
Arrival
Soon after Cristobal Colón (Christopher Columbus)
arrived in the Americas in 1492, other Spanish ships
followed and brought soldiers, government officials,
and other perspective settlers to the new continent.
Among the new settlers were enslaved Africans, and
from the moment they landed in Spanish territories,
many of them resisted their enslavement.  The run-
aways, or cimarrones (maroons), would flee either
temporarily, permanently, individually or as a group.
The cimarrones (maroons) had long-lasting effects in
their respective regions. 

The first records of cimarrones (maroons) in colonial
America are from the beginning of the 16th Century.  In
1502, a Spanish fleet took off headed toward the
island of Hispañola (Dominican Republic/Haiti) and
brought several enslaved Africans, one of whom
escaped to the interior to live with an Indian group.1 In
1526, almost one hundred years before any African
slaves were brought to Jamestown, Virginia, a
Spanish colonizer, about five hundred Spaniards, and
one hundred Africans arrived in what is now South
Carolina.  After a troublesome settlement and fatal ill-
nesses which killed hundreds of them, the Spaniards
returned to Haiti.  But before their return, the rebels
had escaped and fled to the native villages, making
them the first permanent inhabitants, other than the
Native Americans, in what is now the United States.

Mexico
Africans first arrived in what is now Mexico as early as
1519 and it is estimated that approximately 250,000
enslaved Africans were brought to Mexico throughout
the three-hundred-year colonial period.  Records show
that during the first half of the 16th Century, there were
enslaved and free Africans in Colonial Mexico.  These
Africans, who were “Hispanicized” and familiar with
Spanish culture and laws (also called ladinos), worked
as domestics, personal servants, artisans, and labor-
ers.  Some of them, including the African conquistador,
Juan Garrido, owned land and held local government
positions. But by the 1550’s, when Spaniards
increased their dependence on slave labor and the

Indian population was dramatically reduced from
approximately twenty-five to two million, they began
importing slaves directly from Africa.  This new pool of
workers was not familiar with Spanish culture and its
legal and moral codes (also called bozales). Since
they were less aware of the advantages and protection
of legally marrying within the church and other social
outlets, it became more difficult to gain freedom. 

The worst treatment of slaves occurred in the mines
and the sugar plantations.  The first large-scale slave
revolt occurred in the 1530’s and alarmed the Spanish
officials enough to prompt the Spanish viceroy to pass
ordinances and restrictions and to establish a civil mili-
tia to suppress the uprisings. Between 1560-1580, the
cimarrones that escaped from the mines in northern
Mexico terrorized the regions and forced the viceroy to
request aid from Spain.  By the 1570’s, a fugitive slave
code attempted to maintain control and surveillance.
Penalties for runaways were very severe, the worst
resulting in castration and death. 

It is estimated that by 1650, Colonial Mexico had
received about 120,000 slaves, at times outnumbering
the Spanish.2 By this time, intermarriage flourished
and there were tens of thousands of Afromestizos
(combinations of indigenous, African, and Spanish) in
the colonies.  They were working in mines, plantations,
ranches, and urban settings. 
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In seeking to make slave life more acceptable and
stable, the Spanish passed legislation to reduce 
reasons for discontent and protect marital life as a
Christian obligation. By intermarrying with Indians
and Spaniards, the children of slaves be born free.
However, legislation did not provide much protection.
Slaves were cruelly mistreated and overworked, and
even though they had access to the courts, officials
rarely intervened. 

Toward the end of the 16th century, the cimarron
activity shifted from the mines to the sugar planta-
tions in the southern regions.  The rugged terrain
and geography of the area favored cimarron guerilla
activities and worked against the local authorities
that could not suppress them.  The astute rebels
established palenques, or hidden cimarron commu-
nities, that lived independently.  The cimarron were
so successful in their guerilla warfare techniques
that Spanish troops had to fortify the camino real
(royal road) from Mexico City in the interior to
Veracruz port on the Gulf coast.

Yanga’s Rebellion
By 1609, a special Spanish army expedition was
sent in to pacify and capture a group of cimarrones

who were led by a first- generation African named
Yanga.  The cimarron leader claimed that if he had
not been enslaved, he would have been a king in his  
homeland. Yanga’s palenque, or settlement, com-
plete with living quarters, a chapel, agricultural crops
such as sweet potatoes, tobacco, squash, corn,
beans, sugar cane and vegetables, livestock, and
bases for defense, was strategically located in the
mountains of Orizaba in the central part of Veracruz.
Yanga, an older runaway slave who had successfully
lived free in the mountains for more than thirty
years, united and led the group with the help of a
military commander from Angola named Francisco
de la Matosa.  Under their leadership, the 
cimarrones survived by holding up Spanish car-
riages on the camino real and by attacking neighbor-
ing haciendas.
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The Spanish had a difficult military campaign against
the cimarrones.  After several cimarron victories,
severe casualties, and the destruction of one of
Yanga’s palenques, Yanga entered into a treaty with
the Spanish.  As a result of the negotiation, the
cimarrones demanded the establishment of a free
town with the condition that anyone who escaped
after 1608 would be returned to the Spaniards.  The
Spanish Crown agreed to the terms and granted the
establishment of the first free town in the Americas,
San Lorenzo de los Negros, Veracruz, which cen-
turies later would be renamed Yanga in honor of their
leader.

United States
In 1619, just north of the Spanish territories, the British
imported the first slaves into what is now Jamestown,
Virginia in the United States.  Between 1450 and 1850,
it is estimated that twelve million Africans were brought
across the Atlantic Ocean, and only about 5% of them
were brought to British North America and later the
U.S.  Although scholars indicate that the African labor-
ers were initially recognized as indentured servants,
by the mid 1600’s, states sanctioned the enslavement
of African workers and decreed that the children of
slaves would inherit the “condition” of their mothers.
The enslaved Africans would work in rural and urban
settings, and as domestics, but their demand and
dependency was greater in the mines and the south-
ern plantations.  Throughout North America, Spanish
and British colonies alike, enslaved Africans ran away
into remote areas.  The northern maroons, mostly
men, lived in the swamps, forests and mountains,
where their capture was difficult.  

At least fifty maroon communities in the Carolinas,
Virginia, Louisiana, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, and
Alabama existed between 1672 and 1864.  Although
independent maroon settlements with housing, agri-
culture, and cattle existed for several years, very few
survived to a permanent state.   The maroons traded
with neighboring people and robbed houses and plan-
tations. When rebellious activities sprang up, laws
were passed that permitted the hunting and killing of

the rebels.  Large-scale uprisings such as those led by
Gabriel Prosser (1800) and Nat Turner (1831) also
occurred, the earliest one dating to 1663 in Gloucester,
Virginia.  Unfortunately, most military encounters
resulted in recaptures, punishments, and death. Even
though the slaveholders quelled the rebellions, the
brave maroons were sending the message of resist-
ance and provoked fear and instability in the slave
holding communities.

Hundreds of slaves continued to flee their bondage
through the 18th and 19th centuries and reminded the
U.S. that they would continue to resist until slavery
was abolished.  After the war for independence from
Britain, antislavery advocates called for the abolition of
slavery, but the majority of the South continued to
depend on legally protected bondage.  The Fugitive
Slave Law of 1793 further set back the abolitionist
movement.  Under this law, slaves, who were consid-
ered property since 1705, must be returned to their
owners.  Moreover, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
which allowed the recapture and extradition of run-
aways, forced many slaves to flee to Mexico, Canada,
and the Caribbean.  

During the 1800’s, the “Underground Railroad,” a
secret network of people that helped runaways escape
from slavery, was another well-known system of resist-
ance. In the United States, “conductors” of the
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Underground Railroad such as Harriet Tubman and
other black, white, free, enslaved, and religious aboli-
tionists, assisted thousands of refugees to freedom.
Nearly 100,000 escaped through this system, most
escaped to northern U.S. and Canada. However, a few
thousand runaway slaves escaped to Mexico, where
slavery had been abolished since 1829.  Runaways
used this symbolic and clandestine system of “rail-
roads,” or escape routes, led by “conductors,” or
guides, who would take them through “stations,” or
places, mostly homes, were the refugees would hide
while they ate and rested before reaching their final
“destination.”  Most runaways traveled at night and by
foot through swamps, forests, and waterways toward
the north while others escaped by making a much
shorter journey to southern Mexico.   Overtime, a sta-
ble population of free African-Americans was estab-
lished within Mexico long before the abolition of slav-
ery in the United States in 1865.  Today, the U.S. Park
Service, which is conducting further research on the
Underground Railroad, has identified the first interna-
tional “Freedom Station” at Mazamitla, in the state of
Michoacán, Mexico

The Black-Seminole Migration
Spanish Florida was another favored destination for
freedom.  Runaways from the southern U.S. planta-
tions arrived in St. Augustine, Florida as early as 1687.
By 1838, the first free settlement in the U.S. was
established.   The African-Americans lived among the
Seminole Indians, but managed to preserve much of
their own identity and culture.  Typically, the maroons
lived in their own communities even though some of
them were still considered slaves.  They developed
excellent guerilla warfare techniques, owned livestock,
farmed their land, and were skilled at negotiating with
the Indians and whites.  Over time, the Black
Seminoles also understood and adopted Indian and
European customs, learning up to three or four differ-
ent dialects.  Skilled Black Seminole leaders such as
Juan Caballo (John Horse) emerged, and continuous-
ly fought to obtain a permanent home for their people.

During the Seminole Wars (1817-1842), the Blacks
and Seminoles fought together against the U.S., who
initially sought to annex Florida and prevent any more

fugitive slaves from escaping. Florida became U.S.
territory in 1821, but after the first war, the Black
Seminoles were recognized for their military skills.
After the Second Seminole War (1835-1842), which
was considered the largest slave rebellion in U.S. his-
tory, the Seminoles lost the war and were forced to
move to Indian Territory, but the Black Seminoles were
granted their freedom if they moved to Indian Territory
with their allies.  Once in Indian Territory, the Black and
Indian Seminoles faced conflict with the rival Creek
Indians, who intended to enslave the Black Seminoles
and diminish Seminole power. One more time, the
Seminoles were seeking a new place to make their
home just as African-Americans were seeking a place
to be free from slavery.  The two groups banded and
resisted together and, in 1850, nearly 300 Blacks and
Seminoles fled to Mexico together. Upon their
entrance into Mexico, Juan Caballo, leader of the
Black Seminoles stated: “When we came fleeing slav-
ery, Mexico was a land of freedom, and the Mexicans
spread out their arms to us.” In Mexico, Seminoles and
Blacks gradually evolved into a single society made up
of “Indians” and “Mascogos” (the Mexican name for
Black Seminoles in Mexico). The Mexican government
granted the Black Seminoles land in Northern Mexico.
The first land grant was in Coahuila, North of Piedras
Negras. Later, they were moved to La Navaja. Finally,
they settled permanently in Hacienda el Nacimiento,
part of which still remains today as Nacimiento de los
Negros. 
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