Blacks in Tudor England

Marika Sherwood reveals the state of our knowledge – and ignorance – about a period of our multi-racial past.

In 1577 Elizabeth I issued an order for a ‘Garcon coate of white Taffeta, cut and lined with tincel, striped down with gold and silver … pointed with pynts and ribands’, for her ‘lytle Blackamore’. But was the Queen alone in having a Black servant, or were there black people in other princely households, and maybe even in the households of the less exalted? Were all black people in Tudor England servants? Were black people, however defined, a relatively common sight in England in the sixteenth century?

No research has been done about the descendants of the black troops in the Roman armies; or about the possible visit to Britain of any of the so-called ‘Moors’ who ruled the Iberian Peninsula for some 700 years. Did any of them come to Britain to trade or to sell their expertise? Quite possibly they did: the Close Rolls of King John, July 1205, gives a ‘mandate to the constable of Northampton to retain Peter the Saracen, the maker of crossbows, and another with him, for the King’s service, and allow him 9d a day’. Some North Africans certainly visited England. The King of Morocco’s ambassador, who arrived with a retinue of fifteen ‘Moors’, was given a warm reception by Elizabeth in 1600. Nevertheless, they had trouble obtaining housing. When they did find accommodation, they lived alone and were ‘strangely attired and behavioured’, and reputedly slaughtered their own animals (presumably to fulfil religious requirements). 

Some fifty years earlier, Thomas Windham gave passage to ‘two Moores being noblemen whereof one was the king’s blood’ to North Africa. Had they come as ambassadors or traders? We don’t know. But what do we know of black people living in Britain, of where they had come from and why, and how they were treated? Little research has been done into such questions.

The Subsidy Rolls for 1483-84 show two men at Dartmouth in Devon, noted as being from ‘Indea’, and a John Blackman, who is not of course necessarily a black man. The London Alien Subsidy Roll for 1483 for Bishopsgate Ward lists Benedict Calaman and his wife Antonia as Indians. They were paid two shillings each as a ‘subsidy’, though the reason for this is not recorded.

John Blanke, ‘the blacke Trumpet’, was employed by Henry VII at a wage of 8d per day and had to wait a week for the 20s due him for a month in 1507. He may or may not be the man depicted in the painted roll of the 1511 Westminster Tournament, held to celebrate the birth of a son to Catherine of Aragon. Catherine had arrived in 1501 with Africans in her entourage, so it is possible that there was another ‘blacke Trumpet’ among them. In 1540 Henry VIII employed a black diver to look for the wreck of the Mary Rose; but his name, where he came from and why he was an expert diver has not been chronicled.
   
At present we have records for the burial of black people: sixteen men (1553–1603), two women (1593 and 1601) and one male and one female child (both in 1594). The descriptive terms used are ‘Egyptian’, ‘Negro’, ‘Ethiopian’, ‘Blacke’, ‘Neyger’ and ‘Neger’, ‘Blackmoore’ (and its variants), ‘Morian’, ‘Indian’ and ‘Mullato’. Baptism records exist for two adult black males (1564 and 1577), for four boys (1594, 1597, 1602, 1603) and five girls (1593–1596). About half of these entries are from London and its environs; one is from Salisbury and the remainder from Devon.

Records of aliens and strangers in London are more prolific. In 1568 Lambert Waterson, ‘denizen, barbaryen [presumably a black man], tenaunte of Gabriell Levesy, grocer, goeth to his parish church, St Giles in the Fyldes’. In the same year Paul Baning, a London alderman, had three ‘blackamore maids’ in his household. In 1582, ‘Fardinando, a Blackmore’ was recorded at ‘All Sayntes Stayninges Parish’. In 1596, in Aldgate parish, was recorded the burial of the ‘negar’ Frauncis, servant to Mr Peter Miller, a beer brewer. Two years later we have evidence of the existence in the Tower Ward of Clare, a ‘negra’ at ‘Widdow Stokes’; Maria, a ‘negra’ at ‘Olyver Skynnars Lawse’; an unnamed negro at ‘Mr Mitons’; and Marea ‘a negra at Mr Woodes’. In 1599, at ‘All Hallowes, Barking’, we find ‘a blackamore servaunt to Jeronimo Lopez’ and ‘Mary a Negra at Richard Woodes’.

A search for the name ‘Black’ throws up many entries, listed as ‘aliens’, who could well have been black peoples. These include Martin Blacke and his wife Anne, John Blacke and Steephen Blacke, all in Lambeth.

We can learn a little more from documents concerning payments and awards. In 1523 at ‘The Stable’, Fraunces Negro received a sum as fee and wages. In 1546 Peter Mogo (who may have been black) was given a reward of £25. The same year the Privy Council awarded Captain Petro Negro the sum of £75. Two months later, now referred to as Peter Negro, he was granted an Annuity. Another entry states that he was a Spaniard, ‘the King’s Servant’, and that the annuity was £100 and had been granted on September 25th. In September 1547 he was knighted but died of ‘sweating sickness’ in 1551. It is possible that Alejandro Moreno, another Spanish mercenary employed by the English king, was also black. On August 28th, 1570, ‘Anthonye my Negarre’ is mentioned in the will of Nicholas Wichehasle of Barnstaple.

The Queen was clearly not alone in having a black servant in her household. Blacks were of sufficient standing to be used to entertain her: the 1575 painting by Marcus Gheeraerts of Queen Elizabeth and her court includes a group of black musicians and dancers. Yet whether these performers were the Queen’s attendants, those of her hosts or itinerants is not known.

Her courtiers were not to be outdone. In April 1584 the Duke of Leicester’s household records state: ‘Gyven in reward the same day by your lordship’s commandment to the blackmore Vs’ (i.e. five shillings). Was it this man who received the ‘mattress given to the blackamore’ in March 1583? The following year, on January 5th, the records note: ‘Gyven in reward the same day by your lordship’s commandment to Mr Rawles blackamoore, XXs’. Sir Robert Cecil had a ‘blackmoor seruant’; Sir John Hawkins’ black page boy was named Samuel.

Sir Francis Drake also had a black manservant. We know a little of his life story. In 1571 Diego, an enslaved man, defected from his Spanish masters during the raid by Drake on the town of Nombre de Dios. Speaking both English and Spanish and with knowledge of the cimarrones, the communities of escaped slaves, Diego became Drake’s much valued aid and manservant. He advised him on the route taken by the Spanish carting gold and other precious stones and minerals across the isthmus of Panama to the port of Nombre de Dios. As a result, when Drake returned the following year, he was able to capture ‘the mule train laden with treasure’ and ship it to England. His cargo was valued at £20,000. Diego also helped with negotiations with the cimarrones regarding both provisioning and concluding an agreement on their ‘common cause’ against the Spaniards. Diego left again with Drake in 1577, to explore the Pacific Ocean and incidentally to raid the Spanish towns on the Pacific coast of the Americas. So helpful was he that Drake named a fort he built on an island in the Gulf of San Blas ‘Fort Diego’. Sadly, while stopping for provisions and water on Mocha Isle off the coast of Chile in November 1578, Diego and another crew member were killed by unfriendly islanders.

Walter Ralegh’s page boy, aged about ten, whom he had brought from what is now Guyana, was baptised Charles at St Luke’s church in Kensington in 1597. Sidney Lee reported that Ralegh had brought two men back with him; one entered domestic service in London and the other waited on him during the early years of his imprisonment.

It has often been presumed that it was only or mainly black men who lived in Britain, but there were women also. Some were probably born here as they appear in the baptismal records as ‘daughter of ...’. The origins of the others is a mystery. How were black women treated in England? Some earned their living as prostitutes. At the 1594 Gray’s Inn Christmas revels the part of the ‘Abbess [i.e. brothel-keeper] of Clerkenwell’ was played by a woman named Lucy Negro. It is possible that this was ‘the beautiful harlot, black as hell, notorious in 1588 or 1589 named Lucy or Luce’. It has also been suggested that the black woman mentioned in the letter of May 28th, 1599, from Denis Edward to Thos. Lankford, Secretary to the Earl of Hartford, was a prostitute. The letter reads: ‘Pray enquire and secure my negress; she is certainly at the Swan, a Dane’s beershop, Runbull Street, Clerkenwell’. We know of one laundress, Grace Robinson, who washed for Lady Anne Clifford.

By the mid-sixteenth century English seamen were venturing down the West African Coast, hoping to participate in the trade in gold, pepper and ivory. In 1555 John Lok reached the area which is now Ghana, with three ships. From a village on the coast, the captain of theJohn Evangelist kidnapped the son of a ‘captain’ (i.e. chief) and three others ‘with all their gold and all they had about them’. They were brought to England to be trained as interpreters. ‘Whereof sum were taule and stronge men and coulde well agree with our meates and drynkes’ but the ‘colde and moyst aire doth somewhat offend them’. One of them apparently stayed in England and married an Englishwoman. The birth of their dark-skinned child caused considerable astonishment, as up till then it had been believed that Africans’ skin colour was caused by the heat of the sun. This issue still exercised the English twenty-four years later: in 1578 George Best wrote that ‘I myself have seene an Ethiopian as blacke as cole brought to England who taking a faire English woman to wife, begat a sonne in all respects as blacke as the father’.

What sort of life did black people have in England? Their condition depended in part on the country’s economy. While the paintings of Elizabeth and her courtiers would lead us to believe that the realm was rich, this was only true for a select few. During the reign, prices doubled. Vagabondage increased with poverty. Draconian laws were introduced to curb vagrancy. By 1598 there were so many unemployed (‘rogues and vagabonds’) on the roads that a new Act not only enforced their whipping but stated they were to be ‘stripped naked from the middle upwards and openly … whipped till bloody’; then they were to be jailed for twelve months. ‘If any of the said rogues appear to be dangerous … [they] shall be banished out of this realm … or judged perpetually to the galleys.’ If a rogue  returned to England ‘without lawful licence’, he was to ‘suffer death’.

Meanwhile, in 1572, the Huguenots in Paris had been massacred, and this led to an increase in immigrants arriving in England. By 1573 there were approximately 60,000. The government took censuses of aliens in 1568, 1571 and 1593, presumably in response to anti-alien agitations. Proclamations that all ‘non-denizens’ should leave were issued six times in the period 1554-72. In 1593 a bill was passed to control alien merchants and a secret search for aliens was instituted. In 1592-93 Irish immigrants, who had come to England to work as servants and costermongers, were deported.

It seems to have been ‘gypsies’ – or ‘Egyptians’ – who were most discriminated against in the sixteenth century. By Acts passed in 1530 they were forbidden entry; in 1547 they were to be seized, branded and enslaved for two years; they were expelled by Henry VIII, and then by Mary in 1554. Clearly expulsion did not work or more had arrived. Under the 1572 Act relating to ‘rogues and vagabonds’, gypsies were to be flogged, put to ‘forced labour’ or hanged – nine were hanged in York in 1596.

Did people of African origin, and other dark-skinned people, face such discrimination? Probably not. After all, medieval mummers ‘blacked’ their faces, as did those appearing in the ‘disguisings’ and ‘masques’ of the Tudor period. For example, two of the ladies appearing in a masque put on by Henry VIII had ‘their faces, necks, arms and hands covered with fine pleasance black … so that the same ladies seemed to be nigrost or black Moors’. There were many Africans in the works of the playwrights, and Shakespeare appears to have been in love with a black woman, to judge by one of his sonnets. Some family crests, for example that of the Sondes family of Kent, include ‘negro heads’ from at least the late fifteenth century. While the meaning of this eludes the College of Arms, one has to presume that they represent a more positive attitude towards black people than the collared ‘negro heads’ in the coats of arms of such traders in enslaved Africans as John Hawkins. Historian Kenneth Andrews argues in his Trade, Plunder and Settlement (1984) that ‘England was not equipped with a definite set of ethnic stereotypes nor anything like a racial ideology. The approach of Elizabethans and Jacobeans to non-Europeans was normally commercial and pragmatic. Business required a realistic live and let live relationship.’

Did this apparent lack of discrimination change at the end of the sixteenth century? In July 1596 Provost Marshalls and ‘petty constables [were] charged with apprehending all masterless men, vagabonds and suspected persons that beg or wander abroad’ and

divers Blackamoors … whereof many for want of service and means to set them on to work fall to idleness and great extremity. By Order of the Council, the ten blackamoors that were brought in by Sir Thomas Baskerville in his last voyage shall be transported out of the realm.

Was this proclamation perhaps related to an offer of assistance the Queen had received? Casper van Senden, a merchant of Lubeck, who

at his own charges brought back eighty-nine of the Queen’s subjects that were detained as prisoners by Spain and Portugal, hath desired licence to take up so many blacks and to transport them to Spain and Portugal; which her Majesty thinketh a good exchange and that those kind of people may well be spared the realm. The Lord Mayor of London and other mayors and public officers are required to aid Mr Sanden to take up the blacks with the consent of their masters.

This arrangement implies that there were ‘blackmoors’ in many English towns and cities; that they were all servants; that their masters would give them up without financial compensation; and that the Queen thought she had found a way out of her financial difficulties, as van Senden must have asked for compensation for rescuing the prisoners which the Queen could not afford. By permitting van Senden to take ‘blackmoors’ to countries where they could be sold on the slave markets for high prices, he would easily be paid.

The Queen was soon convinced. New instructions were issued to ‘Aide and assist [van Senden] to take up suche blackamores as he shall finde within this realme with the consent of their masters, who we doubt not, considering Her Majesty’s good pleasure to have those kinde of people sent out of the lande’. Nevertheless those who owned or employed blacks apparently valued them more highly than the Queen’s ‘good pleasure’ and did not give them up, while those who were free – and Christian – not surprisingly did not volunteer for enslavement.

In 1601 the Queen tried the same ploy again, claiming that ‘a great number of Negroes and blackamoors ... are carried into this realm since the troubles between her highness and the King of Spain’. She now seemed to admit that she did not have the funds to ransom imprisoned Englishmen in Spain as this proclamation stated that ‘van Zenden … hath very well deserved of this realm in respect that by his own labor and charge he hath relieved and brought from Spain divers of our English nation who otherwise would have perished there’.

That van Senden did not manage to bring back all the imprisoned Englishmen and that exchanging blacks for Whites was not uncommon, is illustrated by the case of John Hull of Plymouth. In a Declaration preserved in the State Papers Domestic 1595-1597 he states that he had been ‘taken’ in December 1595 and had been a prisoner in the ‘Groyne’ with six others. In January 1597 he had been released ‘on condition of bringing to the Groyne two Negroes taken by Captain Clements of Weymouth – or certifying why they could not be obtained’. It is interesting to note that, wherever ‘the Groyne’ was, black men were worth more than whites.

Marika Sherwood is Senior Research Fellow at the Institute for Commonwealth Studies, University of London, and Secretary of the Black and Asian Studies Association.

