last one they received likely convinced them of Dutch duplicity. And perhaps Accara, seeing Coffij fail at diplomacy, could no longer restrain the men under his command, who, like himself, placed more confidence in their own weapons than in Dutch words. Then, too, the rebels knew about the arrival of the armed ships from St. Eustatius, now anchored in front of Dageraad. No doubt Coffij and Accara hoped to defeat the Dutch before they received yet more reinforcements. There is some indication that they aimed to take over one of the ships, to gain the military advantage of shipboard artillery.16

Still, the leaders faced a major decision. After all, launching an attack no doubt would cost the rebels dearly in men and ammunition. They did have reason for guarded optimism: they had gained new recruits from the Canje River, and as the Dutch on the Berbice were as yet unaware, Berbician rebels (likely Fortuin’s men) had reached the upper Corentyne River, on the border with Suriname. They had reportedly scared off Caribs and other Indians, disrupting plans for those allies to come to aid the Dutch. Ammunition stockpiles remained a sticking point. Prins’s aborted mission to Demerara had represented a major setback in that regard.17 Nevertheless, on balance, Coffij and Accara must have surmised that the time had come for one gigantic push to defeat the Dutch once and for all before their opponent gained further strength. “Scrap[ing] all their ammunition together,” they assembled their men on Vigilantie. From there, advance forces cut a path to Dageraad, two hours’ paddling away.18

On Friday, May 13, a little more than a month after beginning negotiations, the rebels were ready for war. They advanced on Dageraad early in the morning. Some came on foot along the freshly cut path; others paddled in canoes and tent boats, which they pulled ashore about an hour away from Dageraad, drumming and cheering loudly as they advanced on foot.

At the start of the battle, the rebels held the advantage. Three large groups, estimated by the frightened Dutch at five hundred to six hundred strong, took position in the woods surrounding Dageraad. Over the course of several hours, the fighters advanced to the plantation’s buildings, despite steady fire from the besieged Europeans. The attackers burned to the ground the expensive new water mill, so recently finished. Surrounded and outnumbered, the Dutch found themselves in dire straits. But they still had one crucial advantage: cannons. As the rebels left the cover of the trees and approached the buildings, they became targets for the artillery, set up to protect the perimeter of the plantation. Meanwhile, the three ships anchored in front of Dageraad kept up a steady barrage of shelling, unmolested. Time and again, the rebels surged forward, met with cannon fire, and were forced back to the forest.19

By early afternoon, the rebels had sustained serious losses and were probably running out of ammunition. Realizing they were no match for cannons, they retreated. Around two thirty p.m., a Dutch force of some eighty men, most of them from St. Eustatius, took off in pursuit. Van Hoogenheim figured the rebels would flee by water and ordered the ship Zeven Provintien to sail upriver to destroy their boats. When they saw the ship set sail, rebel warriors, fearing they would be cut off, raced back to their canoes. Not all of them managed to paddle away safely. Slack wind and an outgoing tide foiled the perfect execution of Van Hoogenheim’s plan, but the ship got close enough for its sailors to bombard several canoes and larger boats “overflowing with goods and blacks,” as the Dutch put it, forcing their occupants to save themselves by swimming in the river’s piranha-infested waters.20

It is unclear how many casualties the insurgents sustained. As always, they carried off their dead and wounded. They left just eight men behind, whom the Dutch decapitated, staking the heads at the water’s edge and burning the bodies. But later that day, the Europeans may have found another fifty dead rebels in the woods; Van Hoogenheim estimated more than a hundred total casualties. The Dutch lost eight men, and another ten were wounded, some of whom died later. The Dutch governor had a close call when a lead ball passed through his coat.21

Discontent

Van Hoogenheim was exceedingly grateful for the reinforcements from St. Eustatius who had landed just ten days before the attack. “The arrival of the two barques [boats] from St. Eustatius has likely preserved us,” Van Hoogenheim penned in his daily journal after the attack, “for which we praise and thank God.” In fact, everyone agreed that had the St. Eustatius forces not shown up when they did, the Europeans would have had to flee to the coast once more. The Statia mercenaries had fought, the governor enthused, “with great courage if great irregularity.” 22

But Dutch elation at repulsing the rebels did not last long. The battle was barely over before the Statia men approached the governor and, pressing up closely around him, wanted to know “what premiums they would earn in case they brought in neegers, dead or alive.” Until they knew, they boldly proclaimed, they “would neither come ashore nor pick up a gun again.” They relented when they were told about the newly established bounties. They also requested, and received, assurance of soulagement, or relief payments, for any “mutilations” they might suffer in battle, ranging from 1,500 guilders for the loss of two eyes or both arms to 200 guilders for the loss of a foot. The council declined the men’s requests to be paid for retaking plantations.23

If Dutch officials hoped that by offering bounties they had solved their labor problems they were mistaken. The sailors and soldiers sent from St. Eustatius and Suriname to help fight the rebels quickly grew dissatisfied with the conditions under which they labored.

By the end of May, fully two-thirds of the Statia mercenaries were sick. On one ship, seventy-four of the eighty men were incapacitated; “most,” Van Hoogenheim reported, “are unconscious.” One of their captains asked for permission to take his ship to the coast, where the fresh sea air might help his men convalesce. Fearing an attack if the largest armed vessel left, Van Hoogenheim denied this request, offering instead a large canoe roofed with leaves to transport the sickest men downriver. Several died along the way, slowing down the evacuation, as comrades stopped to bury their dead onshore. By early June, hasty interments had become a daily event on Dageraad. The remaining healthy sailors, supported by their captain, went on strike and demanded to return home. Only severe threats could get them back to work.24

More than illness plagued the men. The rainy season added to their misery. They were harassed by mosquitoes during the day, and vampire bats occasionally sucked their blood at night, creating festering sores. Adding to their woes, they lacked adequate clothing. Moreover, all of them often went hungry because the gardens at Dageraad were meager, forcing the governor to stretch provisions. Van Hoogenheim was largely dependent on supplies from other colonies, especially Essequibo, which arrived by boat irregularly. A shortage of ovens meant the men ate moldy ship’s biscuits rather than fresh bread. Since the soldiers and sailors were partially paid through room and board, poor or reduced rations amounted to wage cuts. The men from St. Eustatius and Suriname repeatedly protested their short or inedible allowances. They complained about irregular payments, as their wages more often than not arrived late from their home colonies. Such deprivations often caused unrest and recalcitrance among sailors and soldiers throughout the early modern world. Clearly, enslaved people were not the only disaffected workers in Berbice.25

As most in the European camp lost faith that they could prevail against the rebels, morale slipped lower and lower. Few felt much loyalty to the colony or Company. The rebellion of the slaves and the terror that followed had loosened the bonds of community and authority among the Europeans, splintering them into atomized individuals hard-pressed to set aside narrow self-interest. Many, officials included, were critical of the governor and council, voicing their complaints “both in secret and publicly.” Officials dragged their feet in carrying out their duties and obligations, or refused to do so altogether. The grumblers were not all men; in their official warning to the colony, the governor and council emphasized the duty of all, “men and women of whatever station … to behave as behooves loyal inhabitants of the nation.”26 Encircled and besieged, living close to death, set everybody on edge.

Unfortunately, the council failed to set an example; its members bickered like children at the slightest provocation. Van Hoogenheim wrote home that he could no longer stand the constant petty disputes between his councilmen “at every meeting.” Lodewijk Abbensets in particular, the governor reported, applied himself to “criticize and contradict” anything anyone said. “The sad situation of this country and its inhabitants” stopped the governor from reprimanding the man as he deserved. The ships’ captains, too, were ornery. As their men wasted away, their boats became increasingly inoperable and the remaining sailors, with little left to lose, harder to govern. The commanders resented having to accommodate entitled burghers, including women and children, billeted on their vessels. Indian patrols deserted Dageraad without warning. A frustrated and increasingly dispirited Van Hoogenheim lamented that it was hard to see “so little honor or sentiment in my fellow beings, over whom I have the misfortune to rule, and whose behavior brings us to the brink.” He suffered from fevers and, although just in his early thirties, his eyesight and memory deteriorated under the strain.27

Late in May, “all the new slaves” on Dageraad went missing. They had gone fishing in the creek behind Dageraad, “as usual on a Sunday,” and failed to return. A patrol sent after them came back empty-handed. It seems likely that these were the fifty captives Van Hoogenheim had bought in January 1763, just before the rebellion broke out. As there is no mention of them again, it is not clear whether they escaped into the jungle or joined the rebels.28

The loss was somewhat offset by the news, brought by Amerindians, that enslaved people on the Company plantations upriver had “no communion with the rebels and remain at peace.” Van Hoogenheim immediately hired Jan Broer Jr., who was partly of Amerindian ancestry, to travel upriver to persuade the bombas of those plantations to remain loyal. If they prevented their people from joining the rebels and kept the plantations from being torched, Van Hoogenheim promised to ask the directors at home for the men’s freedom. Disguised as an Amerindian, and accompanied by two Indians, Broer left on his dangerous errand on May 29, “well instructed about how much to divulge to the loyal blacks.” Three weeks later Van Hoogenheim learned that the mission had failed. Less than a week into their journey, the three men were spotted by several rebels who, as fate would have it, had belonged to Broer’s father. The men were not fooled by Broer’s native disguise, and he was, Van Hoogenheim recorded, “badly abused and cruelly murdered.” His head was staked at the river’s edge at one of the rebel camps. One of his Indian companions escaped; the second went missing. Van Hoogenheim feared, correctly as it turned out, that he would never again find anyone willing to take on this kind of mission.29 Without non-European go-betweens, Dutch communication with those behind enemy lines became impossible.

Deadlock

The Dutch were not the only ones at an impasse that spring and early summer. The rebels, too, faced crippling internal and external challenges. Coffij had been unable to turn numerical preponderance into a clear victory. It is hard to know how many men participated in the May 13 attack. Van Hoogenheim believed that his opponents “had gathered their entire force together, to exterminate us all at once.” He estimated their number at two thousand, which seems too high, especially if intelligence was correct that most Company people had not participated. Nevertheless, if at the first Dageraad attack there were some five hundred freedom fighters and the second time perhaps as many as twelve hundred, then that would suggest that in the second attack Coffij and Accara had fought together in that last battle, and that rebel support had grown. Yet despite outnumbering the Dutch at least three to one, if not four to one, the rebels were unable to dislodge them from their stronghold at Dageraad.30

Like his European counterpart, Governor Coffij faced internal discord and shortages of supplies. If Coffij and Accara disagreed over strategy in April and May, when Coffij insisted on negotiating with the Dutch while Accara wanted to crush them militarily, by June, if not before, similar disagreements divided the rank and file. Amerindian spies reported conflict between Creoles, people born in the Americas, and “soutwaterse neegers,” or saltwater slaves, as first-generation Africans were commonly called. In June, a native man who had spent time among the insurgents told Van Hoogenheim that the Creoles had issues with Africans, whom they accused of being the instigators of “all the bad actions in the rebellion.” The man alleged that the Creoles had threatened to kill Coffij and Accara but that “at long last they had made up.” A subsequent report confirmed discord between the two groups and claimed that among the Creoles “there were still many who meant well by the Christians.” By the end of the month, according to native reports, the slaves on Company plantations upriver “had been brought to obedience with force.” 31

How should one interpret these reports? Conflict between Creoles and Africans is not surprising since Creoles were more familiar with colonial culture and spoke the colonial language. They monopolized elite occupations, worked well-established gardens, and owned property such as chickens and ducks. They had families. No matter how much they hated their enslavement, they had a greater stake in the existing colonial order. In fact, Creoles often considered themselves a separate nation. Throughout the Atlantic world, Creoles frequently looked down on Africans. Africans, for their part, were more deeply shaped by their home cultures, including ethnic and regional affinities and antipathies. African-born men likely had military experience, as many had been enslaved after defeat in war.32

By late June, Indian scouts were also reporting that while the rebels were “deeply embittered” about the Europeans and eager to force them out of the colony, lack of powder and shot tied their hands. They were also running out of food. But, the scouts surmised, as soon as the dry season started, the rebels would no doubt do whatever they could to obtain new ammunition “to drive out the Christians.” In fact, it appears that the insurgents once again planned a trip to Demerara as soon as the woods and savannas became passable after the rains stopped in early August. Local Indians reported that rebels forced natives to work as guides and wanted the Amerindians to guide them to Demerara. Unwilling to perform this service, the Indian families fled to the Dutch.33

Why did the insurgents not leave Berbice to set up Maroon camps in the interior after their May attack failed to push out the Dutch? The rebels’ opponents were too weak to keep them in the colony and the Indians had as yet not closed off the hinterlands. Governor Coffij may still have hoped to install his people in the upper half of Berbice. But even if he had been willing to settle in the bush, two obstacles prevented insurgents from choosing that course. The first was food. How would they feed themselves? It would have been impossible to nourish several thousand people in the jungle without adequate preparation. Leaders knew they needed to clear and plant provision gardens in the interior before they could leave Berbice. But cultivating gardens big enough to feed large numbers of people would take time. In Suriname, new Maroons often stayed in the plantation zone for months or even several years while they prepared fields farther inland. They gradually moved away once they were able to sustain themselves.34

This had been the tactic in a recent slave revolt in the Tempati area of Suriname, as Governor Crommelin told his Berbice counterpart. “The first care of the blacks,” he explained, “was to keep us busy and worn out with attacks while a good many went into the bush to create a place for retreat, plant gardens with corn, casave, napjes [potatoes], yams, peas, etc.” Once that was done, Crommelin continued, “they moved their wives and children and then, at once, all the others left.” 35 Likely the Berbice rebels employed a similar strategy, keeping the Dutch off-balance through aggressive posturing to buy time until they could create gardens upriver when weather conditions permitted.

Indeed, weather was the other key factor. The long rainy season spanned from mid-April to August, flooding savannas and forest with as much as two feet of water, making travel and the building of new habitations impossible. It seems likely this caused the rebels, much like the Dutch, to play a waiting game, albeit for different reasons. The Dutch eagerly anticipated reinforcements from home and busied themselves cajoling their Amerindian allies into position to close off the colony. The rebels, for their part, needed the rain to stop so they could send people into the interior to cultivate gardens and prepare settlements. Perhaps, too, they planned one more try to vanquish the Dutch and take over Berbice for good, if they could secure additional guns and ammunition from Demerara. On each side, internal divisions may have complicated strategizing.

By the start of summer, both governors found themselves enmeshed in deadlocks and unable to act decisively. Each struggled to hold on to his leadership position in the face of growing discontent, crippling shortages, and worrisome factionalism. Which one would manage to hold on the longest?


8

Rebellious Soldiers

The midsummer escapade of a ragged regiment of European soldiers would upend the tenuous balance that prevailed between enemy camps along the Berbice River. In May, the governor of neighboring Suriname had sent the men to the Corentyne River, the border with Berbice. He hoped to block the rebels from entering his colony. But his move backfired.

The soldiers arrived at Post Auriarie on the Corentyne River already disgruntled. Several had served “over their time,” indicating that their customary four-year contracts had expired but they had not received their “passport,” a written discharge from service. Without this document, the men could not repatriate. Attracting new recruits proved difficult given low wages and the high demand for soldiers in Europe, so the colonial authorities basically turned contract work into forced labor. They withheld passports until replacements arrived. Before the long-serving men could leave, officials forced them to pay money owed for the cost of clothes and passage, debts they incurred at the time of enlistment. The policies kept soldiers in a state of bondage or indenture; at any time, almost a quarter of the men in Suriname were serving well beyond their contracted four years. Similar practices contributed to the wave of mutinies that were plaguing British armies in North America in 1763 and 1764.1

Under such circumstances, how the men were treated and whether or not they received what they considered their due gained additional importance. In the minds of the soldiers, it was precisely their treatment that set bonded white male laborers like themselves apart from slaves. It is not surprising that even before they left Suriname, there had been talk that if they were not treated well in Berbice, they would try to make off for the Spanish on the Orinoco. Like Coffij’s troops, their vision of escape amounted to a renunciation of enslavement.

As it turned out, once on the Corentyne River, the soldiers found plenty to gripe about. They were overworked, subjected to harsh discipline, and treated disrespectfully by their own officers. With the enslaved workers gone, they wore themselves out in the sticky heat, forced to perform the labor of slaves: clearing brush, cutting wood, and building their own huts. Officers drove the men hard, reinforcing harsh words with frequent use of the whip. The soldiers began to complain, “We are not Negers; we don’t want to work or be treated like them.” The assertion suggests the depth of their resentments over the blurring of lines between military bondage and slavery.2 Their commanders could have pressed local Amerindians into service, but they had orders not to involve indigenous men for fear of alienating valuable military allies.3 And so the soldiers felt doubly insulted: they deeply resented being treated like slaves, particularly in the presence of indigenes who were exempted from harsh usage.

Anxieties about status and identity were not confined to comparisons with Africans and Amerindians; they played within the European community as well. Many of the soldiers were foreigners. The Frenchmen among the Suriname soldiers resented what they perceived as a pervasive anti-French climate. Everything that went wrong, they complained, was blamed on the French. Some of the officers were quite brazen about their anti-French (and anti-Semitic) sentiments. Particularly galling had been the comment of one of the officers that he “thought the French as bad as the Jews and would rejoice to see both nations hanged.” 4

Affronts to soldiers’ dignity and anger about perceived injustices increased in the weeks leading up to the mutiny. In the middle of June, at the height of the rainy season, forty of the soldiers, along with some seventy Native American allies, were sent on a weeklong slave-hunting expedition. They sought the people who had rebelled on the Canje River in February, and who had been attacked by Indians in late April. These self-emancipated people were thought to be hiding in a nearby creek. Crashing thunderstorms soaked the miserable contingent to the bone as they paddled up the Corentyne River. At first, they found only several small deserted rebel camps, the huts washed out by flash floods. But at last an Indian scout located the insurgents.
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The troops left their canoes at river’s edge and slogged all night in single file, “one holding the other,” through the pitch black of the rain forest. At dawn, they forded a swollen creek, those who could by swimming, the others grasped under the arms and pulled through the water by natives. Once across, the commando unit surprised the rebels. In the fighting that ensued over the course of a week, six rebel men and sixteen women and children were killed, most of them reportedly beaten to death by Indians as they tried to escape by swimming across the creek. A young woman was taken captive. Only one European, a Dutchman, lost his life.5

Yet despite this victory, a series of ill-advised actions by the commanding officer brought the soldiers to the breaking point. When apprised of the Dutchman’s death, Captain Frederik Willem Baron von Canitz, an aristocrat and recent veteran of the Tempati Maroon wars in Suriname, proclaimed that he would rather lose a Dutch soldier than an Indian one. This comment infuriated his men. Von Canitz added insult to injury by confiscating the contraband his men had taken from the rebels. Almost 300 guilders had been recovered, along with trade goods the rebels had seized from the Corentyne Post. The native allies had immediately claimed the merchandise as their payment. The soldiers expected to get the cash. At the start of the expedition, Von Canitz had promised that “whatever they would seize, would be for them.”6

Instead, Von Canitz now took most of the money, declaring it would have to be shared with the Indians at a later date. In its place, each man got two shillings for drinks. Yet another affront since custom dictated that drinks should be served for free as reward for a dangerous mission. The young female captive, coveted by some of the soldiers, was likewise kept from them. The men “cursed and murmured” among themselves “that they got none of the spoils for which they had risked their lives.” No one dared complain openly for fear of reprisal, but when the expedition returned to camp and the time seemed ripe, the soldiers transformed anger into action.7

Mutiny

The mutiny started well before sunrise on July 3, just days after their return. Those unaware of the plans recalled being startled awake in their hammocks, hearts pounding, fearing the commotion signaled a rebel attack. Instead, they found their officers, still in their nightshirts, pleading with the mutineers for their lives and promising that if the soldiers returned to their duties, all would be forgotten. Such negotiations were common: angry men threatened mutiny, chastened officers made concessions, and eventually authority was restored. In this case the mutineers were not so easily appeased. The soldiers listed their grievances, emphasizing slave work and physical abuse, prejudice toward the French, and the confiscation of the plunder.8

The mutineers, in fact, nursed grievances similar to those of the rebellious ex-slaves they had attacked weeks earlier. The rebels in their notes and messages at the start of their rebellion had singled out particular plantation owners by name as the worst offenders. Likewise, the mutineers now pointed to their commander and Captain von Canitz as the two officers whose conduct was most reprehensible. A few mutineers proposed to kill these men. One even took direct aim, but his gun misfired.9

The leaders of the mutineers, among them a Frenchman from Languedoc named Jean Renaud, prevailed against murder, and the officers in question got off with a mere beating. Thereafter the commander fled, still in his nightclothes, to Ephraim, a Moravian missionary settlement. A few soldiers tried to persuade two junior officers to lead them on a march to inform Governor van Hoogenheim in person about their maltreatment. It was quite common for European soldiers to complain to civil authorities. The officers refused and tried to talk the troops out of deserting. When several soldiers began to waver, surgeon Johan Carolus Mangmeister, a thirty-year-old Prussian veteran, broke up the discussion with the reminder that the officers could not be trusted to keep their word and that the soldiers “had much to do.”10

Having rejected negotiation and compromise, the men reached the point of no return. Much like the rebels who appropriated their masters’ possessions, the mutineers helped themselves to the officers’ liquor, fancy clothes, and weapons. They then escorted the three remaining officers to the river’s edge, where they allowed them to board a canoe with what was left of their belongings. When Von Canitz requested a few Indians to man the paddles, the soldiers responded cheekily that they had learned the skill; surely he could too. Surgeon Mangmeister, cutlass drawn, prevented Von Canitz’s servant, a “free Christian mulat” named Steven Andries, from boarding the canoe. “You have been free a long time,” Mangmeister allegedly told Steven, “but now you’ll be my slave.”11

With the officers gone, the rebelling soldiers debated their options, none of them good. Some wanted to make their way west to the Orinoco River to hire themselves out as mercenaries to the Spanish in Venezuela. Surgeon Mangmeister gave them erroneous information, claiming mistakenly that the Orinoco, which was several hundred miles away, was only a three-day march once they got to the “breede [broad] water,” a large lake between the Corentyne and Canje Rivers. Distance aside, no one knew exactly how to get to the Orinoco, though several people (including the black female prisoner whom Jean Renaud had set free in order to take her along) claimed to know the route. There was talk of making common cause with the rebels but also of attacking them, to demonstrate the mutineers’ loyalty to the Dutch. Then, they reasoned, the governor of Berbice would realize they had not actually deserted but had merely left their post to acquaint him with the bad behavior of their officers.12

In the end, the men decided to make for the Spanish settlements on the Orinoco River, which meant crossing through or around the colony of Berbice, as well as Demerara and Essequibo. Before they set out on what would prove to be a long, and for many fatal, odyssey, the mutineers destroyed everything of value they could not carry and tossed extra guns and powder in the water. They bundled their belongings in their hammocks, chose Sergeant Adam Niesse as their leader, took an oath to stick together, and vowed to shoot the first man who changed his mind. Then they set off, the ringleaders decked out in the officers’ colorful finery, and the “swarte meyd” (black wench) with Jean Renaud at the head.13 The soldiers also took along, possibly by force, several Indians knowledgeable about the terrain, one of whom, unlike most of the mutineers, spoke Dutch well. Twenty-two soldiers stayed behind, having hidden from their rebelling comrades in the bush when the mutiny broke out.14 As with the enslaved community, rebellion was not for everyone.

The exact events of the following days are sketchy. By their own account, some of the men celebrated their new freedom with the officers’ liquor and a murder spree. They reportedly killed a native boy before the mutineers broke camp. The men spent their first night in an Indian village. There, they allegedly killed three more Indians and abducted nine native women, which, if true, would certainly have turned potential allies into resentful enemies.15

The next morning, the mutineers lost some of their members. Eight men volunteered to return to the post to look for stragglers. When they got there, the three subaltern officers and five soldiers, perhaps scared or repentant (or, as the court-martial later alleged, too drunk to keep walking), decided to abandon their comrades and turned themselves in. The remaining forty-one mutineers, guided by the slave woman and the Indians, continued west toward the distant Orinoco River.16 They would have been quite a sight. The hungover soldiers, unshaven, in haphazard officers’ dress; the reluctant Indian guides, their bodies smooth, plucked clean of hair; the traumatized young African woman, who may or may not have known the way. An odd pilgrimage of people bound by their disaffection for the colonial order.

The Berbice authorities could not pursue the group: local Indians were not willing and their own soldiers were not capable. Mistrustful of the soldiers who did not join the mutiny, the Dutch commanded the Indians living near post Ephraim to keep any intelligence about the whereabouts of either rebels or mutineers secret from them. They also asked the natives to return any soldiers who were found beyond the view of the sentries, and, inverting the usual social order, they authorized them to use force if necessary.17

As in all rebellions, the initial act of emancipation was less of a challenge than trying to hold on to freedom. The rainy season made travel difficult. Water and thunder poured from the sky in the late afternoons. The men waded through flooded savanna and boggy forests, pestered by swarms of insects. The mutineers were of several nationalities and spoke different languages. Not surprisingly, they did not trust one another. Some men required coercion to keep going, and guards accompanied anyone who went into the bush to relieve himself. The soldiers had a poor idea of the region’s geography to say the least. Before the mutiny the surgeon apparently had claimed to possess a regional map, a rare and valuable treasure, but it turned out he did not even bring part of a map.18

Without a map, the men were dependent on the local knowledge of their indigenous guides and that of the African girl. Two of the Indians, perhaps forced to go against their will, did not remain with the soldiers long. One native man ran off after drinking a bottle of wine and hitting a drummer on the head with the empty bottle; another was shot in the head in retaliation.19 Despite these setbacks, the soldiers finally found a path. Ironically, it may have been a well-worn trail the Indians called “the slave path,” as it was used by Carib traders to lead captive natives for sale to the Dutch.20

After several days the men reached the “breede water” (perhaps Lake Ikuruwa), where it took them forty-eight hours to build rafts. Some later claimed they tricked a native man into guiding them across under the pretext that they were patrols looking for slave rebels. After another two days traversing the soggy savanna, they crossed the Canje River. Then, a week into their journey, they “lost the path to Spain” and ran out of food. The rebel woman led them to an abandoned plantation but they failed to find the provisions she had promised.21 At this point, the mutineers, desperate, made a radical decision.

Rebellion Redux

The mutineers resolved to contact the rebels. Much later, some of the men blamed the change of plans on hunger, the unexpected distance to the Orinoco River, and the persuasive words of the slave woman. We know almost nothing about her, yet she was a pivotal figure in the mutiny. She apparently made the bold suggestion that the men negotiate with the slave rebels for permission to travel through the colony of Berbice rather than taking the long way around. Or perhaps the men themselves decided to join the rebels, given their desperate situation and lack of options. Either way, on July 11, a small delegation of soldiers led by Mangmeister, Renaud, and the captive woman made their way to plantation Stevensburg, the main rebel camp on the Canje River, to negotiate. The rebel girl had to do most of the talking, though at some point a rebel was found who spoke some Dutch. Quasie, the commander of Stevensburg, was understandably mistrustful. He inquired about the mutineers’ numbers, ordered them to hand over their weapons as a gesture of goodwill, and promised to send a messenger to Governor Coffij, at Fort Nassau, for instructions.22

When the rest of the mutineers arrived on Stevensburg plantation, they were disarmed and stripped of their clothes. Quasie, anxious to protect his post, did not wait for Coffij’s answer. He had the testimony of the captured woman that these were the same soldiers who had killed so many rebels the previous month. He moved quickly, out of revenge, decisiveness, or fear, to thin their ranks. Based on his estimation of each soldier’s usefulness, Quasie selected twenty-eight mutineers, who, still naked, were walked to the cacao fields and shot to death. When the Dutch authorities were informed of these events later on, they smugly characterized it as “a miraculous instance of divine providence” that the mutineers had been executed by “those they had chosen as their deliverers.”23

The remaining thirteen mutineers, including several of the original leaders, were taken to Governor Coffij’s headquarters at Fort Nassau. On their journey from the Canje to the Berbice, the group met up with Fortuin van Helvetia, the leader on the Canje River. According to Renaud, Fortuin “was very displeased that the other whites had been murdered.” Once they got to the fort, the men were clothed and put to work. Like Fortuin, Governor Coffij was angry about the murder of the majority of the mutineers. He sent “Brother Accara” to chew out the Canje rebels and, again according to Renaud, “Accara even murdered one of the Canje blacks.” Coffij ordered that all the mutineers’ loot, ammunition, and guns be brought to his headquarters at the fort.24

Relations between the black and white mutineers were tenuous and shifting. Most of the testimony comes from the courts-martial of the surviving men, who portrayed themselves as having been betrayed and coerced by the rebels. It is not surprising they claimed to have been victims. Their lives were on the line for having mutinied during a war. The men would have wanted to avoid the impression that they had compounded their original offense of mutiny by also committing treason by voluntarily joining the enemy, and a “heathen” enemy at that. This would only have increased their chances of receiving the death penalty.25 For their part, the rebels had every reason to treat the soldiers, so deeply implicated in the maintenance of colonialism and slavery, as prisoners.

Yet, as time passed, driven by fear, need, and a shared interest in defeating the Dutch, the mutineers and the rebels built bridges across the many divides that separated them. Rebel leaders knew full well that the soldiers’ presence among them dealt a powerful psychological blow to the colonial authorities. Indeed, the Europeans were greatly alarmed at reports that, in the priceless phrase of one Dutch officer, the “Christian Rebels and Rebel Negroes” now lived in “close harmony.”26 And so Coffij kept the remaining Europeans alive and set them to work. Over time, some became trusted allies and advisers. Others remained little more than slaves. In other words, the mutineers were absorbed into the rebel hierarchy.

Such incorporation rekindled among the European soldiers many of the resentments that had led them to mutiny in the first place. The rebel leaders gave the mutiny leaders preferential treatment and jobs of greater importance compared to the common soldiers. Sergeant Niesse assisted Governor Coffij by exercising troops, writing letters, and ordering the other mutineers about. He set some to painting Coffij’s quarters. For his service, Niesse was rewarded with fancy clothes, good food, and a comfortable hammock. Johan Mangmeister, the surgeon, ministered to the rebels’ health and received an African slave boy named Andries to attend to him as a mark of his status.27 Jean Renaud had saved himself from execution at Stevensburg by claiming to know how to make gunpowder. Now he busily tried to hide his ignorance by mixing sand and water, only to be unmasked when the surgeon provided him with the necessary saltpeter he claimed he lacked. To save Renaud from beheading, rebel leader Fortuin, who had evidently taken a liking to him, took the Frenchman with him to the Canje River.28

The rest of the mutineers were set to work as tailors and carpenters, occupations they had no doubt carried out before they mustered. They also cleaned and repaired guns and stood guard, and a few even accompanied the rebels on raids against the Dutch. Most of them were eventually sent away from Fort Nassau to other rebel posts to serve alongside African captives as “footboys” to deserving rebel leaders, once again overturning customary colonial racial hierarchies. Ironically, the men who had resented enslavement now ended up working for ex-slaves.29

Desperation

As soon as Van Hoogenheim received the “most regrettable and upsetting tiding” of the mutiny, he and his councilors assumed the mutineers would make common cause with the rebels and “come to fight us.” 30 The Dutch were deeply apprehensive that the deserters would replenish the rebels’ stock of weapons and ammunition. Even more disconcerting was the idea that the unfaithful soldiers would exponentially increase the effectiveness of the rebel army. Not only would the new arrivals provide training in European warfare; they would also, as experienced slave hunters, pass on knowledge about “the maneuvers of the Suriname [Maroons],” along with “all their wicked tricks and tactics.” 31 In mid-July, Indian spies related that they had heard much gunfire at rebel camp Vigilantie. This was puzzling to the Dutch, who had been told that the rebels were running low on powder. Van Hoogenheim surmised, rightly as it turned out, though under circumstances quite different than he imagined, that the mutineers had arrived at the rebel camp and these were “victory salutes.”32 The thought that defected European soldiers had restocked the munitions of their former enemies vastly increased his misgivings. Even more alarming, as a result of the mutiny, the path to the Corentyne River and even the “entire river” was now unprotected. Perhaps the rebels would try to retreat that way, foiling all hope that they would stay on the Berbice and Canje Rivers until soldiers from Europe arrived.33 The devastating consequences of continuing disease and low morale did not help matters for the forces at Dageraad.

Worst of all, the example of the Corentyne mutineers proved infectious. By the end of July, the officers of the Suriname regiment informed Van Hoogenheim and his council that they little trusted their men, who were “mostly French deserters” serving beyond their contracted time. Astoundingly, the officers feared they could not guarantee their soldiers’ loyalty in case of another rebel attack. A surgeon working on Dageraad proclaimed to anyone who would listen that he would “rather join the slave rebels than serve the colony” any longer. He had, Van Hoogenheim noted by way of explanation, served previously “a long time among the French” and in Berbice had allied himself closely with French soldiers, “all libertines without any discipline.” While the man deserved harsh punishment, “under the circumstances,” redeployment to St. Andries was all Van Hoogenheim dared impose.34

To prevent the Suriname soldiers serving in Berbice from following the example of their compatriots, the councilors tried to appease the men with cash. To do so they used money recovered from officers who had died of disease in order to pay the men who had “murmured” about the slow arrival of their wages from Suriname.35

In mid-September, two French soldiers stationed on Dageraad deserted to the insurgents just before daybreak. They took with them not only their weapons and shot, but valuable intelligence about the desperate situation of the Dutch. The Indians sent to catch them spotted the two men but refused to attack without reinforcements, allowing the deserters to get away. Van Hoogenheim berated the native “captain” about his men’s lack of courage. “This wild man answered,” an unnerved governor reported, “that he was surprised I’d reproach him, given that I could not count on my own soldiers.” How could Van Hoogenheim admonish him, the man pointed out with biting words, when “before their eyes” the governor’s men “turned into enemies, joining the rebels.” 36

Deeply shaken, Van Hoogenheim confided to his journal that “since the desertion of the last two soldiers, we can count on nothing anymore.” Even a 100-guilder premium to catch the deserters, dead or alive, yielded no result. Early in October, a major altercation between soldiers and Dageraad slaves, noted in Van Hoogenheim’s journal without any further detail, created yet more worries.37

In this climate of discontent, along with shifting (and shifty) loyalties, a new issue took on ominous meaning—food. Van Hoogenheim’s dwindling supplies, and forces, had been somewhat replenished over the summer with the arrival of two ships. One turned up from Holland in late June, dispatched by the Company directors before they knew about the uprising, carrying replenishments and twelve new soldiers. The other appeared a few weeks later from St. Eustatius with forty additional men. Van Hoogenheim distributed peas, oats, and flour from Holland to the soldiers and sailors to supplement their usual rations, knowing the men had suffered hunger and many were ill. Yet the newly arrived mercenaries from St. Eustatius judged this not enough and had the “intolerable insolence,” in Van Hoogenheim’s judgment, to also demand salted bacon and fish, along with linen shirts and pants. “They know,” the governor noted, “that I am depended on them and they refuse obedience but under certain conditions.” The men repeatedly badgered him for more victuals.38

Soon after, the Suriname soldiers at Dageraad rejected the ship’s biscuits (“made of good rye, of excellent taste, without any sign of spoilage or mold,” all officers agreed after close inspection) handed out to them. A delegation approached the governor and his councilmen on the veranda of the main house. The men retorted that the biscuits were fit for beasts, not men, and they demanded bread. Outraged at their “impudence,” the usually restrained governor, a former army officer after all, ran to his room to get his gun, “with the intent of shooting at the feet of one of the spokesmen.” Thankfully, “God Almighty” cooled his head, which prevented the incident from escalating into outright military rebellion. That evening, the men accepted the biscuits, now supplemented by the desired white bread. “We can no longer doubt,” a shaken Van Hoogenheim wrote in his journal, “that evil conspiracies are afoot among them.” Along with the men’s commanders, he feared that another mutiny was imminent.39

Such apprehensions were amplified when in October the mercenaries resorted to collective work stoppages. One day, men from one of the St. Eustatius ships did not receive their promised allotment of bread; the Suriname soldier hired on at Dageraad as baker could not keep up with daily demand for fresh loaves of bread for several hundred men. Against the orders of their captain, the discontented sailors lifted anchor and abandoned their crucial position upriver from Dageraad. The precipitous action prompted Indians stationed in several nearby creeks to leave their posts, fearing for their own safety without the protection of the ship. When Van Hoogenheim threatened to punish the ringleaders among the sailors and promised that the men would have their bread, they agreed to sail their ship back to its former position, upon which, as the governor observed, “the entire safety of this plantation depends.”40

Discontented workers whose tools were weapons represented a serious danger, as the Dutch leaders well understood. The rebellious sailors and soldiers in Berbice were expected to be faithful and compliant instruments of state power. But they were also workers, subject to the power, and exploitation, of the state. They received wages, like free laborers, but the conditions of their contracts kept them in a state of bondage, suggesting to the men uncomfortable comparisons to the slaves they had come to fight. Yet despite their lowly position, the men were not without power. Their martial labor, especially in the midst of a slave rebellion, was crucial to the survival of the colony. Soldiers and sailors used their leverage to protest poor compensation and working conditions, forcing the colonial authorities into making concessions. The mutineers took their insubordination a step further. They not only deserted their post but committed treason as well. They saw their own plight as akin to that of slaves and so made common cause with the rebels, undermining the racial boundaries on which white power, colonial exploitation, and empire building depended.

Van Hoogenheim accurately informed the home authorities that he had more to worry about than merely “Swarte” (blacks). “We have to be as much prepared at all times,” he impressed upon the colony directors in Amsterdam, “for bad faith and treason from within, as for attacks from without.” Shared new-world enemies at the gate, he understood, did not necessarily mute old-world labor conflict inside the colony.41
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Palace Revolution

On a night in late July, the guards at plantation Dageraad spotted a dugout canoe moving swiftly downriver with the tide. In the light of the full moon, they could make out an Amerindian at the paddle and a European passenger. As the boat approached the shore, they observed that the European was cut and bruised. He turned out to be a Dutch soldier, recently captured by rebels on the Canje River, selected by Governor Coffij to deliver a letter to Governor van Hoogenheim. Cupido, an Amerindian, had been ordered to paddle the soldier downriver. The two men had set out after sunset, traveling through the darkness and arriving after midnight.

Woken by a guard, Van Hoogenheim ordered the soldier brought to his chamber right away. He, too, did not fail to notice that the young man was in bad shape, evidently beaten by his rebel captors. He eagerly studied the unexpected letter from the adversary he referred to as “so-called Governor Coffij.” It was the first communication since the rebels had broken off the initial round of correspondence two and a half months earlier, in May. The struggling Dutch inhabited a topsyturvy world. The former slaves commanded troops and controlled most of the colony, while the former masters held only a handful of plantations and had a tenuous hold on their soldiers. Van Hoogenheim lived in fear not only of the rebels, but of his own fighting men as well. His hopes hinged on help from Holland. “God give,” he prayed, “that the wished for deliverance from the homeland may arrive and turn our situation around.” Until such assistance arrived, his position was desperate. The rebel letter provided a respite.1

Out of the summer darkness, the Dutch were tossed a slim lifeline, but one that would eventually sink Coffij.

Gamble

Coffij’s letter projected confidence. “Highly born Lord Lord Governor and General of these lands Berbice &c &c &c,” the note started, imitating the elaborate salutations of early modern correspondence. “I hereby notify your Lordship governor van Hoogenheim with a little note, to let him know, whether he has not changed his mind about making an agreement with me, with respect to the land Berbice, or, is he still set on having war.” “Governor Coffij” had sent the soldier (a “prisoner,” the letter emphasized) to find out whether the Dutch wanted peace. Was Governor van Hoogenheim ready to change his mind about negotiating? Was he willing to divide the colony? Coffij stated once again that he would give the Dutch half of Berbice while “I and my negers” would “keep the other half.”2

With this deceptively simple sentence, Coffij reiterated the revolutionary proposal he had made in the spring—to create a sovereign state alongside that of the Dutch. He added, “I will allow you to negotiate as before.” The word negotieeren carried a double meaning in Dutch in the eighteenth century (rather as it does in English today), since it could refer to both trading and talking. Earlier in the letter, Coffij used the verb accodeeren, “to come to an agreement,” several times to refer to previous negotiations. Given that word use, it seems most likely that with the word negotieeren he was assuring his counterpart that the former slaves would allow the Dutch to carry on trade as they had before the revolution—another assertion of control and superiority.3 Or, Governor Coffij continued, the Dutch governor could reject the rebels’ offer and “wait for something better,” either a backhanded reference to the length of time that had already passed without any troops from Holland or perhaps a threat of an imminent rebel attack.

Coffij used the rest of his letter to trumpet his good fortunes. He confirmed Dutch fears with the news that forty-one mutineers had joined him “as good friends, well supplied with powder and shot,” while omitting that his men had executed two-thirds of them. He boasted that he had ample supplies of ammunition. No doubt aware through spies of the high Dutch mortality rates, he emphasized his own good health for which he “thanked God.” He reiterated that if the Dutch wanted to negotiate, they should let him know soon or, he warned, “expect something else.”

Coffij closed with a final and visceral reminder to the Dutch of the new state of affairs. He offered not only a “friendly greeting” to Van Hoogenheim but also a message from the young Dutch woman he had kept as his hostage and to whom he now referred as “my young wife Schorzina [Georgina] Sara Hebina George.” Georgina sent greetings to a friend of her father, councilman “Mr. Schirmeister and also to my two brothers.” In a “postscript from the young wife,” Georgina, or someone writing for her, warned Van Hoogenheim that “many blacks have joined them of late and you will not be able to prevail but through a good accord.” The letter was simply signed “Cooffij [the scribe spelling his name phonetically rather than in Dutch], governor.”

Why had Coffij chosen to reopen negotiations at this time after more than two months of silence? Was he operating from a position of strength, as it at first appears, or of weakness?

Coffij’s confidence must have grown after recent psychological and military victories over the Dutch, chief among them the defection of the Suriname mutineers, which deeply damaged Dutch morale. The mutineers had replenished the insurgents’ gunpowder supply, severely depleted after the May attack on Dageraad. Moreover, Canje rebels had just overpowered a Dutch post on that river, killing eight of the nine defenders. They captured one soldier, the man Coffij used as courier, as well as his commander, a corporal.4 And the Dutch remained feeble. Coffij no doubt was aware that while the Dutch had recently received a few new soldiers, illness and discord were decimating their forces. The desperately awaited aid from the Dutch Republic was clearly taking a long time to arrive, but the balance of power might shift drastically when fresh troops from Europe reached Berbice. Coffij must have calculated that his opponents’ immediate situation appeared so dire that he might induce them to sue for peace.

Coffij’s decision to return to diplomacy was also propelled by less advantageous circumstances and events. Like the Dutch, Coffij was short on provisions and weapons. Amerindians and Creoles who had escaped from the rebels reported that insurgents were eating “dogs and cats” and were forced to slaughter valuable horses and mules to provide for their people.5 Governor Coffij had many more mouths to feed than Governor van Hoogenheim and so faced steeper challenges in staving off shortages. And unlike his adversary, Coffij could not count on resupplies from helpful neighbors. Rather, the insurgents had to travel far and wide in search of provisions or risk their lives poaching food from Dageraad’s gardens. Canje insurgents ranged as far as the Corentyne River on the border with Suriname scavenging for food, but they were increasingly harassed by patrolling Dutch-allied Indians. And while the rainy season was coming to an end, the jungle was still under a foot of water. Once those waters receded, the rebels intended to cultivate gardens in the upper Berbice and to travel to Demerara for weapons and ammunition. But those plans had recently been put into doubt.6

Coffij had sent a hundred people, many of them women, upriver to start provision gardens near the southernmost plantation, Savonette. But their mission met with disaster when they were attacked one night in late July. Carib and Akawaio fighters recruited in Demerara killed more than half the Africans and abducted two girls before help from surrounding plantations dispersed the Indians. As soon as rebel authorities learned of the raid, Captain Accara led a large force of well-armed men, including several mutineers, upriver to take revenge and drive out the natives. There had been no word about the outcome of this mission.7 The reality that Indians were closing off the hinterlands and coming to the aid of the Dutch must have greatly troubled Governor Coffij.

Yet reopening negotiations carried major political risks. Many rebels, especially Africans, opposed any kind of dialogue with the Dutch. Coffij’s second-in-command, Captain Accara, the insurgency’s military leader, was foremost among them. He had attacked Dutch headquarters at Dageraad in April against Coffij’s wishes, undermining the first round of talks with the Dutch. Perhaps Coffij chose this moment to contact the Dutch governor again because Accara and his most formidable fighters were away. Despite the risk to his authority, Coffij had a small window to try diplomacy once more to save his people from costly warfare.

When Van Hoogenheim read Coffij’s missive, he noticed that it was not written by the same person who had penned the rebel leaders’ notes in April and May. In spring, the notes had been written by Prins, an enslaved man from plantation Helvetia whose Dutch was poor. The current letter, Van Hoogenheim judged, showed much more German inflection, and the sentences were longer and more complex. According to the bearer, it was written by one of the mutineers, Sergeant Adam Niesse.8

The use of a European scribe raises fascinating questions about how this note and those that followed were produced. Did Coffij dictate them, or did he and his scribe collaborate? Could Coffij read the letters himself, or did the scribe read them back to him when they were finished? Were other rebels around, listening? Can we be sure that the scribe read what he had in fact written? Did he have the power to alter Coffij’s meaning or even secretly add sentences to the notes? The scribe’s shaky syntax makes the writing not only difficult to understand and ambiguous at times, but impossible to render literally into clear English. One can only paraphrase.

The letter, as well as the reports of the soldier-courier and the Amerindian, provided the Dutch with confirmation that the mutineers had made common cause with the rebels. This was an outcome they had expected and dreaded. Van Hoogenheim closely questioned Cupido. All we know about this man, besides his Dutch name, is that he had been a slave on plantation Herstelling. But whether Cupido was enslaved or free among the rebels is not clear. Nor is it clear how much of what he told the Dutch was what Coffij had ordered him to say. Cupido claimed, for instance, “that not one neger remained outside the rebellion,” and that in the entire colony, on every plantation, the Dutch would meet only enemies. If true, this would indicate that by this time, Coffij and Accara had either convinced everyone to join or effectively forced all to submit to their regime. The fact that both Cupido and Georgina, in her postscript, emphasized Coffij’s overwhelming support could also suggest that Coffij was eager to assert what might not in fact have been the case, as it is doubtful that Georgina could write freely.9

Cupido also relayed to the Dutch the news of the Akawaio and Carib attack near the Savonette and Accara’s subsequent quest for revenge. Lastly he claimed that the Suriname soldiers had handed over two barrels of powder and large quantities of bullets to the rebels, along with many guns. He did not tell the governor, though he must have known, that only thirteen mutineers had joined the rebels, not forty-one. As soon as the sun rose at seven, a worried governor called his council together to compose an answer.10

Renewed Negotiations

The situation had deteriorated for the Europeans. The mutiny of the Suriname regiment had dealt a devastating blow, and illness continued to take its toll, in lives, in morale, and in military preparedness. One of the officers reported that during the summer, “over a hundred men have been put in the earth.” Several of the ships had lost so many sailors they had to be manned by enslaved Africans, a potential security risk for the Dutch. Few officers remained alive, leaving the sailors largely to rule themselves. By early August, fully one-third of the soldiers and sailors were sick, and another third had died, making funerals a daily occurrence and rendering the situation of the Dutch absolutely desperate. The remaining men, “officers, soldiers, and sailors,” Van Hoogenheim reported, “are losing all courage,” convinced that if the rebels did attack, “they could not withstand their superior numbers.” Now only two Dutch posts remained: the Dageraad and the small fort of St. Andries near the coast. Rebels had just wiped out the third one, on the Canje, and news of this setback had caused the flight of the last Europeans still living on that river.11

Despite recent fresh supplies, the Dutch were also running low on food and watched helplessly as their opponents regularly raided the Dageraad’s gardens. Normally the annual “Indian fishery” replenished their stores. When the rains abated, native men blocked the creeks on the Canje River to haul in large quantities of fish that fed colonists and slaves for months. But this summer, most of the indigenes were gone. Besides, the Dutch did not have the food and drink required to pay the natives regardless, so the fish catch did not take place. Moreover, the Dutch were so vulnerable that any change in rebel positions caused great panic. “Given our scant force,” Van Hoogenheim reported, “every small movement of even a few enemies causes here immediately many difficulties and worries.”12

On top of it all, the change in season filled the Europeans with dread. When the floodwaters receded in mid-August, the forests and savanna would become passable and the rebels could attack again overland. The Dutch were dangerously low on ammunition, especially on cannon balls, which they could not manufacture themselves. “If the heavens do not provide speedy secours [help] from patria, we will be forced to leave Dageraad and retire to the ocean,” one officer reasoned, “because once the woods fall dry, it will be impossible to remain here.” Van Hoogenheim’s war council concurred. “God has lifted up his hand heavily against us,” the governor concluded, evoking with Psalm 106:26 the biblical scale of Dutch misfortune: “Therefore he lifted up his hand against them, to overthrow them in the wilderness.” 13

Still, colonial officials were not sure how to respond to Coffij’s overtures. The Suriname officers urged abandoning Dageraad and sailing back to the coast to hole up once again in Fort St. Andries. The air at the seashore was healthier, they argued, and it was harder for soldiers to desert to the rebels from there. Barring flight, the officers favored negotiations, given that their men could not be trusted and in case of an attack by the rebels “might not stay loyal.” To the governor’s chagrin, the council members were divided on the wisdom of writing back, and even on what to say if they did reply. Convinced that as long as he made no concrete promises, correspondence not only could be to Dutch advantage but, given their precarious situation, was “of the utmost necessity,” Van Hoogenheim decided to compose an answer himself. He entrusted his letter to Amerindian Cupido to take to Governor Coffij the very next day.14

War of Words

Dispensing with any honorifics in a bid to assert dominance he did not possess, Van Hoogenheim addressed his letter merely “Aan den Neeger Coffij.” As in spring, he wrote in a style geared for children and referred to himself in the third person. Van Hoogenheim feigned surprise that the insurgents thought he might want war—had not the rebels themselves “started the war with the Christians, and mistreated them terribly”? He reminded Coffij that the rebels had proposed dividing the colony in April. “His Lordship the governor,” as he referred to himself, had not been sure then either what Coffij meant by “half” and had asked for clarification, so he could explain the situation to the Company directors in Amsterdam. But instead of providing an answer, Van Hoogenheim charged, “you brought your entire force here to fight,” referring to the attack on Dageraad on May 13. So the governor could “not trust the neegers’ promises or words.” If this time they were willing to be more sincere and act without deception, he would entertain their proposal, as long as “Negers Coffij and Accara” would explain clearly “what half entails for you.”

The soldier-courier had been so badly mistreated by the rebels, Van Hoogenheim charged, that he needed time to recover before he could convey any more messages. Instead, “bok Cupido” (bok being a derogatory term for Amerindians) would bring the letter to the rebels and could also convey their answer. To prove their sincerity, the rebels should give up their most recent hostage: “return Corporal Sneebel, whom you captured in Canje, because that man’s misfortune will do you no good.” In closing, Van Hoogenheim conveyed that “Heer Schirmeister sends friendly greetings to Juffrouw [Miss] George, as do her two brothers.” 15

By noon the next day, on August 2, two Indians arrived with Governor Coffij’s answer. Van Hoogenheim kept the two messengers sequestered on one of the ships “to hide from them our weak situation on Dageraad.”16 The letter, likely again written by one of the Suriname mutineers given the German-inflected Dutch, was a remarkable missive. Not only did it detail the specific demands of the rebels; it also presented powerful and provocative political statements on behalf of both the rebels and the mutineers, their fates now inescapably yoked.

The note began by specifying what Coffij had in mind by “half.” “I want to keep no more than four plantations,” Coffij explained, naming Company plantations Savonette, Markey, Oost Souburg, and Peereboom.17 “The rest,” he added magnanimously, either emphasizing his control of the colony or trying to minimize his request, “is for you.” Coffij understood, he wrote, that the Dutch governor himself had nothing to do with the triggers for the rebellion, “as it is the Planters and Directors who are the cause of the war, while they badly mistreated the people, with excessive beatings and lashings, so we could stand it no longer.”18 “Because we know,” Coffij continued, asserting God’s approbation for his actions, “who God is, and that God rewards good and punishes evil.” He said he and his people also understood that Berbice did not belong to the governor and that Van Hoogenheim would need to consult his superiors in Holland. In the meantime, if Van Hoogenheim wanted to make a (preliminary) agreement, he should send the Amerindian messenger back. And if Mr. Schirmeister wanted to see the two George sisters returned, Coffij would hand them over for a ransom.

While it sounds as if Coffij scaled back from his former bold position of demanding half the colony, the area covered by the four plantations he mentioned, from Savonette upriver to the Peereboom on the Wiruni Creek, did in fact entail the entire upper section of Berbice. He was asking for about half the cultivated area of the colony, which included, besides the four valuable Company sugar plantations mentioned, some forty private plantations. It seems from this demand that Governor Coffij intended to keep the sugar plantations in production, likely with forced labor, growing sugar to distill rum and perhaps to sell on the European market just as Dutch colonists did. Coffij, a self-liberated former slave holed up in a remote corner of the imperial world, understood that the grinding force of capitalism meant some people toiled against their will while others commanded. Some thirty years later, after their rebellion succeeded, Haitian leaders would insist on the same thing, compelling newly liberated people to grow sugar on plantations as they had as slaves.19
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Leupe 1571, Map of the Berbice Colony, 1764. Detail showing the area included in Coffij’s proposal to retain four Company plantations. Between Savonette on the far left and Peereboom on the far right, a large part of the cultivated area of the colony was included. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

The rest of the letter leaves Coffij behind. Amazingly, there is a new voice and a defiant statement on behalf of the mutineers by Sergeant Niesse. Were these sentences written with Coffij’s approval or even his knowledge? It is possible that Niesse added them secretly, taking advantage of the opportunity to send word. “With respect to us Christians,” the letter switched abruptly, “we know very well that God is the source of all order and we will stay with these people [the rebels] until the end.” 20 Niesse proclaimed on behalf of the mutineers that they did not want to get any more letters from the Dutch “because they [their officers] mistreated us badly and we do not desire to return to you.” “God rules over all,” Niesse, or the mutineers, repeated emphatically in closing, “we commend ourselves to our dear Lord [den lieben god] every day.”21 If this astonishing letter was signed, the clerk omitted it from the record.22

The mutineers’ portion of the letter revealed that the Suriname officers had secretly been in touch with them.23 Indeed, when Van Hoogenheim inquired, the officers confirmed that they had written the deserters as soon as they learned they had joined the insurgents. Their letter had stressed the officers’ shock and abhorrence to hear that Christian soldiers “had united themselves with heathens to wage war and exterminate their fellow brethren in Christ,” for which, they had emphasized, God, and man, would judge them harshly. The officers nevertheless beseeched the mutineers to return to the Dutch before the reinforcements from Holland arrived to “exterminate you and your Barbarian friends.” The officers pledged to work hard to obtain “a complete pardon” for any mutineer who returned and fought against the rebels.24 The mutineers’ assertion of godliness and Christianity in response to accusations of religious and political infidelity was a strong, even revolutionary, declaration that they, despite joining “heathen” rebels, continued to belong to Christendom.

Van Hoogenheim sharply questioned the two messengers, one at a time, with the aid of a translator. Their separate testimonials matched. The most important news, and, for the Dutch, the best news, was that the mutineers did not number forty-one, but only thirteen. The emissaries did echo what Cupido had claimed about the unity of the ex-slaves, that “all is rebel, that has the name of neger.” But they also qualified this blanket assertion. The Indians related that the bomba of the Company plantation Hooftplantage had declared that he and his people “had a good heart for the Christians and desired that they’d repossess the country.”25 Such statements continued to suggest that Company people were overall less enthusiastic about the revolt and less involved than those from private plantations.

Van Hoogenheim wrote back immediately. He ignored the mutineers, responding only to Coffij. He now understood what the rebels wanted, but he could not agree to anything until he received instructions from home. He assured Coffij that he had already written to the directors in Holland. An answer might take as long as three to four months, he claimed, two at best. However, since the four requested Company plantations were currently “in your possession,” and (again using the third person to refer to himself) the Dutch governor “had not yet come to fight” to repossess them, the rebels should be content to live quietly and show him they were sincere in their desire for peace. Heer Schirmeister would gladly pay ransom for the daughters of the deceased councilman George, as well as for all other European children still held by the rebels. To continue the diplomatic dance, Van Hoogenheim urged his opponents to spell out their requirements for the return of the hostages in a letter. “At least you can be assured,” the Dutch governor closed, “that the Heer Gouverneur, de Heer Schirmeister, and the other Heeren mean well by the neegers and” (in either a dig at or a nod to the mutineers) “all good Christians.” 26

Five days later, Van Hoogenheim received what would turn out to be Coffij’s last letter, delivered by the same Amerindians, paddling the river, as before. Governor Coffij, “hoping to remain in peace,” agreed to a truce. He understood that he had to be patient “till letters arrived from Holland.” He swore “on God Almighty” that if the Dutch refrained from attack, his forces would do likewise. He hoped that the Dutch, too, would swear to peace. Coffij suggested a Dutch delegation visit the rebel camp to pick up the two young women in exchange for twenty barrels of gunpowder, thirty guns, and a barrel of tobacco. Perhaps as a further sign of his goodwill, he specified that the exchange could wait until word “about the four plantations” arrived from Holland, at which time he would trade the two hostages for the desired supplies.27

A few years earlier, Tempati rebels in Suriname had offered a similar truce to encourage their European opponents to meet their demands. Coffij may also have decided a delay would allow him to retain his hostages until a formal peace agreement was made, at which time the Dutch might be more inclined to supply him with weapons. It is unclear whether he actually expected the Dutch to hand over weapons or merely wanted to test them. When Ndyuka Maroons in Suriname in the late 1750s did not receive powder and shot as part of the goodwill gifts at peace negotiations, they reproached the colonial negotiators visiting their camp, saying that even if they had brought but a bit of ammunition, “we would have seen [your] good intentions, but now, no!” Post-treaty Maroons in Suriname, too, regularly requested ammunition and weapons, but rarely received them in the quantities they wanted, since colonists were leery of arming potential enemies.28

Governor Coffij’s tone was one of good-natured levity between peers. He closed with affable greetings to Governor van Hoogenheim, his councilmen, and “all good Christians” along with a “very friendly greeting from my Abina George, and from [her] sister to Mr. Schermeister and all our good friends.” Georgina herself, or someone writing for her, added, “I hope that you will do your utmost to buy my freedom.”29

It turned out that the Dutch were not keen to do their “utmost.” In his reply on August 9, Van Hoogenheim agreed to a truce, but he “could not swear to it without an order from Holland,” as the land was not his. He was eager to ransom the two women and children. If Coffij would send them over right now, Van Hoogenheim would hand over textiles, tobacco, salted meat, bacon, and “any other supplies we have that you desire.” The rebels should also return the corporal as a further sign of their sincerity. It was impossible to supply the rebels with weapons at the moment, Van Hoogenheim explained, because doing so went against his oath of office. Once the Dutch received word and permission from Holland, the rebels upriver could have what they wanted: gunpowder and weapons, “all you need.” Until then, they had to wait and, Van Hoogenheim insisted, “first send us the young women and children and the corporal.” 30

The Dutch received no answer to their procrastinating offer.

Coup d’État

Why did Governor Coffij end the negotiations? Clearly, Van Hoogenheim’s unwillingness to swear an oath cementing the truce made Coffij deeply suspicious. In West Africa, oaths were sacred and necessary to seal any agreement.31 Van Hoogenheim’s refusal to hand over weapons might also have been interpreted as a sign of ill will.32 Or perhaps Captain Accara and his soldiers, returning from their expedition to fight the Indians, reduced Coffij’s freedom to negotiate. When the Dutch questioned recaptured slaves in the spring of 1764, they asked few questions about Coffij or about the internal workings of the rebellion. Consequently, references to Coffij are surprisingly scant. But clues suggest that his diplomacy led to a major political crisis in rebel ranks and to his own demise.33

Coffij’s attempts at dialogue deeply disturbed many of his fellow leaders, who rejected what looked at best like a willingness to compromise and accommodate the Europeans or, at worst, capitulation. Accabiré van Stevensburg, a leader from the Canje River and a major player in the rebellion, claimed during his interrogation that many of the rebels “turned against Governor Coffij, because he wrote to the Christians.” It is possible that Coffij had reopened the negotiations without the approval of his fellow leaders, who may not have been keen on diplomacy at all. In neighboring Suriname, Tempati rebel spokesman Boston had allegedly expressed his reluctance to negotiate with the colonial authorities in 1757 without the full support of his followers, “because otherwise the other neegers would be suspicious that he was scheming with the whites to betray them, and they might shoot him dead.”34 Perhaps Coffij was up against similar pressures and had been willing to take this risk.

Leading the opposition was a recently arrived African named Atta. Also an Amina, Atta came from Altenklingen, one of the first plantations involved in the rebellion. Atta had been a leader from the start of the insurgency; he rose quickly through the ranks to a captaincy and a seat on Coffij’s council. He participated in the Peereboom massacre and was deeply suspicious of Coffij’s renewed efforts at diplomacy.35 An angry Atta had “called his officers together and asked them whether Coffij, did right or not and they decried it,” Accabiré alleged in his interrogation, “and then Coffij called his officers together, too, and asked them to support him which they promised.” Abbreviating what was no doubt a painful and lengthy process of debate and deliberation, Accabiré recounted that after leaders had lined up supporters, “conflict ensued between them.”36 Accabiré, born in West Africa and head of the “Gangoe,” or Ganga, faction, appears to have been on Atta’s side in the coup against Coffij, though subsequently they became enemies.37 In his interrogation, Atta denied having called the rebel council in order to remove Coffij and Accara from office “and chase them out.” He did concede that he and Coffij had a falling-out, but, he claimed, it was not related to the negotiations. Rather, Atta claimed, he and Coffij disagreed about the Ganga, “whom Coffij wanted to kill and he [Atta] wanted to retain.” 38

As a result of this conflict, which signaled a profound lack of confidence in his leadership, Coffij shot himself, though the date remains unclear. The coup likely happened in September, after Coffij reopened, and then ended, the second round of negotiations in August. The Dutch learned in mid-October that Governor Coffij had killed himself, that Captain Accara had been enslaved, and that Atta was the new “chieftain.”39 Coffij, the leader of the largest slave rebellion in the Caribbean to date, a man who had dared to dream of a new colonial order, who, had he succeeded, might well have governed the first black republic, slipped out of history with barely a notice.

In trying to understand Governor Coffij’s suicide, we gain insight into how he perceived his position at that moment. Among the Yoruba people in precolonial Oyo, for instance, which covered parts of what are now Nigeria and Benin in West Africa, kings who lost the support of the council of chiefs were expected to kill themselves to avoid public shame, earn respect, and prevent further violence. Governor Coffij’s suicide should be seen in a similar vein. Allegedly he committed this ritual suicide in front of some of his closest supporters, ensuring his followers would know he had not been murdered. Amelia van Hollandia & Zeelandia, Coffij’s counselor who had been either his cook or his wife, or both, claimed that she had seen him shoot himself. While in Oyo society, suicide by ordinary people was condemned, chiefs who committed ritual suicide for political reasons were given honorable public internments.40

Coffij’s funeral was a momentous occasion. Everyone at the fort, except for Captain Quassie, who remained with a skeleton crew of six armed men, went upriver to attend.41 In keeping with West African beliefs that death was a portal into a new life where the deceased political leader would need an entourage, at least five people were killed to accompany Coffij in the afterlife.42 These included several European children and a female wisiman, or witch. The Dutch later accused (and executed) Amelia van Hollandia for having killed two children “to run their blood over Coffij’s grave.” Understandably, Amelia denied this charge, but the accusation was in keeping with cultural practice.43 Enslaved informants on the Caribbean island of St. John spoke about blood sprinkled on graves among the Amina in West Africa.44

While the political upset appears to have been fought out among men, it also affected women who had been members of Coffij’s inner circle. An enslaved “mulatto” woman named Cariba, who reportedly had served as Coffij’s cook (or wife) at Fort Nassau, now became a wife to Atta.45 Several other “wives” took advantage of the crisis to run away. They may have feared being sacrificed at Coffij’s funeral or been apprehensive about having to marry the new leaders. One was a free native woman named Maria or Marie, “one of Coffij’s wives,” who according to surgeon Mangmeister fled to the Corentyne River.46 The other was Georgina, the young Dutch woman who had been made Coffij’s wife. She had seen her parents murdered in the first days of the uprising and she may also have been present at the sacrifice of her younger sister at Coffij’s funeral, along with another young Dutch girl who had been her companion. The traumatized woman, a real survivor, chanced an escape, hoping to make her way to the Dutch with the help of two Amerindians. She did not get far before she was recaptured.47

Coffij’s wives may have worried that they, too, would be killed at his funeral. Among many West African peoples, along with an entourage, a leader’s closest servants and family members, those with the most access to the leader and his body, were expected to die with him. This practice ensured their loyalty to, and protection of, their leader, as his demise also spelled their own death. Enslaved Africans interviewed on the Danish Caribbean island of St. John in the 1760s confirmed such practices among the Amina. One of them told the minister who questioned him that the Amina “killed the most important wife” as soon as the king or governor died. Others suggested that the first wife was allowed to live, but all the wives he had obtained in war were buried with him, along with his cook, his servants, his slaves, and others.48

Reports indicate that before he killed himself, Coffij buried his remaining gunpowder to keep it out of the hands of his opponents. He shot dead the man or men who had helped him so they could not divulge the location. One European commander claimed Coffij had buried twenty-five barrels.49 That number seems too high, but he may have buried the powder he had recently received from the mutineers. If these reports about buried gunpowder are true, it is hard to know the motive. Was it done out of spitefulness, or was it a further indication of Coffij’s intent to have the rebellion end in a peace treaty with the Europeans rather than in deadly warfare?

After Coffij’s sudden death, as rebel leaders vied for power, Atta seized the number one spot. There is some indication that after Coffij’s fall, several men became governors, but that either Atta, a major leader in the coup, muscled them out or they died. However it happened exactly—the records are inconclusive—Atta became the new governor.50 His ascent spelled change not just for women close to Coffij, but for everyone else as well. Those who had been part of Coffij’s cabinet, such as Captain Accara, were demoted or killed or had their European clothes and valuables taken.51 Atta elevated others as a reward for their support or to ensure their continued loyalty. Quassie van Hardenbroek, for instance, claimed that “while Coffij was alive,” he was a mere soldier, tasked with the mundane job of guarding supplies. When Atta became governor, Quassie was promoted to captain and put in command of twenty-four men. Some of the mutineers who had grown close to Governor Coffij were moved from rebel headquarters at Fort Nassau to lesser posts. Mutineer and surgeon Mangmeister was sent to Company plantation Hooftplantage to “distill liquor for Atta.”52

The situation for Creoles deteriorated further. Shortly before Coffij’s downfall, twenty-two men, women, and children, Company people from Fort Nassau, had escaped from the rebels. Taking advantage of a moonless night, they had slipped away in five canoes. Their leader was Van Hoogenheim’s former messenger to the rebels the carpenter Christiaan, who had been kept hostage among the rebels since May. The escapees had related to the Dutch that the insurgents closely watched the Creoles, especially Company Creoles.53 After the coup, militant Africans belonging to private plantations reportedly gained the upper hand among the rebels, mistreating Creoles, in part because they had resisted a military solution.54

Indian informants claimed that the rebels were newly determined to attack the Dutch as soon as they finished making bows and arrows to arm “all blacks who don’t have a gun.”55 They fortified their rebel camps, especially plantation Vigilantie.56 Clearly, all possibilities for diplomacy had passed. If Governor Coffij had hoped to increase political cohesion by making an agreement with the Dutch, the attempt at diplomacy created the opposite effect. The defeat of Coffij and his supporters and the demotion of Creoles meant that the rebellion now increasingly became an African affair. Coffij’s death did little to unite the rebels. The lack of supplies and internal strife, which Coffij had hoped to solve with diplomacy, grew only more urgent. Cornered and divided, rebel leaders would increasingly turn toward desperate measures.

Coffij’s lack of a global trade network was his undoing. His strategy was solid. Taking advantage of the rebels’ position of strength, he worked to convince the Dutch to end all hostilities. A treaty would have allowed him to redeploy his resources from military to peaceful ends, cultivate gardens, and rebuild his political coalition. Possession of the upper end of the colony provided access to a vast hinterland and opened prospects for increasing trade with Amerindians. Living side by side with the Dutch as neighbors and running four sugar plantations would potentially have enabled him to engage in international trade. But to get the Dutch to the table in a meaningful way he needed allies. Thirty years later, the slave revolt in St. Domingue succeeded and became the Haitian Revolution in part because its leaders received weapons from the Spanish, who sought to hurt the French. Without allies, Governor Coffij could neither put enough pressure on the Europeans nor quell dissent in his own ranks.57
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The Turning of the Tide

By fall, as the rainy season abated, death and disease continued to bring out the worst in the surviving Europeans. Burghers, officials, and officers quarreled, profiteered, and generally acted poorly. Planters and ships’ captains sold supplies intended for general distribution, and did so at inflated prices. The death toll for seamen from disease was so high that one ship had only one sailor well enough to take charge; he could neither read nor write. The two leading commanders of the Suriname forces returned home to recuperate, leaving a young and inexperienced lieutenant in charge of restive troops. The slim civil bureaucracy was increasingly crippled. Van Hoogenheim no longer had a healthy clerk left to help with correspondence and record keeping, nor a steward to inventory and distribute dwindling victuals. Exhausted and defeated, the Dutch governor begged to be replaced, once the colony was “cleansed,” by a man “of greater ability and capacity.” 1

Further denting morale, Van Hoogenheim had not received any word from home about military assistance. Everyone knew that news of their plight would take time to reach Europe. Still, it was crushing to have no communication at all about what the directors had decided to do to save their colony, and when, or even whether, they were sending aid. Since the uprising, only one ship had reached Berbice from Holland, in June, but it had set off on its voyage before news of the rebellion had reached the directors. “We are becoming hopeless about the arriving of our national secours,” Van Hoogenheim lamented in his journal. “We hear or learn nothing…. Will Christendom here be entirely forgotten, and sacrificed to a barbarian enemy?” he cried. “I see nothing but a sad ending for us.” 2

His officers once again urged Van Hoogenheim to abandon Dageraad; the Dutch governor again refused, determined to hang on. “If I could bring the gardens for the whites and the slaves with me downriver,” he responded, “I would not hesitate a moment,” but, “the distress and misery that would result without them would be indescribable.” He wrote letter after letter to the directors (sent to Holland via Suriname and Essequibo, a multistage and lengthy journey), asking why there had been “neither word nor sign” from them. “Have your honors entirely forgotten us?” he despaired, echoing Jesus on the cross. “We are here at the brink,” he wrote, invoking a quintessential Dutch metaphor about drowning, “the water has been brought to our lips.”3

Amsterdam

Word of the rebellion had in fact arrived in the Dutch Republic. In late May, ships from St. Eustatius and Barbados brought the news, which was immediately reported in local and national newspapers. Sipping their tea and coffee sweetened with sugar in the country’s numerous coffeehouses, Dutch citizens shuddered as they read the accounts of murdered planters and determined insurgents. Almost every inhabitant of the republic at this time consumed the luxury goods brought from overseas colonies. Few made the effort to connect their addictive and well-sweetened drinks with the bloodshed abroad.4

Ship captains arriving in Amsterdam traveled to the Society of Berbice to deliver letters from Berbice refugees in Essequibo. Amsterdam was no longer the entrepreneurial powerhouse and trading hub it had been in the fabled “Golden Age.” The city’s port had been surpassed by those of Hamburg and London by the middle of the eighteenth century. Manufacturing stagnated although industries associated with colonial production like shipbuilding, sugar processing, and calico printing remained robust. Rather than producers, Amsterdammers became consumers, especially of colonial products like coffee and sugar, while the city’s wealthy merchants and regents turned into international financiers, lending enormous sums abroad. Amsterdam bankers helped Britain and Prussia finance the Seven Years’ War, which had ended the very month the Berbice Rebellion broke out. Yet colonial Atlantic trade was opening up new markets for Amsterdam traders in the German hinterlands, blunting economic decline.5

In the absence of official word from the governors of Essequibo and Berbice—their letters were still en route—the directors were skeptical that the situation was as bad as refugee planters’ letters suggested. After all, they surmised, the planters had “to justify their retreat.” Nevertheless, the sober Dutchmen concluded, “at best, the situation does not look favorable,” and they rented two merchant ships to dispatch fifty soldiers to Berbice, and perhaps a third ship with a few more. The directors realized that so few men would not suffice, but they were short on funds. They turned to the government for help, since the 1732 charter of the Berbice Company stipulated that the Company’s directors operated “under the sovereignty and protection” of the States General. The directors mobilized plantation owners, merchants, and financiers living in Amsterdam with commercial interests in Berbice. Together, these stakeholders lobbied the States General for soldiers to reconquer the colony. They requested an expeditionary force of several warships and at least six hundred men.6

To justify the cost in men and money, the directors made their case that Berbice was simply, in modern parlance, too big to fail. They conceded that Berbice was still in its infancy and not nearly as large as Suriname, “about whose importance all are convinced.” Nevertheless, they claimed, the colony’s coffee, cacao, cotton, and sugar were sold in the Dutch Republic for 1.5 million guilders a year. While a spokesman privately conceded that this estimate was inflated by a third (and even in reduced form it is likely too high), it was no doubt a considerable traffic. Moreover, the directors stressed, the colony imported just about everything from the republic, providing work and income for Dutch “merchants, artisans, shopkeepers and laborers.” The directors were correct about the importance of the Atlantic colonies for the economy of the Dutch Republic, and even more so for the province of Holland and the city of Amsterdam. Given the economic contributions of Berbice, the directors urged, surely it deserved public aid. And there was the domino effect to consider. If the uprising went unchecked, the enslaved in neighboring colonies might follow the example of the Berbice rebels, causing “irreparable loss” to individual Dutch citizens, not to mention to the Dutch Republic as a whole.7 Without government intervention, the entire Dutch Wild Coast could collapse.

Berbice stakeholders were well connected at the highest levels of Dutch politics, especially in the chamber of Holland, which had much weight in the States General. Recent calculations suggest that the economy of the province of Holland depended to a considerable extent on Atlantic slavery. Holland’s deputies persuaded the representatives of sister provinces that were less involved in the colonies to agree to pay their part of the cost of a military intervention. By the time the States General deliberated in July, letters from Governor van Hoogenheim had finally arrived, detailing the extent of the uprising and the scope of the rescue mission required. Officials in neighboring Suriname and Essequibo, along with the directors of the Society of Suriname, urged the deployment of state troops in Berbice. So, too, did the powerful Louis Ernest Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel. The corpulent forty-four-year-old Prussian duke commanded the Dutch army as regent for the teenage Prince of Orange, Willem V. All concurred that without “the strong hand of the state,” Berbice was doomed.8

In July, the States General agreed to rescue the colony. They requested that the Duke of Brunswick organize the logistics for an eighteen-month deployment of troops. They demanded that the directors of the Company of Berbice draft a plan to reimburse the state for its expenditures. They also ordered them to report on their management of the colony. It was widely suspected that the directors had not fulfilled the terms of their charter regarding defense or the stipulation that one European be settled for every fifteen enslaved people, a measure thought to reduce despotic behavior among slave owners and the chance of slave revolt. In their defense, the Berbice directors, disingenuously, if tellingly, replied that more European men only led to more debauchery with enslaved women.9
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Robert Douglas and Louis Ernst van Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, 1786, painted by Jacobus Vrijmoet, photograph by Peter Cox. The Duke of Brunswick was famously corpulent. (Collectie Het Noordbrabants Museum-’s-Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands.)

While Brunswick organized the expeditionary force, the States General provided emergency relief. They redirected to Berbice the frigate St. Maartensdijk, about to set sail from Zeeland for the Mediterranean against Barbary pirates, and ordered the preparation of two more ships. These three vessels, carrying an additional four hundred soldiers, disembarked from Holland, one in late July and the other two in August. The eleven hundred soldiers sent by the Dutch Republic, in addition to the fifty fighting men dispatched by the Company directors and the Suriname and St. Eustatius forces already in Berbice, were about to confront an enemy that at most numbered fifteen hundred rebel combatants.10

Brunswick decided against sending an entire regiment of two battalions. Instead, he required each garrison throughout the country to send a quota of healthy volunteers. Enticed by the prospect of bounty pay and adventure, just shy of seven hundred officers, soldiers, and support personnel stepped forward. It was an international mercenary army. Likely close to half the soldiers, and perhaps a quarter of the officers, were English, French, German, Austrian, and Swiss. Brunswick appointed as commander Colonel Jan Marius de Salve, a career soldier from Zeeland in his midfifties. While De Salve had extensive military experience, none of it had been overseas. As second-in-command, Brunswick chose thirty-six-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Robert Douglas, a Scottish officer and personal friend. Douglas owned a plantation in Demerara gifted to him by his older brother James, who served in the Caribbean as a rear admiral in the British navy.11

Given the susceptibility to disease of Europeans in the tropics, Brunswick reached out to military and medical experts for advice about how to preserve the soldiers’ health. The recommendations reflected the three pillars of eighteenth-century maritime and military medicine: ventilation, diet, and hygiene. The prescription was followed to the letter.12

Since the Berbice River was too shallow to accommodate warships, the duke rented for the mission seven smaller armed ships. The space between their decks was increased and air holes were added high above the waterline to allow for a refreshing breeze in the sleeping quarters even “with stiff wind and a hollow sea.” Additional sails were stretched over the decks to shield the men from the tropical sun. As “good health depends on good nourishment,” the holds were packed with provisions from the Dutch Republic. Dried fruits, meats, hams, eggs, cheese, nuts, tea, coffee, wines, and liqueurs along with live pigs, sheep, ducks, and chickens were brought aboard for the officers. For the ordinary soldiers crewmen stored away peas, groats and oats, cabbages, dried fish, bacon, cheese, “Irish meat,” and 202,743 pounds of “bread,” likely hardtack, along with tobacco and beer. To take care of the sick and wounded, the fleet carried chests full of medicines along with enough supplies to outfit a hospital.13

The men were dressed in linen, rather than the customary wool, to keep them more comfortable in the tropics. Each man received a blue coat “with flat tin buttons,” along with shirts, long and short pants, and a sleeping cap, daintily “hemmed with blue ribbon.” Their luggage also included a leather cap, a duffel coat, a soldier’s hat, short boots, and shoes. The boots proved mostly unwearable, because they were “too short, too narrow,” and, the men later complained, “the leather tears like paper.”14 Military suppliers were notorious for skimping on quality to increase their profits.

Since the state of the colony remained unknown (there was speculation Berbice “might have to be reconquered as an abandoned land”), the ships were loaded with arms, lots of them—more than 4,000 weapons. The loading list of “ordinary weapons” included 1,893 “ordinary guns with bayonets and steel ramrod,” another 120 guns of superior quality for officers and sergeants, and 180 pistols. The list of artillery, ammunition, and guns included another 1,600 “snaphaunces,” or muskets with bayonets, along with another 120 for officers, and 120 pistols. Supplies also included spare parts, and materials to repair weapons were also provided. And they supplemented this considerable arsenal with 12 hand mortars and 1,200 hand mortar grenades; 1,000 hand grenades; 2,000 pounds of wick; 20,000 flints; almost 60,000 live rounds of various sizes; 2,000 pounds of cast lead in a variety of weights; and 2,000 pounds of “uncast lead” to make more bullets.15

For building warehouses and shelters, officials placed on board 9,300 nails of varying sizes, 1,200 spades, 800 axes, 500 pickaxes, 400 machetes, 36 saws, and endless lengths of oilcloth and rope. Finally, they added a chest filled with “presents” for the crucial allied Indians—“differente Neurenberger waaren,” specialty homewares manufactured in Nuremberg, Germany, including knives, scissors, buttons, fishhooks, mirrors, painted metal boxes, combs, toys, and other curiosities. Surprisingly lacking was “salempoeris,” a plain blue calico cloth from the Coromandel coast of India that Amerindians preferred as compensation for their services. It would prove to be a costly oversight.16

The extensive global trading networks of the Dutch made possible this impressive cargo. The republic still controlled prodigious wealth even as its economy was stagnating. The Berbice rebels facing the Dutch possessed mostly battered shovels and machetes, with little remaining in the way of guns and powder, and whatever food they could scavenge or grow themselves. Wars, while costly, were a boon to business for an imperial nation. Dutch merchants supplying equipment for the military suppression of a colonial slave revolt cashed in. The Dutch were fighting to preserve their investment portfolios. The rebels were fighting for their lives.

The ships were loaded at a string of islands that separated the inland Zuider Zee from the North Sea. Texel, the largest of these islands, was the staging ground for Dutch oceanic voyages from Holland. Merchant and warships alike anchored in the shallow waterway east of the island to be loaded with crew and cargo, bound for destinations in Europe, Africa, the East Indies, and the Americas. Against a backdrop of gray dunes and red-roofed villages, pilot boats, admiralty yachts, and supply barges maneuvered Texel waters, sails full and flags flapping. The prevailing winds in the republic blew across the North Sea from the west, and ship crews regularly had to wait weeks before finally unfurling their sails. The little fleet bound for Berbice was ready on October 21, yet the wind continued to blow from the wrong direction. It was an expensive delay, Brunswick explained to the States General, because “the troops were provided with fresh bread and meat” while waiting at Texel. Finally, on Sunday November 6, a stiff easterly whipped up whitecaps on the sea. A nearby man-of-war heralded the departing fleet with an eight-cannon salute, answered by De Salve’s artillery.17

Canje Expedition

In mid-October, the governor of Essequibo relayed the welcome news to Berbice officials that the States General was outfitting four warships and two battalions of soldiers, to arrive soon. In actuality, these ships did not depart the Dutch Republic until November. But in late October, the first of the ships sent earlier with emergency relief appeared at the mouth of the Berbice River. St. Maartensdijk carried 150 soldiers. The ship had made a quick stop for intelligence in Paramaribo, where the captain received an earful about the deadly epidemics in Berbice and the need to fight a quick war before his soldiers were felled by disease.18

Armed with this information, that the infectious illnesses were rampant at Dageraad, Captain Maarten Haringman refused to sail up the Berbice River. So Van Hoogenheim hurried by tent boat to meet him at the coast. Haringman’s commission from the States General called for him to make decisions jointly with the Dutch governor, but on first meeting the two men disagreed over the best course of action. Van Hoogenheim pushed his plan to wait until Indians closed off the colony’s borders and there was a force large enough to attack all rebels quickly and at once. Haringman wanted to fight before disease struck down his soldiers, believing that as long as they “remained on the move,” they were less likely to fall ill.19

Against his better judgment, Van Hoogenheim compromised. Agreeing they did not have the forces to undertake an expedition on the Berbice, the two men decided they could, as Van Hoogenheim wrote, “provisionally retake the Canje River without overly alarming our rebels on the Berbice.” Since the rebels manned only a few posts, there was a good chance of a favorable outcome. Retaking the Canje would secure the border with Suriname, restore overland communication with that colony, and allow the Dutch to control the paths between the Canje and Fort Nassau on the Berbice. Haringman and Van Hoogenheim would jointly command the expedition. Although the governor believed that the captain “pretends to higher command than he is legally entitled to,” Van Hoogenheim was willing to share power if that was what it took. In his journal, he expressed his fears that the expedition would only induce the Canje rebels to flee to the rebel stronghold Fort Nassau on the Berbice, meaning that “none will fall into our hands.” 20

Preparations were made quickly to preserve the element of surprise. A detachment of 45 soldiers, a few burghers, and an officer were left to protect Dageraad. Everyone else, some 180 soldiers and officers, embarked on two merchant ships fortified with cannons. The Canje River, even more so than the Berbice, was too narrow for tacking, so the two ships made their way upriver slowly, relying on the tide and wind when possible. Whenever the tide ebbed, they struck their sails and anchored. The warship was too deep to enter the Canje River and remained anchored in the mouth of the Berbice.21

If the slow-moving Europeans thought they could sneak up on the rebels, they were gravely mistaken. Their opponents had men stationed in the woods on the lower Canje River both to keep an eye on the Dutch at Fort St. Andries and to monitor who entered the colony. Leapfrogging from station to station, the lookouts alerted rebel leaders to the arrival of the Dutch warship, the preparations for an expedition, and the lumbering progress of the two boats up the Canje River. The Dutch did surprise a few lookouts, who departed from their posts so hastily they left behind their canoes as well as their supplies of dried and barbecued fish, salt, and cooking pots.22

Runners alerted Governor Atta at Fort Nassau as the ships came up the Canje River. The Canje rebels requested powder because they had none left. Atta refused to share his dwindling supplies. Instead, he ordered them to retreat to the Berbice to combine forces in anticipation of a Dutch attack on that river. One man later testified that Atta had directed Captain Fortuin van Helvetia, the commander of the Canje River, “to come to Berbice with all the negroes, and to behead those that refused.”23

The Europeans advanced unimpeded up the lower Canje, a section with few plantations. Some fifty miles up the river, they reached plantation Don Carlos, the start of the most densely inhabited stretch of the river. Here, 120 men went ashore. Officers ordered them to march to plantation Stevensburg, so the Dutch could attack the Canje’s main rebel post simultaneously from land and water.24

As the Canje rebels could not mount a military defense for lack of powder and shot, they prepared a hasty retreat. Everyone was ordered upriver toward plantation Horstenburg, the start of the path through the forest and savanna to Fort Nassau. From there large numbers of Canje people made their way to the fort. Before they left, the rebels placed tar and kindling in plantation buildings and lit fire after fire as the Dutch approached. By waiting until the last moment to burn buildings, the rebels achieved the maximum psychological effect on the Dutch. Passengers onboard the advancing ships observed the “sad spectacle” of plantations in full flame. The Europeans could do little about the infernos, which they watched all night with “great sorrow.” By the time the expedition reached Stevensburg, some seventy miles upriver, rebel commanders Fortuin van Helvetia and Accara van de Brandwacht torched and abandoned that plantation too. Troops sent overland set to work extinguishing the flames. One of the Dutch ships continued up the river a few more miles to Horstenburg but encountered no one to apprehend. Van Hoogenheim’s prediction played out: taking the Canje River with no captives was an empty military gesture.25

With no enemies to fight or to capture, there was little for the Dutch to do but turn back. The objective now became holding on to the river. The Dutch governor ordered one hundred soldiers and five burghers posted at Stevensburg to prevent a rebel return. For further protection, one ship remained at Stevensburg as well. On Tuesday, November 15, Van Hoogenheim and Haringman boarded the Hoop. As they descended the river past the charred remains of once thriving plantations, they noticed campfires here and there onshore and heard occasional shouting in the bush, indications, the governor penned, that while the river was nominally back in Dutch hands, it was not entirely “cleansed and safe.” 26

Three days later, in the middle of the night, the Dutch arrived back at St. Andries. They had lost only one soldier on their expedition—not to their opponents, but to nature. The man had died “of a swoon,” or heatstroke, on the overland march. They had been gone only a week, but on Dageraad several sailors and soldiers who had stayed behind had succumbed to disease. The men Captain Haringman had dispatched to the plantation to operate the cannon in case of a rebel attack were also in the hospital.27 Clearly, staying behind had been more dangerous than going shadowboxing with elusive rebels on the Canje River.

The Canje expedition had not exactly been a success, but the day after his return Van Hoogenheim received good news. He welcomed to Fort St. Andries a ship sent by the Society of Berbice. The Jonge Thomas brought an additional thirty-six soldiers, a few new Company employees, and, finally, letters from the directors detailing the long-awaited military help being prepared in Holland. What’s more, the ship’s captain relayed that two warships sent by the States General in August along with two additional merchant marine ships sent by the Company had reached the Atlantic “wine” island of Madeira off the North African coast, a customary stop on the voyage from Holland to the Wild Coast, and would soon continue on to Berbice.28
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Leupe 1571, Map of the Berbice Colony, 1764, detail Canje River. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

In another stroke of good fortune, the Dutch captured one of the Suriname mutineers as the Canje expedition wrapped up. He related “many particulars” about what the Dutch called “rebel housekeeping.” 29

Rebel Housekeeping

Before Governor van Hoogenheim set off on the Canje expedition, he had ordered the ship Zeven Provintien on a reconnaissance mission to Company plantation Hooftplantage to ascertain whether the bomba and his people remained loyal to the Dutch. As the ship passed rebel camp Vigilantie, insurgents fired on it. The captain returned their volley with his “big guns,” scattering the attackers. Armed soldiers sent ashore found only “a lot of blood,” numerous warm cooking fires, and machetes. As Zeven Provintien approached Hooftplantage that night under a quarter moon, those on board saw the house, the mill, and other buildings in flames, stenciled against the black night sky.

The next morning, Hooftplantage appeared deserted, except for two men who dared the Dutch to come ashore. One of them rang the plantation bell (perhaps in mockery of this call to work or as a signal to his friends). Then he patted his buttocks and yelled, “Lick my ass.” That seemed a clear answer regarding loyalty, so the captain turned his ship around. By the time the boat passed Vigilantie again, that plantation, too, had collapsed in a mound of ashes. Shortly after, the ship’s lookout spotted a European in a canoe. The man claimed to be on his way to Dageraad and refused to come aboard. Brought on ship by force, he turned out to be one of the Suriname mutineers, surgeon Johan Carolus Mangmeister.30

The surgeon had been a favorite of Governor Coffij’s, but after Coffij’s death, Mangmeister’s fortunes shifted radically. Governor Atta, unimpressed by European healing skills or eager to rid himself of Coffij’s allies, sent the medic from Fort Nassau to Hooftplantage to “distill liquor.” When Zeven Provintien exchanged fire with rebels on plantation Vigilantie—the river carried the sound of the booming shots far and wide—the startled insurgents retreated to Fort Nassau, taking Mangmeister along. Before they reached the fort they met up with more rebels. While the men debated what to do, Mangmeister escaped. It is unclear whether, as he claimed, he intended to rejoin the Dutch or, more likely, aimed for Spanish territory on the Orinoco. By his own account, the surgeon had spent five days in the woods with no food before he found the canoe.

As soon as he was spotted by sailors on Zeven Provintien, Mangmeister pushed overboard an iron pot and a bag, the incriminating evidence of his collaboration with the rebels. Despite repeated attempts, the loot was not retrieved. But the surviving luggage contained silver and clothes given to the surgeon by Governor Coffij in reward for his medical services. The stash would have made good barter on an escape to Venezuela. The sailors found in his canoe a silver knife, fork, and spoon engraved with “George,” tableware obviously belonging to the father of Coffij’s “wife” and hostage Georgina. Mangmeister would later declare that another of Coffij’s wives, whom he did not name, had given him these pieces after he cured her. Perhaps he just took them.31

Mangmeister told the Dutch that when the Berbice rebels heard about the Canje expedition, they beat a retreat to Company plantation Peereboom to make their stand. Peereboom’s advantageous situation, on a hill overlooking the Berbice River, made it easier to defend than other plantations. At the beginning of the rebellion, Dutch burghers had taken refuge there for the same reason. The surgeon added that as rebels went upriver, they left behind a deliberate trail of destruction, as the sailors on Zeven Provintien had already witnessed. Governor van Hoogenheim’s fears—that the Canje expedition would push the insurgents upriver, along with any lukewarm supporters and noncombatants, and that many plantations would be incinerated—had been realized, not only on the Canje, but also on the Berbice.

Mangmeister divulged many particulars of the rebels’ huishouding, or management, much of it showing signs of internal conflict. He asserted that the Amina slaves were in full control, suggesting that the succession crisis after Coffij’s death had been settled, at least for the time being. Mangmeister also related that the “Crioles had to serve [the Aminas] as slaves.” The fact that rebel generals re-enslaved others did not surprise the Dutch. Coercion and forced labor were the law of the land.32

More puzzling, Mangmeister asserted that the Aminas had “destroyed or chased into the bush most of the Angolans.” Two other mutineers, caught in Demerara after escaping the rebels in late November, claimed that “Angola” people, “100 strong with guns though no powder” had installed themselves in the Wiruni Creek. It is not clear who these “Angolans” were. No enslaved people questioned by the Dutch after the rebellion identified themselves as such. Perhaps the three mutineers, like many Europeans, referred to all West Central Africans (including Loango, Congos, and Angolans) as “Angolans.” Perhaps Mangmeister’s story referred to the conflict between Accabiré and Atta. Accabiré was the leader of the “Gangoe,” which sounds a lot like “Congo.”33 At the time of the coup, Accabiré supported Atta against Coffij, but afterward the two men became bitter enemies.34

Mangmeister described what turned out to be a splintering of the rebel forces into several factions and the emergence of a low-level civil war. Under later questioning, Accabiré explained to the Dutch that the falling-out was due to his refusal to “be a slave of Atta.” Others who identified as Ganga also testified that Atta tried to force them to do the backbreaking work of creating new food gardens. By their own admission, Accabiré and his men plundered Atta’s camp before settling down on or near plantation Essendam, near the Wiruni Creek.35 The Amina retaliated by defeating the Ganga in a battle on Essendam. Captain Accara, formerly Governor Coffij’s second-in-command, was reportedly killed during the fight, along with many others on both sides. Accabiré himself was wounded. As Accabiré later asserted repeatedly, and in self-defense, he had become a leader, or “Heer,” to “fight the Amina, not the Christians.” The timing of this schism was particularly unfortunate, likely coinciding with the Dutch expedition up the Canje.36

The falling-out among various factions of rebels involved diasporic ethnic divisions but, even more so, conflicting political visions. With Coffij’s death, the notion of a nation-state or an independent colony died. But questions remained over social hierarchy, military strategy, and, most important, the shape of the post-slavery future. Coffij had sought to reproduce a Dutch-style colony. Atta had his own designs for a centralized chain of command. For both leaders, the promise of liberty included the practice of forced labor. Mangmeister’s intelligence suggests that while the Creole Coffij had envisioned the creation of an independent black state that would coexist with a Dutch colony, his successor Atta, an African, imagined a more conventional Maroon polity, removed from the institutions of European colonization, chattel slavery, and merchant capitalism. Officers such as Accabiré had wearied of Atta’s authoritarian ways and became his adversaries. Perhaps Atta’s rivals had come around to a non-state solution: decentralized communities with subsistence gardens requiring less coercion and granting more autonomy. This solution probably appealed to many rank-and-file rebels as well as dodgers, who had resisted participation in the rebellion.37

So there it was: if they had a choice, this was what ranged before them. Self-emancipated people faced the prospect of a liberty that embraced forced labor, like later rebellions in the American colonies and Haiti, or an autonomy that involved a retreat to self-subsisting Maroon communities. For low-level rebels and dodgers the choice was easy. Rather than being forced to grow sugar and coffee, their actions before and testimony after capture suggest they preferred being left alone on their plantations or in the savanna to get by as best they could. Such preferences were likely also fueled by people’s experiences back home. As the Atlantic slave trade fomented powerful, hierarchical, and militarized states in the eighteenth century, West African commoners had grown weary of rulers who appropriated their labor through taxes, turned too many young men into soldiers, and fed growing numbers of captives to Europeans on the coast.38

Mangmeister had little concrete information about the rebels’ future plans. He reported that he had been told the rebels still had thirty-two barrels of powder. Van Hoogenheim deemed this large quantity “an untruth.”39 The surgeon also informed the Dutch that the rebels had toyed with the idea of leaving Berbice to make their way to the “Cupanama or Saramaka” with “intention to settle there and make a treaty with the runaways from Suriname and keep the peace,” but “misunderstandings and discord among their headmen” had always prevented the execution of such plans.40

Fourteen Company slaves, all Creoles, who escaped the rebels in early December after the Canje expedition reported that the insurgents did not let anyone stay behind as they moved up the Berbice River. Atta’s enforcers were most “insistent,” to put it mildly, which had led to “much murder and killing.” Van Hoogenheim reported, on the basis of this information, that the rebels “are acting in a desperate manner with any slaves who won’t follow them voluntarily, murdering and killing many of them.” The escapees confirmed that rebels had congregated in an area near the Wiruni Creek, including at plantation Beerensteijn, a bit higher up the river. They predicted that by the time the Dutch sailed up the Berbice, all estates along the river would be “sacrificed to fire.” The two mutineers questioned in Demerara similarly claimed that Atta, after the Essendam battle, had made his headquarters on Beerensteijn, captive Georgina’s home.41

The Dutch were not the only threat the revolutionaries faced. As they were distracted by defections and political conflict, groups of Indian combatants were forming a noose around them. Essequibo’s governor Storm van ’s Gravesande had been working for months to induce his native allies to help. Some of these men had finally arrived in the upper Berbice. In late November, a coalition of seventy Caribs, Akawaios, and Arawaks attacked plantation Boschlust, where, as described earlier, formerly enslaved people had been enjoying their autonomy after their owners fled to Demerara at the start of the rebellion. The Indians killed at least five Boschlust people. Survivors fled to plantation Debora, where Captain Bobé was in charge. They were joined by people from nearby estates who came to help or were on the run from the Indians themselves. They fortified the plantation house with a palisade of wood planks, leaving holes through which to shoot at their attackers. From behind this barricade, the besieged Africans took aim at the Indians, using their guns and bows and arrows. They wounded and killed several natives, forcing a retreat.42

That night, the Indians changed tactics. They crept up to the palisade and set fire to the house, burning alive many of the people inside. Months later, a witness to the fire carefully listed by name fifteen people from her plantation, including at least three boys, several girls, and a baby, who had perished in the fire, along with “many people she knows from other plantations.” Those trapped in the flames included two Akawaios who saved themselves by jumping out of the windows, only to be killed by their native adversaries. The attackers figured the pair must be spies for the rebels and, “despite them being of their own nation, beat them to death.” 43 The Indians later handed over four captives, all children, to Governor van ’s Gravesande in Essequibo.44

Pressed on multiple fronts, the rebels appeared to be in a rapid free fall. Only three months earlier, they had pressed down on the Dutch, threatening the colony’s existence. Although differences over strategy divided them then, they had remained united as a movement. Now that was changing. Despite these setbacks and being outgunned by Dutch forces, revolutionaries had the advantage of mobility, local knowledge, finely tuned guerrilla tactics, and, for many, a desperate willingness to fight to the death. The revolution was by no means defeated; in fact, splintered, the rebel forces became yet more difficult to vanquish.
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The Battle for the Berbice

To Van Hoogenheim’s great relief, at long last two merchant ships, promised by the Company of Berbice six months before, arrived in late November with fifty new fighters. They were soon followed by the two naval ships authorized for emergency relief by the States General, adding 260 more soldiers. The two warships—Dolphijn, a three-masted frigate, and Zephyr, a two-masted snow—were small enough to navigate the Berbice. Still, the overloaded vessels needed a “spring tide,” the higher tide that followed a full moon, to clear sandbars in the river’s delta. Further delays were the result of a shortage of enslaved workers usually employed to unload incoming ships. In the absence of slaves, soldiers unaccustomed to the tropical heat struggled to unload the vessels and build their own shelters. Meanwhile, the men on Haringman’s ship, which had been in the colony for a month, were falling sick in ever greater numbers. As the hospital filled with feverish bodies and medicine ran low, Van Hoogenheim, regularly confined himself to his hammock with fevers and headaches, supplied the next best thing—red wine. Funerals once again became a daily occurrence.1

It took several weeks for the Europeans to prepare for their expedition up the Berbice River. One armed merchant ship remained anchored at Dageraad to provide protection; the second one anchored to the south near plantation Vigilantie to block rebels from fleeing downstream. Van Hoogenheim sent sixty soldiers to rendezvous with thirty mercenaries from British Barbados stationed in Demerara. The combined forces had orders to march from Demerara to the upper Berbice to form a wall to prevent rebels from disappearing into the hinterlands. Colonial soldiers posted on the Canje and the Corentyne Rivers were commanded to stop rebels from crossing into Suriname to join the Samaaka, or any other Maroon groups. Allied natives being armed in Essequibo and Suriname formed a second line of defense.2 With help from their neighbors and allies and with reinforcements from abroad, the Dutch set up a dragnet around the colony. Moreover, the rainy season was about to begin. It should have been an easy victory.
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Woman with child and tree trunk, anonymous, c. 1675–1725. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)

Just after midnight on December 19, five ships, armed with cannons and swivel guns, left Dageraad, floating upriver on the rising tide. They transported some four hundred European soldiers and sailors along with unknown numbers of enslaved and Amerindian men to serve as scouts and patrols. Governor van Hoogenheim and Captain Haringman shared command. The ships—floating forts—projected more power than they possessed. The range of their artillery stopped just beyond the plantation buildings at the river’s edge. A unit of one hundred men, taken from the ships near Fort Nassau and sent overland, offered little help because they were short on guides and enslaved laborers to carry their luggage and equipment. Slow, unsure, and ill provisioned, they were unable to stay out long.3

The main expedition’s goal was not just to reestablish colonial control over the river but also to conduct a massive slave hunt in an attempt to recapture Dutch lost property. The protection of private property, after all, was at the heart of the Dutch Republic’s motive to finance the rebellion’s suppression. Fancying himself a liberator of the people he intended to re-enslave, Van Hoogenheim sought to “deliver all loyal slaves who remain quietly on their plantations or are in hiding” from “the fury and coercion of the rebels.” The governor ordered his men to reassure noncombatants that they would not be harmed if they turned themselves in. At the same time, he instructed troops to do as much damage as possible to enemies who attacked either the soldiers or the ships. To encourage their fighters, the authorities offered the usual bounty monies for captured or killed rebels. A premium for bodies, dead or alive, intensified the violence in a war where it was already difficult to distinguish rebels from noncombatants. All valuables, clothes, household goods, or weapons soldiers recovered had to be turned in; after appraisal, half would be restored to the men as prize money. These measures, the Dutch trusted, would increase “courage and loyalty.” Privately, the governor did not expect that many former slaves would fall into his hands, due to the “obstinacy” of the rebels. Instead, he believed, they would melt away as they had done on the Canje River. Now, as then, he surmised, rebel leaders would force everyone to retreat with them, egged on by the “treacherous white mutineers.” 4 Van Hoogenheim was wrong on that last score. The archival record does not support his persistent, chauvinistic fantasy that African rebels allowed the European mutineers to direct them.

Retreat

The insurgents, understanding that they were no match for the Dutch on their heavily armed ships, retreated upriver even before the Dutch expedition moved up the Berbice. Rebel leaders urged, and forced, people to withdraw south with them. They wanted to resettle as many people upriver as possible, both to protect them and for strategic reasons. It was imperative that the rebels prevent noncombatants from either capture or turning themselves in. Defectors could provide not only valuable intelligence to the Europeans but work for the less-than-capable European soldiers. The tactic was targeted at the Europeans’ greatest weakness: their difficulty functioning in the colony without coerced labor. Like burning down plantations, relocating people denied the Dutch crucial resources. The success of the rebellion depended on the support and control of formerly enslaved people. The capture of bodies more than territory became the goal of the battle.5

What were the rebels’ plans after their retreat? Their grand strategy is harder to gauge than that of the Dutch, recorded so exhaustively in the archives. Did the rebels intend to fight the Dutch at some point, hoping to draw their adversaries onto the shore away from the ships’ cannons? Was the plan to live in the bush away from the plantations, so they could regroup and attack the Dutch at a later date, as some suggested? Or were the rebels mostly focused on trying to get out of the colony, preparing food and collecting supplies in order to establish Maroon villages? Did the political and leadership crises following Coffij’s death, and the subsequent conflict between Accabiré and Atta, preoccupy and fracture the rebels so extensively that there was little opportunity to do more than organize flight in advance of the ships?6 None of the rebel officers discussed strategy in their post-rebellion interrogations, and the judges did not ask. So to discern their intentions one must rely on reading their actions as told to Dutch interrogators by recaptured people. That exercise is like watching a film in a hall of mirrors.

The assets of this war, the noncombatants, faced tough decisions. People were terrified about what might happen to them if they fell into Dutch hands. Rumors swirled about. Rebels warned that “the Christians would kill everyone, including the smallest of children.” Foot soldiers and leaders alike knew the Dutch judicial punishments in store for them would be grisly and deadly. But the people who had lived quietly on their plantations or had supported the rebellion only minimally, halfheartedly, or intermittently also had reason to feel dread. Everyone was familiar with the savage and arbitrary nature of planter “justice.” 7

Even so, some people were not keen or able to march upriver with the rebels. They had already moved around a lot, either voluntarily or at gunpoint, and they did not want to relocate again. Others figured their best bet was once again to hide in the bush behind their plantations, remaining close to gardens and in familiar surroundings. It was a strategy that had kept them alive so far. And so, once more, individuals made their own decisions on the best course of action.

As had happened on the Canje, the rebels reduced plantations to ashes as they moved up the Berbice. From the safety of their ships, the Europeans saw for themselves the extent of the colony’s destruction. The insurgents had leveled the seat of colonial government. Former Fort Nassau and the hamlet of New Amsterdam surrounding it presented a “spectacle of horrific destruction,” the disheartened Dutch governor noted. Whatever the fires had spared, former slaves had chopped up with axes or torn down with their bare hands. The houses of the fort slaves along with their gardens had also been ruined. The extent of the devastation was disorienting—nothing, Van Hoogenheim lamented, looked “familiar” anymore. No structures were left standing except for the church and the minister’s house. The insurgents had not torn these down, a Dutch official surmised, “out of some sort of superstition.”8 Was this an ill-stated insight, or simply another typical piece of colonial condescension?

Over and over, plantations went up in smoke as soon as the ships approached. The rebels made sure to set fires when the Dutch were close enough to see but too far away to douse the flames. With their well-timed blazes, arsonists made a mockery of the tall ships with their powerful cannons, turning their opponents into impotent spectators of destructive infernos.

Before they left, rebels scattered foot traps in the woods to protect their camps and make it harder for the Dutch to advance on land. These cruel devices, known in military circles as caltrops, were commonly fashioned of two or more nails or spikes twisted together so that no matter how they were thrown down, a sharp point always stuck up, much like barbed wire. Soldiers in cheap footwear stepped right through the spikes. The foot traps hobbled soldiers, causing painful injury and the risk of fatal infection. Van Hoogenheim was impressed. He had fifty traps, made “in the manner of the negroes,” brought to him so he could study “the rarity of the invention.”9 His curiosity suggests that the rebels had found a clever way of fabricating or improving the Roman traps familiar to Europeans.

With the rebels in retreat as the Dutch ascended the river, there was little fighting. The rebels simply dissolved on contact. When lookouts at the top of the ships’ masts sighted what appeared to be armed men close to the river’s edge, the captains gave orders to fire the cannons. The speeding iron projectiles usually landed with a useless thud on the shore, the enemies having scattered. Soldiers and sailors rushed ashore but rarely caught a soul. On a few occasions, the Dutch and rebels exchanged fire. More often, rebels and noncombatants melted into the woods behind their plantations at the approach of their enemies. Still-warm cooking fires suggested that people had decamped only minutes before. Occasionally, European soldiers or, more often, African and Indian patrols sent to inspect estates stumbled upon people left behind, either too old or too sick to move. Some were brought on the ships; others were not. The patrols left a child whose caretakers were hiding in the woods “because it had the Indian pox, which is very contagious.” Several older men suffering from “dropsy,” or edema—an accumulation of fluid under the skin caused by infection, injury, or starvation—were also deemed “untransportable.” This was no humanitarian operation. Only people the Dutch deemed valuable property were worth rounding up.10

Surgeon Mangmeister and fleeing Company slaves had told the Dutch that rebels intended to congregate at the Wiruni Creek near Company plantation Peereboom. Either they were wrong or rebel plans had changed, because when the ships approached the area, the black scouts found no one. A few hours later, lookouts on the ships noticed smoke from Peereboom. Amerindian patrols hastily sent out to reconnoiter reported that rebels, somehow unnoticed, had brazenly come back downriver to set ablaze the plantation’s valuable sugar mill. Two large canoes could be seen openly moored at the pier.11

Two sick women belonging to private plantations paddled up to the Dutch in a canoe to give themselves up. They affirmed that the rebels had left Peereboom three days earlier; then some had returned the previous day to set the fires. They claimed that “the people of Peereboom were well intentioned, but compelled to flee.” Fleeing colony slaves asserted that Atta had coerced many Company people and so-called fort’s volk into the woods or into his band. One woman from Company plantation Hardenbroek related that her son Doeffi, or Jacob as the Dutch knew him, had recently killed himself “because Governor Atta forced him to stay with his gang.” Hostage Georgina George would later confirm this story.12

Yet despite ambivalence or even outright opposition to the rebellion, few people willingly turned themselves in to the advancing Dutch. For some, rebel vigilance stood in their way or they feared unpredictable European soldiers and vindictive Dutch officials. Others likely did not want to give up what measure of self-determination they had gained, nor were they willing to be re-enslaved, at least not yet. Those who surrendered first were those with the fewest choices and mobility, typically the elderly, women with children, or those who were desperately hungry, sick, or wounded.13

As the rebels feared, those who did make their way back to the Dutch talked. Despite the fact that people were no doubt strategic about what they divulged, their claims for the most part appeared correct and matched Dutch intelligence. Take, for instance, Titus, who, along with a man named Joris and native Elizabeth and her child (all from Company plantation Goede Hoop), fled to the Dutch in a canoe on December 20. Titus, who was reportedly ancient, was a font of information. He related that the insurgents on his plantation had bolted at the approach of the Dutch, as fellow Goede Hoop captives later confirmed. He accurately identified another enslaved man from his plantation, Mars, as “one of the biggest rebels.” He suggested that the insurgents planned to congregate just south of Savonette at the Acco-way Indian Post “with intention of settling there,” a claim that also turned out to be on target. Titus revealed that most of the European mutineers were dead by now and that many rebels “had killed each other.” He added that “they had been eating dogs, cats and horses for a long time.” He also shared the news, already confirmed, that when Coffij was buried, several white men had been killed as “offerings.”14

Others told similar stories. Two “old people,” Gratie and Maria, both from Company plantation West Souburg, arriving a day apart, claimed that there was now “great misery” among the rebels, who had little left in the way of food or gunpowder. Maria also shared that many Company slaves were held against their will and would defect to the Dutch when they had a chance.15 A Dutch patrol found six decapitated people in the gardens of plantation Debora, a major rebel camp, a discovery that seemed to confirm accounts of internal strife.16 Other refugees bore signs of conflict on their own bodies. One woman had “a big cut” on her head and her arm was partially severed. The rebels had attacked her, Van Hoogenheim reported, “because she wanted to come to us.” 17 The surgeon amputated her arm. A young woman named Dina from private plantation Antonia was found in the woods “half dead, with more than 20 wounds in her head.” Despite her serious injuries, she tried to get away from the Dutch soldiers, whom she feared would kill her. Brought before Van Hoogenheim, she related that she had been wounded the previous day by “the Delmina” (Amina), who had murdered her husband along with several others. She described the location of four fresh graves containing their bodies. Dutch patrols indeed found the graves. She also claimed that “many well-disposed people from her plantation remained hidden in the forest.” 18 Others echoed claims of “good people” in hiding.

One might think that captured people made up such stories to ingratiate themselves with the Dutch. Perhaps their injuries were not inflicted by insurgents but by European soldiers paid bonuses for bringing in live captives. Yet their claims, volunteered to the Dutch, are likely true, as many people told stories that matched these. A major rebel strategy was to prevent people from going to the Dutch, and they used coercion to make that happen.

Two “Victories”

Three days before Christmas, on December 22, the special detachment from Demerara approached plantation Savonette, the place Titus had identified as the new rebel camp. English captain Smith commanded thirty mercenaries from Barbados, the sixty Berbician soldiers dispatched by Van Hoogenheim in mid-December, and untold numbers of native troops. Guided by native scouts, they had set out from Demerara for the upper Berbice five days earlier. The men had worn themselves out on a “fatigueing” march, slogging through “immense forest” and sleeping out in the open at night with “trees only for their covering.”19

Between one hundred and two hundred people were congregated on Savonette. Twenty armed rebels patrolled or stood watch. The rest were unarmed. Savonette’s African-descended residents were there, along with rebels and refugees from other plantations, many of whom had left Fort Nassau when it was set on fire. They were preparing for Maroon life. As the last estate on the river, Savonette was a logical staging ground. For months, rebels had put people to work making gardens near the plantation, where they had also stored food, salt, iron, and other supplies. Women must have been busy drying fish and extracting the poison from cassava roots before processing them into meal and bread. Men fished and made forays into the rain forest to cut paths, scout for suitable settlement locations, and begin the hard work of carving out new provisioning grounds. No doubt they made spiritual preparations as well.20

The rebels on Savonette failed to notice the detachment’s approach until they were within firing range. Rebel soldiers rushed for their weapons. Sources conflict on what happened next. A report from Demerara claimed some 150 Africans “made bold resistance” before running for their canoes. Van Hoogenheim related that the rebels “had no time to fight back.” Given that the Dutch sustained only one wounded, he may have been closer to the mark. Many people from the rebel camp dove into the water, desperately trying to save themselves.21

Taking careful aim at their opponents from the shore, the Europeans and native guides picked off the swimmers and runners, one by one. The Amerindians let loose poisonous arrows.22 Soldiers eager for bounty followed people into the water. One Englishman dove in when he spotted two Africans paddling away with a chest in their canoe. He caught up with them and, Van Hoogenheim admiringly reported, “pierced them through one by one with his bayonet.” The two dead rebels would secure a bounty for the English mercenary, but it is unclear whether he recovered the chest.23

Despite reports that Atta had ordered gold, silver, and other valuables brought upriver, little made its way back to the Dutch. Van Hoogenheim reported that “the daily loot mostly consists of trivia of little value—little cash, or silver has emerged.” Possibly the soldiers failed to turn in what they recovered, distrustful that the authorities would distribute the prize money equitably and in a timely manner. As the Dutch governor noted, “it is impossible to check exactly what the troops actually find.” Meanwhile, the authorities of Essequibo and Demer ara, convinced that Captain Smith had single-handedly prevented the Berbice rebels from spreading into their colonies, rewarded him a bonus of 1,000 guilders, a colossal sum.24

Dutch and Indian soldiers killed some fifty to sixty people, including a French soldier who had deserted from Dageraad in September. Only twenty-seven were captured, mostly women and children.25 Two of the women were wives of Fortuin van Helvetia, the governor of the Canje River. The Dutch considered the one-sided slaughter of ill-armed opponents a victory.26

The day after the massacre, the European soldiers decapitated the corpses at Savonette, burned the bodies, and staked the heads. Amid the grizzly evidence of their savagery, they dug an entrenchment to protect the plantation house from future attack. In the following days, several dozen corpses floated downstream amid the flotsam. The bodies, along with accounts of the massacre, would have given pause to anyone contemplating surrender. Once again, the Berbice had become a river of blood.27

The survivors of the massacre made their way to nearby plantations Debora and Goed Land en Goed Fortuin, where Governor Atta and his first lieutenant Captain Bobé had reportedly assembled several hundred fighters and supporters. Bobé had turned plantation Debora, where he came from, into a fortified camp surrounded by wooden fences with holes for firing. The intelligence about the casualties, the loss of crucial supplies, and the impossibility of escape into the hinterlands discombobulated the rebels. With the Dutch ships closing in, they had little time to make new plans. Some immediately took off for the woods, leaving behind on the river’s bank their possessions and canoes.28

Governor Atta and Captain Bobé and the rest of their followers hurriedly paddled down the river to Wikki Creek, hoping to follow the stream to the Canje and on to the Corentyne River on Suriname’s western border. On Monday, December 26, the rebels reached the creek just ahead of the Dutch on their ships. Atta ordered several of his trusted lieutenants, including Gousarie van Oosterleek and Amina Quakoe (or Quaco) van Nieuw Caraques, to hold off the Dutch, while he and Bobé hurried up the Wikki Creek with a large contingent, including women and children and those brought along by force.29 Quakoe and his men hid in the woods near the creek’s entrance. The first Dutch vessel to approach the landing at Hardenbroek carried, against regulations, all of Van Hoogenheim’s remaining officers. Without waiting for their Indian scouts to pronounce the area safe, the tent boat, rowed by Amerindians, entered the creek. A terrifying noise broke out as Quakoe’s men, yelling, summoned by drums and horns, advanced. The Indians at the oars dove into the river, leaving the boat dead in the water. The rebels killed three of the Dutch officers and wounded two others, including a councilman, along with two scouts.30 After a firefight with losses on both sides, the insurgents set fire to Hardenbroek’s buildings and retreated up the Wikki, leaving the Dutch to bury their dead in a fierce rain.31

The next day, Dutch soldiers rowed their armed sloop up the Wikki. Within fifteen minutes, they encountered people who hurried upstream when the soldiers fired their cannons at them. A small detachment sent to give chase found only two children, one of them a newborn boy. The men carried the children to the ships, where Van Hoogenheim placed the baby with an enslaved woman to nurse.32 The Dutch governor wanted to send a detachment of fifty men overland to Wikki Creek to “harass” the rebels, but he had only ten soldiers and twenty-nine sailors on hand; all the others were either sick or employed at the military posts set up along the way.33

After Van Hoogenheim arranged for a military post at Harden-broek, the ships continued up the Berbice to Savonette, the site of the massacre, where Van Hoogenheim was briefed by the officers responsible. The governor set up a hospital for his sick soldiers and sailors. Short on workers, he left the captives on the plantation to bake bread and distill rum for the sick and the sailors and soldiers who would remain at the post.34 He took with him in chains on the ship only the rebel captain Vogel, who had commanded on Savonette. Having organized everything to his satisfaction, Van Hoogenheim directed the ships back toward Dageraad on the last day of 1763.

Eyewitnesses

If the Dutch expedition up the Berbice River yielded few captives, it did provide news about a number of Europeans whose whereabout had been unknown: deserters, mutineers, and hostage Georgina George.

The body of one Berbice soldier who had deserted in September was seen floating down the Berbice River after the massacre on Savonette. Two Suriname mutineers had been spotted among the rebel leaders during the fight on Hardenbroek. They were dressed with distinction, sporting gold and silver piping on their shirts. Perhaps, as one Company plantation returnee claimed, they served as Atta’s councilmen. If Atta indeed retained these men, whether as advisers or for some other purpose, their usefulness ran out soon after the Wikki fight. Commander Quassie van Hardenbroek later confessed that he and Captain Bobé had murdered the two, fearing that they were planning to desert. “They wanted to walk [off] and kill us,” he explained, “they already had their knives ready to do us in.” Other rebel leaders confirmed parts of his account.35

Several mutineers, besides surgeon Mangmeister, who had been captured in November, ended up back in Dutch hands alive. In mid-December, three mutineers were arrested in Demerara after fleeing the rebels. Another, Jean Renaud, the Frenchman from Languedoc who had been a leader in the mutiny, was captured at gunpoint near Savonette. He had brandished a sword, in a bid either to fight alongside his rebel comrades or to resist capture. Mutineer Jacques Mon-tagnon turned himself in to the Dutch on Christmas Eve, claiming to have escaped from the rebels.36

Montagnon had news about Georgina, the young woman who had been a hostage for almost ten months. In October, the Dutch had learned that she had been caught, and punished, trying to escape. She was still alive, the Frenchman reported. He had seen her a few days earlier on her father’s plantation Beerensteijn, a rebel stronghold near Peereboom. The intrepid Georgina had recently tried to flee once more, he related, again unsuccessfully. “Punished with slaps to the head and face,” she was now carefully guarded. When Atta and his people retreated upriver to the Wikki Creek, Georgina was brought along.37

But Georgina did not remain among the rebels much longer. Right around the same time that Montagnon was discussing her plight with Van Hoogenheim, she was released. Georgina’s legs had swelled so badly that she had trouble walking. Unable to move swiftly as Atta led his troops in retreat, she became a liability and was abandoned. She spent five days and nights alone, starving and ill, until she met a man named Chocolat who agreed to help her in exchange for a pardon. Chocolat managed to find a canoe and paddled the young woman to the warship Zephyr. They arrived in a steady downpour on the eve of the New Year.38

Georgina came on board “in a deplorable condition” and “unrecognizable,” Van Hoogenheim recorded. Sickness had disfigured her, but even more appalling to the governor was her state of undress, “for the most part naked, wearing nothing but an old linen skirt, like the female slaves wear when they work in the fields.” The Dutch equated nudity with slavery. The governor probably also found Georgina “unrecognizable” because of the way her captive existence had altered her. Along with her clothes, she must have shed her previous confidence about her European superiority, her right to food, leisure, and luxuries, her capacity to command work from others, and her expectations of safety, security, and physical sanctity. Though not subjected to the horrific Middle Passage, Georgina had experienced kidnapping, forced separation from her family, the torture and murder of loved ones, violence, forced marriage, and, perhaps, rape. Perhaps she recognized the parallels between her recent experiences and the lives of those her family had held in bondage, though it is equally possible that racism prevented her from recognizing similarities. She may have formed emotional bonds with some of her captors, as is common among hostages. But if she did, she likely did not confide those feelings to Van Hoogenheim, and he disclosed little of what she did share.39

The governor wrote about Georgina’s ordeal with great delicacy, perhaps to protect the reputation of a yet-to-be-married Dutch woman of means. He merely mentioned that “the misery and inconveniences she has suffered … are indescribable.” Alluding to her position as Coffij’s wife and the possibility of sexual violence, he continued that even more “inexpressible” were “the shame and disgrace, and what all else has happened to her.” These events, he concluded obliquely, leaving us in the dark as to her actual experiences, “make her the un-happiest creature in the world.” Months later, Van Hoogenheim would insist that Georgina be questioned by the court about her time among the rebels, but the resulting “declaration” seems not to have been preserved. In late spring, she took passage on a ship to the Dutch Republic, and as she sailed off, she disappeared from the archival record.40

In her meeting with Van Hoogenheim, Georgina provided much information, though fewer details than one would wish made it into the governor’s notes. She divulged that “the rebels had carried out atrocities and unbelievable things.” There is no way to know whether she was referring to the murder of her family members and other Europeans, or incidents involving African-descended people or Amerindians, or both. She asserted there were still a great number of insurgents, but they had little gunpowder left, a point that was made repeatedly by Amerindians as well. She stressed that “all the colony slaves were good people.” They had been forced to participate in the rebellion and were badly mistreated and closely guarded to prevent escape. She recounted the story of Doeffi, or Jacob, from Company plantation Hardenbroek, who had killed himself along with two women “out of desperation” because the rebels would not let him go, a story the Dutch had already heard from the bereft young man’s mother.41

With respect to the rebels’ future plans, Georgina affirmed that Governor Atta was high up Wikki Creek in a boat with a small group of followers, intending to make his way overland to the Canje River. Several other “governors” were also on the run in Wikki Creek, but with much larger numbers of people, she noted, and less certain of where to go. They fought, and even killed, one another, as groups subdivided and leaders peeled off. She claimed that many people were hiding in the woods, suffering from acute hunger, prepared to return to the Dutch if they could be assured they would not be punished. Captives and refugees corroborated Georgina’s claims. Amerindians living on the Wikki confirmed that people were “everywhere dispersed through the woods,” mostly on the west side of the Berbice.42 A few traveled far. Two Loango women and a child wandered west for weeks in a desperate search for sustenance and shelter before Indians caught them and delivered them to the Suriname postholder on the Corentyne River. After eighty-three days, Masoeta and Lukemi were taken back to Berbice, along with a bill for 140 guilders for their “capture” and “board.”43

Much as Van Hoogenheim had feared, rebels and noncombatants had scattered, hiding individually near plantations or in camps deeper in the bush, or moving from place to place. No more than a few hundred people in total, children included, had so far been recovered. Of these, about a hundred had been taken by force and held in chains.44 The expedition had put the Dutch in nominal control of the Berbice River. They could send boats up and down without hindrance or danger. Plantations were back in Dutch hands. Soldiers at newly established posts on Company plantations Savonette and Johanna, at Wikki and Wiruni Creeks, at Fort Nassau and on the Canje River guarded escape routes from the colony.

But the most important objective, to catch rebels and to recover the workers without whom the colony yielded no profits, had yet to be accomplished. While the only “victory” of the Berbice campaign, the massacre at Savonette, had denied the rebels a way out of the colony, it had simultaneously forced people to flee the river region for the deep forest and savanna. Locating rebel leaders and rounding up the others would be more difficult now, complicated further by the fact that illness continued to take out more and more European soldiers. As the ships began their descent down the river from Savonette back to Dageraad, Van Hoogenheim received word that Dutch sails had been spotted in the mouth of the Berbice River. It seemed at long last his deliverance, seven hundred fresh fighters sent by the States General, had arrived. Van Hoogenheim must have thought his long ordeal was about to end. If so, he was mistaken.
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Wild Sang and Little Glory

The seven hundred state troops commanded by Colonel de Salve—the officer who shipped out from Texel with his fleet in early November for his first command abroad—passed the equator on December 2, 1763. After a quick voyage, on which five soldiers died, they spotted the coast of Suriname on December 18. Maneuvering into the river, they passed two Dutch slave ships on their way home. Colonel de Salve asked their captains, both of whom had in the past sold slaves in Berbice, to convey several letters to the Duke of Brunswick. But both men, evidently in a hurry, refused to wait and sailed off. After a short stop for intelligence, De Salve’s convoy set course for Berbice on Christmas day. Two days later, by nightfall, it seemed the ships had missed the mouth of the Berbice River, as the “dark and heavy air” obscured the coast. The next day, to everyone’s relief, the lookouts spotted the river’s entrance.1

Arriving at Fort St. Andries, De Salve was briefed about the Canje and Berbice expeditions. The commander concluded that the just-completed campaign up the Berbice River was a mistake. “It would have been better,” he reported home, “if they had not pressed the pursuit of the blacks, but had let them stay where they were.” He was confident his troops would have been able to “exterminate” the rebels all at once. Now he feared they would “maintain themselves high in the bush.” After an earful about the struggles with Maroons during his stop in the neighboring colony, he worried that in Berbice, “the situation will become as it is in Suriname.” De Salve’s concerns were not entirely strategic. He had sailed across the Atlantic in search of fame. The scattering of the rebels dashed his hopes for a decisive victory and professional acclaim. He fretted that “others have picked the laurels” and predicted that “our expedition will be crowned with little glory.” “I hope,” he closed his letter wistfully, “that there will be a little left for me.”2 His officers, whom he put in charge of military posts throughout the colony and tasked with defeating rebels, would indeed soon find out that military honor was elusive in Berbice.

For Want of Negroes

The new force made its headquarters in the ruins of Fort Nassau and the hamlet of New Amsterdam. Although it placed him in a central location, this decision put De Salve thirty miles by river from Van Hoogenheim on Dageraad. In order to share intelligence and coordinate their efforts, the two men wrote each other daily. In addition, the post commanders sent regular reports about rebel location and movement along with lists of captives and returnees. Officers leading commandoes submitted details of their expeditions in writing. Colonel de Salve kept a log, or verbael, which included daily events and copies or excerpts of letters and reports. Trusted native and enslaved men made the flow of information possible, paddling or guiding European soldiers who carried the documents on their bodies for safekeeping. This one-sided military archive details Dutch attempts to win back their colony.3 For an understanding of what the rebels were up to, one must read between the lines.

At Fort Nassau, the Lutheran Church was repurposed as a hospital while the minister’s house served as De Salve’s lodgings. Since all other buildings had been destroyed, the soldiers were housed in the savanna behind the fort in huts with palm roofs built in the manner of the Indians.4 To preserve his men’s strength in the tropical heat, De Salve demanded of Governor van Hoogenheim slaves to cut down trees, to construct shelters and warehouses, and to assemble shallops, shallow boats equipped with oars and a mast intended to ferry men and supplies along the Berbice River, brought from Holland in pieces. Van Hoogenheim sent the military commander three women to launder, sew, and cook, along with two enslaved masons, a carpenter, and a cooper.5 But the governor had trouble providing additional workers, porters, and rowers. Re-enslaved Company people, especially the artisans, were already employed. The returned people who belonged to private planters, most of them first-generation Africans, were, in Van Hoogenheim’s estimation, of limited utility, as it was difficult to communicate with them.6 As a result of this shortage of enslaved workers, setting up camp proceeded slowly, as second-in-command Robert Douglas explained, “for want of Negroes, not chusing to Let our Men work.”7

Native laborers were in short supply, too. When Van Hoogenheim sent Hein, a member of the Broer family, with several indigenous men to Fort Nassau with palmetto leaves to roof the soldiers’ huts, De Salve ordered Hein Broer to stay and find him additional Indians. “I can’t possibly spare the young man,” Van Hoogenheim explained as he quickly disallowed the plan, “and the few Indians I have I need to carry messages.” Initially, the colonel took such refusals as a lack of cooperation from the young governor, making for frosty interactions. But he quickly came to appreciate Van Hoogenheim’s challenges in managing a colony that had, until recently, been utterly dependent upon enslaved laborers. From that moment on, the two men cooperated “with mutual pleasure.” 8

The lack of enslaved and native laboreres hindered swift settlement of the troops, and, more crucially, it impeded their military deployment. De Salve and Van Hoogenheim reluctantly decided that a large expedition up Wikki Creek, where most rebels were thought to be hiding, was impossible because there were insufficient slaves to serve as porters. In Europe, wagons transported military matériel. In Berbice, enslaved men carried and paddled supplies through the rain forest. In neighboring Suriname, at least twenty enslaved carriers accompanied a detachment of sixty men, transporting the ammunition, food, medicine, axes and spades, the sick and wounded, and “the officers’ boxes.” In addition, they needed so-called pioneers to cut paths through the jungle. Matching this kind of support structure would have required at least 200 carriers alone for De Salve’s entire force. With few healthy and trustworthy enslaved men and only a handful of boats that could travel up the shallow creeks, the two commanders settled on the short-term strategy of ordering small commando units to search for the rebels, and where possible to drive them into the arms of the Amerindians. The first order of business was to ship De Salve’s soldiers to the various posts along the Berbice and Canje Rivers to relieve the increasingly ill and incapacitated troops stationed there. Post commanders were instructed to use “due diligence” to locate rebels “by spies or otherwise.” They were instructed to bring back the right hand of any rebels who were killed and to welcome people who returned of their own accord.9
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Leupe 1634, Sketch of De Salve’s camp at the former Fort Nassau and New Amsterdam. The artist carefully labeled the ships in the river, the location of officers’ huts, the hospital, newly created gardens, cooking huts, and Indian dwellings, but not where enslaved people or refugees were housed. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

Officers newly stationed at the military posts were eager to prove themselves; they responded to their orders with enthusiasm. They quickly realized, much like British troops had during the recently concluded Seven Years’ War, that fighting in the Americas was a world away from fighting in Europe. It was easy to get lost without reliable maps and knowledgeable guides, much of their “intelligence” was untrustworthy, and their men, primarily used to garrison duty, lacked necessary jungle conditioning for a tropical rain forest. To add to their woes, rebel forces disappeared before they could be attacked, or carried out quick strikes, dissolving into the tangled green forest mass before the Europeans regained their bearings. Orders from headquarters were outdated by the time they were received, as rebels changed positions frequently, leaving post commanders to act on their own rather than on orders. A series of expeditions from post Hardenbroek serves as illustration.10

Futile Expeditions

In mid-January an African man, unnamed in the reports, hailed the guards at the Dutch post on Company plantation Hardenbroek at the mouth of Wikki Creek. Speaking through an interpreter, he said that Atta and other leaders had gathered on the west bank of the Berbice, near plantation Goed Land en Goed Fortuin, the scene of the 1762 breakout. This was surprising news. The Dutch had assumed that Atta was still high up the Wikki Creek, as Georgina, Mangmeister, and most recently the enslaved scout and translator Frederik had claimed. In fact, the Dutch had heard that Atta and his men had attacked an Amerindian village in order to raid its cassava gardens. Yet the new intelligence seemed to fit with more recent information brought by returnees that Governor Atta’s lieutenants and their followers were abandoning him. There had also been recent sightings of people near plantation Goed Land en Goed Fortuin.11

Hardenbroek’s commander, Major de Brauw, immediately acted on the intelligence, though he was not quite sure of Goed Land en Goed Fortuin’s exact location. Burned-down plantations looked alike, none had signs, and there was no reliable map. In fact, two hand-drawn military maps made for the use of the troops place Goed Land en Goed Fortuin in two different spots. As luck would have it, the informer offered to show the way. Two hours later, at dusk, Captain Perrin set off with fifty volunteers in an armed boat rowed by six sailors. By ten that evening, the commando unit arrived at what their guide claimed was Goed Land en Goed Fortuin. He was wrong. It was not until the next morning at sunrise that the soldiers arrived at the correct location.12

Behind Goed Land en Goed Fortuin lay “dense forest” that eventually gave way to savanna. All morning, the men struggled through the soggy bush, crawling over and under fallen trees and cutting their way through tangled thorny undergrowth along a “narrow footpath,” their water bottles and hammocks corded over their shoulders, muskets in hand. Hemmed in by the jungle, the troops could not march several abreast in common military fashion. Instead, they cautiously snaked along “bad paths” in a long single “Indian file,” at times wading knee- or waist-deep through flooded woods and grasslands. Perhaps they put the few unarmed “negro carriers” in the middle of the human train, just as European soldiers did while hunting Suriname Maroons, to better guard them. Even with a guide, it was easy to get lost. Navigating by the sun or stars was difficult, as bushes obscured the horizon and the leafy crowns of tall trees concealed the sky. The lush jungle closed in after the nervous soldiers as they looked back over their shoulders.13

After several hours of trudging through marshy woods, up an “incline” and across several “plains” (the vague geographic markers in the expedition reports testify to the Europeans’ meager knowledge of the terrain), the sweating soldiers arrived at a large grassy plain dotted with “very many” huts and people. None of the reports describe the dwellings, but they were likely made with walls of woven reeds or boughs roofed by palmetto leaves.14 The soldiers took aim and fired at the rebel encampment. They missed their targets as most of the inhabitants fled, abandoning their possessions and food supplies, yielding the Dutch “big spoils.” It appears they killed no one; thirty-two people, mostly women and children, were taken captive.

Instead of returning to his post to report on what he had found, a brazen Captain Perrin pressed on, leaving the loot in the care of several of his men. Five other soldiers led the captives all the way back to post Hardenbroek. Reinforced with a lieutenant and six privates who brought fresh supplies, Perrin ordered his remaining men to march in the direction people had fled. At Perrin’s orders, the soldiers fired at random as “the best way to deal with blacks.” When the men began to exhaust their shot, the rebels seized the opportunity. They lured the intruders into an open field, while they hid behind trees on three sides. As customary, they descended on their adversaries while “yelling in a terrifying manner.” They used drums and horns to command their soldiers to advance or retreat, just as European armies used trumpets in the field. The fearsome noise of the shouting combined with the deafening drums and horns made the rebel forces appear more numerous than they actually were and flustered their opponents. One gunless rebel soldier armed himself by boldly snatching the musket right out of his stunned opponent’s hands.15
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March Through a Swamp, 1793, after a drawing by John Gabriel Stedman. Soldiers hold their muskets and bundles over their heads. The African-descended man in the foreground may have been a guide, while the black figure with the basket on his head would have been a carrier. Soldiers in Berbice traveled through the jungle in the same manner. (John Carter Brown Library, Providence.)

Feeling overwhelmed, the Dutch panicked. Perrin, a Frenchman, yelled out, “Sauve qui peut!” The commander’s orders, “Save yourselves!” echoed up and down the line, and the men fled “in great confusion.” The rebels wounded Perrin with an arrow. No doubt others would have been shot, but at that moment thirty additional soldiers appeared, stopping the rebels’ advance. One of the Dutch officers claimed they were fired on for some fifteen minutes before the enemy slipped away into the woods, but other reports, probably more accurately, suggest that the rebels fired little because they had few guns. The Dutch made their retreat back to the river over the course of that day and night. Perrin, along with several other injured soldiers, was taken captive. One rebel later claimed that Atta participated in this fight. Atta denied this, stating that the action had been commanded by Gousarie van Oosterleek “with ten men who had muskets.”16

Badly shaken by their defeat, Dutch officers were quick to scapegoat Perrin. They decided that he had acted irresponsibly and was the cause of his own demise. “If he had had as much sense as bravura,” his superior reported to Colonel de Salve, “and he had executed my orders, he would have lost no men, brought back large spoils, inspired our men, the negroes would have been robbed of a large part of their victuals, which I had directed him to destroy and which he controlled for three hours.” Perrin’s order had been to discover the rebels’ location, not to attack them with an insufficient force. “It is possible,” the officer continued, “that we will never have such a perfect opportunity to exterminate that riffraff, since we now again have to guess where they are hiding.” Van Hoogenheim and De Salve concurred with his assessment of the captured fighter. They ordered the post commanders to do all they could to “find out from the Negroes who are daily captured or who return to us of their own accord, where the major force of the rebels may be found.”17

Over the next week, the Dutch dispatched additional soldiers to the area to search for the rebels who had taken Perrin. The first patrol found the camp empty, the inhabitants gone without a trace. A second scouting party caught a man who told them that “the rebels had rejoined each other, and retired deep into the woods.” He refused to lead the Dutch there, claiming not to know the location. He did divulge that the rebels were short of food and their plan was to leave the women and children in the camp while the men traveled to nearby plantation Debora close to Wikki Creek to raid the gardens. Another escapee confirmed this intelligence.18

The soldiers exhausted themselves clambering through the hot and swampy forest and savannas without locating rebels or noncombatants. They did find, as their adversaries no doubt intended them to, the remains of Captain Perrin and three more soldiers. Perrin’s body, half-buried, leaned against a tree. All four corpses were badly maimed and had their right arms cut off, no doubt in retaliation for the dismembered right hands of dead rebels, which Dutch soldiers exchanged for bonuses. Blind to the symbolism, the European soldiers at seeing the mangled bodies felt only “great bitterness.”19

At last, enslaved scouts reported having seen many Africans “in the third savanna” behind plantation Hardenbroek, some armed and others carrying palmetto baskets with provisions on their heads, likely procured at plantation Debora. If the soldiers followed the trail, scouts proposed, they might find Atta’s camp. After feverish preparations, some seventy soldiers and eighty sailors took off the next day before dawn. Since there were no healthy officers to command the sailors, Captain L. H. van Oijen of the man-of-war Zephyr eagerly came along, leaving his ship in the hands of several sick lieutenants. As usual, several officers, including Captain Anthonij Hamel, who commanded the soldiers, and Van Oijen, in charge of the sailors, filed lengthy reports on the expedition.20

Just two hours into their march, the troops ran into one of Atta’s lookouts. The man disappeared before the Dutch could catch him. For the next five hours, “through six woods and four savannas,” the Dutch saw no further signs of rebels, though they were likely being observed by them. Around noon, the men found huts—one report speaks of “several” and the other of “a great quantity”—nestled at the edge of the woods. The inhabitants fled as soon as the soldiers approached, leaving behind precious food supplies. The soldiers captured two boys, and after marching a few more hours, they overtook several women and children, who directed them deeper into the woods toward Atta’s camp. Van Oijen and Hamel divided their troops and sent them in different directions.

Van Oijen was ahead of his main force with five men when, he later reported, he first encountered ten to twelve rebels with guns who shot at him and fled when he returned fire. A bit later, he confronted “more than a hundred rebels all armed.” Careful to stay out of range, the rebels yelled “Atta, Atta.” They taunted their opponents, evidently in Berbice Creole, to “bring it on, if you dare, bring it on, we are brave men.” The few shots they aimed at Van Oijen whizzed over his head. When the rest of Van Oijen’s men came running, alerted by the commotion, the African soldiers faded away inexplicably. Shortly afterward, another commando unit encountered a “large number of armed blacks,” perhaps the same men, who advanced with their usual “dreadful screaming and the loud noise of drums and horns.” They, too, largely remained out of reach, likely low on shot or powder. A third group of Europeans, however, were fired at so heavily they were forced to retreat—or so they claimed. That night, the detachments reunited and the entire force camped out in the open, exhausted.21

The next day, the soldiers at last located Atta’s settlement. It was a “large camp” nestled between the branches of a creek. Several people taken captive related that Lieutenant Quakoe and his people had arrived only the previous day. Tipped off by spies, Quakoe and Atta had left just that morning with the majority of their followers. With the two leaders and their warriors gone, resistance was minimal. The Europeans killed five people while the rest fled, leaving behind food, tools, a few guns, clothes (including many women’s petticoats), and some silver. The Dutch burned the huts. Since they lacked enslaved carriers, they took only the silver and the petticoats, torching “more loot than twenty men could carry,” including many tools and “considerable food supplies.” Soldiers sent after the fleeing people returned before long, unsure of where to go when the trail split. After another night in the bush, on January 31, the spent troops returned to their post. They had in tow just “fourteen captives,” both “great and small.” The Dutch had suffered several wounded and one dead. We do not know the total numbers of rebels and refugees killed and wounded. One Dutch soldier mysteriously disappeared after handing his gun to a comrade—perhaps he deserted to the rebels, fed up with the hardship of his service.22

War of Attrition

The expeditions clarified a number of things.

African-descended people, both insurgents and those who stayed aloof from the revolutionary upheaval, had moved inland from the river to the savannas that stretched beyond the plantations, with most concentrated upriver from Company plantation West Souburg. Some lived in large villages, others in small camps. Dutch sources offer little description of the settlements. Some people may have planted small patches of cassava, yams, and plantains. Frogs, lizards, snakes, monkeys, birds, and fish were plentiful, if a person could catch them. Wild cacao trees may have provided berries and leaves for chewing. Those who knew about it may have made use of “famine foods,” eaten by Maroons and fugitives in Suriname, like the spicy and bitter fruits of Montrichardia arborescens, prevalent in swamps, or the flowerhead of the costus shrubs, which contained water, a godsend for those living apart from creeks. The rain forest also contained poisonous plants, some of which looked deceptively like harmless ones, such as the red berries of Doliocarpus major, which resembled coffee berries, or the fleshy poisonous flowers of Annona muricata, which some mistook for its edible fruits. Many people returned to the Dutch hungry, so perhaps the unusually heavy rains of the early months of 1764 had made gardening and foraging difficult. Or wartime disruptions forced most to move around too much to cultivate crops. The food supplies found in the various rebel encampments were likely only for committed rebels, leaving people disconnected from the camps hungry.23

Rain hampered the Dutch as well since it made finding and capturing fugitives almost impossible. Large expeditions could go out for only a few days, since they lacked sufficient numbers of enslaved porters to bring supplies for a longer trip. This meant that even when they located rebels, they could not pursue them very far. Yet even on short expeditions, the Europeans were not up to the task of hunting rebels. One officer complained “how difficult it is to chase them out of the forest.” The enemy was better equipped to deal with the terrain and the climate than European soldiers. Having fished and hunted in the area while enslaved, African men were more familiar with their surroundings, and they made their way through the woods more capably than colonial soldiers. In Suriname as in Berbice, European soldiers were rarely able to follow or find their opponents in the rain forest. One Suriname planter involved in Maroon fighting likened them to “hares”: “you barely got to see them but they saw you.” He characterized his experience as “marching blind.” 24 The most the Dutch could do was chase their opponents from place to place, making it harder for many rebels and their followers to settle and feed themselves.

Like Jamaica and Suriname Maroons, rebel soldiers fought guerrilla style, maximizing their small numbers and limited weapons and ammunition, and drawing on their African military training. While West African armies certainly fought large battles in highly disciplined fashion, they also favored smaller units who made “harrassing attacks … followed by rapid retreats.” Such units, like the Berbice rebels, used spies and lookouts posted among the hanging vines in the towering greenheart and bullet trees to stay ahead of their opponents. They rarely showed themselves, using the large buttress roots of trees, bushes, and tall grass as cover. They did not fire their weapons simultaneously, as in volley fire. Each man took aim and fired as necessary. They used drums and horns for coordination and gave out sharp cries during an attack to scare their opponents. They made swift raids or lured their pursuers into ambushes, avoiding long battles and rapidly dispersing into the jungle to avoid sustaining too many casualties.25 In terms of adaptation to the conditions of fighting in the Berbice rain forest, the rebel forces excelled.

The creeks, the quagmires, and the heat greatly challenged the Europeans. Blood-sucking bats left bleeding sores on soldiers’ toes. The Europeans were fearful of snakes, which came in many sizes and colors—the brightly colored and venomous coral snake, the tiny green and yellow parrot snake, the nervous green labaria, which bit four or five times in lightning strikes, large constrictor snakes such as the anaconda, or the man-sized, slow-moving venomous pit viper morabana, which signaled its passage through camp at night with a rustling of dry leaves. Then there were the insects: mosquitoes, inch-long wasps, and bullet ants with their excruciating stings. Scratching turned bites into running sores covering a man’s body.

The Europeans could not deal with the “swaare fatiques,” the physical and mental exertions the environment dished up. In short, Dutch brass concluded, “a small number of Negroes can wear out a large detachment, and massacre many in the forest.” Governor van Hoogenheim agreed that Dutch military actions did little but “chase them from one place to another,” and might push “the enemy” beyond plantation Savonette, where, in fact, Amerindians had recently spotted, and killed, rebels. The governor judged that the expeditions “exhausted the troops, used up a lot of provisions, and led to nothing.” The missions carried out so far were, he concluded, “nothing but wild Sang,” an archaic Dutch expression denoting wasteful recklessness, “without consultation and not based on a shred of intelligence.” 26

Colonel de Salve agreed with Van Hoogenheim’s assessment. “These detachments do little else,” he echoed, “than dislodge the rebels.” De Salve soon forbade his post commanders from undertaking any and all expeditions, since they served only to “ruin the troops and render them unfit for duty.”27 Amazingly, he directed that the European soldiers who had shipped thousands of miles across the Atlantic stay in camp. Commanders should only send out small scouting parties, mostly consisting of loyal slaves and Indians, to try to locate rebels. Instead of directly engaging the enemy, the Dutch turned to environmental warfare. The soldiers were ordered to destroy the food gardens at abandoned plantations to deny sustenance to rebels and refugees alike. Unable to defeat people in the bush, the Dutch decided instead to starve them out.28

Even such orders were easier given than carried out. One naval officer sent his marines to dig up the provision grounds at plantation Debora. But he hastily ordered his men back onto the ship, noting, “it was impossible for our people to do this heavy work in the heat of the sun.” The job “would take more than eight days,” he explained, suggesting the size of the provision grounds. The commander of post Stevensburg on the Canje River cagily suggested that destroying gardens would make it difficult for plantation owners and managers to re-occupy their estates. He was ordered to proceed anyway, as the Dutch repeatedly heard from captives and returnees that rebels and refugees alike were suffering much from starvation and gravitated to the plantations in hopes of finding food. In early February, several men and a woman were picked up in the fields of plantation Vigilantie. They had recently left Atta, among whose followers, they claimed, “hunger and misery” reigned. Their bodies supported such assertions, as they looked, Van Hoogenheim remarked, “skinny like sticks, though young people.”29 People who lose so much body weight become depressed, listless, and prone to disease.

Despite Dutch bungling, the situation for the rebels was increasingly dire. The destruction of camps, especially Atta’s, once more dislodged people, who fled with little food and weapons and faced shrinking options for refuge. The rebels had few remaining canoes and boats, and their mobility was further diminished by increasing numbers of Indians patrolling the colony’s hinterlands.30 Heavy rains in the first months of the New Year flooded the savannas and made trying to subsist in the woods difficult.31 Some captives alleged that the rebels intended “to retire to the woods till the Christians shall have thought all is quiet.” Once the Europeans settled back on their plantations, they would “then sally forth, put all to the sword & so get new powder to fight the Christian soldiers.”32 Whatever the rebels’ ultimate plans, hunger and Indian patrols drew people back toward the plantations and their gardens. Many wandered the hilly savanna between the Wikki and Cimbia Creeks, while others settled on the other side of the Berbice, hiding in the Wironi Creek. Growing numbers reluctantly decided that the only way to stay alive was to turn themselves in to the Dutch.
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Outsourcing the War

The scene of shifting alliances on the Berbice is almost cinematic. In mid-February, Governor van Hoogenheim traveled to Fort Nassau to confer in person with Colonel de Salve about “the further extermination of the rebels” and the challenges of catching Governor Atta, whose whereabouts were unknown after the destruction of his camp. Arawaks and Caribs claimed he had escaped from the colony and he had people cultivating food gardens beyond plantation Savonette. The two Dutchmen feared a long struggle ahead.

In the midst of their meeting, two native couriers arrived at De Salve’s lodgings with better news. They handed over a letter detailing the claim by native spies that Atta was still in the colony, still near Wikki Creek. Eager to confirm this promising news but unable to speak the men’s native tongue, Van Hoogenheim called for “one of my faithful blacks who well understands Indian languages.”

Who was the facile linguist? Van Hoogenheim did not name the man, but it was probably Frederik, who was of mixed African and native descent and on whom the governor relied frequently for all manner of service. Regardless of his identity, the interpreter proceeded to question the two indigenous men in the presence of the uncomprehending Dutch officials. To Van Hoogenheim’s relief it became clear “from all that they tell” that the story was “real and based in truth,” as, he noted with early modern faith in eyewitnessing, “they have seen and spied it themselves.” 1

As Van Hoogenheim and De Salve began planning an expedition to capture Atta, an officer arrived with fifty refugees. In the midst of his report that there were many more people willing to come back, Accara van de Brandwacht materialized. Acarra had been a commander on the Canje River with Fortuin van Helvetia. Van Hoogenheim knew of Accara’s exploits as a rebel leader, and he considered him a “grote Quaedoener,” a scoundrel of the first order. He had surrendered a few days earlier at the fort along with Gousarie van Oosterleek. The latter was a former lieutenant of Atta’s who had led the negotiations with the European refugees at Peereboom and then had double-crossed them by ordering the massacre. Instead of facing trial, the two men had convinced De Salve of their usefulness and made a deal: in exchange for rounding up rebels and refugees, their lives would be spared.2

Now, freshly returned from a scouting trip, Accara stood before the two Dutch commanders. He confirmed that “everywhere in the woods there are people very eager to return to the Dutch but afraid to do so.” In the short time he had been working for the Dutch, Accara had provided living proof of his claims. On this day, he had brought with him fourteen people. The day before he rounded up thirty-nine, and the day before that he had returned with eighteen. In light of these developments, the two Dutch leaders called off their plans for an attack because they did not want to scare away potential returnees since “so many accrue to us daily from all sides.” They decided to hold off sending a large expedition as long as Accara and Gousarie and other allies yielded results.3

Indigenous soldiers, rebel slave catchers, mixed-race interpreters-just as the Dutch outsourced the labor of making cacao, coffee, and sugar, so they outsourced the war itself.

Amerindians

As rebels and refugees moved away from the plantations up the creeks and into the savannas, indigenous people living in these expanded conflict zones were drawn into the fight either because they felt threatened or because rebels attacked them. Others used the war to revenge previous injuries, to prove themselves in battle, or to supply themselves with European goods.4

Knowing how much the Dutch needed them, Indians capitalized on colonial dependency. Like everyone else, they harnessed the revolution to their own goals. When De Salve urged one native leader and his men to join the Caribs and Arawaks in the upper Berbice, promising to “richly reward” them for every black person “killed or caught south of Savonette,” the indigenous men stalled. Colonists had treated them poorly in the past, they explained. They might be willing to support the colony now, De Salve recorded their words, “as long as they are well treated, and rewarded,” but the decision would require a village-wide discussion. Their point made, the Indians left with ample trade goods and textiles from India, and armed with a pass ordering all planters to assist them as needed with food and weapons. The Dutch paid dearly for this mission to the upper Berbice. It cost him, De Salve noted, “just about all the cloth I own in this world.” 5

In the first months of 1764, local Amerindians along with Arawak and Carib allies pursued rebels and refugees. They searched them out from narrow creeks, patrolled the plantations, and crisscrossed the savannas. Native captains turned in chopped-off hands, as well as sticks with krapjes (marks) indicating the additional number of people they had killed. Occasionally they brought along live captives, whom the Dutch interrogated. A live captive was rare. Corentyne River indigenes did not often bring prisoners, one officer explained, “because their embitterment towards them is too great.” In May, the postholder sent Van Hoogenheim bills for 108 hands of murdered people and just twenty-two live captives. The Dutch preferred having their workers brought back alive (they paid five times more for a person than for a hand), yet they were desperate for native men to patrol the colony’s borders. If native leaders refused to deal with live captives, the Dutch went along to appease their allies.6

It did not take long for newcomer Colonel de Salve to acknowledge that Indian warriors were vastly superior to European ones. “They are better,” he judged, “than the soldiers the Directors have sent from time to time, who consist of vagabonds, deserters, the lame and the crippled.” Governor van Hoogenheim too appeared to have lost faith in European soldiers’ superiority: “as long as the Indians stand firm,” he declared, the rebels could not escape, “caught as in a fish-trap.”7 Of course, how to ensure Indian resolve was the big issue. Indians were not like hired mercenaries under strict military discipline. As in North America, when natives sustained too many casualties, they went home. When they tired of working for the Dutch or had more pressing concerns, they absconded. Fewer resident indigenes had returned to the colony than the governor had hoped, despite his best efforts to lure them back.

Without more native help, the Dutch were in a bind. “No matter how successful our expeditions may be, this land will never be cleansed or made safe,” Van Hoogenheim explained to his superiors, “unless the Indians join hands to help and take matters to heart.” So far, he judged, the Indians were only half in the war. Their actions, he wrote, did not represent “what they are capable of if they were truly serious.” He fretted over “how much patience and time is required, before one can make those people act.” He did all he could to “encourage them, because without them, I repeat again,” he stressed, “the work will be difficult and lengthy.”8 The challenge to win over the hearts and minds of indispensable native allies added to the governor’s mounting list of concerns.

Aid, again, came from neighbors. Over the course of the spring, Essequibo’s Governor van ’s Gravesande organized large numbers of Caribs. He hired a mixed-descent trader named Veth who went up a tributary of the Essequibo, the Mazaruni River, to enlist fighters. Veth turned out to be a miraculous recruiter, returning with “such a band,” the Essequibo governor enthused, “that I must declare that I have never seen so many Indians together before.” His house was overflowing. Van ’s Gravesande had been unaware, he confessed, that “such a number of Caribs lived in that river alone.” They had only asked “for twelve rifles, powder and shot for the Chiefs.” Several hundred Mazaruni Caribs arrived in Berbice in March and April. They were unwilling, for reasons not explained, to be guided by men of African descent, so Van Hoogenheim hired some of the male members of the Broer family, who knew the hinterlands well and were of partial Amerindian descent, along with translator Frederik, whose background was similar, to be their guides. When De Salve expressed apprehensions about provisioning so many natives, Van Hoogenheim told him, “I would rather feed a 1,000 Indians, than a 100 whites.” Besides cheap rum, he explained, all native soldiers required were cassava and fish.9

Van Hoogenheim contrasted Van ’s Gravesande’s efforts to arm Amerindians with the laxity of the Suriname authorities. He repeatedly requested that the Suriname officers stationed on the Corentyne River, the border with Berbice, send natives to his aid. But the officers lacked trade goods and liquor to compensate the Indians, who would not fight without payment. The “Suriname gentlemen economize mightily,” Van Hoogenheim complained, a trait he found admirable in theory, but certainly not when it hurt “an unhappy neighbor.” Nevertheless, some sixty to seventy Caribs from the Corentyne River demanded payment later that summer for patrolling and killing rebels in the upper Berbice. They brought along sticks with marks as proof.10

Despite the importance of Amerindians in closing off the borders of the colony and pursuing rebels in the rain forest, these crucial allies remain shadowy and faceless in the records. Berbice officials rarely called anyone by name, identifying local native leaders merely with the generic and derogatory term “bok captain.” “Foreign” Indian fighters were usually designated only by their ethnic affiliation, for instance, Carib or Arawak, catchall terms given to natives by colonial authorities whose knowledge and understanding of the intricacies of Amerindian societies were limited. Likely the refusal to name and identify their allies was also a subconscious way for the Europeans to downplay native importance and disguise their own dependence on the martial skills of people they were supposed to dominate. Naming their allies would have drawn attention to the tenuous nature of Dutch colonialism.

Returnees

Harassed by European and turncoat African rangers and with Amerindian bounty hunters crisscrossing the hinterlands, self-emancipated people returned to the Dutch in ever greater numbers. The destruction of Atta’s camp and torrential rains that made the woods all but unlivable for rebels and refugees accelerated the flow of returnees. Even the Dutch governor recognized that many refugees returned only because they suffered “unbelievable misery.” By mid-January, some 230 adults and children, from Company and private plantations, had turned themselves in to the Dutch, including 64 people from West Souburg alone. But only a month later that number had multiplied to 1,200, almost a fifth of the total pre-rebellion enslaved population of 5,000 to 6,000 people. Among them were 250 suspected rebels. By the end of March, 2,600 people, of whom a third were Company people, had returned to the Dutch. By early April, one European officer (over)estimated the total at 4,000.11

Some returned in sizable groups, often representing most of the slave community of one or two plantations. Others arrived with just a few friends or family members. Large numbers of Company folks let it be known that they were ready to abandon their hiding places in the forest behind their estates. People turned themselves in at the posts or hailed Dutch warships on the river. Sometimes individuals came to ask for an escort of soldiers to bring out others. A few returnees were kept at the posts to serve as guides, porters, rowers, or general workers, but most were brought to Dageraad or Fort Nassau. Rapidly, both posts became massive refugee camps and prisons.12

It is hard to imagine the anguished decisions that drove people to return to their Dutch enslavers and to chattel slavery. Even for those who had been swept up in the rebellion against their will, the reestablishment of Dutch rule must have been a demoralizing and terrifying prospect. Starvation, rain, and illness forced the hands of many. Others, especially Creoles and Company slaves, saw no viable future among the rebels. Or they were not keen to live as Maroons. Some came back in hopes of being reunited with loved ones. People whose main “crime” during the rebellion had been to claim a measure of self-determination may have calculated that those who turned themselves in voluntarily were less likely to be punished than those captured by force.

Some people volunteered the reasons for their return. Not surprisingly, most claimed the rebels had forced them to join and they had never done any quaad, or evil. These claims were true in some cases, but not in every case. People had lived through a year’s worth of revolution. The returnees had grievances against one another, and some used their interrogation to air these complaints before the Dutch. Captives were not altogether free to make up whatever story they thought would save them, as others stood ready to accuse those falsely claiming innocence, just as others were falsely accused. Unfortunately, the detailed lists made by European officers of returnees’ names and plantations are missing from the archives. The absence of those documents makes it difficult to know exactly who returned and when. Van Hoogenheim reported at the end of February that most Company slaves were back in Dutch hands.13 From which private plantations did people come? How were groups composed? Were more of the returnees women and children? Only anecdotal evidence remains.

To encourage more people to return, and to hunt down those wanting to remain free and at large, the colonial authorities increasingly relied on volunteers of African descent, in particular the two former rebel commanders turned slave catchers, Accara and Gousarie. These two men were astonishingly effective hunters. Many captives pointed to the pair as the reason for their return or capture. The two went out in the bush for days on end, sometimes together, sometimes separately. They became so trusted that when they requested armed enslaved men from the Dutch posts to assist them, their request was immediately fulfilled.14

Neither Accara, an Amina, nor Gousarie, who may have identified as Ganga, explained why they turned on their former enslaved comrades. Neither man was formally questioned by the Dutch, and so no documents shed light on the motives each might have had for recalibrating their moral compass. Perhaps they decided that working for the Dutch was the surest way to stay alive and one day become legally free. Perhaps they acted out of animosity toward Atta, with whom they were at odds. Was their choice to switch sides an agonizing one? Perhaps their collaboration should not be surprising. Joining the enemy is an old survival tactic and many others did the same, though few with greater impact on the conflict. As a Suriname Maroon proverb puts it, mati koli mati—betrayal among friends always lurks.15

Accara and Gousarie were not the only Africans to assist the Dutch in tracking rebels and refugees. Free and enslaved men served as pathfinders, slave catchers, and soldiers. Some, like Frederik (scout, Indian interpreter, and intermediary), did so from the start of the uprising. Others, like Accara and Gousarie, joined the Dutch when the time seemed opportune or service became unavoidable. Every Dutch post employed enslaved African or Creole men as scouts and patrollers. No European soldiers went on any mission without at least one such guide. Some enslaved men were promoted to serve as soldiers. On the post plantation Johanna, the commander employed “ten loyal negers” who could be “used on an expedition with guns.”16

Others aided the Dutch, willingly or not, as circumstances dictated. Captive aides sought protection or favors for themselves and their families; they hoped to avoid punishment, or they opposed the rebellion. One captive offered to get his wife “and others” out of the woods. Accompanied by a soldier and an enslaved man, he paddled down the Wironi Creek while an officer and several soldiers followed overland so as not to alarm the refugees. They captured twenty-five people, including a native woman. A few days later, two other captives directed the Dutch to an encampment of thirty-four men, women, and children, including three native men. Three “honest blacks” betrayed their former comrades after their return by leading a commando unit back to a small settlement of some twenty huts. This foray failed. All but two men and two children managed to flee as the soldiers’ guns malfunctioned in the heavy rain.17 As the fortunes of the revolutionaries dimmed, choices for former enslaved people narrowed, and survival hung in the balance.

When people were captured, or returned of their own accord, they were sorted. Those who had resisted capture or were suspected of serious misdeeds and rebel leadership were arrested and restrained. Yet their sheer numbers exceeded the available supply of manacles and chains, leaving some free to move about despite “standing accused of many ill deeds.” The lack of shackles demonstrates how Dutch material resources had been stretched thin by the long-lasting conflict. Instead of hardware, they deployed humans. Black guards and European soldiers patrolled at night, both around the quarters and where captives were lodged. Not surprisingly, some men managed to escape. Both Dageraad and Fort Nassau overflowed with people in and out of chains. “Good God,” Van Hoogenheim lamented not long after he opined the loss of enslaved people, “what am I to do with all those captives. I have neither food nor room for them, nor enough healthy men to guard them.” 18

The records provide scattered information about what happened to the great majority of returnees who were not locked up. Some lived in the quarters, while others built huts in designated areas near Dageraad and the fort. Not surprisingly, many were put to work, maintaining the many people, black and white, living at the two camps. The most trusted men served as valets and house servants to European officials and officers. Others worked on military construction projects, rowed canoes and tent boats, drew water, chopped wood, or herded cattle in the savana. De Salve’s troops had come without the usual female camp followers. Consequently, the soldiers were in need of women to cook, bake, clean, wash, sew, nurse, and serve at the officers’ tables. Still other women worked in the fields or tended the food gardens. In short, those who returned were quickly redeployed as slaves, keeping the Dutch going. De Salve and Van Hoogenheim also decided to provisionally hand over people to managers and owners who had reoccupied their plantations. As none of these people had yet been cleared in the judicial procedures that began in early March, the plan was that they could be called back if evidence turned up that implicated them in the rebellion.19

Not all returnees were well enough to work. Refugees and captives arrived “lean as rakes” and “crazed with hunger.” They looked “as gaunt,” Van Hoogenheim reported in a revealing comment on colonial medical care, “as if they came out of a hospital.” De Salve noted that among the six hundred captives at Fort Nassau, more than a third could not labor due to “illness, injuries, and other inconveniences.” Yet, he added, piqued, “they get their rations just like the healthy ones.” Returning to the Dutch did not spell the end of hunger. They had several thousand people to feed who had previously fed themselves largely from their own gardens. Most plantation provision grounds had been destroyed, either by the rebels or by the European soldiers. At the fort, “all subsistence gardens had been ruined,” creating shortages, Van Hoogenheim worried, for the “good and loyal slaves” belonging to the Company. The governor set enslaved people to work expanding the gardens at Dageraad, but this took time.20 People were given small weekly rations, which they were expected to supplement with gardening, fishing, and foraging. Some resorted to eating rats. One refugee at the fort was whipped and shackled for sharing meat he had stolen from soldiers.21

The records are for the most part mute on how slaves and soldiers, packed together at Fort Nassau and at Dageraad, coexisted. But it is clear that the colonial authorities were keen to prevent cross-racial socializing, as it might lead to trouble. De Salve banned his men from visiting the “negro huts,” while those caught in the presence of “groups of blacks” were punished by regulation with the gauntlet. Officials realized that soldiers and enslaved had a lot in common. Both groups were poorly fed, poorly clothed, and overworked. Soldiers would have been eager to trade pilfered military supplies for the produce of slave gardens, creating a lively underground economy. Sexual relations between soldiers and enslaved women, whether coerced or consensual, might lead to sexual jealousy, competition, and fighting. De Salve forbade his officers from “swapping” the enslaved men and women assigned them as servants, without his express permission.22 This regulation was likely intended to prevent officers from replacing older “housekeepers” with younger women. The records are silent, too, about sexual violence endured by enslaved women, and likely some men.23 Others may have benefited for a bit from a liaison with a European soldier with regular rations.

With large numbers of people crammed together under poor sanitary conditions, roode loop, or amoebic dysentery, began to spread in January, among both the soldiers and the enslaved. By the end of April, when conditions had become much more crowded, there was “seldom a day without three or four people being put in the ground.” Some captives ended up in the hospital. The archives hold a list with the names, plantations, and dates of stay for 173 enslaved people hospitalized for the first five months of 1764. Unfortunately, the list only notes whether each person’s illness was “internal” or “external,” which probably corresponds to disease and visible injuries, respectively. Of the 173 people, 57 suffered from illness, 106 from injuries, and 10 from both. Most people stayed in the hospital for weeks. Just over a third of them belonged to the Company, a slightly higher proportion than their proportion of the overall slave population of Berbice.24

The records do not comment on psychological injuries. Yet most returnees had suffered serious trauma. They had seen family members and friends killed in battle, or murdered on the run by European soldiers, Amerindians, or rebels. Others had watched loved ones die of hunger, exposure, or illness, and they felt the guilt of survivors who had been unable to provide lifesaving help. Families and communities had been ripped apart. Lutijn van Helvetia, a Creole, claimed that a rebel leader “took him with his mother and little brother” from their plantation. The rebel had “killed his mother and kept them [himself and his brother] as slaves and later on the Gangoe murdered his brother.” Parents had been separated from their children. Then there were the ordeals people did not discuss with the Dutch and thus remain obscure to us: the violence perpetrated by European soldiers, the agony of returning to Dutch enslavement, and fear of gruesome punishment or death. The records also do not indicate how people helped themselves and one another to cope and, to the extent possible, to heal.25

Despair about the rebellion’s unraveling, terror of Dutch re-enslavement and punishment, African notions of honor, or the belief that after death one’s spirit could continue fighting injustice led some captives to attempt suicide. As soon as a boat that transported prisoners arrived at the landing at Dageraad, one shackled man deliberately jumped into the river and drowned. At other times, several men unsuccessfully tried to cut their throats, prompting one officer to inquire pragmatically about how he would have to display the corpse afterward. Should the captive be “hung from a tree by his legs?” Colonel de Salve answered that the man should be buried “at the edge of the forest.” (The poor man survived, only to have his neck snapped on the gallows once he recovered enough to be questioned and convicted.) One determined, or desperate, captive, held at a post before transportation to Dageraad, was “found with a firelock plac’d under his Chin where the Ball had gone through his head, he having drawn the Trigger with his great Toe, to which it was fastn’d with a string.” 26

Ganga

Coralling several thousand returned captives did not net the most important hostages—the armed combatants who could do damage to colonial forces. The Dutch commanders, confronted with competing rumors, remained in the dark as to the actual whereabouts of Atta and his comrades. Officials had been informed by Amerindian spies, the mutineers, and returnees that internal discord was forcing the rebels apart. “Their Chiefs have separated, each is with his own Corps, or Country Negroes,” one officer, an Englishman, reported. Quakoe remained with Atta until Quakoe’s death in early March, but other leaders, such as Fortuin, Accabiré, and Bobé, had gone their separate ways. The Dutch could only guess at the size and whereabouts of each group. Intelligence was contradictory and frequently wrong. Information obtained from captives quickly grew outdated as rebels moved constantly. Returnees from Atta’s band claimed that he did his best to prevent people from leaving, threatening to “cut off the head” of anyone who tried to flee to the Dutch.27

A major Dutch attack generated several military reports that shed light on the trajectory of one such band, the “Guango,” or Ganga. Accabiré, initially an ally of Atta and then his nemesis, commanded the targeted group. After their defeat on plantation Essendam at the hands of Atta, Accabiré’s band made a break for Demerara but Amerindians stopped them. Several of Accabiré’s men later related that after they fought with Indians on the way to Demerara, they turned back toward the Berbice River. In the early months of 1764, the Ganga built a village on an island in the middle of a swamp a walk of several hours behind plantation Landskroon. They placed short, poisonous wooden spikes in the underbrush on the paths leading up to their camp, angled upward to wound any approaching stranger.28 Armed rebels who had deserted Atta, fed up with being mistreated, joined them. Some of these men identified as Ganga; others did not. Regardless of affiliation, they were all integrated into Accabiré’s forces.29

Accabiré also enlarged his band with refugees who later claimed they had been forced to join him after they fled the massacre at Savonette.30 Newly arrived African Job and his unnamed sister were among this number. After the Ganga killed his sibling, Job managed to flee their camp. Lena survived the Savonette massacre along with her husband, only to have him fall into the hands of the Ganga and be killed. Marietje described to her Dutch interrogators how the Ganga held her to prevent her “from returning to the Christians and divulging where they were.” Piramus claimed that he and his wife and children had been captured by Accabiré and sixty Ganga with guns. They told him they would eventually let him go back to his plantation but for now they would kill him if he tried to escape. The Ganga had put him to work procuring heart of palm and cutting wood.31

Like Maroons, the Ganga regularly raided plantations. One man divulged in his interrogation that the Ganga intended to start a “plantation,” likely a village, on the Abary River on the border with Essequibo. In mid-March, perhaps to supply themselves for such a venture, Accabiré’s men attacked Landskroon, one of a growing number of estates newly reoccupied by the Dutch. The warriors carried away food, powder, and lead, and they wounded the plantation manager, Daniel Bachelin. Reportedly, the raiders also took along five women, whether voluntarily or not is unclear. The rest of the slaves on Landskroon escaped the attackers “by swimming.”32

When his men returned to camp and made their report, Accabiré was angry. He reportedly told them that they should have caught Bachelin, “so he could write to their masters.” Apparently the irate leader was eager to return to the Dutch, because, as he would explain after being captured, he and his men “had done geen quaad,” no evil. They had fought against the Amina, not the Dutch.33 Accabiré must have found someone who was literate, because just days later he sent two emissaries with a letter negotiating a return to the Dutch. Unfortunately, the letter has not survived, but the contents were reported by Colonel de Salve. Accabiré emphasized that he did not want to fight “the Christians.” He offered to turn in the men who had wounded Bachelin as a show of good faith. He proposed two Europeans (one of them was Georgina George’s only surviving brother) to negotiate the conditions of surrender with his two ambassadors.34

A year earlier, when Coffij negotiated for half the Dutch colony, he wrote from a position of strength. Accabiré, down on his luck, faced very different conditions. The Dutch had been eager to negotiate with Coffij because at the time they were desperate, but now the situation had reversed. Word of Accabiré’s note arrived in the midst of preparations for a large-scale expedition against him. The mid-March raid on Landskroon had only strengthened De Salve’s determination to wipe out the remaining revolutionaries. He emphatically forbade his officers from “agreeing to any peace treaties or anything else with that canaille [scum].” He issued savage instructions to his men to “mow down all that oppose you with weapons” or “cut the [achilles] tendon in the back of their legs, like one does with horses, to prevent them from running off.”35

As the conflict wore on, De Salve became increasingly brutal and convinced of the rebels’ racial inferiority. Based on intelligence, he surmised that Accabiré’s troop consisted of four hundred well-armed combatants (a figure Van Hoogenheim thought exaggerated). Defeating a force this size required an elaborate plan. The Dutch archives hold a “figurative sketch,” drawn for the occasion, indicating both Accabiré’s camp and the projected locations of the European and African soldiers. De Salve took the risk of arming enslaved men. He doubted Europeans could get the job done: “no Christian is able to traverse the woods to which the Guangoo have repaired.” After several days of feverish preparations, an expedition of some two hundred men set off on March 22. Closely guarded enslaved bearers carried the ammunition, grenades, and small portable cannons called coehoorn mortars.36
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G. H. Luck, Military bush camp commanded by Colonel Fourgeoud in Suriname, fighting the Boni Maroons, 1770s. Expeditions against the Berbice rebels may have yielded similar scenes of African-descended carriers and slaves making camp for European soldiers. (Nationaal Militair Museum [NMM], Soesterberg.)

Before sunset the next day, the forces deployed their mortars against Accabiré’s camp. It was still dark, they could not see much, but they could hear the cries of women and children and the sound of people “running about in the woods.” The mortars did not hit anyone, but they scared people badly. It quickly became clear that the Europeans had been misinformed about the strength of their opponents. Rather than 400 rebels, the camp held fewer than 160 people, including women and children, living in fifty huts. Over the course of the day, the Dutch killed 20 and took 50 captives, including Accabiré “and his entire court.” Some 80 people escaped. Given that Accabiré’s men had few guns, it is not surprising the Dutch suffered no casualties. The defensive spikes surrounding the village wounded several European soldiers as they stumbled on them in the thick undergrowth. The expedition’s commander, Major de Brauw, had to be carried back to his post by four enslaved men, unable to walk after he punctured his thigh. To the soldiers’ disappointment, they found no gold or silver in the camp. De Brauw concluded that all reports of “the courage, riches and state” of these rebels had been vastly exaggerated.37

De Salve and Van Hoogenheim were impressed with the charismatic Accabiré when he was brought before them a few days later. Perhaps Accabiré was of exalted birth in West Africa. He clearly cultivated the image of an honorable noble. The man had “the presence of a prince,” De Salve marveled. He recommended that Accabiré be kept alive, at least for now, rather than speedily executed, as he thought the captive leader could provide information. Van Hoogenheim was similarly impressed, calling him “een schoon Kerel,” a valiant man. When asked “whether he had not been a commander en Groot Heer among the rebels,” Accabiré answered, Van Hoogenheim recorded, that “Yes, he had commanded and he had been a Heer among his people, but he was my slave.” Stressing his supposed loyalty to the Dutch, Accabiré again asserted that he had fought “against the Amina, but not against the Christians” and boasted that he had beaten Atta several times.38
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Leupe 1655, figurative sketch of the expedition against the “Rebelle Guangous,” or Ganga, March 1764, detail. At the top are the huts of the Ganga surrounded by European and African soldiers. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

Strange accusations swirled around the Ganga. The Dutch received reports that they ate their opponents, a claim De Salve at first thought absurd. Yet after talking to captives, the colonel reported that “they admit they have eaten Negroes but they do not want to hear about having eaten Christians.” 39 When the Dutch questioned the captives taken in Accabiré’s camp, further details emerged. All were emphatic that the Ganga never ate Europeans. All but one denied having consumed humans themselves, though many claimed they had heard, or in some cases seen, men who did. Accabiré maintained that while some of his men had eaten their enemies, he had not. Several men testified they had not eaten human flesh because they were “Gangoe of a different nation.” Only one man, La Rose van La Providence, admitted to consuming his enemies, yet he did not identify as Ganga. Faced with a witness who claimed he saw him “cook human flesh in iron pots,” La Rose responded that “Amina, who were bad people, killed several of his nation and out of revenge, he and others killed several Amina and ate them.” Asked how many he had consumed, La Rose answered that he “helped kill and eat eleven.” The Dutch evidently believed him, as they condemned him to die for having been “a man eater” (the only person so convicted) as well as “a soldier and drummer.” Another witness, Frits van de Heer Abbensets, explained how cannibals’ victims were supposedly killed. “They sent them to the water or out to get wood and then others met them and said to them you are no neger, you don’t have marks such as we, you are just meat, and they killed them.”40

What should we make of these charges and claims? Cannibalism was a common accusation for Europeans eager to assert their superiority over the supposed barbarians in the rest of the world. People may have responded to Dutch questions with fabrications, hoping to satisfy their inquisitors’ appetites for fables. Yet in that case, one would expect these stories to be somewhat indiscriminate and more frequent. But the subject is raised only with respect to the Ganga. Ritual cannibalism, the ceremonial eating of the human flesh of one’s enemies, was not widespread in West Africa. But there is evidence that members of secret societies in Upper Guinea, where the Ganga came from, ritually ate their enemies.41 Ganga interviewed by a Moravian missionary in the 1760s on the Caribbean island of St. John spoke of people in their country consuming war captives. One man explained that his people cooked and ate enemies killed in battle out of anger that they “had done them so much harm.” It is also possible that the Ganga threatened people held among them against their will with cannibalism and such threats became reality in people’s minds. Ten years later, Gabriel Stedman, the Maroon fighter in Suriname, mentioned that the “Gango Negroes are Reckon’d Anthropophagi or Cannibals” and that pots with flesh had been found in the village of Boni, an important Suriname Maroon leader.42

These grim matters appear to have been of little concern to Dutch leaders, who remained preoccupied with their own business of warfare. Defeating the Ganga was the first major victory for the Dutch since the destruction of Atta’s camp at the end of January. Yet Atta continued to elude them.

The Rebellion Broken

Governor Atta no doubt heard about the capture of Accabiré, and that must have magnified his anxieties for his own safety. The leader’s following rapidly dissolved. His band kept subdividing, partly as the result of Atta’s reportedly harsh conduct toward his lieutenants and perhaps also because small groups could move faster in attempting to avoid detection. One unit, commanded by Adou van de Prosperiteit and Hendrik van de Hooftplantage, was overcome at the end of February, despite fierce resistance. Accompanying them was one of Atta’s wives and her little son. The woman was dressed poorly, not as one would expect to see a governor’s wife. Weeping, she tried to convince the Dutch that she was merely the maid of Atta’s wife. When a female returnee unmasked her, she admitted Atta had confiscated her clothes.43 She shared that he “no longer had many people with him” and that he was trying to cross the Berbice River in order to make his way to the upper Demerara and beyond.

If escaping the colony was Atta’s aim, he did not succeed. He eluded his native and African-descended captors for weeks, but Gousarie and Accara, his former comrades, caught him in mid-April. Contrary to expectations, he had only a few gold coins on him. De Salve asked him where his forces were. Atta answered that a few men were still scattered in the woods, but their number was small and they were starving. De Salve reported that “very quietly” Atta added “that he knew he deserved to die, and that he did not want to live.” He asked for some food and drink after which he “would welcome death.” He advised that “if they would cut off his head, and put it on a pole, the rebellion would be over.” Perhaps Atta alluded to an understanding in some parts of West Africa that a ruler’s severed head signaled to his followers that they should no longer count on his supernatural protection. It is also possible that Atta’s suggestion was inspired by preferring death to re-enslavement, a punishment particularly humiliating for a ruler.44 The next day, Atta was brought before Van Hoogenheim in public. He threw himself on the ground and tried to kiss the Dutch governor’s feet. The Dutchman interpreted this performance as submissive behavior and it surprised him. Van Hoogenheim noted in his daily record that Accabiré, who evidently watched the incident, had a loud, long laugh at his opponent and made fun of him.45

Now the most important leaders remaining at large were Bobé van Debora and Fortuin van Helvetia. Gousarie and Accara captured Bobé two weeks after Atta, along with his wife and child and thirty others. The group was evidently the remnant of Accabiré’s followers. Whether reporting facts or catering to prejudices, Accara and Gousarie claimed to have found in the camp huge quantities of human bones “and several cooking pots with Negro flesh.”46 Several enslaved men nabbed the last major rebel leader, Fortuin van Helvetia, on the Canje River in early June. They shackled Fortuin on plantation Stevensburg, but when his guard fell asleep, Fortuin escaped with the help of two of his wives. Van Hoogenheim feared that the “sophisticated villain” would try to make his way by sea to the Suriname Maroons. But instead Fortuin turned back to the Berbice River. Two weeks later, Accara and Gousarie, who had previously served under him, caught Fortuin near his former plantation Helvetia. He was delivered to Dageraad on June 14. Questioned the next day, Van Hoogenheim noted, he “candidly confessed to all his atrocities.” With the capture of Fortuin, the Dutch were sure the revolution was over.47

Sensing that there was little left for them to do, the Mazaruni River Caribs decided to return home. They had patrolled the colony’s borders and prevented rebels from making their way beyond the Berbice and Canje Rivers. Governor van ’s Gravesande judged that they had been “bold and enterprising beyond habit and expectation, yea, even reckless.” Their slave hunting, he noted, relishing his divide-and-conquer strategy, “caused a great embitterment between the blacks and them, which, if well and reasonably stimulated, cannot fail to be of much use and service in the future to the Colonies.” The Dutch West India Company later handed out medallions to three indigenous leaders for their role in suppressing the rebellion.48

The Caribs had been effective at keeping people from becoming Maroons, but Gousarie and Accara rounded up many more people than the Indians did. Dutch officials estimated that together the two men were responsible for the return of some six hundred rebels and refugees. De Salve later argued, sharing in the victory, that without “their assistance, and their demonstrated loyalty to me,” it would have taken a lot longer to “quell the rebellion so thoroughly.49
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Justice Sideways

Hercules sat in lockup, his legs and wrists shackled, staring at the river as he awaited his interrogation. One can only imagine his fatigue, hopelessness, and terror. The sun beat down fiercely, intensifying his misery and thirst. Hercules was from Juliana, one of the first plantations to combust in rebellion the previous year. He had been taken captive in late February 1764 and returned to his plantation. The manager at Juliana, Johannes Dell, suspected it was Hercules who had murdered his wife in the first hours of the uprising. After killing her, the rebels had staked the woman’s head at the river’s edge. Dell delivered Hercules in shackles to Dageraad in early April for interrogation. Van Hoogenheim ordered Hercules sequestered with prisoners accused of the most serious crimes, including “Christian murder,” arson, or leadership in the rebellion. Those crimes carried the death sentence.1

Hercules’s fellow captives likely filled him in on what was to come. He would be brought before the three remaining members of the governor’s council. The three were all slaveholders, and by then they had interrogated several hundred people. The councilors, acting as judges, sought confessions or relied on credible witnesses to reach their verdicts. Some suspects confessed; others did not. Cracking under the pressure, many prisoners leveled accusations against others. The number of captives swelled as the scribe took down the names of the newly accused. The councilors ruled on guilt and handed out grisly sentences.

A few weeks before Hercules was detained, the governor and the three councilors had ordered the enslaved executioner to kill the first fifty-one people, including three women, condemned to death. The court specified in its verdicts how each prisoner would die. Some of the condemned were to have every bone broken on the rack with an iron bar, before dying from either a “mercy blow” to the heart or a merciless blow to the skull. Others were to be burned at the stake with a regular fire, which took an hour, or with “small fire,” where the victim smoldered alive for four hours. Some faced the additional torture of having their flesh ripped with hot pincers. The “lucky” ones were hanged, their heads staked. As in Suriname, French Louisiana, and St. Domingue, the public executioners in Berbice were enslaved men.2

Hercules knew that more rounds of executions would follow, as the number of shackled captives grew. Waiting days or weeks in the stockade, the prisoners had time to make alliances and to discuss the best strategies for evading the councilors’ questions. But all understood the difficulty of maintaining loyalty to friends when faced with capital punishment. No stranger in the colony, Hercules was familiar with the cruel reality of Dutch “justice.” 3

Good Law

“I am in a delicate situation with respect to the captured negroes,” Governor van Hoogenheim wrote early in 1764. For him the situation was without precedent. The colony had never had a large uprising before; never had so many enslaved required a trial. He fretted to his superiors, “It is true that most came to us voluntarily, but they should be examined carefully to determine whether they are not guilty in some way.” 4 The question was how.

Berbice, like other colonies steeped in Roman law, did not have a separate slave court. The same councilmen who presided over the trials of free individuals also tried enslaved people.5 The colony’s prosecutor had died and Van Hoogenheim was too overextended to do that job himself. The entire operation would have to be carried out by a trio of hardly impartial council members. Van Hoogenheim understood that their “private concerns and self interests” as slaveholders could both draw out the process and lead to the dismissals of guilty rebels who were valuable laborers. The governor suspected that the council-men wanted their own enslaved back to work wholly abled, justice or not. He suggested a fix. He proposed that “all who engaged in murder or arson, or those who took up weapons against Christians,” or “all those seen with weapons in their hands or caught armed,” could receive the death penalty solely on the testimony “of their own comrades, or other blacks.” As long as such testimony had “a semblance of truth,” no other witnesses or proof would be required. With this shortcut, he assured the directors in Amsterdam, the commissioners could conclude the business expeditiously and “execute good law.” 6

How did the Dutch define “good law”? The Ordre van Regieringe, issued by the States General in 1629 to create uniformity in government and law in the Dutch West Indies, and still in force in 1763, provided only the most general guidelines. It stipulated that criminal cases be heard by three councilors. These men, chosen from the local planters, were rarely schooled in law. They were supposed to apply Dutch laws and procedures, preferably in an expedited process. Where Dutch laws were lacking, as in the case of people ensnared in slavery, which did not exist in the United Provinces, the order mandated Roman law. Given the fragmented legal landscape of the Dutch Republic, colonists most often turned to the laws and practices of the seaboard province of Holland and the city of Amsterdam, which was so deeply involved in the colonial enterprise. That sounds easy—follow the law—yet it was anything but.7

Early modern law and its application in the Dutch Republic had no uniformity or regularity. Not only did suspects face opaque legal processes and judges with little formal training, but the principle of equality before the law did not exist. Defendants were tried and punished in accordance with their social status. Throughout early modern Europe, the law was shaped to reinforce class hierarchies. The Dutch drew a clear line between respectable settled citizens and vagrants. This second class of citizens was an expansive category of poor that included day laborers, seasonal workers, peddlers, street vendors, beggars, migrants, prostitutes, unemployed soldiers and sailors—in short, anyone without steady work, a permanent abode, or respectable community ties. Such people had few rights, received summary justice, and were treated to painful physical punishments.8

Poor suspects had no right to counsel and were kept in custody during the proceedings. The public prosecutor brought an accusation on behalf of the government and had to prove its validity, ideally in the form of a confession, with torture if necessary. A confession opened the door to capital punishment and revoked the right to appeal. The prosecutor collected the facts, deposed witnesses, and examined the suspect using predetermined questions—all behind closed doors. Suspects could be confronted with witnesses to induce confession. If the suspect did not admit guilt, a judge might order torture, if there was evidence, or even just a strong suspicion, that the suspect might be guilty. After confession, the judges followed with a sentence. Juries, so important in British practice, were not used in the Netherlands. Courts disagreed about how to punish a suspect who did not confess. In Amsterdam, both the death penalty and corporal punishment were rare without a confession. In other cities, withstanding torture saved one from death, but not from the rack or whipping post. Only those who did not confess had the right to appeal.9

In suggesting a shortened process, Van Hoogenheim was on solid ground. He was less so when he proposed lowering the bar for execution by foregoing confessions and accepting the testimony of accomplices, moves that were problematic under Dutch law. Indeed, when the directors of Berbice received his suggestion, they swiftly rejected it, in part, as they pointed out, because Dutch law already mandated capital punishment for murder and arson. But they were also thinking about their bottom line. Combining ethics with capitalist logic, they deemed it “both extremely dangerous and unjust” (given such “loose evidence”) and “of the most detrimental consequence to extend the death penalty” to those who had merely engaged in combat or were caught with weapons. While they wanted to make examples of the ringleaders, all others should be treated less “rigorously,” so as not to damage further slave owners who had already “suffered so much in the present fatal circumstances.” They did not need to spell out that dead slaves produced no coffee and no sugar.10

The directors’ rejection of Van Hoogenheim’s proposal and their plea for leniency did not reach the colony until much of the judicial process had been completed. No evidence survives of any explicit discussion among the three councilmen as to how they intended to proceed. Unaware of the directors’ disapproval and unfamiliar with a process usually carried out by a prosecutor, it appears they followed Van Hoogenheim’s suggestions. Like colonial elites elsewhere, they bent existing legal procedures for controlling the poor at home to facilitate dominion over those they so grossly exploited abroad. The fabric connecting class control in the metropole to racialized coercion abroad was tightly woven. The need to control slaves, made alien by their legal status and manufactured racial differences, justified the hollowing out of an already weak and arbitrary judicial system.11

Court

Once the councilors had decided on procedure, the “examinations” began in early March 1764 and continued intermittently until the end of the year. Re-enslaved people held on Dageraad were first, followed by those at Fort Nassau. The captives faced the councilors in two overlapping groups. One included those, like Hercules, kept in chains, who were suspected of arson, murder, and armed resistance. The other group involved bystanders, who might be guilty of participation in the rebellion, but only “sideways,” as the directors phrased it. Between March and mid-June, the councilors heard 230 suspects and 650 detained bystanders. Another twenty captives were questioned five months later in December. Since the process took a long time, many enslaved people were sent to their plantations to work before being interrogated. They lived in a state of constant fear. Should someone point a finger at them, they could still be called before the court and be killed. Almost half of the recaptured enslaved adults were interrogated, a fact that points to the scale of the Dutch enterprise of judicial revenge. Nothing this extensive had ever occurred on the Berbice or elsewhere before.12

In mid-April, after several weeks in chains, Hercules was escorted into Dageraad’s plantation house, the governor’s temporary residence, to face the three officials in frock coats and wigs, flanked by soldiers. The barefoot captives were almost naked, clad in rags. Earlier that day, the commissioners questioned fourteen bystanders. Then, after lunch, they turned to suspected rebels. Two women preceded Hercules. The clerk wrote down the councilmen’s questions and the prisoners’ answers, translating Creole into standard Dutch, summarizing answers, and writing in the third person. Unfortunately, he did not summarize everything, occasionally noting that someone “said much more, none of it relevant” to the concerns of the Dutch. Hercules did not require a translator, as did recently arrived Africans. Some people could not be questioned at all because there was no translator or because the court deemed them “simpleminded.”13

Hercules steeled himself for the specific and leading questions favored by the commissioners. Their queries aimed at eliciting a confession rather than getting at any larger truth. Hercules knew that as he stood accused of murder, his life hung in the balance. But he may also have known that several prisoners in their interrogations had pointed to another man as Dell’s wife’s killer. With careful answers, maybe he could elude the death penalty.14

The commissioners wasted no time getting to the case against Hercules. Their very first question asked: “Who killed your mistress last year, when the war began?” Hercules named two men, Mars van Elisabeth & Alexandria (already fingered by two others) and Attabane van Hollandia. Evidently familiar with how much stock the Dutch set by eyewitnesses, Hercules added that he had seen the murder himself, as, he added, had everyone else on his plantation. “What about your wife,” the commissioners followed up, “did she see it?” Hercules answered in the negative, either truthfully or trying to shield his wife from interrogation, explaining that “she was in the gardens.” To the next question, “Did Mistress Dell not beg you to let her go and aid her,” Hercules countered, “Master Dell claims that, but it is not true.” “When Mistress Dell was dead, did your wife not come in and set the table and you ate like lords?” the councilors pressed. “No,” Hercules answered, “those are all lies,” but, he added, perhaps proudly and somewhat foolishly, “later, after his master had left for the seaside, he ate with his wife and children at his master’s table.” Admitting to what must have been a deeply satisfying inversion of social practice suggested to the councilors that Hercules had indeed been a leader in the rebellion, someone with enough command to dine at Dell’s table.

The councilors then took a different tack. “Who,” they wanted to know, “had plundered his master’s possessions?” Hercules implicated Attabane again, and added that there had been “sharing” and he had “received a dress.”

Asked, “Did you not help kill many Christians?” Hercules answered that was not true; “Coffij wanted to make him a lieutenant but he had not accepted.” Instead, he claimed, a fellow rebel from his plantation had taken the role: “then August became captain.” “Had he gone along to fight on plantation Peereboom?” Hercules reportedly answered “yes,” but he claimed he did not have a firearm. By denying he had a gun, Hercules tried to establish that he could not have participated in the killing of Europeans during the Peereboom massacre. Then he added that he had gotten hold of two of Mr. George’s guns (he did not say how he obtained the guns of Georgina’s father, killed at Peere-boom) but that he “gave them to his commander Captain Pokko.”

Next the councilors inquired whether Hercules “had not served at the fort under Lt. Quassie van Hardenbroek, and was sent on patrols to Hooftplantage” likely to pick up rum, produced under duress by Company people on that plantation. According to the clerk, Hercules replied, “That is not true and he had no soldier’s gun but he had a gun of his own and came with it to plantation Dageraad but had stayed on the boat as a guard.” Again, his answer was meant to prove that he had not participated in any battles on Dageraad, where, importantly, Europeans, or “Christians,” had been killed.

It is hard to tell from the clerk’s transcription whether Hercules was volunteering too much self-incriminating information, as anxious people under pressure tend to do, or whether the clerk had collapsed several questions and answers in a convoluted way. In either case, Hercules admitted to having been at Dageraad and Peereboom, where Europeans had been killed, two potentially incriminating events in the eyes of the councilors. To the last question, whether he bought his gun or it had been gifted to him, Hercules answered that “Amina Quakoe van de Cornelia Jacoba” had “honored him with it, with powder and shot.” This damning admission, that a rebel leader had given him a gun, ended the first round of his interrogation.15

The records of the post-rebellion examinations are not conclusive about whether torture was used to elicit confessions, as was routine in the Dutch Republic for low-class suspects. It is unlikely that those considered mere bystanders were tortured. Their examinations were brief and the commissioners rarely challenged their careful, evasive answers. With respect to more central suspects, it is less certain whether they were tortured. If confessions were not necessary, torture, which could be time-consuming, was superfluous. Councilor Lodewijk Abbensets had in the past not been keen to use it. Even without the use of torture, suffering interrogation by a commission of three slaveholders who may have threatened violence, not to mention the possibility of horrific punishment, was terrifying in a process intended less to execute justice than to reinforce slaveholders’ restored control and power.16

After his first interrogation, Hercules may have felt he had slipped the noose. He had denied killing Dell’s wife. Yet a week later, Hercules was called in again for questioning, like many who denied wrongdoing. In their second, and final, examination, they were usually questioned further or confronted with their accusers. Hercules had admitted to having a gun and being present at the Peereboom massacre and the Dageraad battles. He was already in deep trouble. He may not have known that the day after he was questioned the first time, a fellow rebel had accused him of murdering Europeans.17

Hercules was “confronted” with his accuser, a returned slave named Cornelis van Petite Bayonne, who was asked whether it was Hercules who “had murdered a Christian and is guilty of much evil?” Cornelis answered, “Yes, the very same who has killed his master’s wife.” He stated this to Hercules in facie, that is, face-to-face, as Dutch law required of a credible witness.

Asked what he had to say for himself, Hercules sensibly answered that Cornelis could not have possibly known what had happened on other people’s plantations. He reiterated that the culprits were Mars van Elisabeth & Alexandria and Fossoe, or Attabane, van Hollandia. He conceded that he had been present at the murder. “General rumor” claimed he was guilty, Hercules explained, but it “was not true.” The councilors asked Cornelis whether Hercules had been a heer, a man in charge. Cornelis answered affirmatively and added that Hercules had been called erfprins, or crown prince. He likely spoke the truth, as this alternative name for Hercules surfaced in the records several times. Eating at his master’s table, calling himself the heir apparent; Hercules’s case looked grimmer and grimmer. Finally, unable to deny his leadership, Hercules granted he had been a heer, or lord, yet added dubiously, “He had stayed home.” The councilors had what they needed and they dismissed both men. They did not call in Johannes Dell to testify. (No Europeans served as witnesses in the examinations.)18

For their information, the councilmen relied on people implicating each other, as Van Hoogenheim had suggested. People who made accusations, like Cornelis, were required to do so face-to-face. Naming names, accusing others, or serving as a witness did not get a defendant a more lenient sentence. The commissioners gave great weight to the testimony of Christiaan and Pieter, the two enslaved Company artisans who the previous May had served as Van Hoogenheim’s messengers to rekindle diplomacy with the insurgents. The pair were detained at Fort Nassau before Governor Coffij released Pieter. Christiaan remained with the rebels for months before he escaped with twenty-one fellow Company people. The councilors relied on their accounts of what they had seen at the fort. Their statements that they had spotted someone with a gun were decisive. Hercules’s accuser Cornelis, for instance, claimed that his participation in the rebellion had been entirely forced. Pieter and Christiaan testified that they had seen him with the bomba of his plantation at the fort, armed. Cornelis countered that he had merely carried his bomba’s gun. But Pieter and Christiaan retorted that they had “seen him everywhere with a gun.” Despite the fact that Cornelis had served as a key witness against Hercules, Pieter and Christiaan’s charges ended in Cornelis being hanged.19 Cornelis’s case is representative.

Like Hercules, suspects deployed the little bit of power they had to try to escape the death sentence. Some confessed their involvement right away. Most did not, claiming instead that they acted on orders or were forced, or that they had merely been unarmed foot soldiers. Others, like Hercules, copped to minor offenses as a way to avoid admitting to bigger ones. Most prisoners implicated others. Confronted with witnesses, or questioned a second time, many suspects ended up admitting greater involvement, even as they continued to deny the most serious charges. Given that people had every reason to distort, omit, or lie, it is hard to separate truth from fiction in an individual’s careful and strategic answers.

Bystanders were more reticent to talk than suspects. While suspects sought to evade specific charges, bystanders were best served by silence to avoid inadvertently incriminating themselves or others. Asked what they knew about particular events or the rebellion as a whole, most simply answered that they had been in hiding and had seen nothing. Some divulged more detail. Most depositions of women are shorter than those of men. This reflected in part women’s reluctance to condemn members of their communities to Dutch justice. It also reflected the councilors’ gender norms; they assumed that women in general were less likely to be involved in insurgency, so they rarely pressed them. At other times, the clerk may have summarized women’s stories. Four women were executed for their role in the rebellion. The Dutch may well have missed out on pertinent information because they failed to consider the possibility of militarized, politicized women. Yet on the whole, women were excluded from rebel leadership’s military and governing structures.20

The proceedings were neither uniform nor consistent. People examined early on were more likely to be found guilty than those questioned later in the process. Councilmen favored their own slaves for verdicts of innocence. Several of the enslaved people accused councilor Abbensets’s people of serious involvement in the rebellion. Ignoring their testimony, Abbensets declared his slaves innocent. He clearly wanted working slaves, not strung-up corpses. Over a cup of tea, Van Hoogenheim rebuked Abbensets, saying, “If the examinations will not be carried out more sharply than thus far, few rebels will be discovered.” He added that he hoped “justice won’t be short-changed and evil won’t remain unpunished.” Rather than arguing with the governor about it, or waiting for the entire court to decide on guilt and innocence, Abbensets quietly loaded his slaves onto his boat to return them to his forced labor camps. Abbensets on several more occasions acquitted his own workers and those of plantations he managed, to the chagrin of the governor and his fellow councilors. He also regularly stopped the proceedings to go attend to affairs on his plantations. No amount of cajoling could get him to resume his position on the bench until he felt like it.21

For his part, the governor was also eager to get the Company plantations back in production, and he pushed for those slaves to be examined quickly. Most Company captives, Van Hoogenheim noted with relief, “convincingly showed their innocence, and that they had never taken part in the rebellion.” While this statement may have been in part inspired by his wish to consider Company slaves blameless, most enslaved in this category were indeed less involved than their counterparts on private plantations. Rebel masters in charge of Company plantations ruled with a familiar violence as they forced workers during the rebellion back into the sugar fields. Blind to the parallels with the colonial regime he oversaw, Van Hoogenheim wrote that Company slaves “have suffered much and they have been badly mistreated by the rebels.” In the end, only one-sixth of those condemned to death were Company people. The majority of them, Van Hoogenheim noted, were of the “Amina nation.” 22

Sometimes the quarry in the court was big. In April, the councilors interrogated Atta, the former rebel governor. Like many re-enslaved people, Atta used the process as much as possible for his own ends. He acknowledged his leadership to De Salve and Van Hoogenheim upon capture. Yet under his first, brief questioning he minimized his role, claiming he had merely been a captain in the revolutionary army. He maintained that he was wrongly accused: “The people of Berbice always yelled, Atta Atta Atta did it, to exculpate themselves.” He had only carried out orders and “never hurt any Christians.” Asked whether he agreed that in addition to the harm he had done to Europeans, he had brought great misery to his own people, he countered sadly and warily to the Dutch scribe who rendered his words in the third person that “All he might say against that, we would not believe anyway.” In response to the councilors’ assertion that he was ultimately responsible for all the “evil” carried out by his people, “being as much as their king,” Atta contradicted his earlier statements. “I know that,” he confessed.23

Two days later Atta was brought shackled before the councilors a second time. While he offered that he knew “he had to answer for what happened during his reign,” he remained defiant, using the interrogation to avenge himself against those who had betrayed him. He readily named names, yet he consistently denied involvement in the incidents of murder and arson the councilors raised. When asked “who began the war with you,” he listed twenty-two prominent men, starting with Accara and Gousarie, the two traitors who had captured him, and then adding many others. He named the remaining nine men of his band still in the woods. He tried to clarify his role in Governor Coffij’s demise. As he answered question after question, his fortunes fell. The councilmen’s forty-fourth and final question included a moral rebuke: “What reasons did you have to destroy so many Negroes?” Atta answered simply, “Those are all just lies.”24

The councilors could have brought in any number of witnesses to testify against Atta, but they only called in Accabiré, Atta’s former comrade turned enemy who had so impressed Dutch officials with his regal bearing. Accabiré reiterated that Atta had been the top governor, who had “burned and fought everywhere,” and whose frightened followers had come over to Accabiré because Atta killed so many of his own people. At the next sentencing, the court decided that Atta was “guilty of all the evil of murder, theft, arson, etc., carried out by himself and by his subordinates.” 25 They sentenced him to the stake.

In June, the councilors examined Captain Fortuin van Helvetia, who had been in charge of the Canje campaign. He frankly admitted his part in the rebellion. The few men he named had all, except for Accabiré, already been executed. Fortuin related that he and Accabiré had cooperated in killing two Europeans. Brought face-fo-face with Fortuin, Accabiré denied the charge, but the court deemed the claim true. On June 16, both leaders were condemned to death. For being “an important Heer, Governor on the Canje, murdered, robber, and arsonist, guilty of much evil, both by him and those he commanded,” Fortuin was to be burned with “slow fire” while tortured with hot pincers. The princely Accabiré, “a fellow rebel and not innocent of Christian murder,” was prescribed a faster end on the gallows.26

Executions

The court met after each round of examinations to determine guilt and punishment, but the minutes do not explain the judges’ reasoning. In all, they condemned to death 120 men and 4 women. Twenty of the executed men came from Company plantations; the others, including the women, belonged to private planters. In keeping with Dutch practice, a few teenagers, due to “paucity of years,” had their sentences commuted to flogging and sale out of the colony. Adults were condemned to gruesome deaths at the stake, the rack, and the gallows. Fully half of those questioned as suspects were sentenced to die. Such high rates of retribution carried out in assembly-line fashion were common in the colonial world. When some fifteen hundred enslaved people rose up in Jamaica in 1760–61, the British executed one hundred rebels by gibbeting, slow fire, and hanging. Another five hundred were sold to Honduras. After a brief revolt in Demerara, west of Berbice, in 1823, seventy-two slaves were tried. Of the fifty-one who were condemned to death, thirty-three were executed. The others, still viewed as valuable property, had their sentences commuted to whippings.27

As in early modern Europe, including the Dutch Republic, the executions were carried out in public to serve as an example and deterrent. De Salve’s second-in-command, Robert Douglas, traveled downriver from his post to watch the executions that occurred on April 28. The judicial murders took place in a clearing behind the burned ruin of Dageraad’s sugar mill. In addition to Atta, seventeen men were hanged that day, nine (including one woman, Barbara van Lelienburg, councilor to Captain Accara) were broken alive on the wheel, and five burned with slow fire. Most victims underwent their torments stoically, defiant to the end. Europeans attending public executions throughout the Caribbean commented on African-descended people’s self-possession and dignity as they were tortured to death. For some victims this fortitude may have been the result of their training as soldiers in West Africa and a crucial component of masculine performance. Others may have been inspired by beliefs in transmigration, the idea that after death they would travel home, as well as faith in the endurance of the soul, which would allow them to continue their resistance as revenging spirits.28

Among those executed on April 28 was Hercules, sentenced to the rack. He had, Douglas noted, “not uttered a groan” while his bones were broken. In the crowd of enslaved forced to watch were friends and acquaintances, and perhaps his wife and children. While he suffered, Hercules lifted his head and spied his plantation manager and chief accuser, Johannes Dell. Upending the typical practice of spectators taunting the convicted, Hercules called out Dell. He charged that Dell was the guilty party because his abuse had turned slaves into rebels. Dell yelled back, justifying his conduct before the assembled crowd. There, behind the burned sugar mill, in the torpor of a late tropical morning, the two men, one dying, the other powerfully alive, traded insults like equals. Finally, Van Hoogenheim stepped in to silence Dell.29

With his dying breath, Hercules spoke truth. Dell had been named in Coffij and Accara’s early letters as one of the slaveholders whose cruel treatment was responsible for the rebellion. The plantation manager had not changed his ways. A month before, colony officials had been nervously critical of Dell’s propensity to drive his enslaved workers hard, too hard. He bragged that he extracted more labor from the remaining third of his slaves than from the entire pre-revolutionary workforce. He did so by punishing them with masterful ferocity. Two weeks before Hercules’s execution, Dell and three other managers were accused of treating slaves with “hair-raising” cruelty. In a form of double jeopardy, they had taken justice into their own hands by “inhumanly” punishing men cleared as innocent by the court. Evidently, managers and slaveholders took vengeance for the rebellion as they saw fit, a form of vigilante justice that was a regular feature of Atlantic slavery.30
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The Execution of Breaking on the Rack, 1793, engraving after John Gabriel Stedman. (John Carter Brown Library, Providence.)

Colonel de Salve reported their transgression, warning that such behavior might foment yet another rebellion. Called before the council, the four planters accused of mistreating laborers denied any wrongdoing. They admitted they had flogged the slaves, but claimed it had been for good reason and not excessively. Without a prosecutor or power to punish colonists, an impotent governor could do little but berate them verbally, lamenting privately that men like Dell had not learned anything from the rebellion.31

After a final round of grim punishments on December 15, Van Hoogenheim, on orders from the Company, declared a general amnesty.32


Epilogue

In 1770, a man was baptized in a small village in the northern Dutch province of Friesland. He had been carefully educated into the Dutch Reformed faith after renouncing “the errors of paganism.” He was “a black man, born in Berbice,” who “during the late rebellion,” a newspaper noted, had “acted with such loyalty and bravery that the Company released him from slavery.” He chose the confirmation name Matthys Carel Willems.1

Willems was one of just eleven men, all highly valued artisans, freed by the Company of Berbice for their part in the defeat of the rebellion. All belonged to the Company; they included Christiaan and Pieter, the star witnesses in the post-rebellion trials, and Frederik, the frequent translator and scout. No thought was given to emancipating any women. But the freedom of the eleven men was a chimera. It came with the stipulation that they could never “quit the service” of the Company—in other words, their enslavement was replaced with lifelong indenture.2 Yet somehow Matthijs van de Goede Hoop, who was baptized Matthys Carel Willems, escaped bondage. No documents explain how he ended up in windy, watery Friesland or how his life after his baptism unfolded. All we know is that he served as a domestic in The Hague, in the household of Carel George, Count of Wassenaar and Lord of Twickel.3

In time, Accara and Gousarie, the Benedict Arnolds of the Berbice Revolution, gained their freedom. In the aftermath of the rebellion, the governor and council had wanted to try the pair as murderers, arsonists, and rebel leaders. But the commander Colonel de Salve shielded them from trial. In November 1764, De Salve and his surviving soldiers sailed home, where he was promoted to major general for his service in Berbice. The colonel left behind one hundred soldiers under Swiss émigré Major Louis Henri Fourgeoud to protect the colony for another year. When those troops repatriated in April 1765, Fourgeoud brought Accara and Gousarie to Holland “as the only way to keep them safe.” As drummers, the two freed men joined a newly created permanent naval expeditionary force for service in the Dutch colonies, made up of Berbice veterans. In 1773, this force, commanded by Fourgeoud, set sail for Suriname to fight Maroons. Accara and Gousarie would be in charge of the enslaved porters. The business of suppressing resistance in the world of colonial slavery was never done.4

But for the great majority of enslaved Berbicians, the revolution was anything but liberating. A detailed audit of Company people reveals that one in four slaves were dead by mid-1764. It seems likely that losses on private plantations were higher, but there are no precise figures.5 Death rates overall, combining people on Company and private plantations, can only be estimated in the absence of firm population numbers at the start of the rebellion, but it appears that between a third and a fifth of the enslaved population of Berbice did not survive the uprising and its aftermath. (These figures include people who died of disease after they had returned to the Dutch, when dysentery and other illnesses ravaged the refugee camps on Dageraad and at Fort Nassau, as well as small numbers taken from the colony by their fleeing owners.)6

The Company audit suggests who was most vulnerable in rebellion. Women and children fared poorly; one in four perished. Women may have been more susceptible to disease as a result of pregnancy and childbirth, miscarriages, and sharing meager food supplies with children and others under their care. The largest losses were sustained by men, of whom one-third died. Given men’s roles as soldiers on both sides and their predominance among those executed by the Dutch, this is not surprising. Teenagers fared best. They were more resilient than small children and less likely to have been involved in the rebellion than adults. Saving them from execution also represented a valuable long-term investment among owners. Deaths were not distributed evenly across plantations. Some communities were hit especially hard. Of the eighteen enslaved people on plantation Boschlust, who had refused to join the rebellion in order to work their own gardens in peace, reportedly only seven survived. The others were killed by Amerindians or perished as refugees. Half the people on Company plantation Savonette, site of the massacre in December 1763, lost their lives.7
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Declaration of enslaved Africans and native slaves who died, are missing, or are back in Company service, June 1764, SvB 135. (Nationaal Archief, The Hague.)

Numbers, no matter how grim, provide no hint about how survivors absorbed the sorrows of the long rebellion’s crushing final defeat, the bitter cup of re-enslavement, and the loss of spouses, parents, children, and friends. Enslaved people already suffered high death rates during the normal course of bondage. The rebellion tripled or quadrupled the customary yearly death rate of 5 percent. There was little time to mourn the dead as people worked to repair their huts, replant their gardens, and rebuild their fractured lives. They also toiled long hours to restore their enslavers’ agricultural fields. As owners and investors abandoned or sold ruined estates in the years that followed, some enslaved communities were further broken apart. Deeply indebted planters spent as little as possible on their enslaved workers in the years of uncertain profit that followed.

Berbice served also as a death trap for European soldiers and sailors. More died of contagion than of combat. No careful accounting of their losses has been found, but it seems unlikely that more than a third survived. The departure of the state troops from Berbice was much delayed in fall 1764 because the remaining men were too ill to be transported and new crew (out of sixty seamen, only eleven remained somewhat healthy) had to be hired in St. Eustatius to sail them home.8 Of the Suriname mutineers, six survived the rebellion. They were court-martialed in Suriname in the summer of 1764. Convicted of “lese majesty, high treason, mutiny, and desertion,” three were condemned to death. Surgeon Mangmeister was slapped in the face with his severed right hand before his bones were broken on the wheel, his head severed, and his decapitated body buried under the gallows. Jean Renaud, spared the dishonor of the facial slap, was similarly broken on the wheel. One more soldier was hanged. The others were whipped and had their military service extended.9

In 1765, when his successor finally reached Berbice, a worn-out and exhausted Governor van Hoogenheim was at last allowed to go home. Instead of a triumphant return, honor, and a promotion, as De Salve had enjoyed, to his amazement Van Hoogenheim encountered disapproval. The directors faulted him for his candor about the directors’ tightfistedness with regard to the colony’s defense and the vast sums required to rebuild the colony. Disillusioned with politics, Van Hoogenheim rejoined the army. His remaining connection to Berbice was an enslaved youth named Frederik, who had served him in the colony and to whom he was “much attached.” He brought Frederik home with him. The records do not reveal the feelings of Jacomientje van de Dageraad, the boy’s mother, or of his father (never mentioned) about their son’s removal. In late 1768, sixteen-year-old Frederik confessed his faith “to great acclaim” in the Dutch Reformed Church in Arnhem in the eastern Netherlands. He received the baptismal name Frederik Wolphert Simons, after his childless patron, Wolphert Simon van Hoogenheim. Frederik’s subsequent whereabouts, presumably as a free man, are not known.10 Perhaps, like the young Amerindian Colonel de Salve reportedly took home as a souvenir, Frederik returned to Berbice, disenchanted with life in Holland and eager to reunite with family and friends.11

The Berbice colony never recovered economically under the Dutch. Fully one-third of the plantations were destroyed. Owners tried to sell out but had trouble as the colony became a financial risk. The Company survived thanks only to huge loans (never repaid) from the States General. Company shareholders and planters alike balked at a new tax levied to repay the cost of suppressing the rebellion. Wealthy investors like Jean Etienne Fizeaux, Amsterdam financier and collector of Vermeer paintings, spearheaded a tax protest. His banker sons later helped Ben Franklin and John Adams obtain funding for the new government of the United States.12 But the Fizeaux family’s revolutionary sympathies did not extend to their own plantations in Berbice, where abusive conditions continued. Not until 1784 did the Company of Berbice, with the approval of the States General, adopt new legal codes to improve slave treatment. The modifications were minor, and enforcement a challenge.13 The most major consequence of the rebellion for the Dutch was that they realized that combating rebellions and Maroons cost too much. Tired of bailing out private companies, the government took over direct management of the Wild Coast colonies in 1795.14
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Portrait study of an anonymous black servant or military musician, 1747, pastel by Cornelis Troost. (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.)
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Johannes Vermeer (1632–75), The Geographer, 1669. (Photo: Städel Museum—ARTOTHEK, Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main.)

Yet Dutch influence in the Western Hemisphere was waning. Well before the Berbice Rebellion, the British had become the undisputed power in the Atlantic world. During the Napoleonic Wars at the end of the eighteenth century, Britain occupied Berbice, Essequibo, and Demerara. In the early nineteenth century, these colonies were incorporated into the expanding British Empire, briefly becoming one of Britain’s most lucrative Caribbean possessions. The takeover ended Dutch rule, this time for good.15

The long-l asting and highly successful Berbice Rebellion foreshadowed dynamics shared by later insurgencies: rebellion morphing into revolution, political strife dissolving into civil war, total war triggering refugee crises, and victory proving elusive to those without access to the additional matériel, men, and money that global capitalism could supply. Each political rotation scaled back democratic promises and the dream of self-mastery for the enslaved. As empires shape-shifted, revolutions loosened the bonds of slavery and even dissolved them in a few places. Yet in the Atlantic world as a whole, slavery became only more deeply entrenched as the Age of Revolutions drew to a close. After the revolutions for liberty, more people than ever before lived in chains. In this respect, too, tiny Berbice was a portent.

The colony’s new British masters imported slaves on a mass scale. They financed new plantations on the coast, forcing enslaved people to dig canals and trenches in soggy clay for flood control. Despite growing abolitionist agitation for better treatment of enslaved people, planters doubled down on their shrinking slave force after the British in 1807 outlawed the trade in humans. Dropping prices for coffee, cotton, and sugar deepened the exploitation of enslaved workers. In 1823, slaves on the Demerara River rose up, but their rebellion was brutally suppressed in just two days. Amelioration laws passed in the 1820s could not appease the forces of abolition, and in 1834, the British ended slavery in the West Indies. After a four-year compulsory apprentice period, many newly freed people finally had a chance to escape plantation work. They pooled resources, bought abandoned estates, and started their own farming communities, eager to achieve the self-governance their predecessors had fought for in the 1763 Berbice Rebellion.

Autonomy held for only a historical breath. European landowners used their power and wealth to chip away at the villagers’ subsistence economy, eager to turn free peasants into poorly paid plantation hands laboring alongside indentured workers shanghaied from British India and Africans “rescued” by the British navy from illegal slave ships. Elites encouraged ethnic divisions to thwart collective political action, much as planters had done in the Dutch period.16 Social justice would be equally elusive in the United States after emancipation, as freed people, seeking forty acres and a mule, found it difficult to acquire land and even harder to hold on to it when they did.17

At the start of the Age of Revolutions, the Berbice Rebellion tantalized African-descended people with the prospect of liberation and autonomy. As in the revolutions that followed, it brought bitter disappointments on both scores. Coffij and his fellow leaders courageously set in motion the process of self-emancipation, only to see that hope defeated by better-supplied Europeans with international allies. Yet Coffij’s demand for half the colony to continue growing sugar, along with a desire for status, came at the high price of forced labor for others. Those others were dodgers of the Berbice Rebellion. Their desire for autonomy—to tend their own gardens—was not compatible with an early modern global capitalist market fueled by bonded labor. Neither rebel leaders nor the mass of self-emancipated Berbicians escaped the central dilemma of the Age of Revolutions and beyond.

Berbicians did not give up in their struggle for dignity and self-determination. Just eight years after the defeat of the Berbice Rebellion, in the fall of 1772, the authorities were deeply worried about the possibility of “conspiracies and uprisings” in the colony, especially in the upper Berbice.18

The human will for even a margin of freedom, it seems, does not die easily.
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Dutch colonialism; decentralized structure of; and Dutch economy; See also Dutch East India Company, Dutch West India Company

Dutch Reformed Church

Dutch Republic; aid from; and colonies; and law; and Spain. See also States General

Dutch East India Company

Dutch West India Company

dysenterie

Eighty Years’ War (1566–1648)

Elmina

Ephraim

Essendam; battle on

Essequibo; aid to Berbice; and Indian trade; Amerindian mobilization of; reaction to Berbice Rebellion

Essequibo River

ethnogenesis

examinations; process of; and rebellion in 1762; records of

executions by Europeans; and execution grounds; executioner; process for; by rebels

Fizeaux, Jean Etienne

Fort Nassau, abandoned; burned down; Coffij’s headquarters; colonial headquarters; De Salve’s headquarters; location of; path to Canje River; poor defense of; refugee and prisoner camp; today

Fort St. Andries, location; description; military post

Fortuin, van Helvetia: and capture; and Atta; commander on Canje; and execution; made captain; retreat from Canje; and wives

Fourgeoud, Louis Henri

fowl

France: in Americas; anti-French climate in Berbice; conflict with Britain; soldiers

Franklin, Ben

Frederik, van ‘t Fort

Frederik, van Dageraad

Frederiksburg

French Guyana

French Revolution

funeral

Ganga; and cannibalism; Dutch expedition against, See also Accabiré

gardens; and autonomy; and environmental warfare; and maroons; and plantation gardens; and rebels; and second shift

gender. See also women

George, Georgina Sara Helena: and Coffij’s death; as hostage; release of

George, Johan

Germans, in Berbice

Germany

Ghana

Goed Land en Goed Fortuin; and 1762 rebellion

gold; and loot; and mining; as valuable; in West Africa

Gold Coast, captives from; and Amina; and wives

“Golden Age,”

Gousarie, van Oosterleek, with Atta; emancipation of; at Peereboom; as slave catcher

Gratie, van West Souburg

Gravesande, Storm van ‘s; and Amerindians

Great Dismal Swamp

Guadeloupe

Guinea

guns, see weapons

gunpowder; Coffij burries; and negotiations

Guyana; demographics; French; independence of

Haiti; Revolution in. See also St. Domingue

Hamel, Anthonij

Hammock(s); traded with Amerindians

Hand(s), severed

Hardenbroek;

battle on

Haringman, Maarten

Harkenroth, Eilardus

head(s): severed; staked

Hendrikse, Willem

Heesel, Anthony van

Heinsius, Johannes

Heyn, Moses

Hoerle, Johan Ernst; abuse of slaves

Holland (province)

Holland (Netherlands); economy of; and military aid; and trade. See also Dutch Republic, Netherlands

Hollandia & Zeelandia; and rebel headquarters

Hoogenheim, Simon Wolphert van: and Accara and Gousarie; and Amerindians; and criminal justice; compared with Governor Coffij; and family; and governance; health of; initial response to rebellion; and labor conflict; level-headedness of; and negotiations; requests aid; requests replacement; resolve of; and slaves; and Society of Berbice

Hosch (widow)

hostages; rebel treatment of. See also George, Georgina

Huguenot

hunger; and escape; and incentive to rebel; incentive to return to slavery; on plantations; among the rebels; in refugee camp

Ijo

India

Iroquois

Ivory Coast

Jamaica, and Amina; comparison with Berbice; and Maroons; plantations on; and revolt

Java

Jews

Juliana. See also Dell

kiltum, or “kill-devil”. See also rum

Kok, Christoffel

Kunkler, Laurens. See also Goed Land en Goed Fortuin

Lake Ikuruwa

Landskroon

law: and amelioration; in Berbice; customary; Roman. See also criminal justice

Leiden

Lelienburg, and Governor Coffij; and rebellion. See also Barkey family

Liberia

livestock. See also fowl

Louisiana

Louverture, Toussaint

Luanda

Lutheran Church

Loango

Madeira

Magdalena Maria

Magdalenenburg

malaria

Mangmeister, Johan Carolus: in Dutch hands; as informant;

mutineer leader; among the rebels;

Maria, van West Souburg

Maroon(s); and Amerindians; and anti-maroon fighters; in Berbice; and Berbice rebels; and “famine foods”; and fighting style; and peace negotiations and treaties; and proverb; and slave hunting; in Suriname; in twentieth century. See also Boni Maroons, Ndjuka or Okanisi Maroons, Samaaka or Saramaka Maroons, Tempati Maroons

Martinique

Mathebi, van West Souburg

Mazaruni River

medical care: and hospital; on Middle Passage; on plantations; among the rebels; for refugees; and soldiers

Meijer, Joseph de

Mexico

Middle Passage

Middelburg

Mississippi River

Mittelholtzer, Christian

Montagnon, Jacques

Moravians

mutiny: of enslaved people; of European soldiers; mutineers in custody; mutineers among rebels; officers letter to; of planters and officials; punishment of mutineers; and rebel letters; on slave ship; threat of

nation (diasporic); and Creoles. See also Amina

nation (state)

negotiations, and Accabiré; African strategy; Dutch reopen; Dutch duplicity; Dutch lifeline; and Maroons; and native diplomacy; at Peereboom; and trade; by rebels; and soldiers

Nero

Netherlands, archive in; and Berbicians in; and cheese; Maroons in; lack of juries in. See also Dutch Republic, Holland

New Amsterdam (modern, Guyana)

New Amsterdam (near Fort Nassau); and burned; De Salve’s camp as rebel camp

New Amsterdam (New York)

Ndyuka Maroons. See also Okanisi

Niesse, Adam

North America, and Amerindians; and colonies; and enslaved people; and mutiny; and trade

North Carolina

North Sea

Nurenberg, Germany

oath; and rebellion

obeah. See also sorcery

Oijen, Laurens H. van

Okanisi Maroons

Orinoco River

Otto (Suriname)

paiwari

Pallas, van Antonia

Pans, van Savonette

patroonship

Pere family

Perrin, Captain de Salleneuve

Perrotet, Pierre

Pieter, Company mason

Philadelphia (city)

Philadelphia (slave ship)

Piramus, van de Dageraad

pirates

planters, and Amerindians; and fear of slave rebellion; and governance; and profits; and provision grounds; reluctance to engage rebels; singled out by rebels; and slave trade; slave treatment of; and tax; trust in bombas

plantations; numbers of. See also cacao, coffee, cotton, sugar

Point Coupee

poison, accusation of poisoning; and arrows; and plants; and wooden spikes

Pokko, van Hollandia

polygamy, and Coffij; and leader status

Post Auriarie

postholder, Portuguese

pottery

premium. See bounty

Providence

provision grounds. See garden

Prins, van Helvetia

Prussia

punishment, of colonists; incentive to escape; fear of; judicial; by rebels; of soldiers and sailors

Quakoe, van Nieuw Caraques

Quassie, van Hardenbroek

Raleigh, Sir Walter

Ramring, Elisabeth

Ramring, Jonas van Petersom

Renaud, Jean

revolution, end of; requirements of; revolutionary character of rebellion. See also American Revolution, Haitian Revolution

Rhode Island

Rijssel, J. van

Rijswijk, Hendrik Jan van

rum; and oaths; and Indians

Russia

Sablonière, Steven Hendrik de la

St. Augustine

St. Domingue

St. Eustatius; aid to Berbice; and soldiers

St. John

St. Maartensdijk

sailors, arrival from St. Eustatius; from Barbados; and bounties; and illness; and labor disputes

Salem, Massachusetts

salempoeris

Salve, Jan Marinus de: and abuse; and Amerindians; appointed; arming enslaved men; arrival in Berbice; and cannibalism; and captives; deal with Accara and Goussarie; headquarters of labor needs of; and log; and military strategy; and promotion; racism of; and rebel leaders; relationship with Van Hoogenheim

Saõ Tomé

Saramaka Maroons

scalps

Scheldt River

Schirmeister, Christopher

Schröder, J. H.

Schröder, mistress

Scott, James

seasons (rainy and dry); and disease; and Europeans; hampers rebels; and travel

Second Anglo-Dutch war (1665–67)

Senegambia

Seven Years’ War (1756–1763)

sex; forced

ship captains; and disease; and labor issues; reluctance to aid colony

Sierra Leone

silver: as diplomatic gift; and Indians; and loot

Slave Coast

slave letters; by Berbice rebels

slave rebellion: armed; in Berbice; fear of; German Coast; Jamaica; Pointe Coupee; St. Domingue; St. John; Stono Rebellion. See also Goed Land en Goed Fortuin

slave ship; shipboard rebellion; Magdalena Maria; Philadelphia; Adriana Petronella; and Middle Passage

slave trade

slavery: abolition of; and Age of Revolution; and Amerindians; in Berbice; and Dutch economy; and escape; and law; moral economy of; and vigilante justice; in West Africa. See also African and African-descended slaves

Smith, Captain

snakes

Society of Berbice; See also Company of Berbice

soldiers (African and Africandescended); Accara’s trust in; death rates of; and discipline; enslaved; initiation ceremony of; and recruitment; and status; way of fighting

soldiers (European); and African women; from Barbados; and bondage; and bounties; and camp followers; desertion of; disappearance of; and disease; discontent of; and environment; and healthcare; from Holland; ineffectiveness of; lack of trust in; and mutilation; and labor protest; repatriation; from St. Eustatius; small numbers of; from Suriname; vulnerability to disease. See also mutiny

Sophiasburg

soulagement

sorcery

South Carolina; Stono Rebellion; escaped slaves from

Spain; and Amerindians; and colonization; and Dutch independence; and runaway slaves and soldiers

Stapels, Gelein

starvation. See hunger

States General; aid to Berbice; and colonial structure; and slavery

Stedman, Gabriel; images by:

Stevensburg

stocks (disciplinary devise)

subsistence, basic right of; and lack of coercion; desire for; rejected by Coffij

sugar: crop; and planters; enslaved workers

suicide; of Coffij

Suriname; aid from; and coffee; demographics of; enslaved in; expedition against escapees; and Indian-African uprising; and marrronage; settlement of; and slave rebellion

Suriname River

Swiss

Temne

Tempati Maroons

Tenhoute, Rutger

tentboat

Texier, Bernard

tobacco

Togo

torture; Judicial:

trade: in annatto; with Amerindians; Atlantic; and Coffij; illicit; in natives; and underground economy; as wedge. See also slave trade

trees: palms; silk cotton; talking

Trinidad

Tuscarora Indians

Underground Railroad

United States

Venezuela

Vermeer, Johannes

Veronica, van Lelienburg

Vigilantie; Fortuin in charge of; invitation for Dutch governor to visit; launch for attack; rebel camp

Villiot, Mathijs

Virginia

Vlissingen

Warao

Washington, George

Waterlant

weapons: and Amerindians; Coffij’s request for; Dutch entrust to slaves; Dutch need of; evidence in trials; failure of; fake; in Haiti; and Maroons and militia; and mutineers; rebels confiscate; rebels distribute; rebels need; rebel trust in; rebel use of; shipped from Holland;

“weapons of the weak”. See also archery

West Africa; and death; and military; and plants; and politics; and scarification; and trade; and worldview:

West Central Africa

Wild Coast; map; and Seven Years’ War

Wijs, Abraham

Windward Coast

Wikki Creek; Arawak village on; escape route; fight at; post at;

Windt, Jan de

Wiruni Creek

Wisiman. See also obeah, sorcery

white supremacy

women; and abortion; and battle; and childcare; and dodging; and emancipation; executed; and forced marriage; hostages; and illness; and injury; and leadership; and marrronage; and marriage; and Middle Passage; and obeah; and pregnancy; questioned; and refugees; and revenge; and sexual violence, and suicide; and weapons; and work. See also George, Georgina

Yoruba

Zephyr

Zeven Provintien

Zubli, Ambrosius
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