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Introduction

“Liberty 1s a good word, but a man cannot buy a meal’s meat with a good word. And
Slavery is a hard word, but it breaks no man’s back. Thousands are more at liberty than myself,
who have the free rake' and range of the whole world.”

William Okeley was taken captive by Algerian Corsairs in 1639, and was held as a
captive in Algiers for five years before escaping and returning to England. Upon his return, he
published a captivity narrative. While Okeley was lucky not to be working of the Bey’s building
projects or on the Galley ships, his experience was typical of the remaining captive population.
He was a trader, and paid his master a set fee each month out of his profits.” Things did not start
out well for him though. Okeley’s relationship with his master began poorly when Okeley
insulted the prophet Muhammed, saying that he was just a cobbler’. The master beat him,
according to Okeley because he was Christian, but stopped because if Okeley died, his “present
money and future profit” would be lost.” Throughout his narrative, Okeley pits the Algerian
cunning and duplicity against English resourcefulness, and his rhetoric is filled with and
influenced by old stereotypes about Muslims. Like other narratives published after 1640, Okeley
paints himself as a hero and morally pure, which characteristics affirm “Anglo-Protestant values,

virtues, and attitudes.”®

" rake: course
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Published in 1704, Joseph Pitts’ A True and Faithful Account of the Religion and
Manners of the Mahommetans, with an Account of the Author’s Being Taken Captive, shows
Algerian captivity in a different light. Pitts converted to Islam during his captivity and thus tried
to show in his narrative more comprehensive picture of Algiers so his audience might understand
his actions. Many things were the same, such as the limited freedoms allowed of the captives,
and the complex relations between native Algerians and the captives. Experience varied
depending upon the master as well as the type of work, but overall the slaves were treated
decently and this instilled them with to a semi-acceptance of their fate as captives in Algiers.

One difference between the captivity experience in Algiers before and after the English
Civil wars in the 1640s was the increase in redemption efforts and the increase in diplomatic
negotiations revolving around the captives. Many of the English captives in Algiers were sailors
on merchant ships, and this situation hit the English trading companies, like the East India
Company and the Levant Company, and the sailors’ families harder than most other people. For
example, the wives of sailors were constantly petitioning Parliament for action on behalf of their
husbands.”

It is important to understand the political and diplomatic context of seventeenth century
England within which the narratives were written and how the audience affected the portrayal of
the captive experience. By examining this context, we can understand the motivations for writing
about the captivity experience and why it became such a popular literature genre. Further, the
broader context explains the use of stereotypes as well as anti-Islamic rhetoric; it illustrates how
the government encouraged this type of literature and its uses as Christian propaganda. By

exemplifying Christian perseverance and morality in the face of “the Islamic threat” as well as

7 Nabil Matar, Britain and Barbary, 1589-1689, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2005), 78.




underscoring nationalistic values, the captivity genre could reach a broad audience in its
propaganda role, especially as it gained popularity in the eighteenth century. The most important
political context is that of the continuous rise in tensions between Parliament and King Charles I
in the late 1620s and the 1630s, which led to the civil wars of the 1640s.

The period between 1625 and 1660 was an intense time for England. Filled with
uncertainty and fear about what the future would bring, the English people across the globe were
impacted by the unfolding of the events centered on the English Civil Wars. From Elizabeth I,
the Stuart monarchs inherited a religiously diverse population under the ambiguous umbrella of
the English Church. Divided theologically and regionally, the people had traded religious
identity for political identity. Both James I and Charles I mistook this religious diversity at the
local level for uniformity and cohesion. Their ecclesiastical policies focused on enforcement of
further reforms and increasing uniformity led to a galvanization of the religious factions.
Puritans, Protestants, and Catholics all longed-for toleration reminiscent of the Elizabethan
period to enable them to not only worship as they pleased but endeavor to sway the entire
English Church in their direction.

Each denomination had within it a spectrum of belief. Under the Puritan umbrella alone
were the many distinct and influential groups during the English Civil Wars (1642-1649) and the
interregnum (1649-1660). Other dissenting factions included the Muggletonians, the Diggers, the
Ranters, the Levellers, the Brownists, the Familists, the Grindletonians, and others. This period is
one of great religious and political complexity. It is in this tumultuous setting that we find the
English Civil Wars, in which the Parliament fought against King Charles I on the battlefields of
England, which led to his trial and execution in 1649. The period after his execution is known as

the Interregnum, and started with Parliamentary control enforced by the power of the New



Model Army. Purged of the remaining royalist supporters, the Rump Parliament (1649-1653)
Erew ever more fragmented over what to do and how to govern in a functional manner. Leadin
members of the Fifth Monarchists, like Major General Thomas Harrison advocated for an
appointed Parliament of the Saints, also called Barebones Parliament. As a Puritan and a Fifth ;
Monarchist, Harrison believed that it was time for the Godly to lead the English People into the
Millennium of Godly rule in anticipation of Christ’s return.

In the period before and after the civil wars, Parliaments used the plight of English
captives on North Africa’s Barbary Coast to gain more supporters for their cause against Charleéff
I and the Royalists. Many members of the merchant class had been taken captive while on |
trading voyages and so their families at home, and others who relied on their services for their '-‘-‘
financial well-being in England were constantly petitioning the King to ransom their brethren ?'-‘? ‘-
from Barbary. Redemption funds were collected around the country to free them, but the money"".
was continuously diverted for Charles’s military efforts. When Parliament passed the Bill of v
Algiers in 1642, it showed the people that it was Parliament, not the King that had their interesifs“

e,

at heart. For many it was enough to push them into the conflict on the side of Parliament againsif'{-.

i
the King . | L s
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It is because of this incredible complexity and the ways that it affected the captivesin
North Africa in terms of the probability and possibility of ransom, that I have chosen this topic
To understand this complex relationship, the reality of captivity and the diplomatic Ppractices o
the Consuls and Parliaments must first be understood. In turn, these will help the reader
understand the motives behind writing and publishing captivity narratives, why they became so'
popular a genre, and why they may not be reliable sources of information. The period from 162

1660 is important because it was not only the height of the captivity trade in Algiers and corsair h
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raids in England, but it was also a time of changing dynamics that affected English men and
women all over the globe.

The Barbary Coast, which consisted of Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, was under
the umbrella of the Ottoman Empire, except for Morocco. These areas held a large degree of
autonomy and each had their own rulers and power structures in place. Algiers held the largest
number of European captives during the early and mid-seventeenth century, and the number
peaked in 1637 at 60,000. There was a significant dip during the early 1650s, but it rose again
until the mid 1660s, when the Restoration Monarchy under Charles II began peace negotiations
resulting in a treaty in 1662." This paper examines the captivity experience and its relation to
British politics from the Caroline period until the Restoration.

Charles II signed a peace treaty with Algiers in 1662.” While their relationship was still
tenuous and this and subsequent treaties were often broken, the impact of the captives was
significant. After the signing of the 1662 treaty, the number of European captives in Algiers
dropped from 40,000 to 15,000 in 1669."° Only once in the next hundred and fifty years did the
number of European captives rise above 10,000." Overall, the treaty of 1662 was not only a
significant turning point in Anglo-Algerian relations, but it also came directly from the
redemption policies pursued by parliament in the 1640s and 1650s such as secular redemption
expeditions. Further, its impact demonstrated the paradigm shift that occurred in England. Due to

maritime innovations, the British Navy was steadily gaining in strength and was finally able to

¥ Gillian Weiss, Captives and Corsairs: France and Slavery in the Early Modern Mediterranean (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2011), 181-182.

® Treaty of Peace between England and Algiers, 10 November 1662.
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' 30-40,000. 1683. Weiss, Captives and Corsairs, 183.



protect both its coastlines and its merchant ships well enough to prevent the large-scale corsair
raids that were prevalent in the 1630s.

The biggest impact that British politics and diplomacy had upon the captives and their
experiences, was that of the possibility and probability of ransom. When Parliament found it
politically beneficial to increase redemption efforts for captives in Algiers, it passed many acts
and ordinances to do so. Consuls, in their role as intermediaries, helped the captives as much as
they could by drafting petitions or writing down dictated petitions to Parliament on behalf of the
captives. This process became a cause célebre, which also significantly contributed to the

success of the ransoming efforts by Parliament.

Historiography

Several different approaches have been taken to both the English Civil War and with the
experience of captivity on the Barbary Coast. Further research has been done on the impacts of
captivity on European politics and Identity as well as the relationship between various European
powers and their Barbary counterparts. However, very little has been done concerning the
English Civil War and its impacts upon Captivity experience in Algiers.

The closest study was completed by the preeminent scholar on British and Barbary
relations, Nabil Matar, in which he focuses on the Parliamentary proceedings and the policies of
Charles I in relation to the English c:aptives.12 However, he does not examine the role of the
consuls or the impact of negotiation, or lack thereof, upon the captives themselves. Further,

Matar does not consider the complex religious and political environment in England in which the

12 Nabil Matar, “The Barbary Corsairs, King Charles I and the Civil War”, Seventeenth Century, 16, no. 2
(September 2011), 239.




captive negotiations took place. This study aims to expand Matar’s work to include these factors.
Nabil Matar has also written many books about Britain and the Barbary States, which largely
focus on the way contact with Barbary and the experience of captivity impacted the formation of
English national identity."

Another important approach that has been taken is examining the captivity and
redemption narratives themselves, such as Robert Davis and Steven Clissold do.!* While they
both examine captivity narratives, neither examine them in the wider European context in which
these narratives are found. Both do an excellent job of analyzing the sources and drawing from
them a wider narrative, but neither consider either their own prejudice or the prejudice of the
original author and thus both of their analyses are skewed. Following the trend of Edward Said’s
Orientalism, both Davis and Clissold paint the North Africans as the “others”, and are ready to
believe the worst parts of the captivity narratives and use them to color the entire population of
the Barbary Coast. As in any society, North Africa had its range of good and bad people. The
North Africans were certainly different to the Europeans but they were certainly not less
civilized. The prejudices found in the narratives that exude Christian superiority and Muslim
inferiority seep into both Clissold’s and Davis’s studies.

Notable historians on the period, such as Gillian Weiss and Ellen Friedman have written
more balanced interpretations of captivity experience and European diplomacy."®* Both
acknowledge the prejudices that original authors had and the purposes for which their narratives

were written and take these characteristics into account when analyzing their contents. Further,

13 Matar, Britain and the Islamic World and Matar, Britain and Barbary 1589-1689.

" Steven Clissold, The Barbary Slaves (London: Paul Elek, 1977); Robert Davis, Christian Slaves, Muslim Masters:
White Slavery in the Mediterranean, the Barbary Coast, and Italy 1500-1800 (New Y ork: Palgrave Macmillian,
2003).

'’ Weiss, Captives and Corsairs; Ellen Friedman, Spanish Captives in North Africa in the Early Modern Age (Ann
Arbor: U Microfilms International, 1987).
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both historians also examine the internal and external European political factors that directly and
indirectly affected captivity. One of the most important observations made by both authors
concemns the political implications of ransom, and how ransoming captives was used for political
gains on the European Stage. Rarely was the ransoming of captives ever about the captives
themselves; in fact, it was more about the image the individual providing the ransom was trying
to build for himself.

In this study, I have endeavored to pull from the narrative the reality of captivity, examine
the diplomatic polity and consequences of English politics on the ransom process, and examine
the nature of the narrative’s audience. By doing this, I hope to give the reader a more
comprehensive picture of British captivity in the mid-seventeenth century and its perception in
British society. I have tried to pull together the approaches of Matar, Weiss, and Friedman in my

examination of the narratives and the intersection of British and Algerian politics.
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Chapter 1: The Reality of Captivity

Life in Algiers

“The condition of the slaves is more or less tolerable, according to the temper and humor
of their patrons. But of all, a Galley-slave leads the most sad and miserable life: when they are
abroad at sea, perpetually laboring at the oar, and chained to their seats.”'® The captives in
Algiers permeated throughout every corner of society, because they were owned by such a
variety of people. Therefore, to understand what captive’s lives were like, it is necessary to first
understand the political and social structures of Algerian society.

One of the most important distinctions in the definitions of captivity and slavery in
Arabic is the use of the word “asr” for captivity, which meant that “slavery could be prevented
or determined by mutual agréement” and was and “exchange and commodification of soldiers
and sailors, traders and travelers, men, women and children for the purposes of gaining ransom
payments, exchanging them with captive coreligionists, or utilizing their skills.” In comparison,
the word “ ‘ubiidiyyah” is used for slavery, which meant the captives here were slaves for life and
with no possible alternative. Most Christians in North Africa lived under the conditions of asr,
even if it was for life.!” Further, captivity was not a new concept in North Africa during the early
modem period. In fact, it been used since the middle ages, although starting in the sixteenth

century it had gained an ever-increasing role in the Algerian economy.'®

' Thomas Smith, Remarks Upon the Manners, Religion and Government of the Turks Together with A Survey of the
Seven Churches of Asia, as they now lye in their Ruines: and A Brief Description of Constantinople (London: Moses
Pitt, 1678), 155,

"7 Paul Auchterlonie, Encountering Islam, Jospeh Pitts: An English Slave is 17th century Algiers and Mecca
(London, Arabian Publishing, 2012), 33-34.

"® Ellen Friedman, “Christian Captives at ‘Hard Labor’ in Algiers, 16th -18th centuries” The International Journal
of African Historical Studies, 13, no. 4 (1980), 617.
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