Miguel Barnet – Esteban Montejo (Cuba, 1966)

From: The Biography of a Runaway Slave
Life in the Barracoons

There are some things about life that I don’t understand. 
I don’t know how they permitted slavery. The truth is, I start thinking, and I can’t make head or tail of it. 
They put them in chains and sent them to Cuba. After that they couldn’t go back to their own country. That is the reason for slavery in Cuba. When the English found out about this business, they wouldn’t let them bring any more Negroes over, and slavery ended and the other part began: the free part. It was some time in the 1880s.

I haven’t forgotten any of this. I lived through it all. 
Because of being a runaway I never saw my parents. I never even saw them. But this is not sad, because it is true.

Like all children born into slavery, criollitos as they called them, I was born in an infirmary where they took the pregnant Negresses to give birth. I thinkit was the Santa Teresa plantation, but I am not sure. 

Negroes were sold like pigs, and they sold me at once, which is why I remember nothing about the place. I don’t know if that was the place where I worked for the first time, but I do remember running away from there once; I decided I’d had enough of that bloody place, and I was off! But they caught me without a struggle, clapped a pair of shackles on me (I can still feel them when I think back), screwed them up tight and sent me back to work wearing them. You talk about this sort of thing today and people don’t believe you, but it happened to me and I have to say so.

The owner of that plantation was everything bad: stupid, evil-tempered, swollen-headed. . . . He used to ride past in the fly with his wife and smart friends through the cane fields, waving a handkerchief, but that was as near as he ever got to us. The owners never went to the fields. 

At the Flor de Sagua I started to work on the wagons. I sat on the box and drove the mule. If the wagon was very full I stopped the mule, got down and led it by the rein. The mules were hard- mouthed and you had to bear down on the reins like the devil. Your back began to grow hunched. A lot of people are walking around almost hunchbacked now because of those mules. The wagons went out piled to the top. They were always unloaded in the sugar-mill town, and it had to be spread out to dry. It was scattered with a hook and then it was taken, dried, to the furnaces. This was done to make steam. I suppose that was the first work I did. At least, that’s what my memory tells me.

All the indoor parts of the plantation were primitive; not like today with their lights and fast machinery. In them the sugar was evaporated and drained. There were three sugar-boilers --big copper ones with wide mouths. The first cooked the cane juice, in the next the froth was taken off, and in the third the treacle was boiled till ready. 
Once the sugar in the locker had cooled, you had to go in barefoot with spade and shovel and a hand-barrow. One Negro always went in front and another behind. 

To make the refined sugar there were some big funnels into which the raw sugar was poured to be refined. That sugar looked like the sort we have today, white sugar. The funnels were known as “moulds.”

I know that part of sugar-making better than most people who only know the cane as it is outside, in the fields. And to tell the truth I preferred the inside part, it was easier. 

If a boy was pretty and lively he was sent inside, to the master’s house. And there they started softening him up and . . . well, I don’t know! They used to give the boy a long palm leaf and make him stand at one end of the table while they ate. And they said, “Now see that no flies get in the food!” If a fly did, they scolded him severely and whipped him. I never did this work because I never wanted to be on closer terms with the masters. I was a runaway from birth.

All the slaves lived in barracoons. These dwelling places no longer exist, so one cannot see them. But I saw them and I never thought well of them. The masters, of course, said they were as clean as new pins. The slaves disliked living under those conditions: being locked up stifled them. Around two hundred slaves of all colors lived in the Flor de Sagua barracoon. This was laid out in rows: two rows facing each other with a door in the middle and a massive padlock to shut the slaves in at night. They had mud floors and were dirty as hell. And there was no modern ventilation there! Just a hole in the wall or a small barred window. The result was that the place swarmed with fleas and ticks, which made the inmates ill with infections and evil spells, for those ticks were witches. 
As the rooms were so small the slaves relieved themselves in a so-called toilet standing in one corner of the barracoon. Everyone used it. And to wipe your arse afterwards you had to pick leaves and maize husks.

The bell was at the entrance to the mill. The deputy overseer used to ring it. At four-thirty in the morning they rang the Ave Maria—I think there were nine strokes of the bell—and one had to get up immediately. At six they rang another bell called the line-up bell, and everyone had to form up in a place just outside the barracoon, men on one side, women the other. Then off to the cane fields till eleven, when we ate jerked beef, vegetables, and bread. Then, at sunset, came the prayer bell. At half-past eight they rang the last bell for everyone to go to sleep, the silence bell.

The deputy overseer slept in the barracoon and kept watch. In the mill town there was a white watchman, a Spaniard, to keep an eye on things. Everything was based on watchfulness and the whip. 

Strange as it may seem, the Negroes were able to keep themselves amused in the barracoons. They had their games and pastimes. They played games in the taverns too, but these were different. The favorite game in the barracoons was tejo. A split corn cob was placed on the ground with a coin balanced on top, a line was drawn not far off and you had to throw a stone from there to hit the cob. If the stone hit the ‘Cob so that the coin fell on top of it, the player won the coin, but if it fell nearby, he didn’t. This game gave rise to great disputes, and then you had to take a straw to measure whether the coin was nearer the player or the cob.

Sunday was the liveliest day in the plantations. I don’t know where the slaves found the energy for it. Their biggest fiestas were held on that day. On some plantations the drumming started at midday or one o’clock. The excitement, the games, and children rushing about started at sunrise. The barracoon came to life in a flash; it was like the end of the world. And in spite of work and everything the people woke up cheerful. The overseer and deputy overseer came into the barracoon and started chatting up the black women. 
Shaving and cutting hair was done by the slaves themselves. 
The religion was the Catholic one. This was introduced by the priests, but nothing in the world would induce them to enter the slaves’ quarters. They were fastidious people, with a solemn air which did not fit the barracoons—so solemn that there were Negroes who took every thing they said literally. This had a bad effect on them. 
The household slaves were given rewards by the masters and I never saw one of them badly punished. When they were ordered to go to the fields to cut cane or tend the pigs, they would pretend to be ill so they needn’t work. For this reason the field slaves could not stand the sight of them. The household slaves sometimes came to the barracoons to visit relations and used to take back fruit and vegetables for the master’s house; I don’t know whether the slaves made them presents from their plots or whether they just took them. They caused a lot of trouble in the barracoons. 
All the plantations had an infirmary near the barracoons, a big wooden hut where they took the pregnant women. You were born there and stayed there will you were six or seven, when you went to live in the barracoons and began work, like the rest. There were Negro wet nurses and cooks there to look after the criollitos and feed them. If anyone was injured in the fields or fell ill, these women would doctor him with herbs and brews. They could cure anything. Sometimes a criollito never saw his parents again because the boss moved them to another plantation, and so the wet-nurses would be in charge of the child. They used to bathe the children and cut their hair in the infirmaries too. A child of good stock cost five hundred pesos, that is, the child of strong, tall parents. 
Tall Negroes were privileged. The masters picked them out to mate with tall, healthy women and shut them up in the barracoon and forced them to sleep together. The women had to produce healthy babies every year. I tell you, it was like breeding animals. Well, if the Negress didn’t produce as expected, the couple were separated and she was sent to work in the fields again. Women who were barren were unlucky because they had to go back to being beasts of burden again, but they were allowed to choose their own husbands. It often happened that a woman would be chasing one man with twenty more after her. 
When they were over sixty they stopped working in the fields. Not that any of them ever knew their age exactly. What happened was that when a man grew weak and stayed huddled in a corner, the overseers would make him a doorkeeper or watchman stationed at the gate of the barracoon or outside the pigsties, or he would be sent to help the women in the kitchen. Some of the old men had their little plots of ground and passed their time working in them. They were not punished or taken much notice of, but they had to be quiet and obedient. That much was expected.
I saw many horrors in the way of punishment under slavery. That was why I didn’t like the life. Some were locked in thick planks with holes for the head, hands, and feet. They would keep slaves fastened up like this for two or three months for some trivial offense. They whipped the pregnant women too, but lying down with a hollow in the ground for their bellies. They whipped them hard, but they took good care not to damage the babies because they wanted as many of those as possible. The most common punishment was flogging; this was given by the overseer with a rawhide lash which made weals on the skin. They also had whips made of the fibers of some jungle plant which stung like the devil and flayed off the skin in strips. I saw many handsome big Negroes with raw backs. Afterwards the cuts were covered with compresses of tobacco leaves, urine, and salt.

Life was hard and bodies wore out. Anyone who did not take to the hills as a runaway when he was young had to become a slave. It was preferable to be on your own on the loose than locked up in all that dirt and rottenness. In any event, life tended to be solitary.
Everyone wearied of the life, and the ones who got used to it were broken in spirit. Life in the forest was healthier. You caught lots of illnesses in the barracoons, in fact men got sicker there than anywhere else. It was not unusual to find a Negro with as many as three sicknesses at once. If it wasn’t colic it was whooping cough. Smallpox left men all swollen, and the black sickness took you by surprise; it struck suddenly and between one bout of vomiting and the next you ended up a corpse. 

These stories are true, but one I am convinced is a fabrication because I never saw such a thing, and that is that some Negroes committed suicide. Before, when the Indians were in Cuba, suicide did happen. They did not want to become Christians, and they hanged themselves from trees. 

Life in the Forest

I have never forgotten the first time I tried to escape. That time I failed, and I stayed a slave for several years longer from fear of having the shackles put on me again. But I had the spirit of a runaway watching over me, which never left me. And I kept my plans to myself, so that no one could give me away. I thought of nothing else; the idea went round and round in my head and would not leave me in peace; nothing could get rid of it, at times it almost tormented me. The old Negroes did not care for escaping, the women still less. There were few runaways. People were afraid of the forest. They said anyone who ran away was bound to be recaptured. But I gave more thought to this idea than the others did. I always had the feeling that I would like the forest and I knew that it was hell working in the fields, for you couldn’t do anything for yourself. Everything went by what the master said.

One day I began to keep my eye on the overseer. I had already been sizing him up for some time. I think he was Spanish. I remember that he was tall and never took his hat off. All the blacks respected him because he would take the skin off your back with a single stroke of his whip. The fact is I was hot-headed that day. I don’t know what came over me, but I was filled with a rage which burned me up just to look at the man.

I whistled at him from a distance, and he looked round and then turned his back; that was when I picked up a stone and threw it at his head. I know it must have hit him because he shouted at the others to seize me. But that was the last he saw of me, because I took to the forest there and then.

I spent several days walking about in no particular direction. I had never left the plantation before. I walked uphill, downhill, in every direction. I know I got to a farm near the Siguanea, where I was forced to rest. My feet were blistered and my hands were swollen and festering. I camped under a tree. I made myself a shelter of banana leaves in a few hours and I stayed there four or five days. I only had to hear the sound of a human voice to be off like a bullet. It was a terrible thing to be captured again after you had run away.

Then I had the idea of hiding in a cave. I lived there for something like a year and a half. This cave of mine was very big and black as a wolf’s mouth. It was very dangerous because there was no other way out; you had to enter and leave by the mouth. 

The cave was like a house inside, only a little darker, as you would expect. 

I didn’t want to be taken into slavery again. It was repugnant to me, it was shameful. I have always felt like that about slavery. It was like a plague—it still seems like that today.

I was careful about making sounds or showing lights. If I left a trail they would follow me and catch me. I walked up and down so many hills that my arms and legs became as hard as wood. I came to know the forest gradually, and I began to like it. 
In the forest a runaway had to be on his guard. To track down runaway slaves, the masters used to send for a posse of ranchadores, brutal white countrymen with hunting dogs which would drag you out of the forest with their teeth. I never ran into any of them or even saw one close up. They were trained to catch Negroes; if one of them saw a Negro he would give chase. If I happened to hear barking nearby I would take off my clothes immediately, because once you are naked the dogs can’t smell anything. Now I see a dog and it doesn’t mean a thing, but if I had seen one then you Wouldn’t have seen my heels for miles around. I have never felt drawn to dogs. To my mind they have wicked instincts.

To tell the truth, I lived very well as a runaway, hidden but comfortable. I did not let the other runaways catch sight of me: “Runaway meets runaway, sells runaway.” There were many things I didn’t do. For a long time I didn’t speak to a soul. I liked this solitude. The other runaways always stayed in groups of twos and threes, but this was dangerous because when it rained their footprints showed up in the mud, and lots of idiots were caught that way.

There were some freed slaves around. I saw them going into the forest to look for herbs and edible rats. I never spoke to them or went near them, in fact I took good care to hide from them. Some of them worked on the land, and as soon as they left the coast clear, I took advantage of their absence to steal their vegetables and pigs. Most of them raised pigs on their plots of land. But I preferred to steal from the smallholdings because there was more of everything and it was easier. 
I had to forage for food for a long time, but there was always enough. I would creep up to the smallholdings at night to catch piglets, taking care that no one heard me. I grabbed the first one I saw by the neck, clapped a halter round it, slung it over my shoulder and started to run, keeping my hand over its snout to stop it squealing.

I led a half-wild existence as a runaway. I hunted animals like rats. The rat runs like the devil, and you need wings on your feet to catch it. I was very fond of smoked rat. I don’t know what people think of it today, but they never eat it. I used to catch one and smoke it without salt, and it lasted me months. The man who eats vegetables daily, particularly malanga roots, has no trouble from his bones. There are plenty of these wild vegetables in the forest. 

(Attention students: If you have read this far, great job!! Send me an email with the Subject line, “Mr. Schuhmann is the best teacher ever!!” And I will give you extra credit. But keep it a secret, so only those students that do the reading get the credit!) Reading Continuted…

When there was no stream nearby I hunted around till I found a spring. In the forest there are springs of sweet water—the coldest and clearest I have seen in my life—which run downhill.

The truth is I lacked for nothing in the forest. As I have always liked being my own man, I kept well away from everyone. That’s why I say I enjoyed my life as a runaway. I looked after myself, and I protected myself too. I used knives and half-sized machetes to clear the undergrowth and hunt animals, and I kept them ready in case a ranchador tried to take me by surprise—though that would have been difficult, as I kept on the move. I walked so much in the sun that at times my head began to burn and become, I imagined, quite red. 

I spent most of the time walking or sleeping. I never thought about anything. My life was all eating, sleeping, and keeping watch. I liked going to the hills at night, they were quieter and safer. Ranchadores and wild animals found difficulty in getting there. I went as far as Trinidad. From the top of those hills you could see the town and the sea.

One thing it is not given to us men to see is the soul. We cannot say whether it is such or such a color. The soul is one of the greatest things in the world. Dreams are there to put us in touch with it. The Congolese elders used to say that the soul was like a witchcraft inside you and that there were good spirits and bad spirits, or rather, good souls and bad souls, and that everybody had them. 

All my life I have liked the forest, but when slavery ended I stopped being a runaway. I realized from the way the people were cheering and shouting that slavery had ended, and so I came out of the forest. They were shouting, “We’re free now.” But I didn’t join in, I thought it might be a lie. I don’t know... anyway, I went up to a plantation and let my head appear little by little till I was out in the open. That was while Martinez Campos was Governor, the slaves said that it was he who had freed them. All the same, years passed and there were still slaves in Cuba.

When I left the forest and began walking, I met an old woman carrying two children in her arms. I called to her, and when she came up I asked her, “Tell me, is it true we are no longer slaves?” She replied, “No, son, we are free now.” I went on walking the way I was going and began to look for work. Lots of Negroes wanted to be friends with me, and they used to ask me what I had done as a runaway. I told them, “Nothing.” I have always been one for my independence. 
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