History of S3o Tomé and Principe
@ The Fast Facts

e The Location: A two-island volcanic nation (archipelago) sitting right on the equator in the Gulf of Guinea, off the
coast of Central Africa.

e The Big Unique Fact: Unlike almost everywhere else on the African continent, these islands had absolutely no
indigenous population. They were completely empty and uninhabited before European arrival in the 1470s.

e The Environment: Because the islands formed from isolated volcanic activity millions of years ago, they feature
incredible biodiversity (such as the giant sunbird and rare tree frogs) protected today by the Obo6 National Park.
This has earned them the nickname 'The Galapagos of Africa'.

e The Culture & Identity: Because every human inhabitant arrived from somewhere else, the islands developed a
completely unique Creole (Luso-African) culture—a distinct blend of Portuguese traditions and diverse Central
African customs. The population is largely Mestico (mixed ancestry) and speaks Portuguese alongside unique
local Creole languages like Forro and Angolar.

Historical Timeline

1470-1472 European Discovery
Portuguese navigators Jodo de Santarém
and Pedro Escobar spot the uninhabited
volcanic islands during their
explorations. They name them Sdo Tomé
(St. Thomas) and Principe (Prince's
Island) after Catholic saints and royalty.

IS3o0 Tomé, who led the historical 1595 slave
rebellion. (Credit: Chuck Moravec, CC BY 2.0
/ Wikimedia Commons)

1493 Troubled Settlements
Portugal begins forcing people to move to the islands to establish a permanent
colony. The earliest population becomes a rough mix of Portuguese degredados
(exiled convicts), stolen Sephardic Jewish children taken from their parents, and
enslaved people brought forcibly from mainland Africa (primarily the Kongo and
Angola regions).

1550-1595 The Sugar Boom & Slave Revolts
Using brutal, forced slave labor, S3o Tomé becomes Africa's largest exporter of
sugar. However, the horrific working conditions lead to massive slave uprisings. A
famous national hero, Rei Amador, leads a massive rebellion in 1595 that nearly
overruns the entire Portuguese colony.
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1800-1908 The 'Chocolate Islands’
After local sugar production crashes
due to stiff competition from Brazil,
Portuguese planters introduce coffee
and cocoa. The rich, volcanic soil
proves to be ideal. By 1908, tiny Sao
Tomé grows to become the world's
largest producer of cocoa. Massive,
self-contained plantations called

rogas dominate the landscape,
leaving behind crumbling
architectural ruins that still stand today.

1953 The Batepa Massacre
Even though slavery was officially abolished in 1876, forced contract labor continued
under brutal conditions. When local workers protest against being forced to work the
plantations, Portuguese colonial rulers crack down with extreme violence, killing
hundreds of African laborers. This tragic event sparks the modern independence
movement.

1975 Complete Independence
Following a democratic revolution back home in Portugal, the Portuguese colonial
empire crumbles. SGo Tomé and Principe officially achieves independence on July 12,
1975. While it begins as a one-party socialist state, it smoothly transitions into one of
Africa's most stable, peaceful multiparty democracies in 1990.

Historical Context Note

The historical narrative of Sdo Tomé and Principe serves as a clear case study of the
Atlantic slave trade, colonial plantation economies (the roga system), and the resilient
emergence of modern African democratic institutions from a completely unpopulated
beginning.
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