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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-t housand-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
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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
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direct road, and there are no hotels (Guyana’s tourist industry is still
developing). A month of emailing with a well-k nown 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, Dem
erara, 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
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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 Amer
indian 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 impor
tant 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
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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
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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
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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
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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-k nown 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
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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.

