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Black lives in the Tudor and Stuart period – 16
th
 and 17

th
 century 

 
In 1587, an English priest and chronicler, William Harrison 
declared “ For slaves and bondmen, we have none…if any come 
hither from other realms, so soon as they set foot on land they 
become so free of condition as their masters.” 

In contrast, the Portuguese crown had been selling enslaved 
people for more than 100 years, first in Europe and then in the so-
called “New World” where enslaved black labourers joined 
indigenous populations decimated by conquest and disease. 

Likewise Spain was exporting silver from South America and at its 
peak, in the early 17

th
 century, 160,000 native Peruvians, slaves 

from Africa and Spanish settlers lived in Potosi (Bolivia) to work 
the mines around the city. Native Peruvians were forced to travel 
many miles to the mines, then given the backbreaking task of 
carrying the daily quota of 25 bags of silver ore, each weighing 
around 45 kg to the surface.  

What part did England play in participating in and developing this 
cruel exploitative trade during the Tudor and Stuart period?   

Resources 

I was lucky to start by reading a very challenging and informative 
book, entitled “Black Tudors, the untold story” written by Miranda 
Kaufmann. She investigates whether there were any black people 
living in England during the entire Tudor period and if so, what was 
their status?  Kaufmann has researched the lives of 10 people 
living in England in Tudor times referred to as “blackamoors’ and 
explores why and how they come to England?  How were they 
treated? Were they “slaves”? Were they employed in the same 
kind of trades as indigenous English citizens?  
 
In addition to her book, Kaufman has also posted on the Black 
History site, a brief description of these 10 people that she has 
researched.  It is called “A peek into the lives of 10 people of the 
African Diaspora who lived in Tudor Britain”. 
 
Another historian, David Crowther has written articles that he 
posts on line, (thehistoryofengland.co.uk}. The subject of one of 
his many articles is “Black Tudors”.  He acknowledges his debt to 
Kaufman and David Olusaga and earlier researchers of this 
subject. Crowther’s articles are short, his style is a bit racy but it 
makes for easy reading!  
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An article by Michael Wood is also on line on the BBC news 
magazine site. It is titled “Britain’s first black community in 
Elizabethan England”. Miranda Kaufman challenges some of the 
content in a separate article. 
 
Emily Weissbourd has written a thesis probing the extent of 
Queen Elizabeth’s involvement and motivation, when her Privy 
Council issued three documents at the turn of the century that 
authorised the removal of “negars and black–amoores” from 
England.” The last one was in 1601. 
 
                       ********** 
In her book, Kaufman starts by looking at the significant increase 
in slavery in the wider world dominated by the Spanish and 
Portuguese. Following Columbus’ discovery of the Americas in 
1492, the Iberian powers carved up much of the world between 
them in the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494. The Portuguese had 
been the first Europeans to visit Africa en route to India in the 15

th
 

century and had brought back enslaved Africans to Europe in 
1444. Spain laid claim to the New World of South America and the 
Caribbean, while Portugal looked to Africa and the East Indies. 
The enslavement of the indigenous communities was huge. 
 
Kaufman states that in comparison “England was small fry on a 
global stage”. However this did not mean that there were no black 
people living in this country. Although England was relatively 
isolated from the wider world, it was inevitable that black people 
would arrive on English shores. If so, what was their status? Were 
they slaves or free men and women? A slave is someone who is 
the property of another person, has to work for them and is 
completely subservient.  Were these new arrivals in England 
slaves or were they able to live a life comparable to the equivalent 
English men and woman 
 
Researchers have found evidence of black people living in Tudor 
England as early as the reign of Henry VII.   What were their 
occupations and how did they arrive in England?  
  
One of the 10 people who Kaufman researched for her book was 
John Blanke.  He was a trumpeter, described as black who was 
first employed by Henry VII and then by Henry VIII. He is almost 
certainly depicted with dark skin and wearing a turban laced with 
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orange in the Westminster Tournament Roll. This was an 
illuminated 60 feet long manuscript recording the royal procession 
to the lavish tournament held in February 1511 to celebrate the 
birth of Henry VIII’s son. This child died shortly afterwards.   
 
Kaufman speculates that Blanke probably came to England with 
Catherine of Aragon’s entourage when it was intended that she 
should marry Prince Arthur, Henry VII’s eldest son.  If so, Blanke 
would have been a musician at the English Court since about 
1507.  He may originally have come from Spain, Italy or Portugal, 
all of whom had growing black populations.  
  
When Prince Arthur died childless, his brother, Henry VIII became 
King. Henry loved music and played the organ, lute, virginal and 
recorder and recruited some musicians from abroad, including 
Blanke.  He was plainly valued by the King because when Blanke 
petitioned the King to increase his wages following the death of 
another trumpeter, claiming that his pay of 8d was insufficient, his 
request was granted and his wages were doubled.  In Jan 1512, 
when John Blanke got married, Henry VIII footed the bill for his 
wedding outfit, including a gown of violet cloth and also a bonnet 
and a hat.  The record of this wedding present is the last time John 
Blanke appears in the records.  
 
Crowther, as well as Kaufman mentions Jacques Francis who 
was a diver and one of the black Tudors.  It seems that Jacques 
Francis was born on an island off the Guinea coast and made an 
appearance in an English court in 1548.  He was employed by a 
Venetian, called Corsi who had been appointed by Henry VIII to 
work on salvaging ordnance from the ship called The Mary Rose. 
This ship had been King Henry’s pride and joy and was loaded 
with 91 guns and packed with 500 men as it set sail to engage with 
the French in the Solent. Before the ship and the fleet could 
engage with the French, the ship sank while she was still in view 
from the harbor. The piercing cries of the drowning sailors could be 
heard from the shore.  None could be rescued.  However Henry 
wanted to reclaim the guns in particular which were worth about £2 
million in today’s money.  Most English sailors could not swim and 
Corsi recruited 8 men who were specialist divers, including 
Jacques Francois, John Iko and George Blacke who may all have 
been of African origin, given their name and diving skills. The work 
of retrieving the guns lasted about 4 years and eventually resulted 
in litigation and accusations of theft.  It seems from Francois’ 
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evidence in court that he was not a slave but a “servant” and was 
paid wages. The outcome of the litigation is not known. 
 
When Queen Elizabeth came to the throne in 1558 she inherited a 
difficult financial situation from her father and sister because the 
country was seriously in debt. England owed the Antwerp 
Exchange about £108 million and the interest rate was 14%. The 
Crown needed to find ways of raising money.  

There seems to be no evidence of England participating in the 
slave trade at this time. However, later in her reign the Queen 
sponsored and benefitted from the actions of privateers such as 
Hawkins and his cousin Drake whose aim was not only to plunder 
gold and silver from Spanish ships but also kidnapped enslaved 
Africans.  After benefitting from one of Hawkins voyaging, the 
Queen and nobles sponsored another.  These voyages ceased 
altogether when Hawkins’ last slaving voyage (1567 – 69) was a 
total disaster both financially.  However Hawkins went on to a 
distinguished career as treasurer of the navy. 

Despite these activities among the elite, in 1587, an English priest 
and chronicler, William Harrison declared “ For slaves and 
bondmen, we have none…if any come hither from other realms, so 
soon as they set foot on land they become so free of condition as 
their masters.” 
 
There were Africans living in England by this time. How, when and 
how many such people arrived in England is difficult to determine 
but recent studies of birth, marriage and death records indicate 
that there were perhaps hundreds rather than thousands living in 
England during Elizabeth I’s reign.  However it is clear from the 
records that have been unearthed that those Africans who were 
settled in England could live an independent life and use such 
skills as they had, to earn a living.  
 
An example is Reasonable Blackman, who lived in Southwark and 
was a silk weaver. It was a good time to be a silk weaver as there 
was an increasing demand for silk clothing.  Queen Elizabeth is 
reported to have said “I like silk stockings well; they are pleasant, 
fine and delicate. Henceforth I will wear no longer cloth stockings.” 
Apparently Sir Walter Raleigh was fond of silk stockings also. In 
The Taming of the Shrew, Petruchio promises Kate “silken coats 
and caps and golden rings”. So silk clothing was a good business 
to be in! Reasonable Blackman may have come via the 
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Netherlands that had a thriving trade in silk and was home to a 
number of Africans.  Blackman would not have been the only 
African to have his own business.  Some 30 years earlier, in the 
reign of Queen Mary I it was said “there was a Negro who made 
fine Spanish needles in Cheapside but would never teach his Art 
to any”. He kept his skills to himself! 
 
Religion was very important in Tudor England and how the Church 
treated Africans can give us an indication about the extent they 
were included in the community.  Many of the hundreds of Africans 
in Tudor England that researchers have identified are recorded 
briefly in parish records. An example is the burial record in the 
parish register of St Augustine’s Church, Hackney referring to 
“Anthony a pore ould Negro aged 105”.  How interesting it would 
be to have more information about a man, who lived such a long 
life and how and why he came to England.  However, some parish 
entries provide more information, such as baptisms into the 
Christian Church of children and adults. Marriages as well as 
deaths were recorded. Kaufman researched the life of a Moroccan 
woman, called Mary Fillis who converted to Christianity some 13 or 
14 years after she had lived in London. Untypically there is a very 
detailed account of her baptism given by the parish clerk of St 
Botolph’s, Aldgate. 
 
The records show that some men and woman married native 
English people.  For example, in 1599, John Cathman married 
Constantia “a black woman and servant” in St Olave Church, Hart 
Street. Later, James Curres “ a moore Christian”, married Margaret 
Person, a maid.  There is evidence of black women working 
alongside white woman as prostitutes, such as in a popular brothel 
frequented by lawyers and noblemen, run by Lucy Negro, a former 
dancer in the Queen’s service! 
 
Africans were not just living in London. They were in seaports such 
as Southampton, Bristol and Plymouth and less likely places such 
as Hull. 
 
There seems to be a consensus that there were probably a 
noticeable number of enslaved Africans in England who had been 
acquired by English merchants through commercial transactions 
when they were working in and returning from Andalusia in Spain.  
In addition, many New Christians or “conversos” who migrated to 
London as a result of the establishment of the Inquisition in1536 
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probably brought with them slaves who had been in their 
households in Portugal. The legal status of those people brought 
into England through the slave trade was ambiguous and it seems 
likely that many people brought into the country from abroad as 
slaves did spend their lives “in service”.  Whether they were paid 
any wages is not known.  
 
Was there a change in attitude to Blackamores in England in about 
1596? If so, why? 
 
At the turn of the seventeenth century, Queen Elizabeth’s Privy 
Council drafted three documents that authorized the removal of 
“negars and blackamoores” from England. These documents have 
become a frequent point of reference in studies of race in early 
modern English literature, with most critics reading them as edicts 
of expulsion. Emily Weissbourd argues in a well-researched thesis 
that these documents in fact implicate the Privy Council rather than 
the Queen in having an interest in the prospect of a nascent slave 
trade in black Africans. 
 
 In 1596, the Privy Council issued an “open warrant” to the Lord 
Mayor of London announcing, “There are of late diverse black-
moores brought into this realm, of which kinde of people there are 
already here too many” and ordering that they be deported from 
the country.  One week later another letter was drafted on behalf of 
the Queen, stating that it was her “good pleasure to have those 
kinde of people sent out of this country and deported to Spain and 
Portugal”.   
 
It seems this second document was intended as a reward for a 
man called van Senden who had secured the release of detained 
English prisoners in Spain and Portugal.   
 
Finally the third warrant is a complaint on behalf of the Queen 
about “the great numbers of Negars and Blackamoores which, 
(as she is informed) have crept into this realm, regarding them as 
infidels, having no understanding of Christ or his Gospel” and 
authorising their deportation.  The language used implies that they 
were regarded as objects or commodities.  
 
Some of the academics who have researched the context in which 
these documents were drafted, have concluded that the targeted 
subjects were West Africans captured from the Spanish New 
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World settlements and primarily those who were Spanish subjects. 
While the documents indicate a colour based racial discrimination, 
they also expose political and economic factors that complicate 
those terms, making clear that race is not the only or primary 
concern. Some academics have argued that the Queen’s concern 
had been triggered by the fact that “there had been a great 
increase of people of our own nation as any country in the world, 
whereof many for want of service and means to set them on work, 
fall to idleness and great extremytie”.  The letter goes on to say 
that it is “her Majestie’s pleasure that those kind of people should 
be sent forth from those lands”. However, the direction relates only 
to 10 people who should be taken and transported.  
 
In around 1600 there are other factors that concerned the Queen 
and her advisors. The numbers of black people increased as a 
result of the presence of many slaves freed from captured Spanish 
ships and brought to England. The following entry dated 1601 can 
be found among the Cecil papers that are still held at Hatfield 
House. “ The Queen is discontented at the great numbers of 
negars and blackamoores which have crept into the realm since 
the troubles between her Highness and the King of Spain, and are 
fostered here to the annoyance of her own people.”   
 
However, she had no problem in entertaining people with dark 
skins such as Ambassadors from Turkey or Morocco who wanted 
to trade with England.  The Queen even had their portraits painted.  
As referred to previously, it is a fact that Queen Elizabeth I herself 
sponsored John Hawkins infamous early slaving voyages along 
with prominent nobles including the Earl of Pembroke and Robert 
Dudley Earl of Leicester.  Sir William Cecil was also involved as an 
advisor.  After profiting from one of Hawkins’s voyages, the Queen 
and nobles sponsored another. Hawkins last slaving voyage 
(1567-69) but it was a complete disaster financially. However he 
went on to become treasurer of the navy. 
 
There were other factors that caused the Queen and her advisors 
to be anxious. In late Elizabethan England, there was a serious 
shortage of food. Three good harvests in a row (1591, 1592, 1593) 
were followed by a series of four very bad years from 1594 to 
1597, amounting at times to famine - perhaps the worst sequence 
of poor harvests of the entire century. Feeding extra mouths was 
costly and was to be avoided.  Famine led to unrest and this 
alarmed the Queen and her advisors who did not want to add to 
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the number of mouths to feed as well as providing lodgings for the 
new comers. 
 
Another serious factor was that during the 16th century the 
population in England rose dramatically. This added to other 
economic pressures, causing an increasing number of people who 
were unable to support themselves. As the standard of living 
dropped, the problem of vagrancy worsened and so did unrest.  
 
It was in this context that the Privy Council agreed that there were 
“too many Blackmore’s in this country”.  It is unclear what 
happened after these three documents were drafted.  Were any or 
all of these three documents circulated? What action was taken if 
any?  
 
Two years later, in 1603, the Queen died and the first of the 
Stuarts, James 1

st
 of England and VI became King. It was during 

the reigns of Charles II and James II that England became serious 
contenders in promoting the Triangular Trade.  Surprisingly, even 
Oliver Cromwell also played a part in supporting colonisation and 
the wealth of the Drax family was established! Prince Rupert was 
an influence as was the role of the infamous Edward Colston in 
bank rolling the Stuarts. The ports of London, Bristol and later 
Liverpool became very wealthy.  More about this later! 
 

(The Transatlantic Slave Trade refers to the transatlantic trading 
patterns that were established as early as the mid-17th century. 
Trading ships would set sail from Europe with a cargo of 
manufactured goods to the west coast of Africa, where these 
goods would be traded, over weeks and months, in return for 
captured people, provided by African traders. European traders 
found it easier to do business with African intermediaries who 
raided settlements far away from the African coast and brought 
those young and healthy enough to the coast to be sold into 
slavery. ) 

 

 

 


