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In celebration of Black History Month 

Black Latinos in History
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          Black History in Colonial Bahia 
Salvador was the principal point of entry for African slaves from the sixteenth century through the late eighteenth century. The first slaves were brought from Guinea in 1538. Statistical information on the importation of slaves to Bahia is incomplete for some years and can only be estimated by looking at a variety of slave trade records collectively. According to this information, some 1.1 million to 1.3 million slaves entered Bahia between the sixteenth century and 1850, the year the slave trade was effectively abolished. In Bahia, as in the rest of Brazil, enslaved and free blacks played an active role in the defense of the nation. In the early colonial period, African slaves fought against the indigenous populations on Bahia's coast. Later, they helped put an end to the Dutch invasion of Bahia, which lasted from 1624 to 1625. Blacks from Bahia also participated in the Paraguayan War (1865-1870). While some were forced to fight in these wars against their will, others voluntarily enlisted, as military service offered an escape from bondage and an opportunity to win freedom.

Although blacks in Bahia contributed to the cause of the state or nation as soldiers, they more often rebelled against their own enslavement. During the colonial era, most of Brazil's slave revolts (see Slave Rebellions in Latin America and the Caribbean) took place in the state of Bahia, where the concentration of slaves was greatest. In particular, the first half of the nineteenth century witnessed a high incidence of uprisings in Salvador and the surrounding recôncavo region.

In 1835 Muslim Hausa slaves referred to as Malês in Bahia repeatedly revolted in Salvador. Their plan to abolish slavery and take over the government was revealed to local police, who quelled the insurrection in its early stage. Fearing that similar rebellions could potentially establish a black republic, as had happened in Haiti in 1804, colonial officials sentenced many of the insurgents to death.

Another form of resistance exercised by slaves in Bahia was the creation of escaped slave communities called quilombos or mocambos (see Maroonage in the Americas). Although quilombos flourished throughout Bahia, they were especially prevalent in the litoral and recôncavo regions, where the geography was conducive to flight. Typically consisting of fewer than 100 members, quilombos first appeared in these regions in the late sixteenth century and continued to be cited in records through the first part of the nineteenth century. They were typically located near population centers, towns, or large villages, in a strategic position to conduct raids for food, supplies, and women, but some established friendly trade relations with nearby communities. Because quilombos posed a threat to the economic and social stability of colonial society, military expeditions were repeatedly sent to eliminate quilombos. The escaped slaves who were captured were usually either killed or reenslaved.
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