e

THIE
FATHIEIRS



SIS Our
TR
FATEHERRS

Working primarily from contemporary doc-
uments (the journals and letters of slave
traders, merchant seamen, landowners, and,
in some instances, of the slaves themselves)
and from his own personal knowledge of
Africa, Mr. Pope-Hennessy has written a
haunting—and at times nightmarish—ac-
count of the Atlantic slave trade, from its
origins in the fifteenth century to its grad-
ual dissolution in the early 1800’s. He ex-
plains how the slave trade operated and
tells us about the men—both black and white
—who assured its operation; he shows us
what life was like in the African trading
ports, on board the slave ships, at the New
World slave markets, and on the planta-
tions. Most importantly, perhaps, he at-
tempts to understand the mental outlook of
the men who encouraged or condoned
slavery—many of them men of apparently
high character and with sincerely held
moral convictions. Sins of the Fathers is
not a polemic and certainly not an apologia;
rather, it is a sensitive, thoughtful inquiry
into the fallibility of human nature and a
vivid re-creation of one of the most iniqui-
tous commercial enterprises of modern his-
tory.

Ilustrated with 8 pages of plates and .

Jacket design by Muriel Nasser

00245 0680 |

™




%1

SRR AL LA A LEAARRAEREARARA IARMARNARRR A ARk 13 [HLEARAALAACL LM AR ELAMMAAL 1SRRI | REE S T T r————
e
¥
o
E S i 1 ;
®
¥ H
v
If i
et AN AL
ST AN RS ARALASE AR e S LA LA
10 baut
; G

000 A e

ihniw W' -

[T

-~

58

epared by the Wilberforce Committee



Civic Center

909. 2496 Pope- Hennessy
Pope-Hennessy, James

ing of the fathers : a
tudy of the Atlantic
glave traders, 1441-1807

1111 20245 0680

DATE DUE

GAYLORD PRINTEDINU S A

oan Kaiael, Laiomia






















Sins of the
Fathers

593

A Study of the
Atantic Slave Traders
1441-1807

James Pope-Hennessy

New York: Alfred-A-Knopf
1968

r"‘;lf,..\,:,‘ 7 1 s o 1|
Civic Center Adiiniok ! Suildi

intiodal G ."»L‘H‘u”if

San Rafagl Patiee .


















Preface

As THE selective bibliography at the end of the book indicates,
this study of the Atlantic slave-traders is chiefly based on
printed sources. Unpublished Crown Copyright material in the
Public Record Office is reproduced by permission of the
Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office. The only other
unpublished material in this country that I have used has been
drawn from the archives of the Wilberforce Museum, Kingston-
upon-Hull and from the private papers of the Codrington
family at Dodington Park.

I wish to record my gratitude for research facilities granted
me in the United States of America by Mrs Dorothea Dresser
Reeves, Librarian of the Kress Room, Baker Library, Harvard
University ; by Mr Ray, Librarian of the Schomburg Collection
of Negro Literature and History, New York City; by Mr E.
Millby Burton, Director of the Charleston Museum, Charleston,
South Carolina; and by the Secretary and Librarian of the
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts. In
Jamaica I worked in the library of the Kingston Museum and
received much aid and hospitality from the officials of the
Jamaica Tourist Board. In West Africa I was allowed to use the
library and archives at Fourah Bay College, Sierra Leone and
at the University of Ibadan, Ibadan, Nigeria.

Among those who have given me much hospitality during the
series of journeys involved in preparing this book I should like
warmly to thank Dr J. W. Vinson, of Harvard University;
Mr Alan Pryce-Jones who lent me his house at Newport,
Rhode Island ; Mr Noé¢l Coward, with whom I stayed at Port
Maria, Jamaica; Mr Ronald Tree whose guest I was in Bar-
bados; Mr Michael Crowder, of Fourah Bay College, Free-
town, Sierra Leone; Miss Lalage Bown, at that time in charge
of Extra-Mural Studies at Ibadan University, and Mr John
Hunwick of the same university ; Mr Robin Atkinson, of Lagos ;
Mr Edgar F. Shannon, President of the University of Virginia,
Charlottesville, and his Special Assistant, Mr Francis Berkeley.
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Lord Harlech has allowed me to reproduce the painting of
Admiral de Ruyter in his possession.

Throughout my researches for this book I have been for-
tunate enough to have had the aid of Mrs Elizabeth Mostyn-
Owen, whose intelligence and swift but meticulous eye for
detail have proved invaluable. Miss Diana Crawfurd’s un-
flinching interest in, and sustained enthusiasm for, the progress
of the work have likewise been of great assistance to me. Mrs
Gina Marreco has done research for me in Rio de Janeiro and
the slave trade. For typing the manuscript I am indebted to
Madame Roger Beau, of Gstaad; and to Jean McDougall, of
Church Street, Kensington.

Where necessary I have modernized the spelling in quotations
throughout the book.

Port Hall, co. Donegal James Pore-HENNESSY
120 Pembroke Street, Boston, Massachusetts

Blue Harbour, Port Maria, Jamaica
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Chapter 1

‘And the candles would
not burn’

I

‘I HAVE been on board of Captain Engledo today, where I
found him employed in making a curious piece of shell-work in
his cabin upon an old picture. Tomorrow I intend to imitate
him . . . as we have great numbers of shells upon the beach.’
So wrote, in the hot green winter of 1757, a young man
named Nicholas Owen, resident in a whitewashed wattle hut,
lined with matting, on the islet of Sherbro, off the Grain Coast of
West Africa. By next day his shell-picture was completed: ‘I
think it’s just suitable to my dwelling. It’s of a round form with a
looking-glass in the middle; I have wrought into it divers
figures with various kinds of shell and moss taken from the bark
of old trees and shrubs . . . With these and others of the same
nature of amusements I pass the tedious hours of my life away.’
Dependent upon passing ships for European company, young
Owen had decided that, in his confined ‘retreat’, he was living
‘a very remarkable life’; and one surely preferable to his earlier
experiences aboard ships on the Africa-New England run. ‘And
if it wasn’t for my woman and four or five people’ (he wrote)
‘I might very well pass for a hermit. My diet is mean and my
clothing not sumptuous.” Owen was persuaded that his solitary
life suited him because his temperament was melancholy, and
because he was quite contented to gaze out day after day
through his window at the same changeless landscape — Kings
Town and a part of the Sherbro delta — and to listen to the echo
of the Atlantic rollers as they beat over the bars and shoals at the
turgid river’s mouth. He amused himself by sketching (though
he ran out of Indian ink) and by keeping a journal of his daily
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Sins of the Fathers

life, by planting pumpkins and water-melons to supplement his
diet of fowls, rice, palm-oil and slobber-sauce, and by hedging
in a set of little gardens against the snakes and land-crabs. Two
years later, in an even more confined retreat on the banks of the
Sherbro River, Nicholas Owen lay dead.

What had impelled this somewhat sensitive and civilized
youth to settle on the Grain Coast at all, to brave the fevers, the
mosquitoes and a constant, odd sensation which felt like a
weakening of his bones? Quite simply that he was a slave-
trader — one short-lived Englishman contributing his flash of
time and mite of energy to that vast complex of international
crime by which, in four centuries, a total of fifteen million men,
women and children of African blood were delivered into trans-
atlantic slavery, under conditions so hideous that another nine
million are estimated to have died during the crossing.

Our chiefest business is in the purchasing of slaves, which is very
troublesome. In the first place you are obliged to treat them [i.e. the
African middle-men] to liquor before you purchase anything or
not . . . You are obliged to take all advantages and leave all bounds
of justice when trading with these creatures, as they do by you,
otherwise your goods won’t fetch their sterling price at home. Some
people may think a scruple of conscience in the above trade, but it’s
very seldom minded by our European merchants.

A few, but very few, of Nicholas Owen’s profession did feel a
scruple of conscience, but usually later on in life. William Cow-
per’s friend, John Newton,* who started his career on board a
slave ship and madec five voyages to the Guinea coast where,
like Owen, he lived for months as a slave-factor, was only con-
verted to the Abolition movement years after he had left the
trade. ‘Disagreeable I had long found it,” he writes in his
posthumously published Thoughts upon the African Slave Trade:

but I think I should have quitted it sooner, had I considered it as 1
now do, to be unlawful and wrong. But I never had a scruple upon
this head at the time; nor was such a thought once suggested to me
by a friend. What I did I did ignorantly ; considering it as the line of
life to which Divine Providence had allotted me, and having no
concern, in point of conscience, but to treat the slaves, while under

* Author of the hymn ‘How sweet the name of Jesus sounds’.
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‘And the candles would not burn’

my care, with as much humanity as a regard to my own safety
would admit.

In the same memoir Newton has described the interior of a
slave ship, with its five foot headroom below decks divided by
ledges for the slaves chained two and two together and laid

in two rows one above the other, on each side of the ship, close to
each other, like books upon a shelf. I have known them so close that
the shelf would not easily contain one more. And I have known a
white man sent down among the men to lay them in these rows to
the greatest advantage, so that as little space as possible be lost . . .
And every morning perhaps more instances than one are found of
the living and the dead, like the captives of Mezentius, fastened
together.

An earlier slaver than Newton, James Barbot, has described the
difficulties facing ships’ surgeons who tried ‘to administer
proper remedies’ to moribund Negroes in the hold. “This’ he
remarks ‘they cannot do leisurely between decks, because of
the great heat that is there continually, which is sometimes so
excessive that the surgeons would faint away, and the candles
would not burn.’

Newton, James Barbot and Nicholas Owen were near-
contemporaries but we ‘cannot just dismiss their callousness as
characteristic of their time. More than half a century later, and
four years after the British had officially ended the slave trade,
another youth, this time a United States citizen of Irish paren-
tage called Richard Drake, was keeping a journal of the slaving
voyages he was making from Rio Basso on the Windward Coast
to Pensacola Bay in Florida. Leaving the coast on one of these,
in October 1812, he found his Captain, Leclerc, reckoning up
his anticipated profits. ‘I may as well do the same’ wrote Drake.
‘I have 100 prime blacks — only 20 females — all branded, in
good Spanish, with my name “Felippe Draz”, and I begin to
fecl the anxieties of a property owner.” A few days out in the
Atlantic, Leclerc spoke to him about the slave trade itself.
‘Leclerc and I had a chat about this African business. He says
he’s repugnant to it, and I confess it’s not a thing I like. But, as
my uncle argues, slaves must be bought and sold; somebody
must do the trading; and why not make hay while the sun
shines?’ This voyage proved particularly sickly:
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We had half the gang on deck today for exercise ; they danced and
sang,* under the driver’s whip, but are far from sprightly . . . Last
Tuesday the smallpox began to rage, and we hauled 60 corpses out
of the hold . . . We stimulated the blacks with rum in order to get
their help in removing corpses . . . The sights T witness may I never
look on such again. This is a dreadful trade . . . Some of the blacks
are raving mad, and screech like wild beasts.

On his return to Africa, this revulsion remained with him:

I am growing sicker every day of this business of buying and selling
human beings for beasts of burden . . . On the eighth day [out at sea]
I took my round of the half deck, holding a camphor bag in my
teeth ; for the stench was hideous. The sick and dying were chained
together. I saw pregnant women give birth to babies whilst chained
to corpses, which our drunken overseers had not removed. The
blacks were literally jammed between decks as if in a coffin; and a
coffin that dreadful hold became to nearly one half of our cargo
before we reached Bahia.

Nauseated Mr Drake continued working in the slave trade
for another four and twenty profitable years. In the following
pages we shall meet him, and variants upon him, again.

I

In recent decades much scholarly attention has been devoted to
the purely economic, as against the human, aspects of the slave
trade to the West. In his calm and mordant book Capitalism and
Slavery, first published twenty years ago and now re-issued,
Dr Eric Williams, the Prime Minister of Trinidad, has clinically
explored the vast financial and mercantile ramifications of the
British slave trade — the foremost, in its heyday, of the world.
Like other pioneers he tends to overstate his case, for he sees the
slave trade as the basis of almost every British industry of the

* This compulsory dancing was, as we shall see, ‘deemed necessary for the
preservation of their health’. Alexander Falconbridge in his An Account of the Slave
Trade (London, 1788) has recorded that ‘if they go about it reluctantly, or do not
move with agility, they are flogged ; a person standing by them all the time with a
cat-o’-nine-tails in his hand for that purpose. Their music, upon these occasions,
consists of a drum . . . The poor wretches are frequently compclled to sing also ; but
when they do so, their songs are generally, as may naturally be expected, melan-

choly lamentations of their exile from their native land’. Such were the sad origins
of the Negro rhythms which have since conquered the Western world.
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eighteenth century from shipping to iron, from wool to brass,
and as the chief progenitor of the Industrial Revolution. Reject-
ing as subjective and sentimental the old liberal condemna-
tion of the trade, and spurning the labours of Sir Reginald
Coupland, Dr Williams treats Wilberforce and his followers as
ignorant hypocrites, and even accuses them of exaggerating the
‘horrors of the Middle Passage’. He has, on the other hand,
established once and for all the fact that abolition of the slave
trade would never have come when it did had the importance
of the sugar colonies to Britain’s economy not been already on
the wane. In his preface to Dr Williams’ book, Sir Denis Brogan
explains that its author is as ‘morally appalled’ by his own con-
clusions as was Karl Marx by his: ‘But even better than Marx
he makes his point that this is what society is like. The infra-
structure is more important than the super-structure, the
economic base than the ideologies.” ‘Money,” writes Sir Denis,
‘not passion, passions of wickedness or passions of goodness, spun
the plot.’

But what goad is more potent than money, what passion
more ruthless than the passion for it? If we accept that this is
what society was like, it does not exonerate us from peering
back into a peculiarly sunless and fungoid region of our proud
island past. In the nineteen-sixties, when we daily witness or
read about the racial violence and resentment which is our
direct, our sullen legacy from the Atlantic slave trade, it ill
becomes us to take refuge behind the sandbags of economic
theory. And what stranger has been able to live in the West
Indies, or in the Southern States, or in Brazil without specu-
lating upon the history of Negro slavery — as demoralizing to
the slave-owners as it was to the slaves? Who has trodden the
stony ramps that lead to the dim, bat-hung slave dungeons of
Cape Coast Castle in West Africa, or stood in the haunted
slave-yards of nearby Elmina and not pondered on the history
of the slave trade? In my own case, convictions seeded during a
Washington childhood and developed in later sojourns in the
West Indian islands and on visits to the Deep South have been
fortified by nights spent upon the battlements of St Iago at
Elmina, and by sultry mornings and afternoons in Cape Coast
Castle, Shama, Gross I'riedrichsburg, Anamabu, and the other
old Furopean trading-stations upon what was for centuries
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known as the Gold Coast. To read about the slave trade began
to seem to me a duty — to write about it a compulsion.

Not that the slave trade is easy to write about. A vast quan-
tity of fresh historical, ethnological and statistical matter has
lately been unearthed, sifted and published. This invaluable
material deals both with the trade’s African and with its
European aspects. All the same, for most people ethnology re-
mains a dullish subject. Statistics, too, are resolutely unevocative,
for figures and percentages do not register upon the mind’s inner
eye. Unilluminating likewise are ships’ books of lading, in which
some dead clerk’s whorled handwriting has listed gold-dust,
male and female slaves, ivory tusks, and other produce of Africa
with undiscriminating zeal. It is, therefore, from the more
vibrant sources — illiterate journals, dubious records, specious
testimonies — that a writer on the trade must strive, with care,
to draw.

Further, since the vocabulary of horror is as limited as that of
lust, the whole subject of the slave trade has been neutralized by
clichés. Slave-traders become ‘callous’, slaving captains ‘brutal’,
slave-ship sailors ‘depraved, drunken and diseased’, African
chiefs and middle-men ‘avid for gain’, the enslaved Negroes
‘victims of European avarice’. The trade itself becomes ‘a mon-
strous traffic’, the transatlantic voyages of the slave ships are
summed up as ‘the horrors of the Middle Passage’. Originally
minted under the auspices of the Clapham sect, these phrases
over-simplify the issue, and reduce the vast and reeking pano-
rama of the Atlantic slave trade to the scale of gruesome antics
on a puppet stage. Reality has sidled off and sneaked away.

For apologists there are also ready-tailored phrases — ‘the
brutality of the age’, for example, and ‘a necessary evil’. And
here crops up the problem of being just — which is not at all to
be confused with being detached. Even taking human nature at
its lowest, a trade in which so many Europeans and Africans
indulged for centuries cannot have been run exclusively by
money-maniacs and pocket sadists. As an industry the Atlantic
slave trade encouraged greed, brutality, hypocrisy and fear. As
a profession it was probably more degrading than any other. Its
methods were even cruder than its motives. But it was not a
simple question of enriching Caribbean nabobs or the great mer-
chants of Liverpool alone. At its height the apprentice carpen-
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ter in Bristol, the youngest wool-carder in Wakefield, Halifax
or Burnley may have depended upon it for his livelihood,
just as certain of our great Palladian country houses owe to it
the fact that they were built at all. Nevertheless, if we cannot
always condemn slavers who were taught to take the trade for
granted, this does not mean that we can in any way condone
their doings. A trade as widespread and as complex as this
involved numberless personalities. A selection of these we shall
encounter in this book.

So let us now embark upon a far from pleasant voyage
aboard rocking, rancid vessels, in the teeming holds of which no
candles burn.



Chapter 2

How Curlosity Became
Geometry

I

ArTHOUGH it was the British who perfected slave ship design
and slaving instruments and methods, bringing to the trade
that efficiency and inventiveness which was once their national
hallmark, the European nation which may claim the discredit
for initiating the Atlantic slave trade is Portugal. Chronology,
like statistics, is a subject dry as hard tack, but we must brace
ourselves for a sharp, brief glance at it here.

While there is a valid argument for choosing 1444, historians
have generally agreed upon the year 1441 as that in which the
modern slave trade was, so to speak, officially declared open.
In that year ten Africans from the northern Guinea Coast were
shipped to Portugal as a gift to Prince Henry the Navigator.
Obtained as ransom for other, superior ‘moors’ who had been
kidnapped after being hunted down like wild animals by the
Portuguese sailors, these ten Africans were brought back in
triumph by a modest trading expedition commanded by a
young protégé of Prince Henry named Antam Gongalvez. They
had not, however, been captured for sale, but simply to be
shown to Prince Henry in the same way that rare plants, exotic
butterflies or tropical birds might have been shown. By 1444
one of several subsequent expeditions brought back a bumper
harvest of two hundred and thirty-five African men, women and
children who, landed at the Portuguese port of Lagos, were then
disembarked and herded together in a meadow outside the city
walls. Here they were parcelled out into lots under the benign
eye of the Regent of Portugal who rode out to watch the pro-
ceedings mounted on a thoroughbred horse. The Regent’s share
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of the captives was one fifth of the whole, and these he re-
distributed amongst his retinue. The contemporary chronicler
of the sccne records the ‘great pleasure’ with which the pious
Regent ‘reflected . . . upon the salvation of those souls that
before were lost’. The choicest of the Africans were presented as
an offering to the chief church of Lagos, and one little boy was
sent to St Vincent do Cabo to be educated. He grew up a
Franciscan friar.

Except for the fact that families were torn apart, and the
state of terror in which the enslaved Negroes at first gazed upon
this strange white man’s country, these early captives were well-
treated, baptized, and absorbed into Portuguese households
where they were petted and educated. So soon as it was realized
that they were a musical people, it became fashionable for some
of the great families of Lisbon to entertain their guests with
African bands. In the later decades of the fifteenth century, the
emphasis scems still to have been upon the saving of black souls
by their conversion to Christianity. Their enslavement was,
moreover, justified by tags from the Bible, most notably the
curse Noah laid upon Canaan after the flood: that his descen-
dants should be eternally subject to all the other races of
the world. But soon this lofty motive, as lofty motives will,
became confusced and obscured by others, until in 1518 we find
Charles V granting to the Governor of Bresa the monopoly of
shipping four thousand African slaves a year to the West Indies.
This monopoly, which the Governor sold to some Genoese
merchants, concerned West African Negroes proper, for the
Portuguese had long since penetrated the Gulf of Guinea and
were rifling the ‘land of the Negroes’. In 1481 they began to
build their great castle at Elmina on the Gold Coast, a castle
which still stands today upon its black rock promontory above
the grey-green rcstless sea. Two Papal bulls subsequently gave
them exclusive rights in Africa and sanctioned the enslavement
and baptism of all captive Negroes.

Thus early was the familiar pattern of the Atlantic slave trade
established. The incentives were various: the making of money,
the ‘saving’ of Africans from ‘barbarism’, the excitement of
voyages down the Guinea coast and of raiding expeditions up
the rivers, the exertion of a febrile ingenuity in outwitting local
African chiefs and middle-men as, on shipboard or within the
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Sins of the Fathers

dark stone chambers of Elmina, they haggled over the correct
price to be paid for a Negro man, a Negro woman, or a Negro
child.

But, while the year 1441, or even 1444, may be taken as
marking the beginning of the slave trade the most significant
year in its history is the year 1492, when Christopher Columbus
discovered the New World. For the next three and a half
centuries, and at ever-increasing momentum, the development
of the new territories across the Atlantic demanded millions
upon millions of African slaves. The Americas, and the sugar
islands of the Caribbean, became as insatiable as the great god
Baal himself. Year after year in quiet, calm office-rooms in a
myriad European seaports the thoughtful plans were laid. The
aim of these plans was to make money; their result was the
stacking of purchased Negroes in the holds of slaving ships,
which transported them to a new country. There instead of the
happy, limited life of the African villages they found the slave-
barracks and the lash. There the sound of drums throbbing
nightly in the vast African forests was exchanged for the pre-
dawn summons to the cane-fields at the squawk of the conch
and for the melancholy tolling of the plantation bell.

I1

Let us now visit one of those quiet, calm rooms in which the fate
of so many anonymous Africans was determined. It can be a
mid-eighteenth-century office, situated in a sedate stone build-
ing on a waterfront — a comfortable, panelled room with a fire of
sea-coal flickering blue in the grate. This room might be in any
of a number of European ports, and for our immediate pur-
poses it does not matter which. In London or in Lisbon, in
Liverpool or Amsterdam, in Bristol, in Nantes, in Lancaster, in
Copenhagen the scene would be much the same.

Three or four men, seated round a table, are studying a map
spread out before them — one of those meticulous maps with a
decorative cartouche in one corner, and a scale of English or
Portuguese leagues, or Dutch miles, inset at the bottom. Peering
over their shoulders we can see that it is a map of the Atlantic,
with the bulging coast of Africa to the right, to the left the con-
formation of the east American seaboard, and the arc of the

2



How Curiosity Became Geometry

sad green Caribbean islands where the sugar fortunes grow:
Hispaniola, Jamaica, Barbados, St Lucia and the rest. Between
these coastlines stretches a hatched area which represents the
Atlantic Ocean with — once again decorative — engravings of
miniature ships. But at this very moment, out upon the rcal
Atlantic, ships neither miniature nor decorative are crawling
slowly, inexorably westward, their holds swarming with rats
and jam-packed with Negro slaves in irons. Other merchant
ships on the Atlantic tend to keep to windward of these slave
ships, since the salt breeze carries the stench of many of them for
several miles.

These men at the table are middle-aged, or elderly, persons of
substance soberly dressed, their hair tied at the nape of the neck
with a ribbon. Yet because ours is a camera-eye view of them,
this does not imply that they are figures from some broad-cloth
costume play. They are shrewd and speculative persons, respec-
table and almost certainly respected, liable to be raised to civic
honours, church-going, charitable family men. Merchant ship-
pers, the ships they own are virtually refuclling craft. The fuel
these happen to be carrying to feed the machinery of the colonial
sugar industry is human fuel, bought or stolen upon the African
coast. These shipping merchants are but single examples of the
thousands upon thousands of business men who, in all the major
and many of the minor seaports of Europe (save only those
of Italy*), are committed to that branch of sea-borne commerce
known for generations as the Triangular Trade.

Why ‘triangular’? Another glance at the map will show. And
now, with a liberty which has become the stock in trade of
television, we may dissolve to the sailing ships moving merrily
southwards down the stcamy western coast of Africa, rounding
Cape Verde, turning due east at Cape Palmas into the Gulf of
Guinea. Here at selected points with names far more romantic
than the sordid realitics of the mud towns that bear them, a
slave ship can cast anchor and stand off. The captain may wait
for some European factor or African middle-man to come

* The only Italians apparently connected with the slave trade were the Genoese,
established in Seville, to whom, for instance, Lorenzo de Gomenot, governor of
Bresa and a favourite of Charles V, sold for 25,000 ducats the privilege granted him
by the Emperor in 1518, to ship four thousand Negroes to Hispaniola, Cuba,

Jamaica and Porto Rico. These Negroes, however, the Genoese had to buy from
the Portuguese slave-traders. :
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aboard with news of the state of the trade, or he may have him-
self rowed ashore in his pinnace to assess the situation in person.
Such news, and a small or large quantity of slaves, may be
found at Axim or Takoradi or Commenda or Shama, at Cape
Coast Castle itself, at Lagos on the dreaded Bight of Benin, at
Bonny or at Old or New Calabar.

At Bonny, for example, the slave ships — often as many as
fifteen in number, chiefly British and French — would lie a mile
below the town, in seven or eight fathom of river water. Whilst
the captains went on shore to announce their arrival, the crew
would be busy unbending the sails, striking the yards and top-
masts, and beginning to build ‘what they denominate “a
house” ’. This rather complex process, involving the lashing of
booms and yards from mast to mast, to form a ridgepole, with
spars and rafters laid and tied to this, produced a sort of lattice-
work gazebo, roofed with overlapping mats of loosely woven
rushes, and divided by a deal wall, in which was cut a door.
This ‘house’ served several purposes — to protect the crew from
the heat of the sun and from the onslaught of wind and rain, to
form a pen for the surgical examination and branding of the
newly-purchased Negroes, to segregate the men and women
slaves, and to prevent any of the captives from trying to leap
overboard. The mat roofing was ineffective, and leaked. The
heat generated inside the gazebo was intense and unhealthy.
Smoke from the fires of green mango-wood stung the sailors’
eyes, and had even been known to cause blindness. When the
house was completed the ‘kings of Bonny’ were invited on
board, and were given ‘dashes’ of cloth, cotton, silk handker-
chiefs, brandy and beer. In the roof of the house was ‘a large
trap-door, through which the goods intended for barter, the
water casks, etc., are hoisted out or in’.

“The goods intended for barter’ — it was these which formed
one side of the Triangular Trade: European and even Indian
exports, for which the African demand was often as insatiable
as its corollary — the western colonies’ thirst for Negro slaves.
By the random, mid-eighteenth century period we have chosen
to consider, the European slavers were long accustomed to the
sometimes bizarre needs of the Africans. These ranged from
fire-arms, gun-flints and gunpowder to glass beads and to
cowrie shells from the Maldive Islands, used in many places
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along the coast as currency. Then there was brassware, iron
bars, bolts of brilliant cottons or of woollen clothes, silks,
taffetas, cast-off brocaded coats, cocked hats, sheets of Dutch
cotton, knives, kettles, basins, brandy and rum. In the good old
early days of the slave trade, ships’ captains had been able to
pass off any worthless trash on the trusting and inexperienced
Africans — but these days were long past. “The blacks of the
Gold Coast’ (wrote the French trader and historian, Jean
Barbot, in 1682):

are very skilled in the nature and proper qualities of all the
Europeans’ wares and merchandise vended there; but in a more
particular manner, since they have so often been imposed upon by
the Europeans, who in former ages made no scruple to cheat them in
the qualities, weight and measure of their goods ; which at first they
received upon content, because they say it could never enter into
their thoughts that white men, as they call the Europeans, were so
base as to abuse their credulity and good opinion of us.

But the Africans had soon learned, he tells us, to examine all
the merchandise narrowly — to find out whether a cloth had
been dyed at Leyden or at Haarlem, to see that the knives were
not rusty, the kettles and basins not cracked, to measure iron
bars with the soles of their feet, to taste the brandy and rum to
make sure that it was not adulterated with fresh, or sea, water.
‘In short, they examine everything with as much prudence and
ability as any European trader can do.” The ships’ surgeons, on
the other hand, submitted prospective slaves to an humilia-
tingly thorough medical inspection to judge their age, their
strength, the state of their teeth and of their genitals, and to
ensure that they were not suffering from venereal or any other
disease. To all the usual dangers and disagreecables of the
African end of the slave trade there was thus added a mutual,
decp-scated and venomous distrust.

In the slave trade, as in every other, there were good years
and lean. Sometimes the ships filled quickly, and the wooden
shelves, which the carpenters had erected in the holds now
empty of European merchandise, would be crammed with
Negroes lying, as we have seen, ‘like books upon a shelf’. Then
the slave ships, divested of their lattice houses and once more
fully rigged, could flee from a coast on which their crews
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suffered notoriously from often fatal attacks of the fever and the
flux, a threat summed up in the seventeenth-century slavers’
couplet:

Beware and take care of the Bight of Benin
Few come out, though many go in.

At other times the slave ships would lie off the glittering
coast of Benin or Biafra for months together, waiting for their
full complement of Negroes or, as it was generally called, ‘wait-
ing to be slaved’. Such was the scene, for example, in the roads
of Anamabu on the Gold Coast, one October day of 1771.
Trade at the newly constructed British fort of Anamabu -
which still stands today on a hard rock shelf five hundred yards
from the low foothills of this portion of the coast, with crimson
brick walls coated with white-washed plaster, elegant spiral
staircase and cool arcades — was then being undercut by a New
England slaver named Richard Brew, 'who had attracted the
trade to his own nearby station, Brew’s Castle. Writing to a
group of Liverpool merchants Brew explained that at this
moment the local Africans would only accept gold dust — which
had itself to be purchased elsewhere up the coast for European
goods — as payment for slaves. The slave ship captains were
querulous and restless, Brew reported. His tone is neither cal-
lous nor humane. It is the eternal voice of the middle-man, the
level-headed, grating speech of money :

Goods wanted by vessels in this road at present. The Ingram wants
one hundred and twenty slaves, the Corsican Hero fifty or sixty, the
Nancy [Captain] Cazneau, forty or fifty, the Greenwich one hundred
and thirty, the Africa taken up . . . The Barbara, Culshaw ; the Venus,
Goodwin; the Friendship, Cummings; the Hannah, Hughes; the
Charlotte, Blundell ; all new comers; and the Jo/in, Bold ; the Union,
Pole; the Austin, Wilcox, and Captain Price soon expected, besides
rum vessels ;* I therefore leave you to judge of the shocking state of
the trade here, and what reason you have to expect any alteration
for the better ; had the eight hundred slaves that were sent off in the
Peggy, Captain Mill, and the Richmond, chartered ship, circulated

* ‘Rum vessels’ were ships carrying nothing but rum distilled from West Indian
molasses. All slaving ships carried a certain quantity of rum to Africa, since it was
important to spread alcoholism on the coast, drunken traders being easier to fox.
New England, however, had a virtual monopoly of the rum trade to Africa, and
distilled West Indian molasses for this purpose.
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amongst the shipping, the Ingram, Corsican Hero, Nancy, Greenwich and
Africa would have been off the Coast and would have left a fine
opening for these new comers.

Captain Culshaw has had great success in the time he has been
down; he tells me, he has purchased fifty-seven slaves; he is a very
industrious man, and I dare say, will make a voyage, if any man
makes one this year . . . I am much mistaken if any ship this year will
get interest for her money, except the prices are very high in the
West Indies, and little or no mortality amongst the slaves.

Apart from the stimulus provided to European, and most
especially British, industry by the export of the manufactured
goods in demand on the African coast, the iron-masters also
cast and sold vast quantities of manacles, fetters, chains and
padlocks, as well as branding irons, for use when the ships were
slaved. Dr Williams has pointed out that legal regulations for
British ships bound for Africa, the East Indies or the West
Indies laid it down that ‘three-fourths of their proportion of
beer was to be put in iron bound casks, hooped with iron hoops
of good substance, and well wrought iron’. This was but one of
the many, many ways in which the slave trade nourished the
home industries of Europe.

II1

Their merchandise disposed of, their holds packed with what
one trader prettily termed ‘these valuable people’, the slave
ships set off on the long Atlantic voyage to the west, skilfully
navigated towards some speck in the ocean like Barbados or
Martinique. Yet if you picture the ships’ officers sighing with
relief as they tippled in their mess, you would be spectacularly
wrong. To have got a cargo of prime slaves, and to have left the
coast without the loss of too many of the crew, was but a pre-
liminary to further and far more traumatic weeks ahead. Even
in well-run ships with humane captains (and such there were)
the rate of sickness and death amongst the slaves was a source of
hourly anxiety. In the worst ships, in which the slave-holds
were not properly aired, nor the floors and shelves washed down
with pailfuls of vinegar; in which the slaves were not properly
fed and exercised ; in which the crews were bestial and drunken,
the market value of the valuable people declined day after day.
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No captain could breathe freely until landfall was made in the
West Indies, and one of the oddly-shaped sugar islands, which
secm to float like great green sponges on the Spanish Main,
hove into view. Even then difficulties tecemed ahead. Just as, in
some years, the price demanded for slaves on the African coast
was abnormally high, so, in the colonies, there might be years
in which the price offered for the valuable people was dis-
gracefully low. Prime male slaves could always be counted on
to sell well, but what of the weak and infirin, the old who still
persisted in looking their age even if you dyed their woolly
white hair, the job lot of poor specimens who had been bought
cheaply to fill up the shelves at the last moment, and were
known in the trade as ‘refuse slaves’? Many of those who had
not actually expired on ship-board from disease, or who had
not committed suicide by jumping overboard or hunger-strike,
would arrive at their destination suffering from ‘the bloody
flux’ (a violent form of dysentery) ; a case is even recorded of a
cunning slave-captain who would plug such invalids anally
with cotton wool so that they should appear untainted at the
auction. Unwelcome letters, such as the following from a West
Indian agent to his employer, Mr Benjamin Colman of Boston,
Massachusetts, would plop down on the table round which our
grave and worried merchants would be seated. This example, of
January 1750, concerns a Captain whose name we do not
know :

I am now to inform you (and with inexpressible grief) that I have
a letter dated at Barbados 2nd December advising that he was under
sail for St Kitts (there being no market for slaves at Barbados) with
only 43 slaves out of 113, all the rest being dead, viz. 70. The few
that remained were in health save 2 or 3 of ’em. He had 50 days
passage to Barbados owing to calms . . . This makes a great difference
to us, and looks to me as if there was no end to our disappointments.

Letters such as this, were, of course, counterbalanced by
others in more cheerful vein. In January 1773 the firm of
Stevenson and Went wrote from Bridgetown, Barbados, to their
Newport counterparts :

Negroes keep up with us and good slaves will command a high
price. We sold Captain Wanton’s cargo which Captain Rogers
brought in a few weeks past at £36 and £35 sterling round, but they
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were prime, and such slaves will always meet a good and ready
market. Slaves have been high at Carolina, but by the last accounts
they were fallen, and from the low price of their rice it was the
opinion of the Factors that slaves would still fall. We shall be happy
if Captain Tuell’s slaves arrive in order.

Captain Tuell (who had earlier complained from Anamabu:
‘I should do very well if there was any black trade but there is
none’), did in fact turn up trumps, reaching Bridgetown, Bar-
bados, in mid-February ‘with 94 slaves on board, all well and in
good order, which I have sold, the whole of them, all round to
Messrs Stevenson and Went . . . for £35 sterling . . . I had seven
weeks passage wanting one day’.

The Negroes sold, the slave-shelves dismantled and the fetters
stocked away, the ships were first thoroughly cleansed. They
were then loaded with sugar and molasses, which were sold in
New England or in Europe.* A part of the profit from this was
expended on new merchandise, rum and brandy for a fresh
voyage to the west coast of Africa to bargain for more slaves.

The third side of the triangle was complete.

* In fact, owing to a bad sugar crop, or to the bad management, penury or
parsimony of the planters, slave-captains and agents were at times paid off with
post-dated Bills of Exchange on European banks. In these cases, when the total
worth of the slaves was represented by a sheaf of papers only, there was no money

to purchase sugar or molasses, and the ships would return to their ports of origin
in ballast.
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Chapter 3

The Gates of Mercy

I

AND what, you may well ask, was the attitude of the educated,
non-mercantile public to the Triangular Trade when this was
at its zenith? By-passing for the moment the active Abolitionists
— Clarkson, Newton and Wilberforce in Great Britain, the
Neckers, Condorcet, Madame de Lafayette and the other mem-
bers of the society, Les Amis des Noirs, in France — we may
take as typical the differing attitudes upon this subject of two
men of the highest intelligence: Samuel Johnson and James
Boswell. Here a passage from Boswell’s Life of Fohnson is
apposite.

Predictably, Dr Johnson was ‘against slavery in every form’.
Boswell recalls that once, at Oxford, when ‘in company with
some very grave men’, Dr Johnson proposed the irritating
toast: ‘Here’s to the next insurrection of the negroes in the
West Indies!” In the autumn of the year 1777, when a Jamaican
slave, brought to Scotland as a servant, was suing for his free-
dom before the Court of Sessions in Edinburgh, Boswell asked
Johnson to dictate to him his own views on the case. In this
statement, which Boswell recorded word for word, Dr Johnson
declared it his conviction that no man has any right to enslave
another. He asserted that the plea that, by Jamaican law, the
Negro belonged to the planter who had bought him, could not
hold. This colonial law he found:

injurious to the rights of mankind, because whoever is exposed to
sale is condemned to slavery without appeal, by whatever fraud or
violence he might have been originally brought into the merchant’s
power. In our own time [ Johnson continued] Princes have been sold
by wretches to whose care they were entrusted, that they might have
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an European education.* But when once they were brought to a
market in the plantations, little would avail either their dignity or
their wrongs. The laws of Jamaica afford a negro no redress. His
colour is considered as a sufficient testimony against him.

This sane and civilized judgement offended Boswell, who
attributed Johnson’s notorious loathing for West Indian and
American slave-owners to ‘a zeal without knowledge’. He
quotes, but with disapproval, a sentence from Dr Johnson’s
Taxation No Tyranny, a pamphlet published in 1775 in answer to
the Resolutions of the American Congress. ‘How is it’ Johnson
had asked in this pamphlet, ‘that we hear the loudest yelps for
liberty among the drivers of Negroes?’ Johnson’s views neatly
recorded, Boswell begs ‘leave to enter my most solemn protest
against his general doctrine with respect to the Slave Trade’
and adds that he himself was watching ‘with wonder and indig-
nation’ the thriving philanthropic campaign for the abolition of
the trade. It is not surprising to find Boswell, a patrician and a
landowner, viewing Abolition as ‘robbery to an innumerable
class of our fellow-subjects’, but it seems, at first, odd that he
should see it also as involving ‘extreme cruelty to the African
Savages, a portion of whom it saves from massacre, or intoler-
able bondage in their own country, and introduces them into a
much happier state of life’. With recourse to Gray’s Elegy he
goes so far as to declare that ‘to abolish that trade would be to:

. . . shut the gates of mercy on mankind”.’

Though Boswell never apparently changed his mind about
the virtues of the slave trade, he does seem latterly to have
admitted to some doubts. At a dinner-party given several years
later by his friend Mr Langton to enable William Wilberforce
to discuss his House of Commons campaign with certain dis-
tinguished men he did not at that time know, we find Boswell
putting forward the planters’ argument that the Negroes were
happier in the West Indies than in West Africa. But, having
made his point, he added a rider (in words which might well
be noted by all political dictators, by many parents and by the

* This is presumably a reference to the fate of two sons of the Chief or King of
Anamabu, who had been retrieved from slavery in the nick of time, and had,
according to Horace Walpole, made a great stir in fashionable London in 1749.
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majority of autocratic lovers) : ‘Be it so, but we have no right to
make people happy against their will.’

Now it was quite natural that plantation-owners should
themselves disseminate, and indeed believe, the theory that
their Africans had been miserable in Africa. Most people will
persuade themselves of anything if there is money in it. Further-
more, many of them were genuinely convinced that slave con-
ditions on a good plantation, with a humane owner and a
considerate overseer, were a distinct step up from the ‘savagery’
in which they had been told that the natives of the Gold Coast
or the Slave Coast habitually lived. But here a question rears
its head : who had told them? Certainly not the slaves themselves,
for few owners bothered to follow the example of the Jamaican
merchant and planter, Bryan Edwards, who devoted a section
of his splendid History of the British Colonies in the West Indies
(published in 1793) to reports of affable conversations with his
own slaves about their early history and their places of origin.
No. The vast web of myth and misinformation which for cen-
turies obscured the European vision of West Africa was spun
by the slave-traders themselves — the factors in their lonely huts
on some spit of sandy land, the officers and men of the slave ships
lying off some steamy river-mouth, the sickly garrisons of slaving
fortresses perched high on their rocks above the dark green sea.
Largely ignorant of even their own country’s culture, these men
were almost professionally oblivious to that of Africa, and to the
West Africans’ political structures, social systems, traditions
and religious beliefs. The seventeenth-century Dutchman,
Willem Bosman, who was factor at the castle of Elmina,
and who spent fourteen years along the Guinea Coast, might
admire the bronze figures in the palace of the King of Benin,
but then he was exceptionally perceptive. The ordinary sea-
men, telling their travellers’ tales in the taverns of Bristol,
Nantes or Spanish Town, Jamaica, were of a very different
calibre. Already in the plays of Shakespeare’s contemporaries,
characters with black skins were either villains or clowns; in
any case the view was already widespread that to be black was
to be inferior. ‘So great is our pride’ wrote a French con-
temporary of Bosman ‘that the most brutal sailor values
himself above the best of those Guinea Kings.’

Seeing has been said to be belicving, but these transients on
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the West African coast-line saw only what they wanted to
believe — or, rather, they were incapable of interpreting cor-
rectly, or indeed of understanding, what they saw. Nor can we
wholly blame them, for it must be granted that what they saw
was often rather strange. Yet European nationals, who were
still accepting the ferocious pillage of a conquered European
city as the legitimate spoil of war, sprang to condemn the minor
loss of life involved in the solicitous sacrifice of wives and slaves
at the funerals of African grandees. The English, in particular,
who accepted it as legal (and, thercfore to them, normal) that
a child should be hanged in Great Britain for stealing a pocket-
handkercliief, vociferously condemned the annual votive offer-
ings of three or four young persons at the mouth of the Niger
River - ‘votive offerings to the sea’ wrote Captain John Adams
at the end of the eighteenth century ‘to direct vessels to bend
their course to this horrid climate’. The English (whose obses-
sional attitude towards domestic animals, contrasting sharply
with that towards their own children, has ever been to con-
tinentals a source of hollow mirth) were particularly distressed
to find what really amounted to another form of the same
fetishism in the Niger Delta — the worship of the sacrosanct
monitor lizard, which the African Missionary-Bishop Crowther
is credited with having suppressed in the name of Christ only as
recently as 1867.

I

Even today, when air and road travel has made Africa so
readily available to Europeans and Americans, there are in-
numerable aspects of African life which tend to take one un-
awares. The unfamiliar lurks everywhere, and the presence of
western culture scems merely to emphasize this unfamiliarity.
Basically the essence of our reaction to the strange, the un-
familiar is a sense of fear. Every country contains landscapes
that arousec unease — whether it be some remote Alpine
valley, the wild lavender-ficlds of Upper Provence, a lonely
Norwegian fjord at twilight. But in my own experience West
Africa contains more weird and eerie regions — rain-forest,
mangrove swamp, parched plains of red earth - than any other
place that I have seen. It is not only in the foreigner that these
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landscapes evoke fear. A large part of all old African religions is
devoted to placating the unknown and the unseen - evil spirits
which live in a particular tree or a particular rock, a thousand
varieties of baleful ghosts and witches, the brooding, ever-
present spirits of dead ancestors or relatives. I have myself been
kept awake at night in Calabar by a friend from Lagos who was
convinced that the witches of the east were out to get him, or
that he was about to be kidnapped and eaten. During four and
a half hours in a canoe along the creeks of the Niger Delta,
gliding over the still and colourless water beneath an equally
still and colourless but burning sky, I, too, have experienced a
sense of fear, or at least a sense of awe. Except for the ticking of
the little outboard engine the silence was complete. On either
hand stretched the silver-white swamps of mangrove, seeming,
with their awkward exposed roots, to be standing knee-deep in
the water. Where the creek narrowed you could peer deep into
these thickets of mangroves — vistas secret, interminable and
somehow meaningless. There was no sign of life save for the
shrill screech of some unseen bird.

I was on my way to the ancient slaving port of Bonny, which
we reached in late afternoon. Scrambling up some derelict
stone steps (slithcry with slime and which had successfully man-
aged to detach themselves from the landing-stage so that you
had to jump a two-foot gap to reach wet land), I found myself
in an area of black mud and tumbled blocks of stone, the latter
evidently once destined for some ambitious but abandoned
building project. There were a few hovels, and two tiny black
and white goats linked to one another by a chain. A group of the
inhabitants of Bonny, most notably the children, had assembled
to stare at the new arrivals in the observant, assessing yet
vaguely derisory way of African crowds. ‘Derisory’ is perhaps
the wrong word ; what I mean is the indefatigable African sense
of humour, the constant and happy capacity for being amused.
In any case, Africans are probably the most watchful people in
the world.

That evening, wandering through fetid open spaces, which
in old Bonny are designated ‘squares’, and along the narrow
black mud alleys between houses made of rusty corrugated tin,
I was interested to find ornate Victorian mausoleums and
memorial statuary at the street corners. These turned out to be
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the tombs of the royal family of Pepple, one of whom, King
William Pepple, was the greatest and most amiable of the Bonny
sellers of slaves. In the old days of Bonny, the dead were buried
beneath their living-room floors; but the Pepples — whose real
name, before being corrupted by the European seamen, was
Perikale — were too prominent to be so buried, and hence
their tombs give a gruesome dignity to Bonny’s otherwise
dilapidated streets.

As we walked in the closing dusk through this maze of alley-
ways, which are watered by black and filthy streams full of
refuse, a noise which from the hotel I had heard faintly grew
more insistent as we approached. It was a noise of stamping,
drumming, clapping and chanting. Rounding a corner we
came upon a large number of people standing in a lopsided
circle, in the midst of which a stalwart middle-aged woman was
performing a curious but frenzied dance, apparently in a semi-
hypnotic state. She was dressed in yellow and white, on her head
an orange cap bound round with a white cloth, and two more
white cloths ticd loosely to her arms. The upper part of her face
was daubed with white paint, which made her look slightly
blind. Her expression was intense, relentless and could, in fact,
have been called evil. Her movements as she circled in a diving
fashion, had a fierceness about them which I do not believe to
be my imagination. Every now and then she would make a rush
at the spectators, who backed hastily away. Apart from the band
and choir of men and a few women, she had two female acolytes,
one of whom represented the waves of the sea, whilst another,
with a silver paddle, was presumably a boat. From time to
time, exhausted, she would retire into a cabin in the back-
ground, where an oil lamp burned. Here she would take a puff
or two at a large pipe, whilst one of her assistants got on with
the dance. It was an uncanny scene, and made more so by the
presence in the centre of the circle of an incongruous occasional
table, covered with a doily, on which stood refreshing bottles of
whiskey, rum and Gordon’s gin. By the sounds which were still
reaching the hotel at dawn, this festivity evidently continued
far into the night.

Had I becn an eighteenth-century English sailor on his first
trip to the Slave Coast I should no doubt have called this dis-
play of dancing ‘savage’. Had I ‘been a nineteenth-century
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traveller I should no doubt have called it ‘quaint’. As it was I
found it disquieting in its fervour, and alien because it was full
of some purpose that I did not comprehend. Enquiry, however,
elicited the general fact that the lady was the Priestess of the
local Goddess of the Sea, and that this her annual dance was to
placate that Goddess and to ensure that the Priestess would
retain her healing powers. I recalled that, in 1872, when my
grandfather was administering the West African Settlements,
the deposed King Docemo of Lagos would invoke the Goddess
of the Lagos Lagoon agaiunst the British authorities. In one of
her four chapters on fetish in Travels in West Africa, Mary
Kingsley dilates upon the quantities of sea-gods and sea-spirits
that abound along the Guinea Coast. She points out that, since
every danger-spot — whirlpool or rock — has a presiding deity, it
is natural that the highly perilous surf of this sea-board should
have many, too. She found that, among the Twi, children eight
days after birth, and widows eight days after their husband’s
death, were brought ceremonially down to visit the local sea-
spirit of any particular patch of shore. There were also witches
wandering the sea-shore by night, emitting a brilliant light and
eating crabs the while. Like the myriad other minor deities,
spirits and witches of West Africa, these marine deities require
propitiation and attention, in return for which they will help
and protect.

I

“This country, sir, is run on love’, Bernard, a cheerful and
friendly driver from the University of Ibadan explained to me
one morning, as we were bumping down the Lagos road.
Although this remark was made only a few days before the
batch of political murders of January 1966, it seems to me
broadly true not of Nigeria only, but of West Africa in general.
The innate generosity of West Africans and their courtesy to
strangers, which made them an easy prey in the first place for
the slave-traders and subsequently for the Colonial Powers, are
but two of a whole range of characteristics that can be called on
to refute the Ignoble Savage theory in which, as we have
noticed, even a man as well-read as Boswell honestly believed.
Prior to considering in detail the mutual misunderstandings,
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the ignorance and the cruelty which clouded European-African
relations from the very start of the slave-trading days, we must
achieve a sharp picture of whau Africa was and is, and in which
ways its peoples differ from those of the Western world as well as
from those of the Orient. If the Europeans engaged in the gold,
the ivory and the slave trades misunderstood the nature of
Africans, what exactly was the nature which they misunder-
stood? The poet of Martinique, Aimé Cesaire, coincd the now
current word négritude to express what could more clumsily be
termed ‘negroness’. First used in relation to all negroid artistic
activity, it can conveniently be treated as an umbrella-word to
cover native African beliefs, habits, ideals, attitudes and outlook.

What is probably one of the best analyses of negritudc ever
written was published by the late Mr Dunduzu Chisiza, of
Malawi, in the Journal of Modern African Studies in 1963. ‘It is
true’ he wrote ‘that there is no uniform outlook. But it is pos-
sible to single out certain features which are always present in
almost every African community.’

Chisiza begins by asserting that Africans are neither of a medi-
tative turn of mind, like orientals, nor inquisitive searchers, like
Westerners. He sees them primarily as ‘penetrating observers,
relying more on intuition than on the process of reasoning’, and
as excelling in the field of human relations. Whereas Westerners
assume that man lives to work, the African, he maintains,
works to live, the corollary of this being ‘a high preference for
leisure’, and an emphasis on the pursuit of happiness rather than
of beauty or of truth. Spurning isolationism and individualism,
the African’s ideal way of life is a communal one, starting with
strong family rclations based on love, and radiating outwards
in a general lavish compassion and wish to help. ‘I’ and ‘mine’
are used more seldom than ‘we’ and ‘our’, and all activities —
hunting, draw-net fishing, sewing, harvesting, pounding food,
canocing, playing games, dancing — are group activities. The
virtues of generosity and forgiveness are encouraged; malice,
hatred and revenge are abhorred. Famous for their sense of
humour and dislike of melancholy, Africans wish to enjoy their
lives and want other people to do so too. They have also, accord-
ing to Chisiza, an habitual desire for change, even in religion,
which accounts for the ready and enthusiastic conversions
which so disturbed Christian missionaries when they found that
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they were usually unaccompanied by any serious rejection of
fundamental African religious beliefs. Light-hearted and well-
disposed, they must have struck the early European traders as
frivolous and wrong-headed; although most of these agreed
upon the prodigal hospitality and the high-bred manners of the
African chiefs, their subjects, servants and slaves. In the train-
ing of young men great emphasis was laid on restraint, and
adultery was punishable by death.

This restraint, product of the inflexible laws which governed
social behaviour was, like the propitiatory elements of all
African religions, aimed at ensuring a peaceful, orderly and
protected life for the members of each community living in the
fierce and insecure world of the tropics. Most Europeans saw
only the taboos, dismissed them as ignorant superstitions and
did not attempt to penetrate their origins or purpose. They
were also, perforce, entirely unacquainted with African history,
and unaware of the great continental Empires — Songhai, Mali,
Ghana and the rest — which had risen and fallen through the
centuries. Because there seemed to be no written African history
(an assumption now disproved), the foreign myth persisted that
there was no history to Africa at all; and a country without a
history could not be taken seriously. Language formed another
barrier to communication, likewise the Africans’ understand-
able reluctance to reveal the mysteries of their protective ju-ju
charms and amulets, or of the fetish houses, to white-skinned
sceptics whom they had soon learned that they could not trust.

Again, to the denizens of European ports, with their broad
paved streets and brick or stone houses, and even to country
youths from Somerset or Zeeland, the West African hamlets and
the simple life that went on within their baked mud walls
seemed incurably primitive and comic. The freed slave, Olaudah
Equiano, alias Gustavus Vasa, who published his memoirs
in London in 1789, has described his boyhood in a mid-
eighteenth century Ibo community in vivid detail. The son of
the Embrenche, or head-man of his village, whose dignity was
signified by a lateral cut made in childhood across his forehead,
Equiano describes the stern moral code and the pastoral life of
his village, with its well-spaced groups of family houses, resem-
bling little villages within the village, its men and women
dressed in bright blue cloth (‘brighter and richer than any I
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have scen in Europe’), the grander women wearing finc gold
ornaments, the separate establishments for each man’s two or
three wives, with others for the domestic slaves. He describes the
simplicity of the food, the well-known custom of setting some of
this aside before each meal, as well as pouring a libation, for the
enjoyment of the hovering spirits of the dead. When the women
were not employed with the men in tillage they wove and dyed
the blue cloth, and made earthen pots and tobacco pipes. It
was a simple, contented, self-contained existence, made merry
on every seizable occasion by music and dancing. ‘We are
almost a nation of dancers, musicians and poets’ (Equiano ex-
plains) ‘thus every great event, such as a triumphant return
from battle, or other cause of public rejoicing, is celebrated in
public dances, which are accompanied with songs and music
suited to the occasion.” ‘We were totally unacquainted with
swearing and all those terms of abuse and reproach which find
their way so readily and copiously into the language of more
civilized people’ (he recalls). ‘“The only expressions of that kind
I remember were “May you rot!”’, or “May you swell!”’, or
“May a beast take you!”’ This writer emphasizes particularly
the universal cleanliness of his people, their constant ablutions
and purifications, and the great power of what he calls the
priests and magicians, who calculated time and foretold events.

Into this on the whole satisfied and undemanding rural
world there crashed the predatory hordes of the slave-traders,
the men the scum of European ports, their officers and factors
chiefly what were called ‘necessitous persons’ who could find no
employment at home. In fairness to them, though, it must be
remembered that the Africans with whom they mostly came
into direct contact were greedy, degenerate middle-men, as
heartless and as venal as the Europeans to whom they sold
stolen youths, women and children. The chiefs or ‘kings’ as the
Europeans termed them were mainly concerned with selling
prisoners captured in small tribal wars — forays which the slave-
traders encouraged with arms; although cases are recorded of
chiefs raiding their own villages at night for slaves to sell. For
the African responsibility should never be forgotten; without
Africans willing to sell each other there would have been no
slaves for the Europeans to buy. It can, and it has, been
argued, equally, that without the European traders there would
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have been no African middle-men at all. Another freed slave,
Ottobah Cugoano, who published his reflections on slavery in
1787, told his readers:

But I must own, to the shame of my own countrymen, that I was
first kidnapped and betrayed by my own complexion, who were the
first cause of my exile and slavery ; but if there were no buyers there
would be no sellers. So far as I can remember, some of the Africans
in my country kept slaves, which they take in war, or for debt; but
those which they keep are well, and good care taken of them, and
treated well . . . But I may safely say that all the poverty and misery
that any of the inhabitants of Africa meet with among themselves is
far inferior to those inhospitable regions of misery which they meet
with in the West Indies, where their hard-hearted overseers have
neither regard to the laws of God, nor the life of their fellow-men.

In the end, as the corruption spread, the old slaving ports
vied with one another as to who had the most slaves to sell.
‘Ah the Slave Trade!” a jovial leading citizen of Bonny re-
marked to me there in 1966: “The Slave Trade! Those were the
great days of Bonny, but now we hope, with Shell Oil, to be
coming up in the world again!” He slapped his plump thigh as
he spoke.

In concluding this attempt to sketch the African character,
I do not wish to suggest that Africa, any more than any other
portion of the globe, has ever been a continent of saints. The
ritual human sacrifices at the burials of important men, the
Death Grove of the Asantehene at Kumasi, and many similar
practices and places, prove that in Africa, too, human nature
had its dark quarter. All that necds stressing is that these
millions upon millions of Negroes, bought or stolen, and
shipped to perpetual slavery in the Atlantic colonies were in
their essence people made for happiness and leisure, a good-
natured people gullible to the extent that they knew nothing of
the world beyond their deltas and their forests. Most of them
had not even seen the sea. It was these people, guileless and
pleasure-loving, with their own skills and their own tightly-
constructed system for getting through life, who were shovelled
into the colonial plantations like coals into a furnace. Once
across the Atlantic, they were subjected to murderous working
hours in frequently foul conditions, under the hawk-eyes of
overseers armed with a leathern lash. Is it any wonder that so
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many killed themselves both on the Middle Passage or after it,
and that the planters lived in dread of yet another slave revolt?
It was this fear that had inspired Dr Johnson’s Oxford toast.

IV

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries one of the strongest
of the mutual delusions held by Europeans and Africans about
each other was that of cannibalism. The Frenchman Barbot
wrote in the sixteen-eighties that ‘some Europeans . . . would
also persuade me that the inland blacks of Whydah are man-
eaters, and that at a town about a league above Savi, there is a
market for slaves, where, at the time of a violent famine, they
sold them fatted up, to be slaughtered like beasts and their
quarters exposed in the shambles, to be eaten; but I will not
answer for the truth of it.” Not all Europeans were as judicial
and sceptical as Jean Barbot, and the theory that West Africans
were cannibals whenever they could get the chance became an
integral part of the slave-traders’ mythology. The Fan tribes of
the Upper Niger, of whom these slave-traders had never heard,
were later indeed proved to be cannibals by Mary Kingsley
and other nineteenth-century travellers or merchants, but
they were remote and really savage people. The Englishman,
Winterbottom, who published an account of Sierra Leone in
1803, went into this cannibal myth thoroughly:

That this horrid practice does not exist in the neighbourhood of
Sierra Leone, nor for many hundred leagues along the coast to the
northward and southward of that place may be asserted with the
utmost confidence, nor is there any tradition among the natives
which can prove it ever was the custom ; on the contrary they appear
struck with horror when they are questioned individually on the
subject, though at the same time they make no scruple of accusing
other natives at a distance, and whom they barely know by name, of
cannibalism.

The famous outbreak of ‘human leopardism’ in the nineties of
the last century in up-country Sierra Leone, publicized during
the trials of members of a local Human Leopard Society who,
disguised in leopard-skins, would on certain specified nights
dismember and eat a young, selected victim, cannot really
come under the heading of cannibalism, since the object of the
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operation was to obtain strength and grace. Even today mem-
bers of one tribal group will attribute such ritual practices to
those of another tribe whom they dislike - the accusation being,
so to speak, the very lowest thing you can say about anybody
else. Since this is still the case, it seems significant to find it
recorded again and again by the old European slave-traders
that the cause of half the ship-board slave revolts was the
Negroes® total conviction that they were being taken over the
sea not to Skye but to be eaten in Barbados.

This belief was ineradicable. Ottobah Cugoano whom we
have already met and who was a well-off coast Fantee captured
as a boy and taken to Grenada, then liberated and brought to
England, where he worked for Cosway the miniaturist and
became a leading Abolitionist, writes of his horror on first
seeing- white men in a town to which he was dragged by his
captor: ‘Next day we travelled on, and in the evening came to a
town where I saw several white people, which made me afraid
that they would eat me, according to our notion as children in
the inland parts of the country.” This nagging fear of being
killed and eaten was, therefore, added to all the other mental
and physical discomforts of the Middle Passage.

Even if the European traders had cared to clear up this basic
misconception — and there is no reason to suppose that they did
— it would have been extremely difficult, owing, as I have sug-
gested earlier, to the lack, or extreme restriction, of the means
of oral communication. In his volume on the Trade Castles and
Forts of West Africa Professor A. W. Lawrence makes the point
that ‘no European before the nineteenth century is known to
have spoken an African language; short vocabularies provided
for the simpler needs of trade and person, and there was no lack
of interpreters’. He thinks it probable that mulattoes were
bilingual ; but we can safely assume that there was neither the
time, the goodwill nor the means to abate the newly enslaved
Negroes’ anxieties.

In the seventeenth century ignorant, and even influential
Africans who had never seen a white man supposed them to be
a species of sea-monster, since they had heard that they came
from over the horizon, where no land was, in large ships. When
the Danes were rebuilding Christiansborg, the fort at Accra
which they had taken from the Dutch in 1661, and which they
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made into their stately headquarters on the Gold Coast, the
Akyem King, Firempong, was made protector of the new fort for
thirty-twodollars a month. Firempong had never yet seen a white
man and, according to the Gold Coast missionary Rheindorf
(an African scholar who published his FHistory of the Gold
Coast and Ashanti in 1895) he accepted the current hearsay that
‘the Europeans were a kind of sea-creatures’. Since he wantcd to
confirm this belief, he asked for a specimen to be sent to his
town of Da. A Danish book-keeper, Nicholas Kamp, was des-
patched and found a formal reception awaiting him. But when
he took off his hat and bowed, King Firempong, thinking he
was a wild animal about to spring, fell flat on his face and
yelled for the assistance of his wives. When the interpreter had
explained that Kamp’s queue was not a tail growing from his
neck, Firempong, still dissatisfied, demanded that Kamp strip
naked. This the Danish book-keeper refused to do in public.
After a meal watched by all the king’s wives — one of whom
remarked ‘He eats like a man, really he is a human being’ -
Kamp removed his clothes in private before the king. This con-
vinced King Firempong: ‘Ah, you really are a human being,
but only too white, like a devil.’

For to make things casier, just as the colour black was, for
most Europeans, connected with night, witches and the Powers
of Darkness, so, to many Africans, white was often the colour of
devils, and the smearing of the face with white clay was calcu-
lated to inspire terror. At the great Portuguese Castle of the
Mine, or Elmina, in the early sixteenth century the priest-in-
charge and his two chaplains set out to convert the local
Negroes under the patronage of St Francis of Assisi, who had
been singled out because the face of his image had turned
miraculously and conveniently black on arrival in West Africa -
most likely, in reality, the effect of the climate on white lead
paint.

This mutual wariness of one another’s pigmentation formed
yet a further disruptive element in the haggling chaos of the
slave trade as it muddled on its cvil way in the dripping heat
of the West African coast, beneath the mentally-unhinging rays
of the tropical sun. The dangers and the cnervating cffect of the
climate impaired (but did not, of course, defeat) the efficiency
of European attempts to get the trade in gold, ivory and slaves
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running smoothly. These attempts are best symbolized by, and
were probably most successful in, the serried line of trading
forts and castles concentrated on what was for centuries known
in Europe as the Gold Coast, and is now the sea-board of
modern Ghana. By an anomaly, it was from the presence of
these forts, with their slave-dungeons, slave markets and whip-
ping blocks, that there derived one of the few positive benefits
contact with the European traders brought to West Africans:
new and sufficient forms of food.
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Chapter 4

Down the Guinea Coast

I

BesIpE the scarlet laterite roads of southern Ghana or Nigeria,
and on spits of sand at rural landing-stages along the broad,
sluggish rivers, merry young Negresses with placid faces but
witty eyes are seated on stools, bolt upright. On another, smaller
stool before each of them is an enamel basin as vividly coloured
as their own headgear. They are usually grouped together under
a tree, smiling and chattering as they deftly peel green oranges
for sale, using a sharp-bladed knife which leaves the orange
ribbed or corrugated at will. These oranges are sold, two for a
penny, to thirsty travellers who suck them dry and throw the
rest away. Elsewhere along the roads and in the town and village
markets lie heaps of coco-nuts, mounds of ugly, tortured-looking
yams, paw-paws which taste like wet linen, lemons, limes, hand
after hand of bananas. To his first blinding vision of sunlight
and of dappled shadowy forests decked out with yellow or
crimson plumes of flowering parasite creeper, the newcomer
from Europe adds the picture of an infinitely bountiful Nature,
of a land of marvellous and prodigal fertility.

No wonder, you think as your car jolts and heaves down the
uneven roads, that life here seems so gay and that an atmosphere
of dolce far niente scems so widespread. Here, at the least, nobody
need ever have starved? And reflection on the contrast between
this rich, available profusion on the one hand, and the diet of
the transatlantic slave plantations (a sticky porridge and dried
fish) upon the other, releases yct one more spurt of sharpish
indignation. It seems so evident that all any hungry African
ever had to do in his natural surroundings was to reach up into
the shining foliage of an orange tree and pull down the fruit
clustering like pale lamps on the branches. You imagine
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harvests of ripe maize, yams tended against the Yam Lestivals,
coco-nut palms scaled with agility, oil-palms tapped for cooking
oil. It must all; you think, have resembled the earthly paradise
of Rousseau’s yearnings, or the gentle, luscious world of Paul et
Virginie.

In point of fact this was not so. Until the Europeans descended
on the coast of Guinea, and indeed for some time after their
advent, probably none of these plants, trees and crops existed in
West Africa. When the Portuguese first discovered the terri-
tories in the fifteenth century ‘there is good reason to think that
the inhabitants of most areas rarely had enough to eat, unless
they were fishermen or lived near enough to the coast to buy
smoked fish’.* The Negroes would seem to have lived on game,
supplemented by guinea-corn, together with an inferior and
uncultivated variety of yam, wild spinach and perhaps certain
other wild plants, the value and names of which are long for-
gotten. Alcohol, that indispensable lubricant to every form of
human society, was provided by palm-wine in the moist regions,
by a fermented beer elsewhere. All those fruits and vegetables
which seem, to the greenhorn visitor, so exotic and so charac-
teristic of the West African scene were actually introduced by
the European traders.

Once these traders began to build their forts and to scttle in
on the coast, the total lack of vegetables, fruits and dependable
cereal crops became a natural source of concern. To have
strange and inadequate, often repulsive, food added to the other
health hazards of a lethal climate was asking too much. So
even the tiniest forts and stations planned and developed large
nursery gardens, planting European salads, cabbages and cauli-
flowers from imported sced, starting the cultivation of sugar
cane, lemon trees and meclons from the Mediterranean, oranges,
tamarind and bananas from the East. From across the Atlantic
came the pincapple, the guava and the paw-paw. Once it was
established that scurvy, universal blight of long sca-voyages,
could be prevented by adding citrus-fruit to the dict of the sea-
men and their slave-cargoes, the demand for oranges, lemons
and limes, and for their juice in iron-hooped kegs, spread swiftly

* The words are those of Professor A. W. Lawrence, to whose classic, Trade
Castles and Forts of West Africa (Jonathan Cape, 1963), I am indebted for much of
the information in this chapter.
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down the coast. Initiated purely to increase trade efficiency, this
raising in the European gardens of foreign fruits and foodstuffs
must have been imitated by the Africans themselves, and in that
lush climate all these fresh delights proliferated. If we were any
of us asked what tree ‘West Africa’ immediately suggested to
our minds, nine out of ten would answer: ‘The coco-nut tree.’
Yet even this tree, so ubiquitous today, was an European im-
portation from the Indian Ocean. Even as late as the year 1692,
the palm-tree was sufficiently rare upon the Guinea coast for
sailors to make a landmark of a solitary grove of coco-nuts
growing in their ragged, rakish way near the African town and
three adjacent European forts at Accra. Colloquially they re-
ferred to these coco-nuts as ‘the Spanish cavalry’. Such land-
marks, with their promise of fresh food and drink, women for
hire and slaves for sale, formed a welcome sight to the crews of
ships sailing the Gulf of Guinea.

II

‘The Gulf of Guinea’, ‘the Guinea Coast’ —~ there are certain
words or phrases which can not only be heard and seen, but
tasted and smelt. I would put those amongst them. The names
have sounded down the centuries with the tantalizing ring of
the guinea coins of purest yellow gold first minted for the Royal
African Company by order of King Charles II. Visually, the
words conjure up a low, hot, green shore-line, hazy with
vapour, and for ever besieged by the monotonous breakers of
the South Atlantic. Taste the words on your palate and you get
the pricking of spice, or the cloying flavour of the mango. The
scent is that of hibiscus and of the deep mould of tropical forests
steaming after rain. Then there is the traditional hint of risk
and adventure about almost everything to do with Guinea,
whether it be the ‘Guineamen’, high-masted sailing-ships West
Africa bound, or even the ‘Guinea merchants’ who sped them
keeling on their way. Of course the prefix ‘guinea’ has other
more pedestrian connections — guinea-grain or malaguetta,
which the Portuguese sought upon the Coast before they had
found the true pepper of the East ; guinea-grass ; and the guinea-
fowl, sophisticated cousin of somé of the wild fowl of West
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Africa. Chaffing Roderigo for his despairing love for Desde-
mona, lago refers contemptuously to Othello’s wife as ‘a guineca-
hen’. But from the days of the first Portuguese explorers who
brought back live Negroes and Negresses as trophies for the
Court, Guinea became to the ordinary, stay-at-home people of
Europe an established and persistent myth. Besides the exotic
landscapes and costumes of the West Africans, there was the
added thrill of the ‘savage’ and the unknown. ‘None of us
Europeans ever go to Guinea,” wrote a seventeenth-century
trader ‘but we are apt at our return to make horrid pictures of
the manners and vices of the blacks.’

The exact geographical definition of the Gulf of Guinea is,
like all such definitions, bleak but clear: ‘A large open arm of
the South Atlantic in the angle of West Africa and including the
Bight of Benin and the Bight of Biafra.” The term ‘Guinea
Coast’ was customarily applied to the shoreline bordering this
gulf, but the coast itself was considered to begin at the Senegal
River — sixteen degrees north of the Equator — and to curve
down and away to South Angola, sixteen degrees south of the
Equator. ‘Upper Guinea’ stretched from Senegambia to the
Cross River on the Slave Coast, ‘Lower Guinea’ from that river
to the Congo and Angola, including the Spanish island of
Fernando Po. By the eighteenth century this coast-line had by
long usage been sub-divided in Europeans’ minds. First of all,
running from north to south, came Senegambia, with Cape
Verde and the Gambia River ; next came the area known as the
Rivers of the South; then the Grain Coast (where the mala-
guetta pepper was obtained) ; the Ivory Coast (source of ele-
phant tusks); the Gold Coast and the adjacent Slave Coast
(both named for obvious reasons) ; and on down past the lands
bordering the Bight of Biafra to Gabon and Angola. Naturally
enough these European trade appellations did not mean that
the West African shore-line was neatly compartmented in the
fashion of a supermarket and its shelves. Gold could be pur-
chased on the Grain coast, slaves on the Gold Coast, ivory and
pepper on the Slave Coast — although in point of fact slaves
were easily the chief product of the Slave Coast, and of the
marshy regions east of the Volta River.

It may seem odd that, save for one or two Phoenician and
Carthaginian voyages of trade or discovery recorded by Hero-
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dotus, it should have taken the rest of the world — or, more
correctly, the European portion of it — so long to find West
Africa. The explanation lies in the_ long- acccpted European
theory that the world was flat. Belicving this, mariners would
not venture beyond Cape Bojador, for fear that they and their
ships would plunge over the edge of the world-platform into
oblivion. It took the persistent buzz of rumour that the gold the
Arabs sold to Europeans came from a negroid country to the
south, as well as Portuguese anxiety to find a direct trading
route to India (thus, again, short-circuiting Arab middlemen)
to stimulate the Portuguese, at the direction of Prince Henry the
Navigator, to push down from Cape Bojador. We have seen that
the first ten Africans in Portugal were brought back as a gift to
Prince Henry in 1441, but these were probably either moors, or
moorish-negroid types. It was not until a subsequent voyage,
recorded like this first one by the royal librarian and archivist,
de Azurara, whose chronicle of the Guinea journeys covers
from 1441-1448* and whose information was based on careful
eye-witness accounts, that the Portuguese reached the Land
of Guinea proper — that is to say, the mouth of the Senegal
River, which they explored in boats lowered from their cara-
vels. In one of these small boats eight men sat. One of these
noticed on the river bank a fisherman’s hut, which they at once
agreed to invest by stealth. As they were creeping up to it, a
naked Negro boy, holding a spear, strode nonchalantly out —
and straight into their hands. They seized him, and then
snatched up his eight-year-old sister, bundling both of them
into the boat. Taken back to Portugal, the boy was christened
to save his soul and then well educated by royal command. Does
not this nude, unsuspecting fisher-boy, stepping, as he had done
every day of his short life, from the safety of his thatched family
hut into the blinding sun of the river-bank, only to be kidnapped
by armed and bearded white-faced strangers, seem in himself a
symbol of the serious European start of the slave trade?

* The Chronicle of the Discovery and Congquest of Guinea by Gomes Eannes de Azurara,
was originally discovered in the Bibliothéeque Royale in Paris in 1837. In 1896 and
1897 a translation was published in England by the Hakluyt Society. When
quoting from this, I have however taken the liberty of paraphrasing, since the
two translators’ attempts at an archaic prose style (‘let us take such advisement
that whosoever putteth himself on his defence shall be slain without pity’) is
exacerbating today.
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As the decade of the fourteen-forties waned, the Portuguese
adventurers became bolder, and more ruthless. Africans on the
coast were now stalked like wild animals. ‘All of you run as fast
as you can’ was the verbal directive of one Christian captain to
his crew, when they had sighted a gathering of harmless
Negroes at another point along the coast: ‘. . . if we can’t take
the young men prisoner, let’s go for the old men, the women
and the small children. Be sure that anyone who tries to defend
himself is killed without mercy’. In this actual cpisode most
of the panic-stricken but aquatic villagers outwitted their
attackers by diving swiftly into the sea, whither the encumbered
Portuguese could not pursue them.

I11

However predatory and, indeed, savage the behaviour of his
men upon the coast of Guinea, a truc crusading zcal ranked as
high amongst Prince Henry the Navigator’s personal motives
for backing these African forays as did thoughts of exploration,
trade and settlement. A royal decree of 1448 gave the Prince the
right to control trade along the coast. In that same ycar the
Portuguese secem to have begun to build their first African fort,
on the island of Arguin, south of Cape Blanco, a suitable site
which they had discovered in 1443. Ten ycars later a religious
mission headed by the Abbot Soto de Cassa set sail in a first
thankless effort to convert the natives of the Gambia. By 1471
the Portuguese had passed the mouth of the Niger; in 1481 they
began to build upon the Gold Coast their famous Castlc of the
Mine; and in 1485 King John II of Portugal assumed thc
grandiose but, as it proved, hollow, title, ‘Lord of Guinea’.
The crusading aspcct of these Portuguese adventures on the
coast immediately involved the Papacy, sincc it was the Pope
alone who could grant a Christian kingdom or religious order
‘the exclusive right of proselytizing in a particular heathen
area’. The next logical step from this theory of a Holy War was
that the Pope should place the newly discovered territories
under Portuguese jurisdiction. Successive Popes moved gingerly
towards this conclusion. In 1454, when the King of Castile
protested at the Portuguese seizure of a Spanish vessel Guinea-
bound, Lisbon’s reply was that Guinea belonged to Portugal.
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This statement was soon afterwards officially supported by the
Papacy. The attempt to maintain a Portuguese monopoly of the
vast potential riches of the Guinea trade could never have been
successful, and the very effort to do so probably weakened
Portugal’s power. All the same, the Papal Bulls ran throughout
pre-Reformation Europe. In 1481 the Portuguese court heard
tell that a couple of Englishmen, William Fabian and John
Tintam, were planning an expedition to trade upon the Guinea
Coast. King John II protested that this violated his privileges.
The voyage was countermanded. Recognition of the papal right
to parcel out the non-Christian world is confirmed by the con-
temporary request of Edward IV of England to be allowed to
share in the African trade. This initiative — in a sense a medieval
equivalent of a diplomatic tentative to enter the Common
Market — was a failure. In 1493, with the Bulls of the Spanish
Pope Alexander VI, the Papacy finally came out into the open
and granted Ferdinand and Isabella all the lands already dis-
covered or to be discovered in the New World to the west.
After certain adjustments to the demarcation line to satisfy
Portugal, and the signature in 1494 of the Spanish-Portuguese
Treaty of Tordesillas, the Portuguese ended up with possession
of the West African coast-line (giving them unsuspected access
to the true route to India) and the lands bordering the South
Atlantic which turned out to include Brazil. The discovery and
annexation by Spain and Portugal of the Kingdoms of the Sun
spelled a terrible and sinister eclipse for the peoples of West
Africa who came quickly to be regarded merely as fodder for the
mines and plantations of the New World.

While the soldiers and sailors of Portugal were busy making
themselves loathed by the Africans for their arrogance, lust and
rapacity, their King, John II — ‘King John the Perfect’, a
Renaissance prince and statesman of great erudition and popu-
larity — maintained the old Christian attitude that West
Africans were human beings like any others, but just needed
converting to the true faith. Early in the fourteen-eighties a
king of the Jalofs named Bemoy was dislodged from his position
by a popular coup. With some of his loyal followers he set off on
foot for the Portuguese fort on the island of Arguin, and took
ship for Portugal to beg succour from King John. Affectionately
received by the royal family, the whole party were promptly

41



Sins of the Fathers

started off on a course of religious instruction and subsequently
baptized in statec with the king and quecen as god-parents to
Bemoy, whom they re-named John. The Africans were then
returned to their country, sailing in a convoy of twenty little
caravels, the triangular sails of which bore the sign of the cross,
and which were filled with materials to build a fort at the
mouth of the Senegal River. The expedition was commanded by
one Picro Vas d’Acunha Bisagudo, who soon wearied of the
project. His men were dying, the river current was too strong,
and he was afraid that the King of Portugal would appoint him
life-governor of the ncw fort. He therefore lured the African
Bemoy on board his ship, murdered him and, leaving the fort
unfinished, returned to Lisbon to face the wrath (and disap-
pointment) of the King. The interesting point here would seem
to be not the treachery of d’Acunha, but the civilized attitude
of the Portuguese sovereigns and the fact, latterly exploited by
the Europeans on the coast, that African chiefs were ready to
appeal to Europcans for aid in civil or local wars.

Despite the obvious impracticability of patrolling the whole
West African coast-line and their growing concentration on
their new possessions in India and Brazil, the Portuguese
dominated the Guinea Coast throughout the sixteenth cen-
tury. By the fifteen-fifties their slave trade thence was already
highly organized on a financial basis, with its chief centres in
Senegambia, on the Gold Coast and in Angola and Sdo Tomé.
Other European nations still held off, although a good many
French, and some English, privateers made unheralded des-
cents upon the coast, proving the military impotence of the
Portuguese settlements. In 1553 a group of London mer-
chants sent Captain Thomas Windham, with a Portuguese
guide, to Guinea and Benin ; the little expedition collected gold
at Elmina, but the commanders insisted, against the experts’
advice, on going into the dreaded Bight of Benin, where one
hundred of the ship’s complement of one hundred and forty
men, including the leaders, died. All the same another London
expedition was prepared in the following year, consisting of
three vessels commanded by John Lok. They returned trium-
phantly with gold and ivory, and also with ten ‘black slaves’
who were described as tall and strong, and were said to relish
European food and drink, but not to care greatly for the damp
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and cold of Tudor London. These Negrocs do not seem to have
been regarded literally as slaves (even though Hakluyt calls them
so) and they were later returned to their home in Guinea. In the
same decade three further English voyages were made to Guinea,
each of them in charge of the London merchant, William
Towerson. On the first of these, when trading at a village near
Elmina, Towerson was accosted by a young Negro who came
fearlessly on board ship to demand why he had not brought back
five compatriots taken to England the year before. Towerson
replied that theywere perfectly happyin England, and that they
would be brought back once they had learned the language
and could be used as interpreters ‘to be a help to English-
men in this country’. Repatriated on Towerson’s second voyage
in 1556, these travelled Negroes were welcomed near the
Portuguese outpost of Shama : ‘the people were very glad of our
negroes, specially one of their brothers’ wives, and one of their
aunts,* who reccived them with much joy, and so did all the
rest of the people, as if they had been their natural brethren’.
These first English visits to the Guinea Coast were inquisitive,
amicable and more or less profitable. There had been no
attempt to scttle on the Coast and until John Hawkins’ grue-
some escapades in the early years of Queen Elizabeth’s reign
the English had thus far paid no attention to the slave trade.
In the reign of the Catholic Queen Mary Tudor the papal
privilege was recognized in theory if not always in fact - at any
rate, in 1555, the Portuguese envoy in London managed to get
Guinea voyages forbidden. With the accession of the Protestant
Queen Elizabeth I this tolerance of a papal dispensation, quite
predictably, ceased. Up till then, the handful of English traders
who, often in league with French privateers, had swept down
upon the Guinea Coast, would seem to have been liked and
trusted by the Negroes. The quick-witted Africans had already
learned to distinguish between the different nationalities of
white men - just as, in succeeding centuries, they used to judge
a ship’s crew by its port of origin, never, for instance, revenging
themselves on a London ship for the depredations or dishonesty
of some group of men from Bristol. Their first masters, the
* Perhaps the first recorded English statement of that complex problem of

African family ties, which has ever baffled and thwarted European travellers and
administrators alike? -
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Portuguese, they always hated, even though that nation had
long abandoned the kidnapping tactics of Prince Henry the
Navigator’s day. Statistics for the Portuguese slave trade in the
sixteenth century are virtually impossible to establish. Purchas’
Pilgrims records one estimate that twenty-cight thousand slaves
a year were being shipped out of Angola, but he expresses
scholarly doubts: ‘“This number may perhaps seem incredible
and justly . . . but the general report is of divers thousand
shipped thence yearly; the Portugals making their gain by the
negroes’ foolish and spiteful wars upon each other.’

So far as England was concerned, it was reserved for that
hero of Victorian story-books and stirring ballads, Sir John
Hawkins, to destroy in no more than three slave-raids - in 1562,
1564 and 1567 - his country’s mild and tenuous good name
along the Coast.*

v

The prime modern authority on Atlantic slaving and its docu-
mentationt has warned us that ‘the exploits of Hawkins are of
much greater significance in the history of relations between
England and Spain than they are in that of the English slave
trade’. For political reasons Hawkins’ three marauding voyages
(about which he himself lied, and Queen Elizabeth and her
Council prevaricated) were not allowed to set an immediate
precedent : ‘For complete lack of evidence to the contrary,’ the
same scholar explains ‘one must conclude that between 1569
and 1618 England’s only connection with the slave trade came
through casual captures of prizes carrying slaves.” Yet, since in
his greed and his callousness John Hawkins was the mental pre-

* The Hawkins myth has now been finally dispelled by Mr Rayner Unwin in
his brilliant The Defeat of Sir john Hawkins (Allen & Unwin 1960). Hawkins’
previous biographer, Dr J. A. Williamson (Oxford Press 1929) quaintly writes of
‘the unspoiled negro of Tudor days’ as ‘wallowing in every horror known to savage
man. It is no wonder’ (asserts this author) ‘that the Elizabethans saw in slaving
nothing but a hunting of wild beasts.” In fact Hawkins and his men saw in slaving
nothing but a quick way of making illicit gain.

1 Miss Elizabeth Donnan, whose four monumental volumes Documents Illustrative
of the History of the Slave Trade to America (Carnegie Institution of Washington,
1930; reprinted by Octagon Books Inc., New York, 1965) are both a model of
scholarship and indispensable to any student of the Atlantic slave trade.
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cursor of the English slave-traders of the succeeding centuries,
he deserves some slight notice here.

The precise date at which the English adventurers began to
accept slaving as a natural part of the Guinea trade is no longer
known. Richard Jobson, author of The Golden Trade, an account
of the Gambia published in London in 1623, was certainly
against it. Jobson had been sent to Guinea by the patentees of
James I’s new Company of Adventurers of London Trading into Parts
of Africa. He was a meticulous investigator, and was one of the
first Europeans to find out about ‘the silent trade’, whereby the
coast natives of Gambia would carry salt inland and there
exchange it for gold-dust with a tribe they never saw; the salt
was laid in heaps on the ground, the river traders withdrew, and
returning later would find the salt removed and gold quietly
substituted in its place.* Jobson, who was of course after the
gold obtained in exchange for the salt, found the Mundingoes
at the mouth of the Gambia River nervous, ‘they having been
many times by several nations surprised, taken and carried
away’. Further upriver, the African trader with whom he was
doing business, his friend Buckor Sano, showed him a group of
young Negresses standing together, and told him they were
slaves for him to buy. ‘I made answer,” writes Jobson ‘we were
a people who did not deal in any such commodities, neither did
we buy or sell one another, or any that had our own shapes; he
seemed to marvel much at it, and told me it was the only
merchandise they carried down into the country, where they
fetch all their salt, and that they were sold there to white men
who ecarnestly desired them.” Jobson and his colleagues replied
that those were different kind of white men to themselves. Yet
certain obscure references in English official documents of
about this time seem to indicate that at least some Englishmen
were fitting ships to ‘take niggers, and carry them to foreign
parts’. So long as the Spanish-Portuguese control of the New
World continued - the crowns of Portugal and Spain had been
united in 1580 — and so long as England had not acquired

* This form of ‘silent trading’ persists in Africa today. It enables wayside stall-
holders to run more than one establishment at the same time. Coins are sub-
stituted for kola-nuts, etc., by the purchaser, the whole transaction taking place
under the aegis of a little fetish hanging from the branch of a tree. The fetish
prevents cheating. ‘
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Caribbean colonies, there was, anyway, no particular reason for
the English to scamper into the slave trade.

John Hawkins’ slaving exploits were inspired by what he
learned in the Canary Islands, as well as by what his father,
William Hawkins, had told him about Guinea and the West
Indies. William Hawkins, who died when his son was about
twenty-two, was a respected old sea-captain, twice Mayor of
Plymouth and a member of Parliament for that town. He was
renowned for his seamanship throughout the West Country and
could also boast the unnerving privilege of being ‘esteemed and
beloved’ by King Henry VIII. Following the example of con-
temporary Irench merchants, he had made a number of
voyages to Brazil, first touching at the Guinea Coast. This early
form of the Triangular Trade had nothing to do with slaving
however, although William Hawkins did, in 1539, borrow a
native Brazilian chief to display in England, the chief unfor-
tunately dying on the voyage home to Brazil. It must have been
under this old man’s auspices that his son John became familiar
with the Canary Islands, where he diligently enquired about
trading possibilities in the Spanish transatlantic possessions.
‘Amongst other particulars’ Hakluyt tells us that young Haw-
kins was ‘assured that negroes were very good merchandise in
Hispaniola, and that store of negroes might easily be had upon
the Guinea Coast.” This is the first crude refcrence in English —
certainly in printed English — to the denizens of West Africa as
‘merchandise’. *

Now, I think that we can agree that this casual use of the
words ‘merchandise’ and ‘store’ already implies a distinctive and
contemptuous attitude towards the African Negro as such. The
dictionary definition of ‘merchandise’ reads ‘the objects of
commerce ; wares ; goods’. That of ‘store’ reads ‘the source from
which supplies may be drawn’. Lest I seem to state the obvious,
I should explain that to my mind the implication of Hakluyt’s
use of these words flatly contradicts the new theory that, in
these early days, racialism played little or no part in the launch-

* Professor Eldred Jones, in his Othello’s Countrymen, The African in English
Renaissance Drama (Oxford University Press, 1965) points out that Hawkins’ own
account of his ‘third and troublesome’ slaving voyage, published in 1569, is the
first English publication to make consistent use of the term ‘Negro’ for the Africans

living south of Cape Blanco. Hawkins refers to ‘the Negro (in which nation is
seldom or never found truth)’.

46



Down the Guinea Coast

ing of the Atlantic slave trade — that ‘race’ (to quote a recent
book on the subject) ‘was not as yet a central question’.* This
theory is slenderly erected on isolated instances of Elizabethan
Englishmen enslaved by Portuguese slave-traders. There is
little Andrew Battel, who imprudently landed from the May
Morning one day in 1599 to pick fruit upon the Brazilian shore,
was abandoned by his Captain, Cocke, was captured by the
Indians, sold by them to the Portuguese, shipped to the Guinea
Coast, and ended up the slave of what he alleged to be a canni-
bal tribe with the reassuring name of Ga-ga. Another Eliza-
bethan heretic, young Anthony Knivet, was also sold by the
Indians to the Portuguese. But these and similar cases would not
seem to prove that European slavers or planters did not yet
differentiate between white and black. A secondary argument
(which we shall meet in depth when we leave the Coast of
Guinea to inspect the sweaty turmoil of selected transatlantic
plantations) stems from the grim treatment, on seventeeth-
century sugar islands like Barbados, of the white indentured
labourers, the white transported felons, the white religious
deportees, and the kidnapped white persons lured, sent or sold
across the sea. Often treated as badly as the Negro slaves, it is
estimated that during the colonial period some quarter of a
million British subjects were victims of this traffic. Yet these
people proved stubborn and quarrelsome, independent and
intractable. Undoubtedly they suffered torments, but they
never came to be looked on, as were Negro slaves and their
descendants, as chattel property — as, that is to say, an auto-
matically inferior form of humanity, a kind of two-legged
domestic animal.

To return to John Hawkins, that bold and famously secretive
man, whom we left on a fact-finding mission in the Spanish-
held Canary Islands, where (says Hakluyt) he had ‘by his good
and upright dealing . . . grown in love and favour with the
people’. When he had learned all there was to know about his
prospective merchandise, its stores and its West Indian markets,
he returned to England to seek financial backers for his master-
plan — or for that part of it which he was willing to reveal.
Money for his purpose was not difficult to find: the success of

* See Black Cargoes: A History of the Atlantic Slave Trade by Daniel P. Mannix
and Malcolm Cowley (London, 1963). :
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his first slaving voyage surpassed even his own expectations.

When Queen Elizabeth heard what he had been doing in
Africa she branded it ‘detestable’ and declared that it ‘would
call down vengeance from Heaven upon the undertakers’.
Apprised of the golden profits the shareholders had made from
this first slaving voyage, the Queen herself invested capital in
Hawkins’ second expedition to the Guinea Coast.

\Y%

As the result of John Hawkins’ three expeditions we have the
first thoroughly documented account of English slave-traders.
Hawkins gave his own version of his activities to the geographer
Richard Hakluyt for publication and, concerning his third and
disastrous voyage, swore evidence before the High Court of
Admiralty. There are further records written, dictated or sworn
by men who went with him. The Spanish ambassador in
London, Guzman de Silva, wrote lengthy, agitated letters on the
subject to his King, Philip II. De Silva thought that once the
English had broken in upon the slave trade to the west there
would be no holding them: ‘It is important to stop this from the
beginning’ he urged, and, again: “The greed of these people is
such that they might arrange always to undertake similar
voyages.” The royal archives of Portugal have also yielded con-
temporary Portuguese accusations against Hawkins. All this
material has been scrutinized and annotated by modern
scholars. A good deal of secrecy surrounded the preparations
for the voyages, and the extent to which his London backers
were aware that Hawkins was actually slave-trading remains
uncertain. The eminence and wealth of those who invested in
his expeditions — the Treasurer of the Royal Navy, the Master
of Ordnance to the Navy, twe future Lord Mayors of London,
certain Privy Councillors and finally the Queen herself — make
it unlikely that they were not fully informed of Hawkins’ plans,
especially as his outgoing cargo included peas and beans, shirts
and (oddly) shoes for the Negroes he intended to capture.
Although one of Hawkins’ biographers assures us that his
hero’s letters ‘bear witness to an educated mind . . . and are
better spelt and put together than those of many a nobleman of
the time’, Hawkins’ own descriptions of his exploits are both
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illiterate and disingenuous. He shared the preconceptions of his
contemporaries about Negroes and, as we have seen, judged
them to be usually untruthful — an interesting charge coming
from one who was not himself distinguished for his veracity.
Some of his colleagues took a more liberal view. John Sparke,
an officer on the Jesus of Lubeck expressed a partiality for the
Negroes of Cape Verde, whom he thought the finest-looking and
most ‘civil’ of any group he came across, and ‘of nature very
gentle and loving’. But even Sparke attributed their civility to
‘daily traffic with the Frenchmen’, thus early supporting the
general European assumption that nothing negroid could be
good in itself, and that it was only contact with Europeans
which could render Africans urbane. Neither Hakluyt’s publi-
cations, nor the verbal depositions of eye-witnesscs, do more
than conjure up in a general way the perils and the novelty of
these voyages.

On the other hand, with Hawkins personally we find a break
in the ranks of what, at this distance of time, are for us faceless
men : the slave-traders. The members of this profession were not
people liable to have their portraits painted, sketched or
engraved. Some of them, like Nicholas Owen making his shell-
pictures on the Sherbro River, whiled away the time with
diaries in which they described how they dressed, where they
slept and what they ate; but none of them, so far as I know,
depicted his own features. Portraits of John Hawkins, however,
do exist. An elegant and courteous man, he had ‘a long curved
nose, widely-opened eyes, carefully trained moustache and
close-cropped pointed beard’. On board ship he dressed sump-
tuously in silks or velvets, with buttons of pearl and gold. He
was in fact the precise antithesis of Charles Kingsley’s popular
picture of Hawkins as ‘a grizzled clder in sea-stained garments’,
whom he makes ‘waddle up’ to Drake at Armada-time on
Plymouth Hoe, yelping out in ‘a broad Devon twang’ an invita-
tion to come and quaff a cup of wine with him. Hawkins was, on
the contrary, a civilized man of persuasive charm, an astute dis-
sembler, received at court, and even perhaps liked, by the
Quecn. He was indeed one of the few gentlemen-slave-traders
his country produced, for, as Mrs Aphra Behn pointed out a
hundred years later in her novel, Oroonoko, slave-trading cap-
tains were not well-considered. “This commander’ (she writes
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of the wicked captain of the slave ship which bore the princely
Oroonoko away to Surinam) ‘was a man of a finer sort of
address and conversation, better bred, and more engaging,
than most of that sort of men are ; so that he seem’d rather never
to have been bred out of a court, than almost all his life at sea’.

Hawkins’ African depredations were confined to the more
westerly regions of the Gulf of Guinea — that is to say to Cape
Verde and Sierra Leone. He was limited by his ignorance of the
severe navigational hazards of the Coast, although it seems that
on his first voyage he took with him a Spanish pilot, who taught
him the rudiments of sailing near in shore. On his first voyage
his three small ships, with their complement of only one hun-
dred men, lay off Cape Verde, with its smooth green hills, long
strip of shining sand and its dangerous, concealed Almadia reef.
So far as Cape Verde, his ships would have bobbed along under
the heady influence of the North-East Trade Winds, he and his
men buoyed up by that sense of exhilaration celebrated by
Rudyard Kipling:

There are many ways to take

Of the eagle and the snake,

And the way of a man with a maid;
But the sweetest way for me

Is a ship upon the sea

On the track of the North-East trade.

Africa, however, soon takes over. At Cape Verde you get the
first exhalation of what one Victorian traveller described as ‘the
hot breath of the Bights . . . the breath of Death himself’. For
though, as has been suggested, the phrase ‘the Gulf of Guinea’
conjures up to the romantic arm-chair traveller a gale of exotic
scents, to the initiate it is otherwise. There is the thick curtain of
mufiling heat, and the density of secthing vegetation, and often
added to these the stench of dead crabs lying on the mud at
river~-mouths, and decaying coco-nuts half-buried in the sand by
natives anxious to rot the fibre free. To counterbalance this you
have in Sierra Leone (whither Hawkins proceeded from Cape
Verde) the vision of the mountains darkly rising in an arc
behind the bay of what is now Freetown, one of the most
splendid sights West Africa affords. At evening come the
theatrical effects of fork-lightning quivering high over the sca,
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while the captive thunder rumbles through the mountain peaks
with a noise which the first Portuguese mariners likened to the
roar of a lion — hence their name for the country, Sierra
Leone. This was the land at which Hawkins, with his three little
ships and his arquebusiers in armour, arrived in the winter of
1562.

Hakluyt’s record of this first of the voyages is curt and
deliberately vague. ‘Partly by the sword and partly by other
means’ Hawkins alleged that he had captured three hundred
Negroes, whom he afterwards sold in the Spanish colonies
across the Atlantic. But Portuguese complaints to the English
Government stated that he had taken three times that number,
many of them seized from Portuguese slaving ships by force of
arms. On his next expedition, that of 1564, they first stopped at
the islands of Alcatraz off Cape Verde. Eighty men in armour
lumbered ashore and, failing to capture any Negroes, amused
themselves by taking pot shots at some on the further side of a
river. These Africans did not understand fire-arms, and were
startled by their arrowless wounds. They ‘used a marvellous
crying in their flight with leaping and turning their tails, that
it was most strange to see and gave us great pleasure to behold
them’. This sport over, Hawkins went south along the coast
until he reached what is now called Sherbro Island, one of the
most peaceful and idyllic regions on the hauntingly beautiful
coast-line of Sierra Leone. Here they lingered ‘going every day
on shore to take the inhabitants, with burning and spoiling
their towns’.

On Sherbro Island, morcover, Hawkins came across some co-
operative Portuguese who told him of an inland village where,
they said, some one hundred women and children lived pro-
tected by only forty males. The Englishmen sct off after this
easy and tempting prey but, ignoring Hawkins’ orders and
inflamed by the conviction that the Africans kept gold in their
huts, the soldiers split up, fanning out singly or two together
and ransacking the village. While preoccupied with this they
were surprised by a band of Africans who attacked them,
wounded several, and pursued them back to their boats shooting
at them with arrows and hacking to pieces those who were
floundering full-armoured in the mud. Two hundred Negroes
had by now gathered on the bank; seven of Hawkins’ best men,
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including the captain of the Salomon, were killed; and thirty
wounded. Learning of serious preparations to attack them cur-
rently being mounted by ‘the king of Sierra Leone’, whose
army had lit a great fire as a rallying-point, Hawkins prudently
withdrew. He had got his complement of slaves, and his men
were dying or sickly ‘which came by the contagiousness of the
place’ ; he therefore set sail for the West Indies. On the way they
struck tornadoes, and were eighteen days becalmed with in-
sufficient drinking water, but, as one of his slavers tells us, ‘the
Almighty God, who never suffereth his elect to perish’ sent
them a north-west wind, and they made landfall on the wild and
feathery Carib island of Dominica, where they collected rain-
water before going on to sell their slaves in the Spanish colonies.

Despite Hawkins’ financial success we may feel that in this
second English brush with Africa that continent gave almost as
good as it got. The coastal Negroes might not yet have fire-
arms, but they had, as a first line of defence, their dreaded
climate, and, as a second, courage and poisoned arrows.

It was on his third and last voyage (which ended in the loss
of four of his ships captured by the Spaniards, and of many of
his men and almost all his treasure) that Hawkins first encoun-
tered poisoned arrows. These were used by the Jalofs, up on the
Senegal River. Two hundred men of Hawkins’ now much more
ambitious expedition landed before dawn at a village on the
river bank, which they found deserted, the women and children
in hiding and the men apparently fled. Suddenly, to the
accompaniment of horrifying war-cries, six hundred Africans
surrounded them, but proving in the end unable to stand up to
the fire of cross-bows and arquebuses they partially withdrew.
Hawkins decided to go back to his barges. This was accom-
plished without the loss of a single life, but with the booty of
nine slaves only. The attack had been a signal failure, but at
least no Englishmen had been killed.

Just two days later a curious illness broke out on board the
ships. Men who had received superficial arrow-wounds which
had seemed hardly worth talking about were seized with violent
convulsions, and an arching of the back as in lock-jaw. Wedges
of wood were jammed into their mouths until the fits subsided ;
but they always recurred and eight men died in agony within
the weck. ‘On the lower deck’ (writes Mr Rayner Unwin) ‘it
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was rumoured that one of the captive negroes, with whom
Hawkins had been closeted in an attempt at interrogation, had
taught their captain to draw the poison from his wound with a
clove of garlic. Ifit was so Hawkins did not choose to extend the
application of the remedy.” Since his men were now terrified,
and might well turn mutinous, and since native drums could
be heard nightly throbbing the alarm throughout the forests,
Hawkins decided to push on down the coast. Later, with a
full stock of his living merchandise, he set out once more across
the Atlantic, to meet shame and disaster on the Spanish Main.

So ended the pioneer English efforts at slave-trading. In 1588
Queen Elizabeth granted a monopoly to certain London and
Exeter merchants for ten years of exclusive trading on the
Senegal and Gambian coasts. But this company was concerned
with the more anodyne aspects of the African Trade — bartering
English goods for West African products. This was, incidentally,
a profitable exchange : Towerson, for example, had found in the
fifteen-fifties that for one copper basin he could get thirty
pounds’ worth of gold. The Queen herself invested one thousand
pounds in a trading voyage of 1561, and gained a profit of sixty
per cent. It was not until well into the following century that
Englishmen resumed trading in slaves, and then it was chiefly
by purchase and negotiation, and seldom by the seizure of free
Negroes in their huts.

Having watched Hawkins at work, what are thc images left
in our minds by thesc brutal encounters of Englishmen with the
‘civil . . . very gentle and loving’ pcoples of West Africa? The
courtly captain, in jewelled doublet and hose, incisive on the
poop ; native villages in flames ; screaming white men helpless in
their heavy breastplates, struggling vainly as they sink ever
deeper into the ooze; a discarded arquebus, perhaps, lying rust-
ing on the yellow sand as the little sea-crabs prance in and out
of their holes to the swish of the incoming tide?

Let us leave, for the moment, Cape Verde, Sierra Leone and
the Rivers of the South and take a look at the trading forts and
castles, strung out for four hundred miles castwards along the
Gold Coast from Beyin, Ankobra and Axim to Christiansborg,
Prampram and Kecta. Since a conducted tour of all of thesc forts
is scarcely feasible, we may begin by the greatest of them all,
Elmina. On the marshy salt-flats’ behind the town herons and
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egrets step light and leisurely through the shallow water. The
long, carved boats of the fishermen lie drawn up on the fore-
shore, a screen of nets on poles drying near them. The surf hurls
itself along the beaches. It crashes against the high black rocks
crowned by the bastions, colonnades and battlements of the
fortress of Elmina — the Castle of the Mine.

Impregnable from the sea, Elmina is best approached, as I
have myself approached it, from the land-side. Since this was
also the direction from which most of the newly procured slaves,
yoked in the stumbling slave-coffles described by Mungo Park,
first came to the slave-mart and the dungeons of Elmina, we
may as well follow it ourselves — pausing momentarily in the
Ashanti rain-forests for a few unwelcome reflections on our way.
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The Castle of the Mine

I

StavING for some days in the hilltop fort of St Iago — built by
the Dutch in the sixteen-sixtics to protect the main Castle of
St George at the Mine from landward assault — I found I never
tired of gazing down at the stark yet complex beauty of the
castle itself, or of wandering through its vast courtyards or along
the tops of the curtain walls looking out to sea. Although
powerful, the Castle of the Mine is also a sprawling building
which, with its whitewashed walls and brick vaults and arch-
ways, seems to have grown out of the rocks on which it stands.
By day the white walls shimmer in the sun and the heat, and the
shadows cast by buttresses and towers are of an incredibly sharp
purple-black. At night these walls are almost as brightly lit by
the African moon. Sometimes I would leave my bedroom in the
middle of the night to walk on what I liked to think of as my
private rampart at St Iago, fascinated by the view of the silent
castle and, behind it, the ceaseless tide of the Bight. Unlike
many of the more modest trading forts along the old Gold
Coast, Elmina is no tumbledown relic of trading days, but an
unflinching architectural statement of the former European
presence in the Gulf of Guinca.

Although I was quartered in the Dutch fort, I was at the same
time the guest of a characteristically hospitable Ghanaian
friend, the Vice-Chancellor of Kumasi University and by matri-
lineal descent the hereditary Chief of Elmina. His stone house,
with a first-floor verandah, stands in the very centre of the town,
overlooking the noisy, sunlit piazza on which the market-
mammics would wave and shout up friendly greetings from
below. He was in the process of constructing a new stool-housc,
to contain that symbol of his chieftainship, and, although a
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devout Roman Catholic, he poured a libation of beer on the
verandah to inform his ancestors that his guest was grandson of
the Administrator who had negotiated the transfer of the Dutch
stronghold to the British in 1872. Their reply was apparently
cordiality itself.

We had driven down from Kumasi through the rain-forest,
past lofty, lavish clusters of swaying bamboo, as high as the nave
of a Gothic cathedral, and past the clumps of floppy wild
banana trees which live in a rather promiscuous, haphazard way
beside the forest streams. Like the mangrove swamps of the
Niger delta, these cool forests, as you look into them, give you a
sense of endless depth. Every so often you pass a bush path
leading to some hidden village, and we drove through many
villages on the motor-road itself. Towards evening, in these
villages, the lithe and tall Ashanti youths form merry, idle
groups to laugh and talk. Children are trotting back from school
in neat school uniforms and bare feet, their slates and books
balanced on their heads. The women pound fu-fu with pre-
cision, or are cooking in their houses. The young men’s ample
togas, worn over one shoulder with a careless elegance, lend the
colours of the tropical birds to the dark, deep scene — magenta,
peacock blue, bright yellow, emerald green or violet. As we
drove on I reflected that these graceful and muscular youths
with noble faces and beguiling smiles, and these little school-
boys, are but modern replicas of the race of Ashanti Negroes,
prized and feared above all others by the owners of the colonial
plantations to whom they were sold in chains.

Miscalled, in the West Indies, ‘Coromantees’ (from the
coastal factory at Cormantine whence many of them were
shipped), these young warriors were famous on the plantations
for their efficiency and strength, but also for the haughty spirit
which made them leaders and instigators of the dreaded slave
revolts. Of these Ashanti slaves one West Indian planter, Dr
Collins (author of a useful manual, Practical Rules for the Manage-
ment of Negro Slaves in the Sugar Colonies, published in London in
1803) writes that ‘being habituated from infancy to war, the
necessary movements of which give flexibility to the muscles,
and energy to the mind’, the Coromantees were ‘by far the
most hardy and robust; yet bringing with them into slavery
lofty ideas of independence, they are dangcrous inmates on a
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West Indian plantation’. A hundred years earlier, in 1701,
Christopher Codrington, Governor of the Leeward Islands,
wrote to the British Board of Trade: ‘The Coromantees . . . are
not only the best and more faithful of our slaves, but are really
all born heroes . . . There never was a rascal or coward of that
nation, intrepid to the last degree . . . My father, who had
studied the genius and temper of all kinds of negroes forty-five
years with a very nice observation, would say: “No man
deserved a Coromantee that would not treat him like a friend
rather than a slave.” > Bryan Edwards, the West Indian his-
torian whom we have already met, endorses this view, but gives
a warning against the Coromantees’ gift for organizing slave
revolts. He tells of the experience of a friend of his in Jamaica
who had bought ‘a parcel’ of young Ibo and Coromantee boys.
At the branding on the breast which automatically followed
such purchases, the first youth, an Ibo ‘screamed dreadfully,
while his companions of the same nation manifested strong
emotions of sympathetic terror. The gentleman stopped his
hand; but the Koromantyn boys, laughing aloud and imme-
diately coming forward of their own accord, offered their
bosoms undauntedly to the brand, and receiving its impression
without flinching in the least, snapped their fingers in exultation
over the poor Eboes’. The fortitude of the Coromantees has been
attributed by one writer ‘to the prevalence of unusually eruel
customs among the tribes of the Gold Coast’ — presumably a
reference to the tribal and status-symbol cuts incised facially in
childhood. For the really cruel practices such as the former
ritual human sacrifices at the Ashanti capital of Kumasi ean
scarcely have induced courage. There seems nothing morally
fortifying about being murdered, or watching others being
killed.

Further theories or as the American scholar Mr Philip Curtin
calls them in his The Image of Africa* ‘the old libels of popular
belief” had for generations asserted that the African and Euro-
pean ncrvous systems were different: ‘that African women
could give birth without pain, that the Negro nervous system
was generally less sensitive in matters of touch and taste, though
not in eyesight. The Negro brain, bile and blood had also been

* Philip D. Curtin, The Image of Africa, British Ideas and Action 1780-1850 (Mac-
millan & Co., Ltd., 1965). :
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held to be of a different colour from those of other races . .
All these points’ (concludes Mr Curtin) ‘were corrected easily
enough on the basis of a few years of medical practice among
Negroes.” Yet these offensive assumptions had persisted a very
long time, and formed yet further strands in the web of mis-
understanding which, as we have already noticed, obscured the
real nature of Africans to European minds.

The earliest Portuguese traders were not more immune to
these misapprehensions than their successors. For they ran
straight into fetish complications so soon as they started build-
ing, in late January, 1481, the Castle of St George at the Mine.

I

King John of Portugal had ordered a careful survey of the Gold
Coast on which the decision to build the Castle of the Mine was
ultimately based. The name ‘El Mina’ was then still applied in
a general way to the whole Gold Coast, for the Portuguese
remained convinced that they would soon find the mines from
which came the gold the Africans traded with them. In fact the
difficulties of inland communication, and above all the Africans’
determination to fend the white men off from the natural
sources of supply, prevented either the Portuguese or any other
European nation from reaching ‘the land of gold’ for four
centuries ; it was not until Sir Garnet Wolseley’s punitive expe-
dition to Kumasi in 1876 that Europeans came within reach of
the gold mines. Not only did the Portuguese expect to acquire
and work the mines themselves, they also exaggerated the supply
of gold readily available, since the great quantities of gold
ornaments which the Africans at first exchanged for brass or
copper must have been the accumulations of centuries. But by
the time it was realized that the coastal strip did not contain
gold mines, the name Elmina, now limited to the Castle and the
township, had come to stay. The Castle of St George, so chris-
tened by its founder and first governor, Diogo d’Azambuja,
thus became known as what it was precisely not — ‘the Castle of
the Mine’. Gold, ivory and slaves flowed freely through it, but
there was no working goldmine in the vicinity.

Before the building of the castle, its site, consisting of two
African villages separated by a tidal river-mouth, was known as
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the Village of Two Parts. Chosen by the Portuguese for defen-
sive and for navigational reasons, the site offered, as well, a
massive rock formation from and upon which a stone fortress
could be built. Setting a precedent always thereafter followed
on the coast, the Portuguese first applied to the local king for
permission to build. This dignitary, Kwame Ansa, showed
marked foresight. He begged the Portuguese not to build a
permanent settlement in his territory. In courteous and diplo-
matic terms he emphasized that he was sensible of the honour
done to him and his people, but that he was dismayed by the
evident grandeur and style of the Portuguese deputies sent out
to negotiate with him. All the Portuguese with whom he had
traded previously, he said, had been poorly dressed men, who
were merely out to trade and were ‘never happy until they had
completed their lading” and set sail again for home. He was
convinced that the grandees he now saw before him could never
get used to the Gold Coast climate, and he suggested that there
was no need for his nation and that of the King of Portugal to
make any innovation in their trading habits. He politely sug-
gested that the Portuguese should continue to come and to go
as before.

It seems likely from this first recorded speech of a Gold Coast
king that Kwame Ansa shrewdly foresaw dangers and troubles
if a European nation got a permanent foothold on his coast.
In the end, however, he allowed himself to be persuaded to
lease them a part of the foreshore of Elmina. It is noteworthy
that not until the European seizure of West Africa for colonial
subjection was any European settlement regarded as being the
property of the nation which made it. Elmina, Cape Coast and
all the other forts were held on sufferance from the local African
chiefs, were often subject to sudden assault if the settlers dis-
pleased their hosts, and equally often used as refuges by the
natives in times of local war. Their existence gave the local
people an employment and a protection, and these strongholds
of foreign occupation inevitably created spheres of influence as
time went by. But extra-territorial rights they could not claim.
Where Europeans were concerned, the African kings and their
counsellors always retained a sense of the strength of their own
position. There are many recorded complaints of slave-traders
who were obliged to stand bareheaded in the presence of some
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local king and treat him with an obsequiousness they would
only have accorded to a monarch or a nobleman at home. The
nascent theory of the superiority of white men to Negroes was
never accepted by these last. It was riling for the Europeans to
have to kow-tow as they did but, in their precarious position,
there was absolutely nothing they could do about it. Suppliants
for slaves, gold and ivory, they could not afford to alienate
African potentates, who became more and more greedy for a
mass of gifts which fell little short of tribute. One of the only
European weapons in the field of bargaining was the lavish
dispensation of brandy and rum. The deliberate policy of
creating alcoholism on the Coast was onc more corrupting by-
product of the slave trade.

The Portuguese decision to build a great fortress and trading
depot at Elmina was a logical one. They were anxious to be able
to control the coastal trade, and to try to keep predatory
foreigners away. They wanted a base in which to maintain
military and naval forces, and a speedier turn-round for their
trading ships. Instead of lying for weeks or months off the coast,
waiting for small African traders from upcountry to bring down
a few tusks, a little gold and some slaves, ships at Elmina would
be able first to discharge their trade goods in warchouses, and
then to stock up quickly from the Elmina stores (before the
emphasis switched from the gold to the slave trade, Elmina
slaves were simply kept in store-houscs similar to those used for
the tusks of ivory and other products of Africa). There was thus
every reason to come to an agrecment with King Kwame Ansa
of the Village of Two Parts.

The expedition which now set out from Portugal in January
1482 seems to have been a model of efficiency. There were some
six hundred men - soldiers, masons and carpenters. The ships
were loaded with finished material for the details of the building
— stone cut to form windows, doorways and gateways, tiles,
bricks, lime, timber, nails and tools. The rest of the stone was to
be quarried from the towering rocks between the mouth of the
river and the sea. On landing, work was at once begun upon a
central keep, and quarrying began. At this point the natives of
the Village of Two Parts rose up in fury and attacked the Portu-
guese workmen. King Kwame Ansa had omitted to explain to
his tenants that the rocks they were destroying had been since
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time immemorial the residence of an important sea-spirit, and
so the object of reverence mixed with awe. The Portuguese
assuaged the Africans with expensive presents, but hurried on
with their building so that they might take shelter in it did the
row — as well it might have done — blow up again. In less than a
month, the chronicler tells us, the walls were ‘built up to their
full height and so was the tower and many houses within it were
finished’. Diogo d’Azambuja now gave the castle its formal
name. He sent most of his surviving men back to Portugal -
although Elmina has never been malarial several had died -
settling down himself as Governor with a complement of sixty
men and three women. This sexual imbalance was presumably
redressed by the village girls, for, hot-blooded believers in mis-
cegenation, the Portuguese soon created a scattered half-breed
population down the coast.

The inauspicious scuffle over the desecration of the fetish-
rocks at Elmina* may have been dismissed by the Portuguese
settlers as a tiresome incident of small significance, a mere
expression of ignorant belief in a misguided religion which
would soon give way before the truths of Christianity. For all
their rapacity, the Portuguese did for many frustrating decades
honestly try to convert the coast Africans, whose belief in
miracles, visions and the survival or reincarnation of the soul in
some form or other gave to two or three generations of Portu-
guese priests and friars a certain optimism about the possibilities
of conversion. African amulets and charms were misinterpreted
as being the equivalent of the venerated relics of Christian
saints and martyrs. When the Portuguese first came across the
grotesque figurines to which the Negroes paid such obvious
deference, they assumed them to be much the same as their own
Sfetigos or images of the Virgin Mary and the saints. The name
Setish is thus no more of African origin than the other European
term for this form of religion — ‘ju-ju’, which is thought to date
from early French visitors to the Coast, who, seeing the same

* The rhomboid shape of the great courtyard at the English headquarters,
Cape Coast Castle, built in 1682, is partially due to the sensible wish to avoid
injuring another fetish rock, which was excluded from the fortifications in deference
to local feeling. We may find a modern analogy in the trouble caused some years
ago among workmen at Shannon Airport, when instructed to extend a runway
across a well-known faéry ring. i
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little figures, called them ‘joux-joux’, or toys.* But in fact these
figures were neither toys nor representations of African saints.
They were objects into which some benevolent or at any rate
potent spirit could be coaxed to reside, and there cosseted in the
hope that he would stay and not be lured away by superior
magic or by the prospect of better, handsomer treatment else-
where. In the same way the fetish rocks, trees, pools, river bends
and so on were the residence — sometimes permanent, some-
times occasional — of capricious spirits which could do good or
harm to human beings at will. The charms which Africans wore
from birth, and which were increased in number as the years
went by, were also the tiny homes of a spirit personal to the
owner. Each individual had his or her own attendant spirit,
rather like a guardian angel but far more unreliable. There
were charms to cover every conceivable contingency — charms
to prevent your being witched, to avoid canoe accidents, to
make you invisible to elephants, love-charms, hate-charms, a
whole nervous, intricate, dark world of charms — a watchful,
wary world as well.

The wide and specialist subject of African fetish may seem
irrelevant to this study of the slave trade, but I do not think that
this is necessarily so. It is, in fact, clearly germane to any judge-
ment on the effects of the forced migration of millions of Africans
into the New World. In buying, shipping and selling Negro
slaves, John Hawkins and his merry men, for example, were
not as they thought merely dealing in labour potential — we
might more precisely say trading in muscle-power. Those
mournful and tormented human cargoes took with them over
the ocean not only their own tastes and habits, but their own
traditional beliefs. In the fertile soil of the tropical Americas
these transplanted well. The voodoo of Haiti is of direct African
origin. In Cuba, Efik and Ibebo slaves re-created the secret
society of the Niger, Egbo. In Bahia in Brazil, priestesses of the
Yoruba god, Shango, still practise rites which Nigerian Yorubas
can recognize today. As everyone who has lived in the West
Indies knows, strange secret ceremonies take place after night-
fall in the seclusion of the forested hills. By Caribbean waysides
one often comes across inexplicable little objects made of cloth

* Although it has also been thought to come from the Mundingo word, gru-gru,
but it is more likely that this last is another corruption of the French.
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or bird feathers or animal skulls and bones. Indeed, in the cruel
and alien setting of the plantations, the aid of fetish-spirits was
needed as never before.

Many of the fetish charms of Africa were against being
poisoned by an envious friend or a secret enemy. This particular
anxiety carried with it the corollary of a considerable knowledge
of poisonous herbs. The fear of being poisoned by a domestic
slave, like the fear of being slaughtered in a slave revolt, made
the lives of transatlantic planters and their families uneasy, and
accounted for a good deal of the severity of the slave-laws.
You might buy a parcel of youths and girls in the market of
Bridgetown, Barbados, or Charleston, Carolina, but you could
never really be sure what exact quantity of hatred, hostility and
magic you were carting back to the slave-barracks of your
comfortable Palladian home.

I

For so long as their enfeebled grip upon the Gold Coast lasted —~
and it may be roughly said to have ended in 1637 with the fall
of Elmina to the Dutch during the Eighty Years War* — the
Portuguese maintained their Christian emphasis. Slaves were
baptized wholesale immediately after purchase; their spiritual
welfare was cared for throughout the plantations of Brazil.
Inside the courtyard of Elmina was a chapel; a church dedi-
cated to St George, for the use of those Portuguese and their
slaves who lived in the actual town, and of the few free local
African converts, stood outside the walls near the sea-shore,
until pulled down as a security risk in 1596. A new church was
built inside the castle courtyard two years later and, much
altered by the Dutch who used it as a trade-store and market,
still exists today, its white facade decorated with stripes of old
Portuguese bricks. At Axim, to the far west of Elmina, and
always an important centre for getting gold from the western
rivers and gold-fields, they erected a fort dedicated to St
Anthony; in 1563 some English seamen reported seeing a

* The Portuguese had become disastrously involved in the Eighty Years War
(1568-1648) between Spain and the revolted Netherlands because of the union of
the crowns of Spain and Portugal in 1580 - called in Portuguese history ‘the long
embrace’. The embrace lasted until 1640,
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gigantic cross of wood standing beside a watch-house on a rock
near the fort. Built on a promontory jutting out into the sea,
Axim, which, again, was altered when the Dutch scized it in
1642, has perhaps the most romantic of all the scttings of the
Gold Coast forts, particularly when seen in the brief reddish
twilight of a fine day on the Gulf. At Shama, near the mouth of
the great Pra River, and now onec of the most architecturally
seductive of the smaller castles, the Portuguese put up what was
evidently a rather primitive fortified station dedicated to
St Sebastian. Shama was totally rebuilt by the Dutch. It has
about it a miniature perfectionism, with little battlements and
a steep semi-circular flight of yellow brick steps fanning down
from the main gateway to the beach and the jumbled township
below. European architecture in a tropical setting always has a
fascination of its own. It is not hard, when clambering about
these West African forts and castles, to distinguish stylistically
the nationalities of their founders.

Not long before the construction of the Castle of the Mine,
other Portuguese mariners had penctrated as far cast as the
powerful and sinister city of Benin, upriver from the Slave
Coast. These were still the days before the Pertuguese had
become disheartened by the meagre harvest of their christian-
izing zeal; as well as trading with the Bini, they hoped to
convert them to the Faith. They were received in his spacious
palace by the Oba of Benin, a theocratic ruler descended from a
god and so heavily sheathed in polished gold that when he rose
to his feet he had to be propped up by two slaves, who likewise
operated his arms for him when he wished to gesticulate. This
dread and interesting monarch subsequently sent a distinguished
Bini ‘of good speech and natural wisdom’ as his ambassador to
the court of Portugal. The ambassador and his wife returned to
Benin loaded with gifts and accompanied by ‘holy and most
Catholic advisers’ instructed to rebuke the Oba’s subjects for
their ‘great idolatries and fetishes’. The king of Benin’s approach
to Christianity was courteous but lukewarm — which is not sur-
prising since he himself was treated as a deity and cannot have
wished for competition in his own ficld. He made some vague
promiscs about encouraging his subjects to become Christians,
but procrastinated over carrying these out. When chivied by
the Portuguese friars, he finally detailed off one of his many sons
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and a handful of his greatest nobles to become converts. The
selected Bini were baptized ‘straightway’, and taught to read
and to speak Portuguese. According to Mr Michael Crowder’s
History of Nigeria ‘to this day a section of the Benin royal palace
speaks a language, quite unintelligible to the ordinary Bini,
which is allegedly derived from Portuguese’.

At Whydah on the Slave Coast, where the Portuguese pre-
sence lasted until six years ago,* an Augustine monk from Sio
Tomé once invited the King to attend mass. When asked what
his reactions were, the King replied that it was ‘very fine’ but
that he preferred to stick to his own fetish. Gradually the Por-
tuguese, and also the French who were the only other European
nation to aim at all seriously at native conversions, became dis-
couraged. Polygamy was one of a host of insuperable obstacles,
West African humour and gaiety another. It was found that,
attracted by the novelty of it all, Africans would diligently
listen to religious instruction and seem to understand it, but as
soon as the missionaries’ backs were turned they forgot all about
it — or, worse still, mocked it in what were termed ‘their frolics’,
aided by friends who, as servants in European establishments,
had learned to answer the catechism most satisfactorily and to
speak ‘pertinently of the creation, the fall of Adam, Noah’s
flood, of Moses and of Jesus Christ’. One experienced French
trader on the coast concluded finally that the Negroes ‘can
conceive of nothing that is spiritual, but only sensual and pal-
pable objects’. In fact, the real complication of African religious
beliefs was that their conception of the spiritual was so potent,
so immediate and so incredibly wide-ranging.

Of the daily life led by the Portuguese inside the Castle of
the Mine no real records exist, any more than there are reliable
estimates of the extent of their slave-trading. During the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries improvements to
strengthen the castle and bring its defences up to date were
often carried out. The two big ditches to landward, spanned by
wooden drawbridges, were deepened, and the medieval castle

* There were French, English, Dutch and Portuguese stations at Whydah. For
reasons of sentiment the Portuguese retained their fort, standing within an acre of
vegetable garden and making a tiny enclave in French territory, until 1961, when
the Republic of Dahomey annexed it. The Portugucse representative at Whydah

burned his motor-car in front of the fort as a protest, whereupon Dahomey issued a
celebration postage stamp showing the charred wreckage of the Citroén.
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walls thickencd to resist the ever-increasing fire-power of the
guns of ships attacking from the sea. Even so the Dutch nearly
captured Elmina in 1596. They succeeded in doing so in 1637,
using the simple expedient of hauling cannon up the hill of
St Iago, which was defended by nothing more formidable than
a pretty little Renaissance chapel dedicated to St James. From
this commanding hilltop, where the Dutch-built fort now
stands, the invaders lobbed their cannon-balls over the river
and into the great castle courtyard. Although no very grave
damage scems to have been done, the Portuguese surrendered
the Castle of the Mine into heretic hands, thus virtually
abdicating their power on the Gold Coast.

Holland - or rather the United Provinces, of which Holland
with its capital at Amsterdam was only one — first became
interested in the Guinea Coast in rather the same way that
Hawkins himself had done a generation earlier. A Dutch
skipper caught on his way to Brazil by Portuguese from Sio
Tomé island in the Gulf of Guinea, learned from his loquacious
captors tempting details of their Gold Coast trade. Returning
to the Netherlands ‘he made a successful pioncer voyage
thither, returning in 1594 with a valuable cargo of gold and
ivory. Such were the vigour and persistence with which the
Dutch exploited these new markets, that by 1621 they had
secured between half and two-thirds of the carrying-trade be-
tween Brazil and Europe while virtually the whole of the
United Province’s gold coinage was minted with gold brought
from Guinea’.* The Dutch West India Company, founded in
1621 by charter, as an implement in the Eighty Years War,
soon became an almost cxclusively slave-trading concern. It
shipped Negroes wholesale from West Africa to the island of
Curagao in the West Indies, whence they could be smuggled
into the Iberian colonies in the New World.

It was one of the new Company’s more ambitious and un-
successful ventures which sealed the fate of Elmina. In 1624 the
Dutch had started a settlement of their own in northern Brazil.
In 1636, John Maurice of Nassau (builder of the Mauritshuis
in The Hague) was appointed its Governor, an office which he
resigned in 1644. The Dutch colony had a short life, since the
Portuguese took it ten years later. But, under John Maurice of

* From C. R. Boxer, The Dutch Seaborne Empire, 1600-1800 (Hutchinson, 1965).
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Nassau, there arose a massive demand for Negro slaves to work
in the sugar-mills at Pernambuco and on other Dutch projects
in Brazil. ‘It is not possible to effect anything in Brazil without
slaves . . .” the new Governor wrote: . . . and they cannot be
dispensed with upon any occasion whatsoever ; if anyone feels
that this is wrong, it is a futile scruple.” The “futile scruple’ had
apparently been entertained by some of the first Dutch voy-
agers, whose Calvinist consciences had been affronted by seeing
the Portuguese treatment of Negroes. Very soon they themselves
were doing worse, proving to be slave-traders as callous and
frequently as sadistic as, for example, their English rivals. A
seventeenth-century I'rench trader and authority on the Guinea
Coast describes how, when his ship was lying at anchor off the
Castle of the Mine, thirty or forty canoes a day came to him
from Elmina and Commenda, ‘all the blacks coming to com-
plain of the hardships the Dutch put upon their countrymen;
keeping some of them for a long time in the bilboes within the
castle, exposed stark naked to the scorching heat of the sun in
the day and to the cold dews in the night’. The Dutch general
commanding Elmina personally showed this Frenchman three
Negroes chained in such conditions on the land-batteries. He
told him they had been fettered there for more than nine
months, as a punishment for their part in an abortive native
conspiracy to surprise the Castle of the Mine and destroy it by
fire. A grcat number of the townsmen had been secretly mus-
tered for this attack, and when it was forestalled they fled to
other places on the coast, burning their houses before they left.
Ifit was a bad day for the Gold Coast when the Portuguese first
settled there, it was a worse one when they left and when the
Dutch - avaricious and brutal, complacent and infected by one
of the more inhumane versions of Christianity, that of Calvin -
took their place.

For the people of the Gold Coast the Dutch flag fluttering in
the sea-wind above the white battlements of Elmina, and at
Axim, Shama, Dutch Commenda and other forts and trading
stations down the Gulf, meant enslavement at a new and more
high-powered pace. Outside Europe, the Dutch were neither a
kindly nor an imaginative nation. The machinery of the slave
trade to the west was now whirring smoothly, and its cruelties
were paralleled across the Atlantic, on the plantations of
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Surinam and the depot-island of Curagao. Dutch planters and
their wives ~ more particularly, it was noted by foreign
observers, their wives — became a by-word for their revolting
treatment of their slaves, whether the Negro slaves of the trans-
atlantic colonies, or the Indian, Chinese or Javanese slaves in
their oriental outposts at Batavia, or Malacca, or in the Banda
Islands.

Any attempts to convert the Africans to Calvinism petered
out towards the middle of the seventeenth century, when it
became impossible to find predikants ready to face the West
African climate. Some of these had at first ministered in Elmina
and the forts, but religious practice was soon reduced to morn-
ing and evening prayers conducted by a lay-reader who also
enlivened the garrison’s week by periodic scripture-readings.
In the mid-eighteenth century a cheerful-looking freed slave,
the Reverend Jacobus Capitein, who had been ordained pre-
dikant in Amsterdam, was despatched by the West India
Company to Elmina, where he found only a small European
following, opened a school for Negro and half-caste children,
and translated the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Command-
ments for their benefit. He ended badly, dying in debt in 1747.
The bewigged Reverend Capitein, whose engraved portrait
shows us his protuberant eyes, thick lips, and expression of
benevolent optimism, was not replaced. So far as Dutch mis-
sionary activities in slave-trading times went, his appointment
was the exception which proved the rule. The austere and dis-
couraging tenets of Geneva were, in any case, unlikely to
appeal to the warm hearts and happy minds of the West
African Negro communities. Nor, as instruments of Christian
proselytism, is there much to be said for the fetter and the lash.

IV

The easy conquest of Elmina by the Dutch suggests that the
defences had become dilapidated and Portuguese morale low.
The general tone had perhaps become careless and sleazy. With
the clattering arrival of the Dutch — those brisk, confident
soldiers from the north, representatives of a young Republic, a
triumphant commerce and a militant reformed Faith — all this
was changed. Instead of the sibilant Portuguese tongue, to
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which the free Africans and the domestic slaves at Elmina had
been for generations accustomed, the hideous language of the
Netherlands now rent the soft tropical air — the abrasive con-
sonants, the booming, oblong vowels of Plattdeutsch. The new
masters of Elmina set to work with a characteristic vigour. The
Portuguese had surrendered on 29 August 1637, after a siege
lasting only three days. The enemy commander, Colonel van
Koin, ordered an immediate survey of the Castle to be made by
one of his engineers named Commersteyn, and this, resulting in
the oldest known plan of Elmina, was completed in a week.
Quarters were allotted, store-rooms investigated, the Roman
Catholic Church turned into a mart, and its altar rails torn up.
The familiar figures of the saints vanished; instead, as years
went by, bleak quotations from the psalms were built into the
walls: ‘Zion is the Lord’s rest, it i1s His dwelling-place to
eternity’ one can still read there, in Dutch, to this day. What
can have been more bewildering to the Africans than this rapid
switch of masters, the clang and din of conquest, the stamping
of the oiled leather thigh-boots, the glint of swords and muskets,
the cannon balls hissing over the huddled rooftops of the native
town? Then, too, there was the contrast in type between the
small, swarthy, jet-eyed Portuguese and the hulking red-faced
Netherlanders and German mercenaries, their fair hair hanging
to their shoulders beneath wide-brimmed hats with drooping
plumes. The comparative racial tolerance of Portuguese days
became at once a thing of the past, for the Dutch West India
Company forbade concubinage with African women. This was
a prohibition quite impossible to enforce ; but the fact that such
unions were henceforward clandestine served to emphasize the
arrogant Dutch attitude to the Negro race.

For us, the advent of the Dutch at Elmina means improved
visibility, both there and further down the coast. Some of the
Governors kept diaries, and records of improvements. Two or
three accounts of the Dutch possessions were published in
Europe. It is possible to learn from such sources the use of
various buildings, the strength of the garrison, the daily routine,
what kind of food was eaten, how many anchors and how much
canvas was kept in the stores for sale to passing ships. On
Christmas Eve, 1639, two years after the Dutch had installed
themselves in the Castle, a young Nuremberg goldsmith,
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Michael Hemmersam, who was twenty years old, arrived there
as an enlisted soldier and stayed six years. His account of
Elmina, published by his widow, gives vivid glimpses of life
within the Castle, the gates of which were closed at nightfall and
only opened with the dawn. Hemmersam describes the ringing
of the castle bell to mark the hours, the geese and ducks
(destined for the Governor’s table) pottering about on a stretch
of muddy water outside the walls, the reading and singing of
psalms and hymns on Sundays in the great hall, which was
hung with muskets and pikes. He even refers to the numbers of
civet cats kept in the Cat Yard. These contributed to the manu-
facture of the scent that must only too clearly have been a
priority essential to life in seventeenth-century African forts,
where Europeans dressed as stuffily as they did in contemporary
Europe, and recked of sweat.

By 1645 the Dutch were maintaining Elmina with eighty-five
Europeans and one hundred and eighty-four trained slaves.
There was a Governor, a Treasurer, four European traders and
nine men in charge of handicrafts, a lay-preacher (or ‘sick-
comforter’) and a garrison of sixty-five officers and men. There
was a devotional library containing seventy-two copies of the
psalms. One of the lay-preachers, who came to Elmina in 1642,
committed suicide when he fell ill there after four years.
Although the sca-wind prevented the Castle (but not St Iago
behind it) from being malarial, the soldiers’ quarters were
airless and unhealthy, and the untiled roofs leaked in rain.
Contaminated water brought a variety of tropical diseases.
Even for the officers fresh meat was hard to come by, and the
lowcr orders ate smoked meat, flour, biscuits, checse and butter.
The slaves ate African food. Fruit and vegetable gardens were
planted on the hillsides of St Iago, and, later, pleasure gardens
with classical pavilions domed in thatch were scattered here
and there behind the town. The officers seem to have indulged
in long and heavy meals. Except for the seasonal celebration of
some kermess or other, there was nothing to do with leisure
but to drink — in the case of the Dutch neat brandy and rum -
which everyone did to excess. The Dutch believed that the
English at Cape Coast Castle drank far more than they did;
the English believed the same about the Dutch. In fact,
alcoholism was rampant in both camps.
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There is no doubt that, under Dutch rule, the Castle of the
Mine flourished. ‘The castle is justly famous for beauty and
strength, having no equal on all the coasts of Guinea’ runs a
French description of 1682 :

. . . The general’s lodgings are above in the castle, the ascent to
which is up a large white and black stone staircase, defended at the
top by two small brass guns, and four pattareroes, of the same metal,
bearing upon the Place of Arms; and a corps de garde pretty large,
next to which is a great hall of small arms of several sorts, as an
arsenal ; through which and by a by-passage you enter a fine long
gallery, all wainscotted, at each end of which are large glass win-
dows, and through it is the way to the general’s lodgings, consisting
of several good chambers and offices along the ramparts.

The Governor of Elmina lived in considerable grandeur, as a
conversation-piece of Admiral de Ruyter in his tower bed-
room, painted by de Witt in 1665, bears witness. This spacious
room, one of two of identical size and shape, has five walls with
windows facing outwards, and a long sixth wall on the Castle
side. The Admiral, elaborately dressed and wearing a circular
black hat with a moderately high crown and two white ostrich
feathers, stands slightly to the left of the picture, while a plumed
and turbaned figure symbolizing Africa kneels before him,
holding a picture of one of the English forts de Ruyter had
captured. The whole floor is raised as a dais with two steps
leading up to it. This floor is of polished wood, the walls are
hung with stamped Spanish leather. Beneath an open lattice
window is a long table covered with a turkey carpet, and bear-
ing a terrestrial globe and writing materials. At the back is a
sumptuous canopied bed, with an embroidered coverlet and
curtains of some thin material. There are two broad, armless
leather chairs studded with brass nails. A door to the right is
open, revealing a soberly dressed man leaning over a staircase
rail. Except for the African figure, it might be the interior of any
grand Dutch house of the period of de Hooch or Terborch. The
Dutch imported their own bricks from Holland for vaulting,
archways, stairs and sundials; they also brought out to the
Gulf of Guinca things equally necessary to them — their own
atmosphere and their own style.

The Government of Ghana now wuses the Castle of the NMine
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as a police barracks, which brings a certain lazy animation to
the sunlit courts. But the huge corps de garde, the panelled cor-
ridors and galleries seem echoing and empty. You can stand in
the room in which Admiral de Ruyter was painted, and look
out over the same scascape that he saw. But the walls are now
bare, and the spirit of Dutch power and Dutch certainty has
gone with the salt wind from the sea. Down in the town and
across the lagoon is an old Dutch graveyard, but of a far later
period. In its centre a high obelisk rises. Shaded by giant trees
and with worn gravestones and sarcophagi tilted amidst a rich
tangle of foliage, it is a charming, melancholy place in which to
linger and reflect upon death, and upon the vanished glory of
de Ruyter’s world. For, as the centuries floated by, the Dutch,
too, lost their interest in their Gold Coast possessions. In 1872
the Castle of the Mine and the remaining Dutch strongholds
were sold to the British. In a formal ceremony within the Castle
courtyard it was handed over to Queen Victoria’s representa-
tive, who happened to be my Irish grandfather John Pope
Hennessy, then Administrator of the West African Settlements.
In surviving letters he recorded how he, also, looked out at the
sea and down at the town of Elmina from the same hexagonal
room, in which he was temporarily lodged.

Vv

With the capture of Elmina, Axim and Shama, the Dutch
became the dominant European power upon the Gold Coast.
None of these was, however, their earliest station on the coast.
As early as 1612, a small Dutch fort, made of earth and brush-
wood, and protected by deep ditches, had been built at Mouri,
only three and a half hours by foot from Elmina. They had the
support of the people of Mouri, who for some reason believed
that the Dutch would be more sympathetic, and easier to trade
with, than the Portuguese. In 1624 this fort was taken over by
the new Dutch West India Company, rebuilt, and named Fort
Nassau in honour of the House of Orange. By this time, for new-
comers, the Dutch were already slaving on a fairly extensive
scale. In the five years 1619-23 they had shipped some fifteen
and a half thousand Africans to the shores of Brazil. In 1625
the first shipment of Negroes was landed on Manhattan Island,
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called by the Dutch New Amsterdam. Thirty years later, slave
ships were actually being sent out to Africa from New Amster-
dam. When one of these, the King Solomon, reached Curagao
with three hundred and thirty-one slaves, the Company’s vice-
director on that island wrote to their New Amsterdam office
that ‘he wished there had been a thousand of them, so great was
the demand’.

When the Dutch experiment at Pernambuco collapsed in
1651, the Portuguese regained control of the slave trade to
Brazil, for they had always kept factories in Africa, though no
longer on the Gold Coast. But the main importance of the
Portuguese in the history of the trade lies in the fact that they
were pioneers in the traffic. “The Portuguese served for setting
dogs to spring the game’ — this was an expression used by a
famous Dutch trader to describe the way in which the Portu-
guese had inadvertently shown other European nations how
easy and desirable buying and selling West Africans could be.
This Dutch trader was Willem Bosman, chief factor for the
Dutch West India Company at the Castle of the Mine, and a
real authority on West Africa, where he had spent fourteen
years towards the close of the seventeenth century. If one can
apply the incongruous adjective ‘likeable’ to any of the slave-
traders, we might do so to this inquisitive, diligent and open-
minded Netherlander, whose New and Accurate Description of the
Coast of Guinea, written in the form of twenty letters, was pub-
lished in Dutch in 1704, and in French and English versions in
1705. Bosman’s activities were not confined to Elmina, and
under his guidance we can visit the Court of Benin, as well as
that of the King of Whydah, who supplied him with a thousand
slaves a month. Far less intolerant of African religious beliefs
than most of his European colleagues or rivals, Willem Bosman
even learned to respect the worship, at Whydah, of snakes.
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Chapter 6

A Snake in the Roof-tree

I

WiLLEM Bosman is likeable because he is observant, a good
story-teller, alert, and pleasantly verbose. He strives, too, after
accuracy, whilst unable to resist at times the traveller’s tale —
as, for instance, when he asks us to credit that the King of
Whydah had between four and five thousand wives. Resident
on the Guinea Coast at the end of that seventeenth century
dubbed by Dutch scholars “The Golden Age’ of Dutch history,
Bosman is really a forerunner of those ‘old coasters’ of Victorian
days whom Mary Kingsley has so vividly portrayed — veterans
of the West African coast whose hair-raising accounts of life on
the Bights would intrigue and dismay greenhorns shipping out
for the first time from Liverpool to take up trade posts on the
Gulf. Had Bosman in fact been an old coaster, and had one
come across liim on board ship, he would have proved diverting
company. As often happens with boat friendships, one might,
whilst appreciating his company and his knowledge, have
recoiled before some of his views. He shared, of course, with his
colleagues the conviction that the slave trade was essential, and
therefore beyond criticism. ‘I doubt not but this trade seems
very barbarous to you,” he writes in one of his twenty letters,
branding being his momentary theme, ‘but since it is followed
by mere necessity, it must go on; but yet we take all possible
care that they are not burned too hard, especially the women,
who are more tender than the men.’

Bosman was an enthusiastic patriot, finding Dutch ship-
masters superior to those of any other nation at skilfully packing
six or seven hundred slaves in one ship, yet keeping the con-
ditions healthy: ‘For as the French, Portuguese and English
slave ships are always foul and stinking, on the contrary ours
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are for the most part neat and clean . . . The slaves are fed three
times a day with indifferent good victuals, and much better
than they eat in their own country.’ Here once more we
encounter the professional slave-traders’ assertions that the
slaves were ‘comfortable’, and the total obliviousness to the
mental torment inflicted by the sharp, bewildering loss of
liberty, country, family and friends. Someone has declared that
the greatest cruelties in world history have been perpetrated less
by naturally cruel persons than by that very extensive and
intractable breed — persons without any semblance of feelings at
all. Fourteen years in the slave trade might have blunted the
most sensitive perceptions, yet Bosman shows a genuine appre-
ciation of African ways of life and displays, on the whole, a
kindly disposition. At the same time he was a cynic and to some
degree a prig. He criticized the heavy drinking of the wretched
European factors and soldiers on the coast, an alcoholic depen-
dency which, combined with the bad climate and the constant
recourse to venery, cut short, in Bosman’s view, their lives.
‘But it is indeed convenient it should be so,” he writes of these
youngsters’ premature deaths ‘another wants his place: if men
lived here as long as in Europe, "twould be less worth while to
come hither, and a man would be obliged to wait too long
before he got a good post; without which nobody will easily
return rich from Guinea . . . the money we get here is indeed
hardly enough acquired: if you consider we stake our best
pledge, that is our lives, in order to it.” But despite his apparent
cynicism, his sarcasm and his chauvinistic tendencies, there is
much to be learned from Willem Bosman. His style is chatty
and personal: ‘“You would really wonder to see how these
slaves live on board.” He earnestly wishes to inform and to
correct: ‘not a few in our country fondly imagine that parents
here sell their children, men their wives, and one brother
another: but . . . this never happens on any other account
but that of necessity or some great crime; but most of the slaves
that are offered to us are prisoners of war, which are sold by
the victors as their booty.’

In one of his letters, Bosman went into the methods of slaving
in great and valuable detail. He singled out for this purpose his
dealings with the people of Whydah on the Slave Coast, who
were ‘so diligent in the slave trade’ that they could deliver one
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thousand Negroes each month. We learn that on reaching
Whydah, the first business of a factor was to pay the King and
his advisers a species of tax or tribute — ‘about a hundred
pounds in Guinea value’. In return for this the factor was
given a licence to trade; this agreement was then publicized
throughout Whydah by the town crier. Even so, before the
European could actually trade with other people in Whydah,
he must first of all buy the King’s whole stock of slaves at a
fixed price ‘which is commonly one-third or one-fourth higher
than ordinary’. If, by mischance or mismanagement, there were
not enough slaves to fill a ship waiting in Whydah, the Euro-
peans had no option but to trust the local traders with trade-
goods to the value of one or two hundred slaves. These goods
were then carried up sometimes as far as two hundred miles into
the interior, and there exchanged for slaves at the markets — “for
you ought to be informed that markets of men arc here kept in
the same manner as those of beasts with us’.

Once brought down to Whydah, these up-country slaves were
then clapped into prison. Later, during the serious negotiations
with the European traders, they were taken out on to a plain,
undressed and carefully examined ‘even to the smallest member,
and that naked too, both men and women, without the lecast
distinction or modesty’. Those given a clean bill of health were
put to one side, the rejects to the other. Slaves were ‘thrown out’
for being more than thirty-five years of age, for being maimed
in arms, legs, hands or feet, for having lost teeth, for having
grey hair or cataract. Venereal diseasc was also a reason for
rcjection. The next stage was branding with an iron already
sizzling in the fire. These ‘burning irons’ had the arms or the
name of the various companies embossed on them, and were
deemed indispensable to avoid confusion between the slaves of
the Dutch, English, Danish, French or Portuguese. Branding
also prevented the African traders’ sleight of hand, whercby
they would craftily substitute bad slaves for good.*

The bargaining over, the newly-branded Negroes were re-
turned to their prison, where they were kept on bread and water—

* This was, of course, the preliminary or traders’ branding. On arrival in the
transatlantic plantations, the slaves were branded a second time with their new
owners’ initials. The Socicty for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts,

which had inherited two plantations from Christopher Codrington in 1710, would
brand their slaves, for instance, with the initials S.P.G.
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‘like our criminals’ - for twopence each a day. The Company
grudged even this modest expenditure, and the slaves were
generally hurried on to the ship as soon as feasible, having pre-
viously been stripped of every shred of clothing that they
owned. Unless the master of the ship was ‘so charitable’ as to
give them a piece of cloth — which was frequently done — they
remained stark naked for the duration of the Atlantic voyage.
Bosman explains the segregation of the sexes on board and how
the slaves lay ‘as close together as is possible for them to be
crowded’. He refers to the cannibal myth as being a genuine
danger to the ships’ crews: for the slaves from up-country ‘very
innocently persuade one another that we buy them only to
fatten them and afterwards eat them as a delicacy’. These rustic
slaves had to be watched with particular care, as they were
liable to plot rebellion, kill the Europeans, and try to put the
ship ashore or swim from it. Bosman himself had such trouble
twice only. The first time he suppressed it by the simple expe-
dient of shooting the ringleader through the head. On the
second occasion his ship’s master had fished up a discarded
English anchor, and foolishly stowed it in the hold occupied by
the male slaves. These Negroes had somehow obtained, and
concealed, a hammer, with which they struck off their fetters,
using the anchor as an anvil. Bosman is certain that they would
have overpowered his own men, had not the crews of an English
and a French ship lying nearby heard the Dutchmen’s distress
gun and swarmed over in open shallops to their assistance. The
slaves were driven back into the hold, but some twenty of them,
killed in the affray, represented a tedious financial loss for
Bosman.

Willem Bosman’s account makes it clear — were any further
clarification needed — that by his time the slave trade was
functioning with smooth efficiency, inside a recognized frame-
work of tradition, convention and a kind of hideous respec-
tability. Kidnapping was now an exceptional means of getting
slaves to sell. As a method it was generally looked down on as a
sign of poverty. The pirates of Usa, who haunted the swamps of
the Benin River, were, according to Bosman, so poor that they
stole anything — men, animals, goods — that came their way and
sold them for food. Again, the trade of the people of Coto (also
on the Slave Coast) was so meagre that they resorted to
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up-country slave-raiding parties, ‘stealing men which they sell to
the Europeans that come here with their ships. This is the best
part of their subsistence, and indeed’ (Bosman contemptuously
adds) ‘all I have to say of them.’

I1

In the course of his fourteen years’ stint along the coast of
Guinea, Willem Bosman became acquainted with many of the
local potentates. With some of them he became positively
intimate. His contacts ranged from that figure of legendary
power and splendour, the Oba of Benin, to the poverty-stricken
King of Gabon who earned his living as a smith and leased out
his wives to Europeans on a piece-work basis. All these person-
ages, their courtiers and their subjects were greedily involved in
the slave trade.

The Oba of Benin accorded Bosman interviews in his audi-
ence chamber, deep in the labyrinthine palace of Benin, and
ornamented with those marvellous bronzes of sacred snakes,
leopards, Portuguese warriors and African deities which are
now collectors’ items of the greatest rarity and value.* The
Oba, surrounded by his chief councillors, would be seated on
an ivory couch bencath a canopy of Indian silk. The court of
Benin had a certain similarity to that of Versailles, in that it was
thronged with great nobles whose whole careers were spent
within the palace precincts. They did not deign to trade
directly, but left this, and all forms of agriculture, to their wives
and slaves. The dress of the Bini noblemen struck Bosman as
magnificent ; when they left their houses they would fling richly
fringed scarves over their robes of the finest white cotton, which
were ample and pleated. Their wives wore long, full skirts of
brilliant-coloured check, with bodices of delicate stuffs. Round
their necks were strings of coral, on their arms iron or copper
armlets (some of them wore leg ornaments as well) and their
fingers were heavy with rings. Even the plebs of Bini were well-
dressed, according to their means. They were a kind and civil
race, and would give away anything for which they were asked,

* When the city and palace of Benin were pillaged and burned down by a British
‘punitive expedition’ of 1897, nearly two thousand five hundred of these bronzes
were shipped back to Great Britain as loot,
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even if they would have preferred to keep it themselves. They
were also prompt business men, ‘interested in cloths of all
descriptions, brass armlets, looking-glasses, iron bars, fine coral,
cowries from East India, beads and perfumes. In exchange they
exported slaves, local cloths, pepper, jasper stones, leopard skins
and ivory.”* In the palmy days of the slave trade the Binis
supplied some four thousand slaves a year.

The feudal grandecur of Benin made a sharp contrast to some
of Bosman’s other slave dep6ts. The subjects of the needy King
of Gabon were decked out ‘in a particular dismal manner’ with
old European hats and perukes, old coats, shirts and breeches
which they would get from the sailors in exchange for wax,
honey, parrots, monkeys and fruit. In this soiled and pathetic
finery they would strut about with pride. They also drank even
more brandy than any other Negro group that Bosman had
ever seen. The spinster Queen of Agonna, in whose territory the
English fort of Winneba was built, seemed, to Bosman, an
especially intriguing figure. She was the only female sovercign
he had met along the coast, and when she needed a lover she
bought ‘a brisk jolly slave, with whom she diverts herself, pro-
hibiting him on forfeiture of his head to intrigue with any other
woman ; and when the youth hath lost his charms or her passion
palls, he is exchanged for another’. One of Bosman’s favourite
kings was the seventy-year-old King of Little Acron — ‘an extra-
ordinary goodnatured man, with whom I have often been
merry’. But the merriest of all this array of minor royalties was
clearly the King of Whydah, to whom Bosman was constantly
being summoned to play games and to feast. 'The King of
Whydah wore gowns of violet silk, or silver or gold damask, and
lived in a spacious, higgledy-piggledy group of clay huts, with
four iron guns mounted at the gate, and soldiers on guard.
Bosman and other European guests always laid aside their
swords before entering the royal presence, and talked to him
barecheaded. His nobles lay prostrate on the ground for so long
as they werc in the room with him, and, after meals, were given
what scraps the Europeans had left ‘which they very greedily

* Michael Crowder: The Story of Nigeria (Faber & Faber, 1962).

1 Thus showing a distinct advance on the famous fifteenth century Hausa Queen
of Zaria, Amina, who is ‘said to have taken lovers in every city and executed them
when she had done with them’. (Crowder, op. cit.)
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eat, whether they like it or no, and though they have ten times
better at home’. Bosman and the King of Whydah gambled for
an ox, a hog, a sheep or some other animal, but never for goods
or money. If Bosman won, the King immediately sent him his
winnings ; if he lost the King refused to accept anything. This
King of Whydah had once made the error of marrying two of
his own daughters, both of whom soon died, a loss which he had
regarded as the judgement of heaven. In Bosman’s time, to
avoid further temptation, the King married his only surviving
daughter to the English factor. When Bosman jestingly sug-
gested that the King owed him a fine, as he had had first promisc
of this daughter, the King paid up merrily, and said that if
Bosman really wanted her, she could easily be called back.
But the réle of commoner-consort did not appeal to Willem
Bosman: ‘Marrying a King’s daughter in this country is not
very advantageous’ he comments ruefully. ‘Otherwise I had not
failed long since to have been happy that way.’

The country round Whydah, which was immensely fertile
and planted with trees seemed to Bosman ‘the most charming
that imagination can represent; nor can I believe that any
country in the world can show the like’. The people were
courteous, good traders and thievish to boot. Somctimes they
were altogether too industrious in so far that they would re-sow
the soil as soon as they had harvested their grain with the result
that the land went sour and periodic famines swept the country.
During such famines slaves could be bought for a song, and
had even been known to be given away to European traders.

The Dutch, French and English factors who lived or stayed
at Whydah were all accommodated in huts within the palace
compound. Bosman (we are not surprised to find) had got the
best of these. The King had built for him a ‘very large’ lodging,
with three warehouses and seven rooms, standing round an airy
courtyard with a covered gallery on every side. “The lodgings
of the rest of the Europeans’ Bosman noted, no doubt with
satisfaction, ‘are very mean and inconvenient.” It was in the
dining-room of this house that Bosman had to give rcluctant
hospitality to a snake. One day he found this snake com-
fortably settled into the roof-tree just above the table at which
he ate. Although it was within reach of human hands, no one
could be persuaded to remove the revered reptile, and it stayed
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there for a fortnight. Some of the notables of Whydah came to
supper, and the conversation* turning on snakes, Bosman
pointed out his own specimen aloft, saying it must surely be
starving as it had not eaten for fourteen days. His guests replied
that this could not be so, and that the snake knew exactly how
and when to get the food it wanted. The next time Bosman saw
the King of Whydah he told him that ‘one of his gods had made
bold, though uninvited,” to eat at his table for fourteen days,
and that he felt that the King should pay the snake’s board as
otherwise it would be necessary to have the snake expelled from
the house. The King was delighted. He said that if the snake
were left alone he would provide for it, and for Bosman as well.
Soon afterwards a fat ox was sent over. ‘At the same rate,’
Bosman reflects ‘I would willingly have boarded all the gods
of the land, and I believe I should not have lost much by the
bargain.’

Bosman called the King of Whydah, who, at fifty years old,
was as spritely as a man of thirty-five, ‘the most civil and
generous negro that I have met . . . never better pleased than
when we desire a favour from him’. But he was encircled by
sycophants, who gradually persuaded him to become more
obstinate in his dealings with Europeans. Not long after Bosman
had left the coast for good, a new and uncouth element entered
into Dutch trading methods. For reasons, presumably, of
economy, the Dutch West India Company cut down the
numbers of resident factors and entrusted the slave trade to
what Bosman calls ‘boorish ships’ captains who were utterly
ignorant of the manners of the people’, and did not ‘know how
to treat them with that decency which they require’. In conse-
quence the King of Whydah completely changed his attitude to
the Dutch, reduced his hospitality to them and upped the price
for slaves.

We have spent so much time with Willem Bosman because I
think that he exemplifies a fact which I suggested at the begin-
ning of this book : that not all of the Europeans engaged in the
trade were villains or sadists. The civilized relations he estab-
lished with so many of the local kings were based, it is true, on
reciprocal commercial interests, but Bosman did at least try to

* Probably conducted in French, which many Whydah Negro traders spoke, or
in the lingua franca of that part of the coast, a bastard Portuguese.
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understand, and certainly appreciated, West African ways of
life. Amiable though they might be to traders, these kings ruled
their subjects by fear. Some of them never ate in public so that
their subjects might believe that, being of divine origin, they
never ate at all. The chiefs I myself have drunk brandy with in
West Africa are geniality and hospitality personified ; but I have
never forgotten a procession I met about ten o’clock one hot
morning upon the main road leading into Old Calabar. I saw
it coming down the road in the distance, and could not at first
understand what it was. It turned out to be a gaggle of some
forty men and youths, preceded by a boy beating a gong, and by
standard bearers carrying tall insignia of rank. They moved
slowly down the dust-road, intermittently chanting, or more
correctly yelling, some refrain. In the centre of the crowd was a
yellow, whecled go-cart in which, under a state parasol, was
seated a richly robed chief, wearing on his head a cap of red
velvet, cloth of gold and fur. His expression was one of grim but
detached ferocity. He neither turned his head to right nor to left,
but glared straight ahead as though only he existed in the world.
To an old African hand this sight would have been banal. To
me it secemed a sudden, brutal glimpse into that alien world of
African powers with which Bosman and his kind had to deal.
Nobody seemed to know who this particular chief might be.
Their only information was negative — that he was certainly
not the Chief or King of Calabar. I watched the procession as it
shuffled and shambled noisily, fervently onwards, the great
bright yellow umbrella bobbing, the gong beating, the little
carriage jolting and swaying at a snail’s pace. They wheeled
right at a junction, and disappeared from view behind the Shell
petrol station.

Once again, as so often in Africa, I was perplexed. Was the
grim, furious look, with the unfocused orange eyeballs glinting,
the stern, imperious mouth, part of a conscious act — an indi-
genous version of royal behaviour, the converse, so to speak, of
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother smiling and waving a
gloved hand from her limousine? Or was it just personal to this
potentially alarming individual? And of what was the retinue
composed — courtiers, servants or slaves? This last query brings
us to an important subject which, from its ambiguity and com-
plexity, I would give anything to shirk. That subject, made
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much of by the supporters of the Atlantic slave trade, and still
brought up by its modern apologists, is the intricate subject of
African domestic slavery. What were the obligations of African
slaves inside Africa? Why were they enslaved in the first place?
How were they treated by their owners? And were they, or
were they not, as badly off in Africa as their countrymen
shipped to live and die on the plantations of the New World?

III

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century apologists for transatlantic
slavery, who fought Wilberforce and the abolitionists with
notorious tenacity, resorted to a number of specious arguments.
Some of these were frankly economic and cynical — slavery
provided the life-blood of the colonies, and without it the
colonial empire would wilt and so wither away. Others appealed
to the authority of the Bible, emphasizing that slavery is
accepted in the Old Testament and is nowhere condemned in
the New.* Aristotle, whose Ethics define a slave as ‘a living
working-tool and possession’, was also cited, as were Homer and
Plato, the slave civilization of Periclean Athens, the slave
caravans of Carthage and the Anglo-Saxon enslavement of the
Celts. They argued, in fact, that slavery was inevitable.
‘Slavery’ wrote Voltaire ‘is as ancient as war, and war as
human nature.’

But when defending the slave trade itself, the apologists went
even further. They persuaded thémselves, and attempted to
persuade others, that transatlantic slavery came as a boon and
a blessing to Africans. By misinterpreting the mild, complex and
frequently patriarchal system of African domestic slavery, they
concluded that it was a state of bitter and savage servitude.
Ignoring the fact that without the European demand there

* See C. W. W. Greenidge, Slavery (George Allen & Unwin, 1958), who quotes
the following passage from The Spirit of Islam by the late Syed Ameer Ali, a dis-
tinguished Pakistani scholar, and a member of the Privy Council : ‘Christianity as
a system and a creed raised no protest against slavery, enforced no rule, inculcated
no principle for the mitigation of the evil. Except for a few remarks on the diso-
bedience of slaves (1 Tim. vi, 1-2) . . . the teaching of Jesus, as portrayed in the
Christian traditions, contained nothing expressive of disapproval of bondage.’
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would have been no export trade in slaves, they justified them-
selves by pointing out that it was the Africans who sold each
other. Encouraged by lurid accounts of the sacrifice of slaves at
the funerals of distinguished personages they produced the view
- shared, as we have seen, by a man as intelligent as James
Boswell — that to transport Negroes to the colonies amounted to
an act of charity, almost, indeed, a pious duty. Willem Bosman,
Jean Barbot and their successors in African travel-writing,
objective though they set out to be, could not resist a very
natural temptation to titillate the imagination of their readers —
the sort of audience to which the Newgate Calendar appealed, an
audience intrigued by reports of wild, exotic goings-on and of
brutish behaviour. For the benefit of these smug, safe readers,
the travellers deliberately dwelt upon the horrors of human
sacrifice in Africa, and upon the allegedly callous way in which
any African would sell any other. Thus their serious and instruc-
tive accounts of the peoples of the Gulf of Guinea glinted with
shafts of pure audience appeal. European persons who were not
even allowed two wives could read, fascinated, that the King of
Whydah had five thousand, with each of whom he slept only
three times. Descriptions of African slaves being dismembered
alive, and of children of six, too small to wield a cutlass with
any certainty, being deputed to chop off slaves’ heads at funerals
also aroused attention. Thus a whole mythology of the miseries
of life in Africa grew up and flourished.

This mythology likewise influenced far more sober and en-
lightened writers. These could not resist the logical conclusion
that Negroes in the West Indies were happy in their knowledge
that they would be allowed to die from over-work in their
hovels, instead of being flung headless into their African masters’
graves. Since personalities are always more actual than gener-
alizations, we may take the views of Bryan Edwards, the late
eighteenth-century author of the History of the British West Indies,
alrecady quoted. Edwards was a humane slave-owner and strove
his hardest to be fair. He took the trouble to cross-examine
many of his slaves as to their former status in their own country,
the method by which they had been sold to the Europeans, and
what they thought about human sacrifice. One of these, Clara,
‘a most faithful, well-disposed woman, who was brought from
the Gold Coast to Jamaica the latter end of 1784’ and had been
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born into domestic slavery at Anamabu, told Edwards that at
her owner’s death, she, her two brothers and several other slaves
had been sold to pay his debts. Twenty other slaves had been
killed at his funeral. Edwards then asked her which country she
liked best — Jamaica or Guinea? ‘She replied that Jamaica was
the better country, “for that people were not killed there, as in
Guinea, at the funeral of their masters™ .’ It is difficult to see
what other answer, under the circumstances, Clara could have
given; in another passage of the same book Edwards complains
of the West Indian Negroes’ well-known and exasperating habit
of invariably replying to any question in the sense which they
judged most pleasing to the white interrogator. On the other
hand Edwards seems to have been a model master (although,
later, an absentee one), Clara was clearly in the privileged
position of a house-slave, and her general recollections of an
Anamabu childhood may well have grown so faint with the
years that only the wholesale slaughter of twenty friends and
relatives remained a vivid incident of her young life. Slave life in
Guinea, even with the remote occupational hazard of being
ultimately chosen as a funeral victim, can in no conceivable way
have been as bad as life on the majority of the West Indian
plantations. Many of the owners and overseers of these — as for
instance in early nineteenth-century Antigua — had the con-
venient habit of turning out old or diseased slaves to die of
hunger in the streets. Other planters were for long involved in
controversy as to whether it was more economical to work your
slaves to death in seven or eight years, and buy a fresh batch
from the traders, or whether it was more prudent to work them
less hard so that they survived longer.

Just as it was in the interests of slave-traders and planters to
minimize the cruelties of the Middle Passage, so it was to their
advantage to exaggerate and travesty domestic slave conditions
in Africa itself. In his The Image of Africa, Philip Curtin has
explained that:

with the growth of the anti-slavery movement in Britain, more atten-
tion was paid to the place of slaves in African society, and especially
to the question of how an individual might be made a slave in the
first instance. Social structure as a whole, however, was ignored, and
there was little notice that the institution of slavery was part of a
wider net of family and group relatiens. The European concept of
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slavery, derived ultimately from Roman law, stood in the way of
understanding what slavery meant in Africa.*

‘In the African system,” (writes another modern historian)
‘slaves, though of inferior status, had certain rights, whilst their
owners had definite and often onerous duties towards them.’}
Slaves were used to till the earth for their owners, and were, in
return, fed and clothed. Many of the tribes, notably the Mun-
dingoes, treated their slaves very well: “They are remarkably
kind to, and careful of their slaves,” (we read in a late eighteenth-
century account of the Mundingoes) ‘whom they treat with
respect, and whom they will not suffer to be ill-used. This is a
forcible lesson from the wild and savage Africans, to the more
polished and enlightened Europeans who . . . trcat them
[i.e. their slaves] as if they were a lower order of creatures, and
abuse them in the most shocking manner !’

The status of domestic slaves in Africa differed, of course,
from area to area and from tribe to tribe. The most usual
method of enslavement was as payment for a bad debt -~ when
a man would pledge himself and his family indefinitely in a
form of serfdom to his creditor. Further reasons for enslavement
were adultery, theft and certain other crimes. West African
slavery was a vital part of a general social and political struc-
ture. In many tribes it was unobjectionable for a king’s son or
daughter to marry a slave. A child by a slave woman was
regarded as the property of the father’s family, but the father
could, if he wished, make the child a freeman or freewoman
before his own death. Moreover, gifted slaves could rise to
positions of great power within the state, for, having no wide-
flung family obligations, they were liable to be more trustworthy
and less open to influence than many of the nobles themselves.
The different African kingdoms had their own rules for the
protection of their slaves. In Benin, for instance, no male Bini
could be sold for export. Here, as almost universally clsewhere
along the coast, the European slave-market was supplied by
prisoners taken in war, by enslaved criminals or by Africans
captured or kidnapped from other tribes.

A relevant account of the methods of purchase of such war-

* Curtin, o0p. cit., p. 23.
t Crowder, op. cit.
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prisoners is given by Captain William Snelgrave, an English
slave-trader of the generation junior to Bosman’s, and who, like
Bosman, usually traded at Whydah. But Whydah was no
longer Bosman’s pastoral country of courteous Negroes ruled
over by an hospitable and friendly king. In March 1726 the
armies of the warlike inland kingdom of Dahomey had swept
down upon the coast. Whydah resisted. It was conquered and
laid waste. The European traders now found they had to cope
with, and placate, a powerful warrior monarch who, save per-
haps in sense of humour, was the antithesis of Bosman’s snake-
worshipping boon companion and host.

IV

When, in command of the slave ship Katherine (which belonged
to a private owner named Morice and not to the Royal African
Company),* Captain William Snelgrave arrived at Whydah
in March 1727, he learned from the factor at the English fort
there of the devastation of the country by its conqueror, the
King of Dahomey. The pretext for the invasion had been the
King of Whydah’s refusal to permit free passage of slaves from
Dahomey to the coast. Forty European traders had been held
prisoner and had only just been released. The destruction of
Whydah had been so complete that it was no longer practical to
trade there, so Snelgrave set off for the port of Jaquin in Ardra,
a neighbouring kingdom which, not having even attempted to
resist the armies of Dahomey had, though conquered, been
spared pillage.

As faceless for us as is Bosman, William Snelgrave also was a
remarkable and literate trader, who published a long book on
his experiences on the Gulf of Guinea. The son of a slave-trader,
he made his first voyages with his father, and must have had an
iron constitution since he was on the Slave Coast and worked
the Middle Passage for twenty-six years, from 1704 to 1730. On
the subject of African slavery he gives us sensible information;
enslavement came from capture in battle, from debt, and from

* The vicissitudes of the Royal African Company, which by Snelgrave’s time
could not afford to keep its coastal forts in good order, and could no longer compete
with ‘interlopers’ or private traders, will be ‘examined in a later chapter.
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crime. To the usual arguments in favour of the Atlantic slave
trade he adds two novel ones — that it helped to rid Africa of
criminals, and that the planters had to treat their slaves well
because they did not want to lose what they had bought.
Snelgrave’s attitude to his slaves during the Atlantic crossing
combined humanity with self-interest. Writing of his own hair-
raising experiences of shipboard slave-mutinies, he remarks
that: ‘“These mutinies are generally occasioned by the sailors’
ill-usage of these poor people . . . Wherever therefore I have
commanded it has been my principal care to have the negroes
on board my ship kindly used; and I have always strictly
charged my white people to treat them with humanity and
tenderness ; in which I have usually found my account, both in
keeping them from mutinying and preserving them in health.’
Having survived several dangerous mutinies himself, and known
other less wary captains who had been battered to death by
their slaves, Snelgrave went to particular pains to allay his
purchased Negroes’ fears. He received ‘the grown people’ on
board his ship with a reassuring speech, made through the
linguist. He told them that they were now his property, that
they were not going to be eaten, and that they had been bought
‘to till the ground in our country, with several other matters’.
This welcome-aboard piece was followed by instructions on how
his new chattels were to treat the white men on the ship, and
that should any sailor abuse any of the slaves, complaint was to
be made to himself through the linguist and he would see
justice done. The speech ended with a threat : any disobedience,
and above all the crime of striking a white man, would be
‘severely punished’.

According to Snelgrave — and although he is a bit self-
righteous, there is no reason to disbelieve him — he had the male
Negroes taken out of their irons soon after the ship sailed ; the
women and children he never fettered. The slaves had two good
meals a day, and in fine weather could come up on deck from
seven in the morning and remain there until sundown if they
wished. Monday was nicotine-day : pipes and tobacco (‘which
they are very fond of”) were issued all round in the morning.
The holds in which the Negroes slept were cleaned by them-
selves, under white supervision, daily. This model slave-captain
had always found trading at Whydah peculiarly enjoyable: ‘As
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this was the principal part of the Guinea Coast for the slave
trade, the frequent intercourse that nation had for many years
carried on with white people had rendered them so civilized
that it was a pleasure to deal with them.” But now in 1727 he
had to deal with a very different sort of person — the victorious
and somewhat barbaric King of Dahomey, to whom the nice
conventions and affable negotiations of the Whydah slave trade
were a closed book.

The King of Dahomey, who was referred to in the Boston
News Letter and the Gentleman’s Magazine as “I'rudo Adato, King
of Dahomey and Emperor of Popo’, was an awe-inspiring
martial monarch who had known little or nothing of Europeans.
What he did know he had gleaned from an English factor,
Captain Bullfinch Lambe, who had been captured at Jaquin
and taken to the King’s court where he became a royal
favourite. So curious was the King about England that he
finally relcased Captain Bullfinch Lambe and sent him home
with a Negro linguist from Jaquin named Tomo, three hundred
and twenty ounces of gold, and eighty slaves. It was later
rumoured in London that the King of Dahomey had sent a
message to King George I by Lambe urging His Britannic
Majesty to cease the export of Negroes to the colonies, but to
buy them and keep them on the Guinea Coast to work at
European-supervised plantations instead. It was also said that
the motive for the invasions of Whydah and Ardra had been the
King of Dahomey’s determination to stop the Atlantic slave
trade. This absorbing theory can now be neither proved
nor disproved; but the King of Dahomey’s readiness to
trade with Snelgrave and other captains make its truth
improbable.

Before leaving the court of Dahomey, Lambe had been
required by the King to take a most solemn oath to return, but
he had never done so. Equally, he had not even sent Tomo back
to Dahomey, although the real motive of the expedition had
been for Tomo to investigate London, and report verbally to the
King on whether all that Lambe had told him about English
life could possibly be true. This breach of oath by Captain
Bullfinch Lambe (who, instead of hastening back to the Gulf of
Guinea, had taken Tomo to Barbados and then sold him to
‘a gentleman in Maryland’) rankled with the King of Dahomey.
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It did not incline him to think well of European honour, for to
the African mind a solemn oath could never and should never
be broken.

Leaving the ravaged port of Whydah, Captain Snelgrave
sailed along the coast to Jaquin, where he anchored in the first
week of April. Almost as soon as he arrived there he was sent
for by the King of Dahomey, who was encamped in triumph
forty miles inland. The very evening that Snelgrave and his
companions entered the royal camp, a part of the Dahomeian
army appeared dragging or driving more than eighteen hundred
prisoners of war, probably from an area near the Pra River,
which runs into the Gulf near the old Dutch brick fort of Shama
on the Gold Coast. The Englishmen were allowed to watch the
King personally pick out ‘a great number’ of these captives to
be sacrificed on the spot to the royal fetish, or, as Snelgrave not
inaptly called it, the King’s ‘guardian angel’. The remainder
were put by for use as domestic slaves, or to be stock-piled for
sale to European traders. Snelgrave was struck by the efficiency
with which the prisoners were received from the soldiers’ hands
by specially appointed officials, who paid the value of twenty
shillings sterling for every man and ten shillings sterling
for each woman, boy or girl. This payment was madec in the
popular currency of cowrie-shells from the Maldive Islands.

The following afternoon a messenger from ‘the Great Cap-
tain’ — a dignitary delegated to negotiate with the Englishmen
and to arrange the delivery of purchased slaves — announced
that the King wished to see the Englishmen at once. Here again
we come upon the imperious manners of the African kings,
certain in the knowledge that as they had the human mer-
chandise the Europeans desperately wanted they could call the
tune. Snelgrave had brought the usual presents for the King of
Dahomey. He was told to wait in a forecourt while these were
being examined by His Majesty. The traders were then con-
ducted to a smaller court where they found the King, splendidly
apparelled, seated cross-legged on a silken carpet on the ground.
He had very few attendants. Enquiring ‘in a very kind manner’
after the health of his guests, the King ordered that carpets
should be spread for them near him. They learned that
they, too, were expected to sit cross-legged, which Snelgrave
says ‘was not very easy for us’, and which must incidentally
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have given the King a slight but tangible tactical advan-
tage, for sitting cross-legged when you are not accustomed
to it leads to cramp and the fidgets as well as back-ache and
muscle-strain and is not, we may suppose, an ideal position for
hard-headed bargaining. What, the King asked through the
interpreter, might Captain Snelgrave want of him? Snelgrave,
in his role of client, answered that he had come to trade and
that he hoped His Majesty would quickly fill his ship with
Negroes, so that he could soon get home to his country to tell his
countrymen what ‘a great and powerful king’ he had seen. The
King promised that the Captain’s hope should be fulfilled, but
first was there not the matter of customs? For the settlement
of these taxes or tributes payable before buying could begin
the King referred Snelgrave to one Zunglar, a person whom
Snelgrave had known before as the Dahomeian agent in inde-
pendent Whydah, and whom he strongly disliked. This ‘cun-
ning fellow’ declared that, although a conqueror, the King of
Dahomey would not exact more custom than had the van-
quished King of Whydah in the old days. Snelgrave suggested in
reply that ‘as His Majesty was a far greater Prince, so I hoped
he might not take so much’. The King, who had been assidu-
ously following this conversation through the linguist, here
intervened to say that it was precisely because he was a greater
Prince that he should be paid more, not less, custom. But he
made a concession in terms which startled Snelgrave: ‘as I was
the first English captain he had seen, he would treat me as a
young wife or bride, who must be denicd nothing at first’. This
arresting simile made Snelgrave sharply accuse the linguist of
mistranslation, but the King repeated his words and asserted
that he wished the slave trade to flourish. Snelgrave answered
that in that case the King must impose easy customs and
protect slave-traders from the thicvish natives of Whydah. The
King then declared that he had been chosen by God to punish
the King of Whydah and his subjects ‘for the many villainies
they had been guilty of both towards whites and blacks’. After
a further palaver the King agreed to take, on this occasion only,
one half of what the King of Whydah had taken. All was going
well until the King, perhaps to create a sense of insccurity,
suddenly went off at an unwelcome tangent on the subject
of the broken oath of Captain ‘Bullfinch Lambe. Why, he
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demanded point blank, had Lambe not returned ? Where washe,
anyway? And where was Tomo?

Snelgrave immediately denied all knowledge of Lambe,
whom in fact he had never met, but said that he had heard that
he had gone to Barbados, a sugar-growing island very far away
from Great Britain. He hoped that Lambe would prove an
honest man. The King declared that even if Lambe should
prove faithless, this would not prejudice him against other white
men. The slaves and gold that he had given Lambe were of no
consequence — he said he valued them at ‘not a rush’ — and that
if Lambe did come back and brought a large ship it would be
instantly crammed with slaves.

The palaver with the King of Dahomey ended - or scemed to
have ended — well: the customs reduced, as we have seen, to
one half of those which the King of Whydah used to demand ;
Snelgrave to take slaves in the ratio of three men to one woman ;
the slaves to be sent down to the port of Jaquin, where he would
choose only those that he liked. But, as usual in all such negotia-
tions on the Coast, Snelgrave’s troubles had only begun. A
personage whom he calls ‘the Lord of Jaquin’ demanded higher
customs than those agreed on, and Snelgrave could not report
this back to the camp of the King of Dahomey as any messenger
would have certainly been murdered by Jaquin men on the
way. There were high seas which delayed his bringing his trade
goods ashore and the African middle-men pesterecd him ten
times a day for payment and refused to accept his promissory
notes ‘because the writing might vanish from it or else the notes
might be lost and then they should lose their payment’. To the
irritation of this typically West African pertinacity was added a
porters’ strike for higher wages. Snelgrave was even afraid for
his life : ‘Nay, I began at last not to think myself safe, one of the
traders being so insolent as to present his fusil at me for refusing
to take his bad slaves. For, though they came to trade, yet they
were always armed with sword and dagger, and a boy carried
their gun for them. These pcople were far different from
the traders we used to deal with at Whydah.” The contrast
Snelgrave found between the fierce and arrogant warriors of
Dahomey and the more couth behaviour of the coastal traders
he had known in days of yore is, possibly, analogous to that
between the eighteenth-century Scots Highlanders, and the
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people of the Lowlands. Long accustomed to the sleck manners
of the coast Africans, Snelgrave was not merely disconcerted,
he was positively hurt by the aggressive tone of the subjects of
the King of Dahomey.

After more than two months of wrangling, the King of
Dahomey did himself at last intervene, sending ‘the Great
Captain’ to Jaquin as his emissary to quell the recalcitrant
traders. Snelgrave entertained the Great Captain at a dinner-
party during which he was urged to buy an old female slave, but
refused to take her on the grounds of her age. The King then
ordered her to be thrown into the Gulf, from which the sailors
of the Katherine rescued her. To Snelgrave’s surprise, this old
lady proved worth her weight in gold, for, once at sea, she
undertook the task of keeping quict the female slaves ‘who
used always to be the most troublesome to us, on account of the
noise and clamour they made’. On this voyage they were ‘kept
in such order and decorum by this woman, that I had never
seen the like in any voyage before’. At her journey’s end this
invaluable duenna was sold to the surveyor general of customs
of Barbados and the Leeward Islands.

Snelgrave had reached Whydah in March 1727, and he did
not leave the roadstead of Jaquin, with a cargo of six hundred
Negro slaves, until July. The tedious passage took seventeen
weeks. They made landfall at Antigua, ‘where the cargo of
negroes (who had stood very well) came to a good market’.
Loading at Antigua with sugar, he set sail at the end of February
1728 and entered the mouth of the Thames in April ‘having
been sixteen months on this remarkable voyage’. In England he
fell ill, and could not return to the Guinea Coast for a whole
year. When he got back to Whydah and Jaquin he found local
wars still raging, with the King of Dahomey, however, as
dominant as before. His friend Mr Testesole, the governor of
the English fort at Whydah, had been murdered by the
Dahomeians, and chaos prevailed. Although European traders
looked forward to, and encouraged, tribal wars, the King of
Dahomey proved almost too martial. A professional soldier, he
could hardly take time off to organize a competent slave trade
on the old lines, and business, in consequence, declined.

And now, having spent some time upon the Gulf of Guinea,
we may as well leave it before we, too, develop low fever, pains
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in the head, the bloody flux, sleeplessness, melancholia, alco-
holism or any of the other ills to which factors and slave-
traders were liable. Let us set off for the Spanish Main. It will
be neither a healthful nor a stylish voyage, however, since the
Atlantic breezes will be sickly with the stench from between
decks. Many deaths may occur en route. Sharks, greedy for
Negro corpses, will shadow the ship all the way to Barbados;
nor will that island nor Jamaica nor Antigua nor any of the
other West Indies seem quite so halcyon as we should hope to
find them. Moreover, like Captain Snelgrave and his fellows,
we shall be back on the Coast of Guinea all too soon.
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Westward Ho!

I

WE SPENT in our passage from St Thomas to Barbados two months
eleven days . . . in which time there happened much sickness and
mortality among my poor men and negroes, that of the first we
buried 14, and of the last 320 . . . whereby the loss in all amounted to
near 6560 pounds sterling. The distemper which my men as well as
the blacks mostly die of, was the white flux, which was so violent and
inveterate, that no medicine would in the least check it; so that
when any of our men were seized with it, we estcemed him a dead
man, as he generally proved.

Captain Thomas Phillips, from whose journal of the voyage
of his slave ship Hannibal in 1693 and 1694 this passage comes,
had also one hundred cases of smallpox amongst his slaves, only
twelve of whom, however, actually died of it. A further twelve
had drowned themselves off Whydah before the voyage had
begun, ‘they having a more dreadful apprehension of Barbados
than we can have of hell, tho’ in reality they live much better
there than in their own country; but home is home etc.’

In taking a ship for the Atlantic crossing we can do much
worse than choose the Hannibal, a Guinea vessel of four hundred
and fifty tons and thirty-six guns, which had been bought for
Phillips by his ‘patron and benefactor’, Sir Jeffrey Jeffreys, and
had set sail from the Downs in October 1693, in the reign of
William and Mary. We could of course select any of a vast
number of ships of different periods and different nationalities,
since in our hindsighted case History itself is our travel agency.
But Captain Phillips, a careful and not altogether unsym-
pathetic man, will serve to get us off to Barbados, and instruct
us on the way. His losses, both in $laves and seamen are, also,
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fairly typical of these lengthy and hazardous voyages on over-
crowded ships; and in this connection it is necessary to remem-
ber that the conditions in which the sailors lived on board were
almost as bad as those of the Negroes themselves. The crews’
only relief came from drinking ‘raw unwholesome rum’ mixed
with ‘unpurged black sugar’ with which, in the case of the
Hannibal, they had secretly stocked up at Sio Tomé. Although
Captain Phillips, who thought this drink caused illness, flogged
men whom he found swilling it, and threw the punch into the
sea, a good deal would seem to have remained on board, for
the white flux did not set in until after the ship had sailed from
the Gulf. For some reason which he could not understand, the
white men and boys of his crew never contracted the smallpox,
even though they were tending the Negroes who had caught it.
The slaves themselves seemed to recover merely by drinking
water and anointing their pustules with palm-oil: ‘But what the
smallpox spared, the flux swept off, to our great regret, after all
our pains and care to give them their messes in due order and
season, keeping their lodgings as clean and sweet as possible,
and enduring so much misery and stench among a ‘parcel of
creatures nastier than swine; and after all our expectations to
be defeated by their mortality.” Captain Phillips, who had
several times fainted dead away in the ‘trunk’ or slave prison of
the King of Whydah, did not relish his trade. ‘No gold-finders
can endure so much noisome slavery as they do who carry
negroes; for those have some respite and satisfaction, but we
endure twice the misery ; and yet by their mortality our voyages
are ruined, and we pine and fret ourselves to death, to think that
we should undergo so much misery, and take so much pains to
so little purpose.” Out of seven hundred Negroes cmbarked on
the Guinea Coast, Phillips could deliver only threc hundred and
seventy-two alive in Barbados, where they sold for ninetecn
pounds a head.

Phillips’ ¢ri de coeur came at the very end of the voyage,
and was provoked by its disappointing results. In other ways he
was a thoughtful and even kindly man, who ran his ship well,
let the Negroes out of their fetters once he was at sca, and saw
to it that the slaves’ chief food, a kind of porridge made of
ground Indian corn, was flavoured with salt, malaguetta pepper
and palm oil. Three days a week they were given boiled horse
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beans, at which, he relates, they would beat their breasts and
cry out aloud with delight. When his officers urged him to
follow the example of many slaving captains and ‘cut off the
legs and arms of the most wilful’ of the slaves ‘to terrify the rest’
he refused

to entertain the least thought of it, much less put in practice such
barbarity and cruelty to poor creatures, who, excepting their want of
Christianity and true religion (their misfortune more than fault) are
as much the works of God’s hands, and no doubt as dear to him as
ourselves; nor can I imagine why they should be despised for their
colour, being what they cannot help, and the effect of the climate it
has pleased God to appoint them. I can’t think [he concludes] there
is any intrinsic value in one colour more than another, nor that white
is better than black, only we think so because we are so, and are
prone to judge favourably in our own case, as well as the blacks, who
in odium of the colour, say, the devil is white and so paint him.

Phillips organized his cargo with great care, appointing
thirty or forty Gold Coast Negroes as overseers of the Whydah
ones, to keep the peace and spy out any plotting. Each of these
‘guardians’ was given a cat-o’-nine-tails as a badge of office
‘which he is not a little proud of, and will exercise with great
authority’. The slaves were fed twice a day, at ten in the morn-
ing and four in the afternoon; those sailors who were not dis-
tributing the victuals manned the great guns and stood to arms
to prevent any attempt at revolt. Besides being filthy and long-
drawn-out, the voyage of a loaded slave ship was tense and
nerve-scaring for the handful of white men on board.

There is one aspect of Captain Phillips’ account, which,
though he does not go into detail, is important and by its
implications, unpleasant. The Negro men, he tells us, were fed
upon the main deck and forecastle, so as to be ‘under command
of our arms from the quarterdeck’. The boys and girls were fed
upon the poop. But the African women ‘eat upon the quarter
deck with us’. For the treatment of Negro women on slavers we
must supplement the Hannibal’s log from other equally reliable
sources. Disagreeable, indeed repellent, as this subject may
scem, it is one of the greatest pertinence to the history of the
coloured populations of the West Indics, the Southern States of
America and the other transatlantic slave plantations. For the
humiliations which African women-were forced to endure on the
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Middle Passage cannot fail to have conditioned their attitude,
and consequently that of their descendants, to the white men
who claimed to own them. We may begin with the evidence of a
Negro slave.

IT

Ottobah Cugoano, the kidnapped Fantee who ended up as
London servant to the miniaturist Cosway, and from whose
book, published in 1787, we have already quoted, had been
taken as a boy to Cape Coast Castle, there sold, and transported
to Grenada. He does not describe the voyage in much depth,
Jjust calling it ‘the brutish, base but fashionable way of traffic’.
He does, on the other hand, refer to a plot amongst the women
and the boy slaves ‘to burn and blow up the ship, and to perish
all together in the flames; but we were betrayed by one of our
own country-women, who slept with some of the head men of
the ship, for it was common for the dirty filthy sailors to take the
African women and lie upon their bodies; but the men were
chained and penned up in holes’. John Newton, the famous
slave-trader turned clergyman and Abolitionist, writes that
while not necessarily universal in slave ships, the forced use of
Negro girls by the officers and men on board ship was ‘too
commonly, and, I am afraid, too generally prevalent’. Newton
himself tried to prevent such incidents on board his own ship:
‘In the afternoon’ (his Journal for a January day in 1753, when
he was lying off Mana, records) ‘while we were off the deck,
William Cooney seduced a woman slave down into the room
and lay with her brutelike in view of the whole quarter deck,
for which I put him in irons. I hope this has been the first affair
of the kind on board and I am determined to keep them quiet
if possible. If anything happens to the woman I shall impute it
to him, for she was big with child. Her number is 83.” But many
slave-captains were not so scrupulous ; Newton likens the white
men’s behaviour to that of a Cossack horde sacking a town.
‘When the women and girls’ (he writes) ‘are taken on board a
ship, naked, trembling, terrified, perhaps almost exhausted
from cold, fatigue and hunger, they are often exposed to the
wanton rudeness of white savages . . . In imagination the prey
is divided on the spot, and only reserved till opportunity offers.’
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Although they could not speak English, these shivering creatures
could not fail to understand the manners and the gestures of the
seamen — the international language, the Esperanto, of lust.

‘Perhaps’ (Newton continues) ‘some hard-hearted pleader
may suggest that such treatment would indeed be cruel in
Europe; but the African women are negroes, savages, who have
no idea of the nicer sensations which obtain among civilized
people. I dare contradict them in the strongest terms.’ He
explains that he ‘had lived long and conversed much, amongst
these supposed savages’ ; that he had been often alone in a town
at night in a house filled with trade goods and with only a mat
for a door, and had never suffered any harm. ‘And with regard
to the women, in Sherbro, where I was most acquainted, I have
seen many instances of modesty, and even delicacy, which
would not disgrace an English woman. Yet, such is the treat-
ment which I have known permitted, if not encouraged, in
many of our ships — they have been abandoned, without
restraint, to the lawless will of the first-comer.” The sailors did
not even trouble to ask a slave woman for her consent, and on
most of the ships Newton had known ‘the licence allowed, in
this particular, was almost unlimited’. The surgeon, Alexander -
Falconbridge, who was a contemporary of John Newton, and
published his An Account of the Slave Trade in 1788, writing of the
slave-dances on deck in fine weather, when slaves ‘who go
about it reluctantly, or do not move with agility’ were flogged
with the cat-o’-nine-tails, and of the glass beads issued to the
women to amuse them, likewise states that ‘on board some
ships, the common sailors are allowed to have intercourse’ with
the African women, although he believes it was only with those
‘whose consent they can procure’. According to this witness
some of these shot-gun romances ended in suicide, since African
women had ‘been known to take the inconstancy of their para-
mours so much to heart as to leap overboard and drown
themselves. The officers are permitted to indulge their passions
with' them at pleasure, and sometimes are guilty of such brutal
excesses as disgrace human nature’.

While both these authorities, and many others too, take care
to be objective and to say that debauching the Negro women
on board was not an undeniably universal practice, it would
not be logical to suppose that theré were many exceptions. To
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be a seaman on a slaver was, as we have seen, to live for
months in conditions almost as dreadful as those of the slaves.
The stench of death and disease was forever in your nostrils. In
rough or wet weather the ‘air-ports’ on the slave decks were
closed, and all fresh air shut out. Falconbridge, who had made
many voyages as a slave ship surgeon, gives a solitary example
of what, on such occasions, followed. ‘Some wet and blowing
weather’ (he writes) :

having occasioned the port-holes to be shut, and the grating to be
covered, fluxes and fevers among the negroes ensued. While they
were in this situation, my profession requiring it, I frequently went
down among them, till at length their apartments became so ex-
tremely hot as to be only sufferable for a very short time. But the
excessive heat was not the only thing that rendered their situation
intolerable. The deck, that is the floor of their rooms, was so covered
with the blood and mucous which had proceeded from them in
consequence of the flux, that it resembled a slaughter-house. It is not
in the power of the human imagination to picture to itself a situation
more dreadful or disgusting. Numbers of the slaves having fainted,
they were carried up on deck, where several of them died and the
rest were, with great difficulty, restored. It had nearly proved fatal
to me also.

And Falconbridge was serving on the better class of English
slaver.

To work on ships which often were merely floating coffins —
the ships taking slaves to Rio de Janeiro were in fact called
tumbeiros from the Portuguese for tomb — was at once brutalizing
and nauscous. Amongst other signal disadvantages of life aboard
we may count a particularly bold breed of rat which infested
the ships, destroying any clothing they found, biting men
below deck, and defecating on the faces of those who slept.
Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century ship conditions were bad
enough, and the seamen of those days a rough lot. But the men
who were persuaded, or who volunteered, to enlist on a slave
ship were, in the words of the famous Liverpool slave-captain,
Hugh Crow, who published his autobiography in 1830, ‘the
very dregs of the community’. Some had escaped from jails,
others were criminals in fear of the law. Many were gentlemen’s
sons ‘of desperate character and abandoned habits’, who wished
to escape creditors or to flee the country for some other reason.
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“These wretched beings’ writes Crow ‘used to flock to Liverpool
when the ships were fitting out, and after acquiring a few
sea-phrases from some crimp* or other, they were shipped as
ordinary seamen, though they had never been at sea in their
lives. If, when at sea, they became saucy and insubordinate,
the officers were compelled to treat them with severity; and,
having never been in a warm climate before, if they took ill,
they seldom recovered.” Under all these circumstances it is hard
to suppose that any but a saintly captain would deny his sullen
crew what diversion they could find with the slave women on a
long and tedious Atlantic crossing; nor is it easy to see how
even the strictest and most well-intentioned master could control
the sexual activities of his men by day or night. The callous
and wanton demoralization of these African women, at home so
gay, so carefree, so courteous and so merrily clad, each with an
allotted part to play in the busy life of her village community,
surely formed one of the most criminal and, in its long-term
results, one of the most durable by-products of the slave trade.

Amid so much accumulated horror, the ample records of
which might make one permanently lose one’s wavering faith in
human nature, a single redeeming fact emerges — but it redeems
ncither captain nor crew. Writing of slavery in Jamaica as
‘a situation that necessarily suppresses many of the best affec-
tions of the human heart’, the historian Bryan Edwards re-
marked that if slavery ‘calls forth any latent virtues, they are
those of sympathy and compassion towards persons in the same
conditions of life; and accordingly we find that the negroes in
general are strongly attached to their countrymen, but above
all to such of their companions as came in the same ship with
them from Africa. This is a striking circumstance: the term
shipmate is understood among them as signifying a relationship
of the most endearing nature’. What is more poignant, what
more revealing of the true character of Africans than such life-
long friendships forged in fetters and in blood? Yet, on arrival
in the West Indian islands, or on the North American coast,
even this solace was often denied the shipmates, for the pro-
cesses of sale to the planters too frequently split up families,
lovers or friends. Of all these processes perhaps the most bar-
barous was that known as ‘sale by scramble’.

.
* A crimp was a man who impressed or decoyed sailors.
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III

When a ship laden with slaves dropped anchor oft a West
Indian port, excitement would prevail on board. The reaction
of officers and men was very far removed from the fear and
distaste with which they had made landfall in the Gambia or off
the mangrove swamps of the Bight of Benin, just as the trans-
lucent green waters of the Caribbean Sea, the foam swirling
gently over white coral reefs about which black-and-yellow-
striped fish darted formed the antithesis to the dangerous
thundering surf of the Gold Coast. The long and noisome
voyage was over, the prospect of shore-time in European-run
taverns and brothels was near, the second, and worst, lap ot the
Triangular Trade was completed once again. The lovely, mel-
ancholy islands of the Caribbean can never have been a more
welcome or refreshing sight.

In their merciful ignorance, the slaves, too, rejoiced. Their
irons were struck off, they were given fattening foods, and
rubbed with oil until their black skins shone in the clear, cool
dawn. Suddenly they felt a sense of freedom, curiosity and joy.
But, as John Newton wrote :

This joy is short-lived indeed. The condition of the unhappy
slaves is in a continual progress from bad to worse . . . perhaps they
would wish to spend the remainder of their days on ship-board,
could they know beforehand the nature of the servitude which awaits
them on shore; and that the dreadful hardships and sufferings they
have already endured would, to the most of them, only terminate in
excessive toil, hunger and the excruciating tortures of the cart-whip,
inflicted at the caprice of an unfeeling overseer, proud of the power
allowed him of punishing whom, and when, and how he pleases.

Today, the islands of the West Indies have become, for the
undiscerning tourist, purely places of pleasure. In those days
they were places of pain.

On shore, the arrival of a well-stocked Guineaman gave a
thrill of anticipatory satisfaction to two mainly unattractive
groups — firstly to the ships’ agents and the slave-auctioncers,
secondly to the owners of plantations and their vulturine over-
seers. Although, on the whole, the climate of most of the
Caribbean islands is healthier and more balmy than that of
West Africa, mortality amongst the Negro field-hands and other
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labourers was high. I have earlier referred to a perennial con-
troversy between certain planters as to whether it was best to
give their slaves a moderate amount of work, feed them well and
generally so treat them that they might live to an old age; or
whether it were not more profitable to strain their strength to
the utmost, use them harshly and feed them poorly, so as to
wear them out ‘before they became useless and unable to do
service’, purchasing new ones from the ships to replace those
who had died. This controversy, the arguments on both sides of
which had been calculated to a nicety, was, for instance, raging
in the island of Antigua in the fifties of the eighteenth century.
It had been concluded that to wear slaves out and buy a fresh
stock was cheapest in the long run, and there were then a
number of Antiguan estates on which slaves seldom survived
more than nine years. Some planters, like the Codringtons who
owned Betty’s Hope plantation on Antigua, and the little islet of
Barbuda as well, planned and operated ‘slave nurseries’ which
were filled with little boys and girls bought off the boats.*

Even when the captain had successfully brought his ship to
the West Indies his anxieties were not invariably over. Naviga-
tion down the islands was tricky ; in 1791, for example, the deck
and other portions of a small French Guineaman containing the
bodies of some shaven slaves, was washed up on the beach at
Antigua, and such.was not a rare occurrence. At St Chris-
topher, in April 1737, there was a sensational mass suicide
attempt by the slaves on board the Prince of Orange, out of
Bristol, and commanded by a Captain Japhet Bird. ‘At our
arrival here’ (a letter from on board, published in the Boston
Weekly News Letter, relates) :

I thought all our troubles of this voyage were over; but on the
contrary I might say that dangers rest on the borders of security. On
the 14th of March we found a great deal of discontent among the
slaves, particularly the men, which continued till the 16th about five
o’clock in the evening, when to our great amazement above an
hundred men slaves jumped overboard . . . out of the whole we lost

* ‘However, in my opinion, if I bought negroes, I would buy them at the age of
10 or 12 and send them to Barbuda; they would at that age come cheap, would
live better and at little expense there, and I doubt not would do well’ (letter to
Sir William Codrington of Dodington Park, the absentee owner of Betty’s Hope
and of Barbuda, from his overseer who was also his nephew, June 1790 ; preserved
among the Codrington Papers at Dodington).
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33 of as good men slaves as we had on board, who would not en-
deavour to save themselves, but resolved to die and sunk directly
down. Many more of them were taken up almost drowned, some of
them died since, but not to the owner’s loss, they being sold before
any discovery was made of the injury the salt water had done them.

This particular panic was found to have been caused by a
St Christopher slave with a perverted sense of humour, who had
trotted on board to tell the new arrivals that they were first to
have their eyes put out and then be eaten. ‘This misfortune’
(the lectter ends) ‘has disconcerted the Captain’s design of
proceeding to Virginia’ — where he hoped to sell slaves left on
his hands in St Christopher, then suffering from a shortage of
sugar.

Once the slaves had been put ashore, selling began in earnest.
The moribund or ‘refuse’ slaves were landed first, and sold off at
a tavern vendue or public auction. At these they were usually
purchased by Jews, as a speculation, or by surgeons. In
Grenada you could buy a slave who seemed to be dying of the
flux for as little as one dollar; most of these refuse slaves, who
were carried on shore, always died. Some captains would
march the healthy slaves through the streets of the little tropical
town at which they were landed, streets animated by that rather
languid flurry peculiar to West Indian life, streets in which the
‘scasoned’ Negroes from previous ships would roll their sea-shell
eyes at the procession of straggling bewildered newcomers. The
fresh slaves would then be lined up in a yard for a minute
physical examination by prospective purchasers. But a more
popular mode of sale was often the ‘scramble’, the date and
hour of which would be advertised beforehand.

The surgeon Falconbridge, who had attended many a
scramble in his time, describes one at which he saw two
hundred and fifty Africans sold on a Caribbean island which he
does not name. In a scramble, all the Negroes, by an agreement
between the captains and the purchasers, bore the same price.
‘On a day appointed’ (he writes) ‘the negroes were landed,
and placed altogether in a large yard belonging to the mer-
chants to whom the ship is consigned. As soon as the hour
agreed on arrived, the doors of the yard were suddenly thrown
open, and in rushed a considerable number of purchasers, with
all the ferocity of brutes.” The theory of the scramble was that
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any Negro, Negress or infant you could lay your hands on was
yours to buy. ‘Some instantly seized such of the negroes as they
could conveniently lay hold of with their hands. Others, being
prepared with several handkerchiefs tied together, encircled
with these as many as they were able. While others, by means
of a rope, effected the same purpose. It is scarcely possible to
describe the confusion of which this mode of selling is pro-
ductive.” Violent quarrels amongst the purchasers broke out.
The Negroes themselves were so appalled by this bestial on-
slaught that several clambered up the walls of the yard and
‘ran wild about the town’. These refugees were soon recap-
tured. On another voyage from Africa, Falconbridge witnessed
a scramble on board ship. The Negroes were herded together
on the main and quarter decks, which had been darkened by an
awning of sailcloth so that the purchasers could not ‘pick or
choose’. “The signal being given, the buyers rushed in, as usual,
to seize their prey; when the negroes appeared extremely terri-
fied, and near thirty of them jumped into the sea. But they were
all soon retaken, chiefly by boats from other ships.’” At one
scramble at Port Maria, on the rocky north coast of Jamaica,
Falconbridge says that the African women were especially
alarmed, shricking and clinging to each other ‘through excess of
terror at the savage manner in which their brutal purchasers
rushed upon, and seized them’.

Such was the shattering prelude to life on the old plantation.

IV

As a general rule, the captain’s duty towards the slaves he
had brought across the Atlantic ceased with the voyage. The
owners’ agents then took over and arranged sale by auction,
scramble or private negotiation. Often, however, owing to the
time of year — sugar was not ordinarily available before June,
although it could at times be obtained in April and May - or
to temporary poverty on one island, or to the poor quality of
some of the slaves, the agent could not sell a whole shipload
of Africans in the same island, or in a single mainland port
such as Charleston. The captain had then to proceed from place
to place, peddling his slaves piecemeal, sometimes for weeks or
even months. In principle, however, once the captain had
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handed his human cargo over to the agents, he set about loading
up with sugar when possible; if there was no sugar to be had,
he returned home in ballast. Since, from fear of Negro revolts,
Guineamen carried a larger crew than ordinary merchant ships,
a number of the seamen would be paid off at, say, Barbados,
and hang around there waiting for employment on some other
ship. This employment was often hard to find. Bad captains
were, indeed, known to have deliberately maltreated their men
in West Indian ports, with the intention of forcing them to jump
ship; others would sail for home without warning superfluous
seamen who were carousing on shore. ‘It was no uncommon
thing’ (according to one witness who attested before Parlia-
ment at the time of the Abolitionist agitation) ‘for the captains
to send on shore, a few hours before they sail, their lame,
emaciated, and sick seamen, leaving them to perish.” The
authors of Black Cargoes relate that these dying men were called
‘wharfingers’ in Kingston, Jamaica, where they would languish
on the wharves. At more modest ports they were termed
‘beach-horners’; and in the inscrutable, malevolent-looking
island of Dominica, with its precipitous green mountains and
lack of harbour, they were popularly described as ‘scowbankers’
- ‘scow’ being the current word for large flat-bottomed boats
or lighters.

Profits from the slave trade were large, but also chancy.
In the autumn of 1774, for example, the snow Africa, a two-
masted, square-rigged ship of one hundred tons burthen, which
had been captured from the Irench during the Seven Years
War, set sail from the port of Bristol for New Calabar.* The
Africa had been bought and outfitted by a syndicate of eight
Bristol merchants, and stocked up with the usual trade goods —
brandy, rum, guns, laced hats and waistcoats, Indian and
Manchester cottons, multi-coloured china beads, iron bars,
copper rods and so on — to the total cost of £4,445 14s. od.
A further £1,247 2s. od. had becn spent on fitting the ship out,
making a total of £5,692 16s. od. The syndicate appointed
Captain George Merrick, who knew the Africa trade, to the
command, and supplied him with the necessary certificates

* For details of the Africa’s voyage I am indebted to the interesting paper by
my friend Professor Walter Minchinton, of Exeter University, published in The
Mariner’s Mirror for July, 1951.
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authorizing him to trade on the African coast and also in the
Atlantic colonies. His written instructions ordered him to go to
New Calabar, and there barter his cargo

for good healthy young negroes and ivory, and . . . not to buy any
old slaves or children but good healthy young men and women, and
buy all the ivory you can and when you are halfslaved don’t stay
too long if there is a possibility of getting off for the risk of sickness
and mortality then become great . . . let no candle be made use of in
drawing spirits or to go near the powder . . . We recommend you to
treat the negroes with as much lenity as safety will admit and suffer
none of your officers or people to abuse them under any pretence
whatever, be sure you see their victuals well dressed and given them
in due season . . . We recommend you to make fires frequently in the
negroes’ rooms as we think it healthy and you have iron kettles on
board for that purpose. We recommend mutton broth in fluxes, so
that you’ll endeavour to purchase as many sheep and goats to bring
off the coast for that purpose as you conveniently can.

In March of the following year, 1775, the syndicate, which
called itself ‘John Chilcott & Co.’, wrote two letters. One was
to Messsrs Akers and Houston, their agents on the island of
St Vincent, warning them that the Africa should be with them
in the beginning of May, and asking them to take the cargo
over from Captain Merrick and to sell the slaves for the usual
promissory notes — ‘the sight of the bills we expect will not
exceed twelve months, and if they are sold at St Christophers
we expect a part of somewhat shorter sight.” Their second letter
was under cover to the first, and addressed to Captain Merrick,
telling him to do whatever the agents required, to get rid of his
Negroes quickly and to come back home ‘unless a freight offers
for Bristol worth staying a fortnight’. These merchants, some of
those grave men we saw bending over a map at the opening of
this book, ended this note: ‘We recommend dispatch and
frugality, Your friends and owners, John Chilcott.’

The crew of thirty-one — a ship of the Africa’s size engaged
in normal trading would only have carried a complement of
ten to fiftecn men — were paid half their wages on arrival at
St Vincent; the slaves disposed of, Captain Merrick sailed his
empty ship back to Bristol with a crew of seventecn, twelve of
whom had set out thence on the voyage to New Calabar. The
Negroes had fetched a total of £5,128 125. 6d. The total
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proceeds of the voyage on the vessel amounted to £5,650 8s. od.,
which by deducting miscellaneous operating charges left a net
balance of £5,442 8s. od. This meant that, for the owners of the
Africa, not only was there no profit but a very definite loss. The
fact that the ship brought back no freight from the Colonies and
had, so to speak, achieved only two laps of the Triangular
Trade, would seem to have accounted for this dismal result.

The story of the snow Africa is interesting because it illu-
minates one of the hazards of investment in the slave trade.
The syndicate’s instructions on the treatment of Negroes were
probably genuinely humane, although they could be cate-
gorized under what one French writer on the subject has ncatly
termed ‘la sollicitude intéressée’. The records of Captain Merrick’s
murky doings in the Niger Delta, of the quantity of slaves
he shipped, and of how he fared on the Middle Passage scem,
unfortunately, no longer to exist. The saga of the Africa cannot,
I think, be taken as typical, for is it not otherwise unlikcly that
so many merchants of so many nations should have plunged
into the trade. More representative — to take ships’ names at
random — is the case of the Enterprize from Liverpool, which
left the Mersey for Bonny in 1803, slaved quickly, and got rid
of the whole cargo (save for one Negro girl who was subject
to fits) at Havana, returning to Liverpool in 1804 with a net
profit of nearly twenty-five thousand pounds. About 1800 the
Louisa, also from Liverpool, returned from Jamaica with a
profit of nearly twenty thousand pounds. The owners of the
Fortune, again a Liverpudlian vessel, which carried a cargo of
Congolese slaves to the Bahamas in 1805, made a profit of over
thirteen thousand pounds, which the owners judged insufficient.
The Fortune scarcely lived up to its name, for the slaves sold
slowly, and during the long delay, the trading matc and one
sailor ran off, thirty-four of the seamen were impressed into, or
volunteered for, the Royal Navy at Nassau, the third mate and
six seamen died on the voyage, and two of the other sailors
were drowned.

A%

‘I hope the slaves in our islands are better treated now than
they were at the time that I was in the trade’ (wrote the
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Reverend John Newton retrospectively of the years 1736 to
1755, when he had been, off and on, an eager young slaver).
‘And even then, I know there were slaves who, under the care of
humane masters, were comparatively happy. But I saw and
heard enough to satisfy me that their condition, in general, was
wretched in the extreme.” The only islands which Newton had
been able to investigate personally had been Antigua and
St Kitts, but by the time that he was writing his Thoughts upon
the African Slave Trade, the legislatures of some British West
Indian colonies had passed certain ameliorative laws. In
Jamaica, for example, the Consolidated Slave Law of 1784
abolished cruel and severe punishments, made regulations for
slaves’ working hours, their clothing, their spare time and the
length of their meals. Female slaves who had borne six children
were exempted from all labour. Scrambles on board ship were
forbidden, and so was the separation of African families. This
last prohibition (involving an interpreter) was awkward to
enforce, but to the historian Bryan Edwards goes the credit for
getting through the Jamaican House of Assembly a law by
which ‘the Guineamen’ were compelled, under solemn oath,
to do their utmost to see that this clause was respected. None
the less, Edwards strangely maintained that the West Indian
planters were ‘entirely innocent and ignorant of the manner in
which the slave trade is conducted (having no other concern
therein than becoming purchasers of what British acts of
Parliament have made objects of sale)’; yet in fact the new
slave regulations were primarily the planters’ answer to rising
criticism in Great Britain, and to the spread of the movement
to abolish the slave trade, with all that movement’s volcanic
implications that the next step would be to abolish Negro
slavery itself. A further strong influence in favour of improving
slave conditions in the British West Indian possessions was the
settlement there after the American Revolution of loyalists
from the mainland states, who brought with them a type of
slave altogether more advanced than those of the sugar islands.
Young discharged officers settled there also, forming ‘a better
description’ of planter, with a more civilized concept of duty
towards their slaves.

Edwards, as we have seen, did strive to be historically im-
partial. He did not deny evidence of ‘excessive whippings and
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barbarous mutilations’ of slaves, and even glossed this with a
condemnation : ‘If they happened but seldom, they happened
too often.” By and large, though, he took the Jamaican planter’s
traditional, roseate view of the statec of West Indian Negro
slaves. He describes those newly landed from the ships as
‘presenting themselves, when the buyers are few, with cheerful-
ness and alacrity for selection, and appearing mortified and
disappointed when refused’. He also comments on their ‘loud
and repeated bursts of laughter’ at the discovery of a blemish on
any of their fellows during the medical inspection which pre-
ceded sale. When the buyer had completed what Edwards calls
‘his assortment’ he clothed his new slaves in a coarse German
cloth called oznaburgh, and gave them hats, handkerchiefs and
knives. Since they could not know what work or conditions
were in store for them, and since the squalors of the Middle
Passage were now past, they may indeed have trudged off to
their destinations in a genial, or at any rate an optimistic, mood.

On arrival at their future home, the new or ‘unseasoned’
Negroes were distributed amongst the huts and provision
grounds of older, established and experienced slaves. On his
own estates Edwards had at first forbidden this custom which
he judged ‘an insupportable hardship’ for the slave hosts. These
latter surprised him by begging that his decision be reversed —
the young newcomers seemed to the old people to replace
children who had died or had been left in Africa, and the girls
(of whom there was always a shortage) were potential wives for
their sons. An agreeable mutual relationship was quickly estab-
lished, and the adoptive parents were venerated by the new
arrivals as if they had in fact been their own progenitors. A
further reason for this anxiety to adopt and guide was that the
older Africans ‘expected to revive and retrace in the conversa-
tion of their new visitors, the remembrance and ideas of past
pleasures and scenes of their youth’. But the solace of adopting a
young man or woman, boy or girl, fresh from Africa was fre-
quently shortlived for, worn out by the Middle Passage, many
of the ‘new Negroes’ died before their three-year seasoning
period was over. On the Worthy Park plantation and its out-
lying properties in the parish of St John, Jamaica, for instance,
in the year 1794 alone, thirty-one new Negroes died, chiefly
from dysentery. There was also the heavy infant mortality
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usual amongst the slave population of the sugar colonies.

This infant mortality, together with the fact that the slave-
women’s birth-rate was often inexplicably low, increased the
demand for ‘new Negroes’ off the ships. Professor Ulrich
Phillips, who in 1914 published a study of the Worthy Park
plantation, found that in the year 1792 there were three
hundred and fifty-five slaves there. Of these one hundred and
fifty constituted the main field gangs; thirty-four were artificers
and jobbing foremen; forty were watchmen, gardeners and
cattlemen ; thirteen were in the hospital corps ; twenty-four little
boys and girls made up the ‘grass gang’ ; thirty-nine were young
children and thirty-three were invalids or superannuated. The
domestic staff at Worthy Park was twenty-two slaves strong.
That same spring the owner began buying Congoes and Coro-
mantees from the slavers’ agents — one hundred in 1792, and
eighty-one more in the following year. It was amongst these new
Negroes that the mortality rate was so high. Two of the thirty-
one were thought to have committed suicide.

Robert Price, an absentee landlord of Penzance in Cornwall,
was the owner of Worthy Park. He was presumably the sort of
proprietor Edwards had in mind when, writing of ‘the inheri-
tance or accident’ by which many of the white planters in the
West Indies had acquired their land and their slaves, he points
out that: ‘Many persons there are, in Great Britain itself who
... find themselves possessed of estates they have never seen, and
invested with powers over their fellow creatures there, which,
however extensively odious, they have never abused.’

Edwards was neither an enemy to the slave trade, nor to the
state of slavery as such, although he rather ruefully admitted
the innate injustice of perpetual servitude. Composing his
monumental work in London, he looked back with nostalgia to
‘the time of crop in the sugar islands’ as ‘the season of gladness
and festivity’. During this harvest period the health of the
Negroes and their inextinguishable vitality quite visibly im-
proved, since all hands were allowed to chew as much luscious
sugar-cane as they could manage. All of them — save those con-
demned to the Hades of the boiling-houses — grew temporarily
strong and fat. The sick Negrocs improved, and ‘even the pigs
and poultry’ fattened on the cane-refuse. To Edwards, and to
many other planting gentlemen of his kind, the blissful scenes
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on a well-run plantation at crop-time seemed ‘to soften, in a
great measure, the hardship of slavery, and induce a spectator
to hope, when the miseries of life are represented as insup-
portable, that they are sometimes exaggerated through the
medium of fancy’. But it was not the miseries of Negro slavery
that were exaggerated through the medium of fancy; it was the
depth and the duration of those limited outbursts of happiness
in which the African slave managed, triumphantly, to indulge.

We have noticed that, on the steaming Gulf of Guinea, the
comforting myth of the savagery and low mentality of Africans
gained welcome sway over the minds of European slavers, and
was spread by word of mouth and published books through
Europe. Born of a callous and insolent ignorance, this myth
crossed the Atlantic in the shark-ridden wake of the slave ships.
There it took root and flourished in the sunlit, brooding islands
of the West Indies, where the pale-green sugar-canes, acre upon
acre, billowed and rippled in the breeze from the blue-green
sea. It echoed through the high stuccoed drawing-rooms of the
Bay Street mansions of the merchants and plantation owners in
Charleston, South Carolina. In the bayous of Louisiana, in the
Golden Isles of Georgia, in the cotton-fields beside the Mississippi
River, in the thriving slave-markets of ominous New Orleans,
in the trim offices of the Jewish slaving magnates of Newport,
Rhode Island, it became an article of faith. So, in vast areas of
the United States it appallingly remains today. But once estab-
lished over the Atlantic, the myth not so much suffered a sea-
change as it gained a new dimension. This appendix to the
myth of Negro inferiority might be called the Mpyth of the Merry
and Contented Slave — or, alternately, Thanks for the Middle Passage.
Its components can best be envisaged as a series of vignettcs in
the mode of the lovely coloured engravings of slave festivals
based on the pictures of the eighteenth-century painter Agostino
Brunyas. In this fictive slave existence turbaned Negroes and
Negresses sang as they worked the cane or cotton-fields by day,
spent the night drinking, dancing and making love, reared
happy families of sportive piccaninnies, and liked and respected
the white masters, their indolent whey-faced wives and their
spoiled children. According to this theory, which swept back to
Europe and was long believed there, the slaves had, like Bryan
Edwards’ faithful old body, Clara, one further and capital

114



Westward Ho!

cause for gratitude — they had been saved from the funereal
practices of the Guinea Coast.

In an illogical, interlocking way these two myths, that of
Negro stupidity and that of slave happiness, supported one
another mutually. Those planters who, like the author of
Practical Rules for the Management of Negro Slaves (published in
1803), went so far as to admit that slavery ‘is not so desirable as
freedom . . . because a slave is subject to an authority that may
be exercised in a manner cruel, capricious or oppressive, from
which the sufferer has no means of relieving himself’, asserted
that even in the hands of a bad master, a slave’s ‘lot is infinitely
less deplorable than might be imagined ; for he does not sublime
misery in the laboratory of the imagination. His powers . . . are
not felt if not applied to the organs of sense; and, let tyranny
cease but for a moment to act . . . the slave forgets his oppression,
and discovers enjoyments more great than those of an epicure
at a banquet . . . Indulge to satiety his animal appetites, and a
negro makes no account of his degradation’.

This neat conviction that should a slave by some mischance
fall from his naturally happy state, he still could not suffer as a
white man would have suffered, was widespread. The shape of
Negroes’ skulls, their pigmentation, the way their hair grew,
all were quoted to prove that they had a different and a much
less delicate nervous system than Europeans. An exception was
sometimes made for the black mistresses of white men — either
slave girls or free Negresses. Here the superlative beauty of so
many African women was openly admitted. It was also on
occasion praised. In 1765 an elderly white Jamaican poetaster
celebrated the imaginary arrival from Africa of a negroid
Venus - a classical Black Madonna, so to speak. We may as well
look at four of the verses of this curious eulogy, which was
entitled The Sable Venus. The country of origin of the sable
Venus is indicated as being Portuguese Angola:

Sweet is the beam of morning bright,

Yet sweet the sober shade of night;
On rich Angola’s shores,

While beauty clad in sable dye,

Enchanting fires the wond’ring eye,
Farewell, ye Paphian bowers.
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When thou, this large domain to view,
Jamaica’s isle, thy conquest new,

First left thy native shore,
Bright was the morn, and soft the breeze,
With wanton joy the curling seas

The beauteous burden bore.

Her skin excell’d the raven plume,

Her breath the fragrant orange bloom,
Her eye the tropic beam :

Soft was her lip as silken down,

And mild her look as ev’ning sun
That gilds the Cobre stream.*

Gay Goddess of the sable smile!
Propitious still, this grateful isle
With thy protection bless!
Here fix, secure, thy constant throne;
Where all, adoring thee, do ONE,
ONE deity confess.

Thus, in that period of calculated literary artifice, even the
Middle Passage could be romanticized. Let us now dismiss
myth and romanticism, and turn to scrutinize plantation
realities.

* The Cobre, a river on the southern coast of Jamaica, on the western bank of
which stands the old capital, Spanish Town.
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Chapter 8

The Sugar Islands

[

THE TERM ‘the Sugar Islands’ — as evocative in its own way
as ‘the Gulf of Guinea’ or ‘the Guinea Coast’? — became for
generations the popular manner of referring to the English and
French colonies in the Antilles. It was a very exact definition,
once sugar had finally ousted the small-holding tobacco planta-
tions with which these islands were at first littered, but it could
of course have been applied with equal justice to the huge
Spanish sugar-producing possessions — Cuba, Hispaniola and
Porto Rico - as well. Slave conditions on all the West Indian
islands were clearly not identical, but also they were not too
various. Since our aim here is to get the sight and smell of
plantation slavery, we had better for the moment consider how
it worked out in practice on some of the British and the French
islands, leaving aside the Spanish territories. It was to supply
the Iberian colonies with Negro labour that England, France
and Holland first embarked upon the slave trade ; but soon these
countries acquired West Indian colonies themselves and, after
some fruitless experiments with white indentured labourers,
transported criminals, and kidnapped persons, they too fell back
on the expedient of shipping Negroes from Africa in bulk for the
cultivation of their island plantations. Dr Eric Williams has
stressed, in his Capitalism and Slavery, that the origin of trans-
atlantic Negro servitude was thus ‘economic, not racial; it had
to do not with the colour of the labourer, but the cheapness of
the labour’. Another authority, Professor Ulrich Phillips, calls
the Africans in the colonies ‘latecomers fitted into a system
already developed’ — that is to say a system which killed off the
first, Amerindian slaves in the Indies, and which had subse-
quently almost broken down under the difficulties and the
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expensc of employing Europcan labourers. ‘Both Indian slavery
and white servitude’ (he writes) ‘were to go down before the
black man’s superior endurance, docility and labour capacity.’
In his A View of the Art of Colonization, a pamphlet published in
London in 1849, the distinguished colonial statesman, Edward
Gibbon Wakefield, asseverated that the reasons for Negro
slavery ‘are not moral, but economical, circumstances; they
relate not to vice or to virtue, but to production’. Much
research has been done on the plantation as a political and
economic institution, but the results of these valuable and
scholarly studies can scarcely be called visual. They no more aid
us in reconstructing the life that faced the African slave on the
plantations than statistical tables of the numbers of Negroes
shipped annually over the Atlantic help us to understand what
wecks on a crowded slave ship were actually like.

The realities of daily living in the Sugar Islands during the
long, long period of slave civilization are as hard to envisage
clearly as those of African civilization on the Gulf of Guinea.
A cloud of beguiling legends obscures the harsh truth, just as at
evening the soft mists shroud the dense green mountain peaks of
the islands, to be dissolved at sunrise and swirled by the sea-
winds away. Thus, the legend of the contented slave is counter-
balanced by the legend of an easy white prosperity, and of
gracious living in pillared plantation mansions staffed by willing
and affectionate darkie retainers. For those who find sea-battles
romantic, there are the legends of fighting ships and deeds of
derring-do in and out between the islands of the Caribbean —
islands which were themselves the prizes as well as the theatres
of European wars. There is the legend of a balmy, languorous
climate, tropical yet temperate, with warm sparkling days and
cool, refreshing nights. Still abetting and encouraging these
legends today there is the undeniable beauty of the Caribbean
scene, changing from island to island, seductive, beguiling. Yet
this innate beauty is everywhere scarred by poverty and
encrusted with filth. The shacks roofed with rusty tin on which
the rain-rods clatter, the overcrowded shanties like old chicken-
coops, the unpaved strects and pitted, puddly roadways are as
much the relics of the slave days of the islands as are the slums of
British cities those of the slave days of Britons during the
Industrial Revolution.
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It is thus that the memories of several sojourns in the West
Indian islands over nearly thirty years are, for me personally,
extremely mixed. The High Woods of Trinidad, where the
Flame of the Forest rides far above one’s head, the coral-sand
beaches of Blanchisseuse, silent but for the rustling of the waves
against the reefs, form but one wing of a diptych, the other wing
of which is dark with the hovels and the greasy rum-huts of the
larger part of Port of Spain. Similarly the mysterious smoking
sulphur springs and plumy forests of Dominica seem offset by
the horrible little town of Roseau, with its neglected museum,
pretentious cathedral, disgraceful living conditions and its
broken streets through which the lean and mangy mongrels
roam. The same contrasts may be found in St Lucia, in Mar-
tinique, in Guadeloupe and elsewhere along the Antillean
chain. But I think, on balance, that the beauty of the islands
wins. Nor is this beauty solely natural: mysterious shadowy
houses like Farleigh Hill in Barbados, the great grand free-
standing architecture of the piazza in Spanish Town, Jamaica,
are never to be forgotten, once seen. Moreover, an integral part
of the strange enticement of the West Indies is surcly to be
traced to the generosity and friendliness of the largest section of
their inhabitants — the descendants of the slaves. That this
should be so has always seemed to me perfectly incredible, but
so I have always found it to be. I think it of interest that the
inborn generosity of the West African should have survived not
the Middle Passage merely, but centuries of exploitation and
abuse, followed by decades of a freedom which meant, in fact,
white hostility and neglect. Our friend Willem Bosman wrote of
the Benin Negroes of the late seventeenth century as ‘generally
goodnatured and very civil, from whom it is easy to obtain
anything whatever we desire by soft means . . . and if we want
anything, and ask it of them, they will seldom deny us, though
they have occasion for it themselves’. “I'he mind that is heroic
cannot fail to be generous,” wrote a St Kitts lawyer named
Clement Caines.* ‘“The negro is generous to excess. He bestows
on others not only what he wants himself, but what he can
hardly do without.” Mr Caines, who had in his time managed
eight St Kitts estates with a total complement of one thousand

* A History of the General Council and General Assembly of the Leeward Islands, 2 vols,
Basseterre, St Christophers, 1804.
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Negroes, knew his subject well. “The West Indian labourers
moulder away’ he wrote in another passage. Summing up the
lot of the Africans in the Sugar Islands he resorted to a sonor-
ous, Gibbonian prose: “This devoted race became, therefore,
the slaves of toil in the hands of the cultivator, the slaves of
pomp in the hands of the vain, the slaves of lust in the hands of
the concupiscent, and the slaves of caprice and whim in the
hands of everybody.” Caines’ evidence forms an interesting
contrast to that of Bryan Edwards and certain other con-
temporary writers on Caribbean slave-conditions. It may, later,
help us to form a fairly accurate picture of what, for Negro
slaves, a lifetime of captivity on a West Indian sugar plantation
meant.

As we hack our way, machete in hand, through the luxuriant
thickets of legend and illusion that grew up protectively around
the West Indian estates, we may never reach the precise truth,
but we may at least get near it. We may find, I think, that
Negro slavery was hardly a happy state; that prosperity, ever
at the mercy of poor crops, of hurricanes, of slave epidemics and
revolts, as well as of enemy raids and invasions, was distinctly
intermittent ; that many planters went bankrupt, and that their
health was ruined by the climate or their own debauchery ; and
that the cultivation of the sugar-cane, the sweet source of such
bitter misery, was as precarious as it was tough. The Swedish
scientist Wadstrom,* who took part in an expedition to West
Africa in 1787 to 1788, and published his Observations on the Slave
Trade in London in 1789, and an essay on African colonization
in 1794, declared that ‘in no age or country was ever avarice
more completely disappointed, or humanity more shockingly
outraged than in the flattering but ill-judged introduction of the
sugar cane into all or most of the British West Indies, especially
the Ceded Islandst . . . its premature and forced cultivation
has, within our own memory, swept masters and slaves, the
oppressors and the oppressed, into one common grave’.

* Carl Bernhard Wadstrom was Chief Director of the Assay Office in Sweden,
He gave anti-slave trade evidence before the Privy Council and the House of
Comimons during the two great enquiries into the slave trade, in 1789 and 1791.

t i.e. Montserrat, Dominica, Saint-Vincent and certain other French islands
ceded by the Treaty of Paris, 1762.
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There is a beauteous plant that grows
In Western India’s sultry clime,

Which makes, alas! the Black man’s woes,
And also makes the White man’s crime.

The opening stanza of The Black Man’s Lament or How to Make
Sugar by the Quaker novelist Mrs Amelia Opie forms an ade-
quate preface to a subject which may well seem perilously dull -
that of sugar-production in the days of slavery. The ballad,
composed to enlist the sympathy of ringleted, rosy-cheeked
Georgian children in the Abolitionist cause, was illustrated with
harrowing colour woodcuts of West Indian plantation life. It
was published in London in 1824. In a series of pictures
resembling a strip-cartoon we see the Negroes and Negresses
herded together by white drivers wearing nankeen trousers,
cut-away jackets and huge cartwheel panama hats as they
flourish their long snake-like whips over the lines of hoeing
slaves. Cane shoots are being planted in the plats; the harvest is
being cut; the coppers of the boiling-houses heated ; the barrels
stowed aboard European-bound ships. Consciously naif, the
ballad, like its illustrations, was based on established facts.
Many people, particularly in this technological age, are
fascinated by the processes of manufacture. They are thus
happily immune to the only form of real boredom that travel
can offer — the tour of a rubber factory, the dredging of tin from
some rust-coloured, mud-congested Malayan lake, the lique-
faction of sugar-cane. To those who do not share this general
curiosity, I think that there are few more desperate predica-
ments than finding themselves expected to make intelligent
comments when peering into vats and sorters and sifters, when
climbing spiral steel staircases to look at things that spin and
steam and click and whirr. Only natural enthusiasts or, we may
suppose, the trained members of surviving royal families can
take such experiences in their daily stride. The stiff, silvery
rubber groves of Malaya are, in their sunless shadowy way as
lovely as the trembling green sugar canes beneath an azure sky.
The finished products of both now seem essential to living. But
the stages in between leave one with a general confused impres-
sion that the process of turning “a natural product into an
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artificial one seems primarily accompanied by a whole flock of
quite abominable smells. Raw rubber, for example, stinks; nor
am I likely to forget five days marooned on a French ship load-
ing sugar at the back-of-beyond port of Pointe des Galets on the
South Indian Ocean island of La Réunion-Bourbon, when the
fecal stench of raw sugar invaded the cabin and hung like a
nauseous gas about the few streets of that strange, but not
altogether unexciting, little town. Prejudiced as I am, I propose,
therefore, that we spend the minimum of time on the topic of
West Indian sugar planting and, like Mrs Opie, limit that
strictly to its effect upon the slaves. We shall then be entitled
to question whether an African was really happier on Worthy
Park plantation than in a rural village near Old Calabar.
First brought to the New World by Columbus, the sugar-cane
was introduced to the French Antilles by Governor Aubert in
1640; it took so well that only twenty-five years later, Louis
XIv’s great minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, was congratulating
one of Aubert’s successors on the huge profits of the trade. As
the Swede Wadstrom indicates, sugar was at no time an easy
crop to rear. The conditions it demands are precise, and it is
exacting and implacable. Low plains, with a rich soil, tropical
heat, great humidity at the roots and violent sun as it grows —
these are essentials. In the French islands the volcanic alluvial
plains of Saint Domingue, the Basse-Terre of Guadeloupe, and
the mornes of Martinique were found best suited to the sugar-
cane. In the British islands the favourite soils for it were the ashy
loam of St Kitts, and the chocolate-red earth of Trelawney
parish in Jamaica. The next best thing was provided by a
mixture of clay and sand called ‘brick-mould’ which was deep,
warm, mellow and fairly easy to work. Barbados offered a black
earth, as did Antigua and some of the Windward Islands. In
whole areas of all of the islands, however, it was necessary to
fight to the death with a tenacious mixture of clay, limestone,
flint and ‘soapy marle’ which required a very brawny and very
large labour force to conquer it. Replanting of the shoots was
often done in semi-fluid marshland, infested by mosquitoes.
The labour-gang first cleared and weeded a selected piece of
land. Resultant areas of fifteen to twenty acres, called plats,
were divided from one another by cart-roads. These plats were
next subdivided by rows of wooden pegs, which cut them up
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into smaller squares of three and a half feet each way. Hoe in
hand, the Negrocs were then lined up in a row, one Negro to a
squarc, and sct to digging holes some five or six inches deep. An
able field-hand was expected to dig at least one hundred or one
hundred and twenty of these holes in a ten-hour day — but
working days were often far longer than this. To catch the
autumn rains, planting took place between August and early
November, although a January plant could turn out well. When
growing, the canes were at the mercy of hurricanes, droughts,
and of diseases called, in the English islands, the black and the
yellow blast, as well as of the borer pest.

The essence of the monotonous and back-breaking work of
holing was synchronization, usually achieved by the liberal use
of the overscer’s whip. The holes had to be dug in a straight line
and when one line was completed the Negroes were supposed
automatically to fall back with all the discipline of a line of
guardsmen or a chorus of ballet-dancers, to begin the next.
Listen to Mrs Opie’s jingle-jangle:

But woe to all, both old and young,
Women and men, or strong or weak,

Worn out or fresh those gangs among,
That dare the toilsome line to break!

As holes must all at once be made,
Together we must work or stop;

Therefore the whip our strength must aid,
And lash us when we pause or drop.

When we have dug sufficient space,
The bright-eyed top of many a cane,

Lengthways, we in the trenches place,
And then we trenches dig again.

When the sugar-crop was being harvested — that time we
may recall, of ‘healthy merry-making’ for the slaves — the crush-
ing mills and the boiling houses worked twenty-four hours a
day:

But when the crops are ripen’d quite,
"Tis then begin our saddest pains;

For then we toil both day and night,
Though fever burns within our veins,
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That mill, our labour, every hour,
Must with fresh loads of cane supply,
And if we faint, the cart-whip’s power,
Gives force which nature’s powers deny.

The sugar-mills, run by water, by cattle or by man-power
(and, in flat and breezy islands like Barbados, by the wind)
twice crushed the bundles of cane between heavy rollers. The
resultant trash was used as fuel for the boilers, while the precious
juice ran off in a lead-lined wooden trough to the receiver,
whence it continued on its way along another leaden gutter to
the torrid boiling-house. Here it was clarified with an ad-
mixture of white lime, was cooled, and passed through to the
curing-house. Work in the boiling-house during crop-time was
considered ‘the most unhealthy to which a negro can be
applied’, and only strong and well-seasoned slaves were meant
to be employed there, since the heat induced dropsy, first sig-
nalled by a swelling of the face and legs. ‘If you select a new
negro, whose form of body and activity promises a subject well
adapted to the coppers, and place him there without remission
for a crop, it is fifty to one that he falls into those disorders’
wrote Dr Collins in his Practical Rules: ‘. . . and if he is not hurried
out of the world by the complaint, as many of them are, he will
be very long in recovering his former state of health . . . Some
negroes seem to have been adapted to it [i.e. the boiling-
house] by nature, and will endure being kept at the coppers
throughout the season without injury; but there are not many
who are so happily organized. Those with sores on their legs
should not be permitted to approach the coppers on any
account.” Long night-shifts in the mills or the boiling-houses
induced drowsiness, resulting in loss of fingers in the crusher, or
of lives over the coppers. Here, as in the fields, overseers armed
with whips formed an essential adjunct to the suffocating scene.

It was customary in the Sugar Islands to divide up the slaves
—all, of course, save the skilled artisans and house servants — into
graduated gangs, one of the several advantages of which was
that they were easier to oversee. Many estates did this in a rule-
of-thumb manner according to age rather than to physical
capacity, a system (or lack of it) which real experts thought
both wasteful and careless. The recommended plan was to
select the heftiest Negroes, regardless of age or sex, and put them
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into what was called ‘the strong gang’. To these were allotted
‘the rudest labours of the plantation’. The next gang was com-
posed of weaker or smaller Negroes. Then came a gang of
youngsters employed in weeding, stumping, planting and man-
uring by hand - ‘a service which, for their lightness and agility,
they perform as well as the larger negroes and with more good
will, if not oppressed with loads too heavy for their feeble
shoulders.” Then came the grass gang:

composed of small negroes, just emerged from the nursery; and
who, for want of other employment, would escape from their nurses,
and employ themselves in mischief, such as in breaking canes, or
pilfering from the absent negroes, or in setting fire to their houses,
and in many such other amusements, by the practice of which they
are initiated into early roguery and become adepts in the science in
time . . . Let them be formed into a grass-gang, and put under the
care of some discreet aged woman, whose duty it should be to collect
them early in the morning and to lead them to some part of the
estate, where they may pick grass or vines . . . In this manner they
may bring five or six bundles daily . . . It is of great advantage to
introduce your young people early into habits of labour, as so much
of it will be required from them in their future progress through life,

Annual drafts were made from the grass gang. When the
piccaninnies attained the age of nine or ten they were pro-
moted to the grade above them, the weeding and manuring
gang. In this they stayed until they were fourteen, when, if
manly enough, they were transferred to the holing gang. In this
way ‘you obtain a perpetual succession of recruits, gradually
trained and habituated to labour, and fitted for every purpose
whatever of the plantation’. Dr Collins omits a point stressed by
Mr Clement Caines - that grass-picking was one of the most
heart-breaking jobs on a plantation, as the grass had to be
plucked and gathered single blade by single blade.

This brief account of slave-tasks is compiled from a number
of authorities writing towards the end of the eighteenth century,
when, under humanitarian pressure from Europe, plantation
conditions were considered to have radically improved. But as
late as the seventeen-sixties atrocious cruelties were still being
practised, and British planters would swap witty stories of how
they had given some male or female slave ‘a cool hundred’ or
how they had spent the morning ‘pecling’ some of their slaves.
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Since a Negro’s evidence against a white man was not admitted
in law in the British or Dutch colonies the Africans had no
redress against the excessive floggings, or the hacking off of their
cars, noses or fingers which formed the sadistic pastimes of the
more alcoholic or psychopathic planters. Alone amongst the
European nations, the French had long before distinguished
themselves by enacting a species of protective slave law, the
so-called Céde Noir, drawn up by Colbert as one of his great
serics of ordinances - reformation of justice, 1667, of the
criminal code, 1679, of the commercial code, 1678, of the marine
code of 1681 — and promulgated as law in March 1685 two
years after his death.

The first object of the Cide Noir was to protect Catholicism
in the Antillean islands, by banning heretics from running plan-
tations and by expelling the Jews; the second was to see that the
slaves were properly looked after, so as to prevent pillage and
revolt by Negroes whose owners starved them and so drove
them to crime. The Cdde also aimed to protect Negro slaves
against sadistic or murderous masters who ‘exercise a tyranny
which would horrify the most barbarous of nations’. In this
Edict slaves were still recognized as chattels, subject to seizure
and sale in the same way as a dcfaulter’s more inanimate
possessions, but owners were directed to give their slaves enough
to ecat, forbidden to sell separately a mother and her children
under the age of puberty, or to condemn Negroes to death,
prison or mutilation without the judgement of the normal
tribunals of justice. Slaves were not to be worked for a longer
period than that between the rising and the setting of the sun.
On the other hand the French master had the right to lash, or
put chains on, his own slaves, and to decide, when escaped
Negroes were recaptured, whether they should merely be
branded or have a limb cut off. The death penalty was imposed
for any attack on white persons, and for theft. A slave was,
however, allowed to summon before a tribunal a master who
did not fulfil his duties under the Céde. This last idcalistic
clause seldom worked out in practice. Although the basic pur-
pose of the Cdde Noir was to make plantations in the French
West Indies safer and more productive, it is noteworthy that,
unique amongst the European colonial powers of that date,
I'rance drew up and issued laws, which did to some mild degree
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limit the autocratic powers of the planters over their slaves.
There was no equivalent in the British islands for close on one
hundred yecars.

I

Now that we have gained some idea of the training, the curri-
culum and the graduated phases of the life of a West Indian
slave from the day he was sold in the Guinea-yard — head
shaven, teeth polished, body well-oiled— until the day when he
died of premature old age, it may be of interest to glance at the
time-table by which he worked. This specimen time-table is
compiled from the regulations on model, late eighteenth-
century plantations. Conditions on the great majority of others,
which were not run on ‘humanitarian’ lines, may be adduced,
I think, from these.

The working day began just before sunrise, when the slaves,
huddled in sleep beneath the ragged blankets of their cabins,
were wakened by the tolling of a bell, or by the peremptory
summons of blasts upon a conch-shell. It frequently happened
that this summons turned out, too late, to be a false alarm, for
the watchmen would confuse the blue-white radiance of the
tropical moon with the orange dawn of the rising sun. Clad in
their coarse woollen garments, and laden with hoes, bills and
breakfast provisions, the slaves would be marched off to the
cane-fields. Each gang was attended by an overseer — a white
employee of mentality too low even to have become a planter —
and a Negro ‘driver’. Both carried long whips. In the French
islands a breed of mastiff was also used in a policing capacity.
On the work-site, roll was called in the raw morning air, and
the names of abscntees noted. So soon as these lay-a-beds
showed up they were punished with ‘a few stripes’ of the cart-
whip. When the early morning was chill and foggy - as so often
in those islands it can be — the slaves found especial difficulty in
hauling themselves off their plank or earthen pallets, for in the
cold ‘the sensations of the negro’ were ‘distressful beyond the
imagination of an inhabitant of frozen regions’. The clinging
dank mists before the dawn made them not brisk but sluggish,
not active but inert; and ncither whipping nor verbal encour-
agement could get them working properly until the tropical sun
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was riding high. Work continued until nine o’clock, when they
had a three-quarters of an hour breakfast period in the shade,
eating food prepared by some of the women slaves. A mid-
day bell called them for a second rest of up to two hours,
during which they ate a mushy meal to which salted or pickled
fish had been added; and a nap was permitted. Those who
preferred a large evening meal, and were not tired enough to
sleep, would spend this lunch-break collecting food for their own
pigs and poultry. Resumed at two o’clock, work continued until
sundown or after, when another bell signalled the end of the
day. If the slaves had worked much harder than usual, or if the
rain had clattered down all day, drenching their woollen cloth-
ing and their conical brimless felt hats, a tot of rum was on
occasion issued in the evening. They would then retire to their
cabins — described by one planter as far excelling in comfort
‘the cabins of the Scotch and Irish peasantry’ — and sleep until
the strident conch-shell proclaimed the rising of another
sun.

Once the West Indian planters were placed on the defensive,
and found themselves and their alleged humanity attacked,
they became vocal on the subject of the simple comforts of their
slaves. The stinking cabins with earth-floors, fifteen feet long
and divided into two compartments were, it was admitted, too
low to let most of the Negroes stand upright inside them. They
were made of wattle and plaster, and supported by wooden
posts. But the earth flooring was described as ‘commonly dry
enough’, and the palm-thatch formed ‘an admirable covering’.
A fire was kept burning all night in the middle of one of the
rooms, the smoke escaping slowly through the thatch, or out of
the door-hole. On good estates the bedstead was of boards, with
a mat and blanket; a rough table, two or three stools, some
earthen jars, a pail, an iron pot and a pile of calabashes for use
as plates and cups completed the equipment of these hovels.
Artisans and domestics had larger houses and, if of a thrifty
turn, could buy linen sheets and mosquito nets, and acquire a
plate or two of Staffordshire ware which they proudly displayed
upon a crude shelf. The Negro cabins were assembled in a
random fashion near the sugar-factories and being ‘always
intermingled with fruit-trees, the banana, the avocado pear (the
negroes’ own planting and property)’ they supported, from a

130



The Sugar Islands

distance, the romantic view of slavery by their ‘pleasing and
picturesque appearance’.

On most estates Negroes were expected to spend part of each
Sunday cultivating their fruit and vegetable gardens; in many
cases they were ordered to do this, since the produce of their
plots served to supplement the low-calorie rations — grain or
dried horse-beans and other animal fodder — which were
shipped out from European ports for the slaves’ sustenance. On
very many estates the Negroes’ diet was at starvation level ; here
malnutrition and debility prevailed.* The slaves also kept their
own pigs, goats and chickens, and made bark-ropes, baskets and
earthen pans. Sunday mornings were market mornings, when
Negroes would flock to the towns to sell their vegetables and
fruit, their livestock and their artifacts.

When, in the first half of the eighteenth century, Methodist
missionaries penetrated to the British West Indian islands, they
were shocked to find Negroes working their grounds, and buy-
ing and selling at market, on Sundays; and that, in the slave
hamlets, the day ‘closed in noisy riot and debauchery’. ‘Britain
and Protestantism may well blush at this,” wrote one missionary
some decades latert ‘when it is known that in the colonies of
Catholic states the Saturday and not the Sunday is given to the
slaves to work their grounds and to supply their wants; that
Sunday is there a day of rest, and of worship also; and that in

* In one of his great abolitionist speeches in the House of Commons, that of
18 April 1791, Wilberforce, who had just made the point that four or five thousand
slaves, and sometimes nine or ten thousand, were under ‘the care’ of a solitary
medical practitioner, continued : ‘It was also in evidence that they were in general
underfed. They were supported partly by the produce of their own provision-
ground, and partly by an allowance of flour and grain from their masters. In one
of the islands, where provision-grounds did not answer one year in three, the allow-
ance to a working negro was but from five to nine pints of grain per week: in
Dominica, where it never failed, from six to seven quarts: in Nevis and St Chris-
tophers, where there was no provision-ground, it was but eleven pints. Add to this
that it might be less, as the circumstances of their masters might become embar-
rassed ; and in this case both an abridgement of their food and an increase of their
labour, would follow.’ — Clarkson’s History of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade
(Longmans, London, 1808), val. ii, p. 230.

t Richard Watson: A Defence of the Wesleyan Methodist Missions in the West Indies
(London, 1817). Secretary to the Committee for the Management of the Wesleyan
Methodist Missions, Watson based his survey of the state of Christianity in the
British West Indies on eye-witness accounts and on old reports in the Committee’s
archives. :
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addition to this, the numerous saints’ days in the Romish
calendar, affording many holidays to the slave in the course of
the year, give a further amelioration to his labours; and addi-
tional opportunities of acquainting himself with religion.’
These early Methodists were stubbornly resented by the
planters, who feared that their doctrine that all men were
equal before God would disturb the uneducated mass of Negro
slaves. The Methodists had found the standard of morals and of
Christian religious feeling very low amongst the white popula-
tion of the islands, and non-existent amongst the blacks. The
Anglican clergy in these colonies did not consider the Negroes
‘any part of their charge’. They baptized neither newly im-
ported African slaves, nor ones born in the colonies, ‘except if a
planter desired to have a favourite negro baptized, and then the
rite was administered. The price of the fec was from one to two
dollars.” No clergymen catechized or instructed slaves, nor did
they perform any marriage ceremony for Negroes. According to
another missionary, Joseph Taylor, ‘Attendance of the slaves at
church was neither enforced, desired, nor given’. The clergy
were not wholly to blame; they were few in number, and the
planters opposed any idea of their trying to minister to Negroes.
If a slave managed to creep to church he was not allowed
further than ‘the aisle or some obscure corner, and even there
seats are not always provided for them’. ‘I do not believe’
claimed another reverend witness ‘that one hundredth part of
the slaves ever attended church.” In St Vincent, with a slave
population of thirty thousand, there was no church whatever,
and the legislature had ‘lately been moved to prepare a law
restricting the labours of missionaries of every kind’. The
educated cx-slave, Ottobah Cugoano, wrote in 1787: ‘Even in
the little time I was in Grenada, I saw a slave receive twenty-
four lashes of a whip for being seen in a church on a Sunday
instecad of going to work.” For the Negro slave the Sabbath
thus became a day composed of work, of market-chatter and
of a well-earned and, let us only hope, a thoroughly drunken
evening revelry.

In theory it could have been asserted that, the weck’s labour
over, a Negro family might count Sundays and holidays as
times of comparative serenity. But in the lives of even the most
resigned of slaves there was no margin of safety, and no vista of

32



The Sugar Islands

hope. A hard-working and trusted Negro, living with his wife
and family in a well-constructed hut surrounded by an ample
vegetable garden, had nothing whatever to look forward to. His
master’s death or indebtedness, or wish to please a neighbour
or a friend, might mean this Negro’s sale, and his despatch,
without his family, to lonely servitude on some distant planta-
tion, some other island or, likely enough, to the sunless silver-
mines of Mexico. West Indian slavery offered the Negro
monotony without security. The only freedom that he knew
was the freedom to suffer and to fear.

Superficially, the lot of the domestic slaves was far better.
Contemporaries who did not admire the coarse quality of much
plantation hospitality, would pass scathing comments on the
‘superfluity of servants’ that encumbered a vainglorious West
Indian household, and the great kitchens, ‘culinary deserts’,
where food was cooked without the aid of bellows, jack or grate.
The primitive, rickety basis of gracious living in the West
Indian islands required a cohort of house-slaves, some of them
employed as messengers and running footmen, and as ‘pack
horses and carriage wagons’. Expert cooks, valets, lady’s maids
and hairdressers might be cosseted ; the planters of Martinique
and Guadeloupe would send favourite or promising Negroes to
Paris to be instructed in the domestic arts. But one and all of
these ‘servants’ were at the mercy of the whims of the master or
the mistress — and, as in Dutch Surinam or any other European
colony, the white women were notoriously more cruel to their
slaves than were the men. Sometimes, for stock-breeding pur-
poses, a handsome or intelligent male domestic would be told off
to sleep with his master’s Negress or mulatto mistress, a pre-
carious assignment provocative of searing jealousies. Should a
petted domestic slave topple from grace, he or she would be
either sold away, or consigned to one of the estate’s field-gangs,
where pretty rough treatment would be meted out by those
who had watched and envied them in their days of prosperity
and ease.

Negro girls and young women employed about the house
were looked on as fair game by their masters, who made them
available to inexperienced adolescent sons and to male house-
guests. Negro valets and footmen acted as agile and experienced
pimps. Like most human crimes, -this debauching of young
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Negresses caught up — slowly, stealthily, deviously — with its
perpetrators. For the girl who had been raped or clumsily
seduced by a son of the house was perfectly liable to be the
possession and lady’s-maid of one of his sheltered young sisters,
whose insidious adviser and confidante she would become. ‘It is
of the nature of slavery to contaminate whatever touches or
approaches it” Caines, the lawyer of Basseterre, declared. “The
very system of slavery has a deteriorating effect upon the char-
acter of the whites’, another witness added. The steady under-
mining of European morals by crafty domestic slaves, was, like
the pollution of pure English by ‘nigger-talk’ in the Southern
States of America, but a single by-product of the slave trade.
It may be counted as one weapon in the African’s considerable
armoury of retaliation. Others included the subtler forms of
child-murder; obeah practices; poisoning; and, most terrible
of all, powerful and organized slave revolts.

IV

The first line of defence for any vanquished or occupied nation,
as for any camp of war-prisoners, is calculated cunning and
deceit. It was thus that the Negro slaves in the European
colonies made lying their second nature. An analogy can be
found in the history of Ireland. More than seven centuries of
brutal English oppression produced a race of the most persua-
sive, adept and incorrigible liars in the world. It is the perennial
complaint of foreign tourists in Ireland that, when they ask the
distance by road to some specific Irish town or lake, the answer
will be flexibly adjusted to what their interlocutor assumes that
they would like to hear. If you are looking exhausted, and the
place you ask for is another forty-five miles distant, you will in
all probability be assured that it is only eight. This placatory
instinct lay at the origin of the famous Irish desire to please.
Certain it is that for those of genuine Irish blood — as against
thosc of Anglo-Irish stock — the truth is not always easy to
enunciate. One hears oneself saying somcthing pleasing, but it
simultaneously strikes one that the statement may not be
wholly true. The lie was, similarly, the first refuge, or the outer
bastion, of those downtrodden Irish of the colonies — the
African slaves.
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Generation after generation of planters and their families
would complain of this inbred and incurable mendacity -
Negroes were claimed to be ‘the greatest liars upon the face of
the earth . . . so expert too that no Persian ever managed his
horse or drew his bow with greater dexterity than a negro lies;
nor indeed was he ever more carefully trained or practised to do
it . . . The face, too, with which even babies lie is wonderful.
Without altering a feature, averting or winking their eyes, or
betraying the least symptom of knowledge which they wish to
conceal, they listen unmoved to interrogations repeated over
and over again, in the loudest voice and with the severest
menaces’. These piccaninnies were patiently taught to lie by
their mothers and fathers with all the earnest diligence white
parents would employ to ensure that their own offspring were
instructed in Latin or riding or arithmetic. The water-tight lie
became a vital piece of the slave-baby’s equipment at the outset
of his sad career. Theft, although in the colonies it incurred
punishment as automatic as that it met with in the towns and
villages of Africa itself, was also included in the wise child’s
stock-in-trade. The conical sugar-loaf hats of Negro men be-
came receptacles for stolen food — a handful of biscuits deftly
swept off a table when the master was not looking, even ‘a large
junk of salt beef or pork’. These hats may still be seen in
Jamaica today, where they now chiefly tend to contain legiti-
mate possessions such as packages of cigarettes or matches.

It is obvious that in these circumstances there could be no
thread of mutual confidence between black and white. Ill-
treatment bred theft and deceit, theft and deceit engendered
further ill-treatment. The houses of the planters might look
elegant and be, in certain cases, luxurious; but they were built
on a quicksand of suspicion and they rested on the hollow,
rotting foundations of distrust. Out in the fields, the Negroes
would employ yet another weapon — a species of go-slow which
even the cart-whip could not invariably circumvent. ‘A slave
being a dependant agent,” writes Dr Collins ‘must necessarily
move by the will of another, which is incessantly exerted to
control his own; hence the necessity of terror to coerce obedi-
ence . . . From their gratitude you are not to hope much, the
relation subsisting between the master and the slave forbids it,
nor is there any principle on which you have a right to form
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such an expectation.” Yet slavery could not totally pervert the
nobility of the African character, nor always stifle their native
loyalty. ‘There have not been wanting instances’ (writes the
same author) ‘of attachment from slaves to their masters which
have astonished the world, and disposed it to think favourably
of the principles of negroes.’

Theft, lying and malingering might be classed as the Negroces’
main form of passive resistance to slavery and oppression. Their
action-programme included skilful murders; the use of witch-
craft; and of terrorism in the form of slave revolts. In between
these two areas of behaviour there fell attempts to escape and
join the ‘maroons’ or refugee Negroes who established successful
communitics in remote mountain valleys and lived the lives of
highwaymen or outlaws ; and the most final escape-form of all -
suicide. Slave suicides in the islands were as frequent as aboard
ship, or off the African coast, for the Negroes were convinced
that on their deaths they would return across the sea to the
happiness and freedom they had known at home.

So as to get the Negroes’ more revengeful and terroristic
activities into perspective, it is important to consider the
devilish behaviour of many owners and overseers to their slaves.
As we have seen, in the hands of the so-called ‘good masters’
the worst the slave had to fear was starvation, whipping and
being sold away from his family and friends. In the hands of
callous white men there was no limit to the crueltics with which
the Negroes must contend. It was in recognition of these Euro-
pean crimes, and in an effort to protect the slaves against them,
that the French had enacted their Céde Noir of 1685. But the
French Céde had in Wilberforce’s words been ‘utterly neglected
in the French islands, though there was an officer appointed by
the crown to see it enforced. The provisions of the Directorio
has been but little more avail in the Portuguese settlements, or
the institution of a Protector of the Indians in those of the
Spaniards’. To show the pathetic futility of ameliorative regu-
lations in the West Indian islands, Wilberforce quoted the
casc — for which there were two reliable eye-witnesses, a Captain
Cook and a Major Finch — of a Negro girl in the British island
of Barbados. Here there was a by-law forbidding any white man
to administer more than thirty-nine lashes to an errant slave.
The two gentlemen whose evidence Wilberforce quoted heard
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shrieks coming from a house at nightfall; they broke down the
front door to find a young Negress chained to the floor and
being flogged by her white owner until she was almost dead.
Upon their protests, the man stopped the flogging but cried out
in exultation: ‘that he had only given her thirty-nine lashes
(the number limited by law) at any one time; and that he had
only inflicted this number three times since the beginning of the
night’ adding ‘that he would prosecute them for breaking
open his door; and that he would flog her to death for all any
one said, if he pleased; and that he would give her the fourth
thirty-nine before morning’.

This, and many similar incidents, occurring in the period
of abolition agitation proves that the contention of Bryan
Edwards and other pro-slavery planters was incorrect. These
defenders of the status quo asserted that the abolitionists, in their
‘malignant and unmerited aspersions’ were confusing the be-
haviour of the West Indian planters of the Age of Reason with
the brutishness of the buccaneers and first rough settlers of the
previous century — gregarious folk who could not bear to eat
alone and would enliven a drunken evening with whipping and
torturing their slaves. Since sadism knows not the frontiers of
chronology, and since the word of a slave was never taken
before that of his master, it scems inherently improbable that
overscers and planters were less cruel in the seventeen-eighties
than in the sixteen-eighties: improbable and, in cool fact,
untrue.

When Sir Hans Sloane, the eminent physician, botanist, and
creator of the Herb Garden in Chelsea, published his Voyage to
the Islands of Madeira, Barbados, Nevis, St Christophers and Famaica
in two huge volumes (1707 and 1725) he incidentally recorded
slave punishments which he had secen. Sloane had gone out to
the West Indies in 1686 as personal physician to the Duke of
Albemarle, the new Governor of Jamaica, who died in the
island in the following year. Sir Hans reported that for certain
flagrant crimes Negroes were nailed to the ground, with crooked
sticks strapped to each limb. They were then slowly burned
alive, first the hands and feet, and then ‘burning them gradually
up to the head’. Lesser crimes were punished by castration or
chopping off half of one foot with an axe. Efforts at escape were
rewarded by putting very heavy iron rings round their ankles or
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their necks, and by a spur forced into the mouth. Slaves were
whipped until their bodies were raw, when pepper and salt was
rubbed into the wounds, or melted wax poured over them.
Sloane admitted the ‘great constancy’ with which the Africans
supported these tortures, and emphasized that these punish-
ments were ‘inferior to what punishments other European
nations inflict on their slaves in the East Indies’.

To turn from the Dark Ages of the reign of James the Second
to the enlightened days of the reign of George the Third, what
do we find? Skimming at random through the monumental
mass of evidence accumulated by Clarkson, Wilberforce and
their supporters we come across an overseer who killed a Negro
by tossing him into a copper of boiling cane-juice ‘for a trifling
offence’; this overseer lost his job and had to pay a fine to the
value of the dead slave. In another case, fully reported in the
Jamaica Gazette, a planter so unmercifully whipped a fourteen-
year-old girl who was late for work that she fell motionless to the
ground, and was dragged by her heels to the hospital, where she
expired. This murderer was tried by jury, but acquitted ou the
grounds that ‘it was impossible a master could destroy his own
property’. Another master slit the mouth of a six-month-old
Negro child from ear to ear; tried, again, by jury he was fined
forty shillings; the verdict having been ‘Guilty, subject to the
opinion of the court, if immoderate correction of a slave by his
master be a crime indictable’. In 1780 a certain General Totten-
ham (presumably of Irish extraction) was promenading through
the streets of Bridgetown in Barbados when he passed a Negro
youth ‘about nineteen, entirely naked, with an iron collar about
his neck, having five long projecting spikes. His body both
before and behind was covered with wounds. His belly and
thighs were almost cut to pieces, with running ulcers all over
them ; and a finger might have been laid in some of the weals.
He could not sit down, because his hinder part was mortified ;
and it was impossible for him to lie down, on account of the
prongs of his collar’. The boy implored the General’s help,
explaining that it was his master who had punished him and
who, now that the youth could no longer work, had told him
that as he could not earn his keep he would be given nothing to
eat. In one Jamaican slave revolt, the inflamed Negroes killed
an European child at its mother’s breast. They were gibbeted
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alive, and bravely lasted nine days. A contemporaneous captain
of a slave ship seized from its mother a ten-month-old Negro
child who would not eat and flogged it with a cat-o’-nine-tails.
When the child’s legs swelled, the captain ordered its feet to be
plunged in scalding water. The toe-nails and skin coming off,
these were replaced by oil-cloth, and the child was tied to a
heavy log. Two or three days later, since it still refused susten-
ance, the captain flogged it once again until, within a quarter of
an hour, it was dead. The captain, who forced the mother to
throw the corpse into the sea, went unpunished.

\Y

In the sphere of active as against passive forms of Negro resis-
tance to plantation slavery, the analogy with the peoples of an
enemy-occupied country also obtains. We find plotting, potent
but unidentifiable ringleaders, secret assassination and sabo-
tage. The maroons, or fugitive Negroes skulking in mountain
or valley hideaways, may be likened to the Yugoslay or Italian
partisans of the Second World War. They lived by armed raids
and robbery ; they persuaded or forced other slaves to join their
bands; they killed or kidnapped imprudent white or mulatto
persons caught wandering alone through their forests. The hap-
hazard methods of stocking up slave ships on the Guinca Coast
or down in the Congo or in Angola meant that witch-doctors of
both sexes were often transported in a parcel of fresh slaves.
These obeah figures inspired the awe and evoked the terrified
loyalty of the other plantation Negroes, and they brought over
with them a dark knowledge of obscure, insidious things.
Experts in vegetable poisons, they found in the florid vegetation
of the Sugar Islands appropriate substitutes for the leaves and
roots of Africa. Thus was the domestic hearth of the planter or
the overscer constantly in peril. The victims of their own
victims, white men and women had to depend on slave sentries
to guard their houses at night, on slave cooks and other servants
to sustain their lives by day. A cook could introduce a slow and
subtle poison into the master’s food ; and although there were
many poison trials, this branch of murder easily went unde-
tected in a climate inimical to the health of European and
Negro alike. In the French islands tertain Negresses employed
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in European nurseries were specialists in the murder of white
babies. Others abolished older children by the use of silent
weapons which left hardly any trace. Prime amongst these was
the thin, sharp and decorative scarf-pin of the slave woman’s
gaudy madras turban — thrust through a child’s brain the pin
would leave virtually no wound. Another form of retaliation
was murder by fetish, or, as it came to be called in the West
Indies, by obeah. Applied by one knowledgeable practitioner of
obeah this method, which drew its eflicacy from the Africans’
polytheism and absolute belief in the power of fetish, could
paralyze, or could at any rate seriously damage, a complete
plantation estate. Although the obeah men and women were
usually old and hoary-headed, and wore the forbidding, grim
expression of the priestess of the sea whose dance I watched
at Bonny in the Niger Delta, it was almost impossible to
find out who was or was not one of them, for, in general and
even to save their own lives, their fellow-slaves could not be
influenced to denounce them.

In an account of West Indian obeah sent by the Agent of
Jamaica to the Lords of the Committee of the Privy Council,
and attached by them to their slave trade report of 1789, Mr
Long, an expert on the subject, treated in detail its effect upon
plantation life. He emphasized that:

the professors of Obeah are, and always were, natives of Africa
and none other; and they have brought the science with them from
thence to Jamaica, where it is so universally practised, that we
believe there are few of the large estates possessing native Africans,
which have not one or more of them . . . The negroes in general,
whether Africans or Creoles, revere, consult and fear them . . . The
trade which these impostors carry on is extremely lucrative ;" they
manufacture and sell their Obies adapted to different cases and at
different prices. A veil of mystery is studiously thrown over their
incantations, to which the midnight hours are allotted, and every
precaution is taken to conceal them from the knowledge and
discovery of the white people.

Attributing ‘a very considerable portion of the annual mor-
tality among the negroes of Jamaica to this fascinating mischicf”,
Mr Long describes the ‘farrago of material’ of which obies were
composed — ‘blood, feathers, parrots’ beaks, dog’s teeth, alli-
gator’s teeth, broken bottles, grave-dirt, rum and eggshells’.
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Nicholas Owen’s house beside the
Sherbro River, drawn by himself, about 1755

Upper part of an Afro-Portuguese
wory casket, probably sixteenth century,
showing a Portuguese caravel

A view of Cape Coast Castle in 1682
(after Greenhill)
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Admiral de Ruyter
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about 1665 ( from a
painting by de Witt)
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In the Niger Delta, from
a lithograph of about 1830

The Benin River, near
Benin City

The overgrown ruins of part
of the thirteenth-century
Sortified walls of Benin
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The Sugar Islands

Rule by fear and fetish was not, of course, confined to Jamaica;
it was found in all the islands and on the plantations of the
mainland as well.

As we noticed when considering fetish on the African coast,
the belief in these charms worked both ways: they could be
used offensively to causec the death of an enemy, and protec-
tively to neutralize any such suspected attack. Fetishes would be
hung up to keep thieves away from huts, hog-sties and pro-
vision grounds, as well as to induce a fatal decline in someone
you did not like, and whose only available defence would then
be to purchase a more powerful and more expensive fetish. For
generations the white people of the islands laughed at the fetish
objects, treating them as a harmless African form of scarecrow.
The Jamaican insurrection of 1760, however, changed the views
of Europeans on that island, since it was discovered that the
revolt had been instigated by an old Coromantee oracle, who
had administered the fetish oath to the conspirators, and
handed them out ‘a magical preparation which was to render
them invulnerable’. The Jamaicans thereupon passed a law for
the suppression of obeah, but neither the fear of being hanged
nor the most scrupulous investigations could deter the slaves. It
was therefore concluded that ‘either this sect, like others in the
world, has flourished under persecution; or that fresh supplies
are annually introduced from the African seminaries’.

The earlier instinct of the British colonists to dismiss obeah
as a foolish superstition, and fetish objects as scarecrows or
toys, found its parallel — with even more violent results — in the
French islands, and specifically in Saint-Domingue. This wes-
tern half of the Spanish island of Santo-Domingo had been
ceded to the IFrench by the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 ; by 1791
it was the richest colony of France. Here African polytheism,
with the beliefs of the natives of Dahomey predominating, had
been gradually interlaced with tattered threads of Roman
Catholicism to form the widespread and indomitable religion
of Vodun, which is still vigorous in Haiti today. Even so astute
a student of Saint-Domingue as its late eighteenth-century his-
torian, Moreau de Saint-Méry, treated Vodun (or, as sensa-
tionalist English Victorian travellers called it, ‘Voodoo’) as a
corpus of mere superstition, a colourful caprice of the slaves
which gave them welcome opportunities for dancing, singing
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and playing the drums, exhibitions sometimes watched by the
Europeans as an entertaining pastime. It was not until the vast
and successful slave-rising of 1791, which swept the white
planters from the island, and crippled the power of their
opponents, the freed people of colour, that it was belatedly
realized that Vodun could be used to unite and inspire Negro
slaves on plantations all over the islands. The drum-beats which
white persons had regarded as dance-rhythms merely, resumed
the role that they had played in Africa — that of sending mes-
sages across hundreds of miles of territory, and of summoning
the Africans to war. The rebellion of 1791 to 1793, which took
both whites and free coloureds so totally by surprise, had been
planned under the aegis of certain houngans or Vodun priests and
it is of pertinence to note that the first three Negro rulers of the
kingdom of Haiti — Toussaint Louverture, Dessalines and
Christophe — absolutely forbade Vodun assemblies. The wily
Toussaint banned every form of African dance as well; Chris-
tophe and Dessalines contented themselves with the security
measure of forbidding Vodun dances only.

The prevalence of obeah in most of the Sugar Islands, the
dominance of its more codified and sophisticated form, Vodun,
in others, incidentally defeated one of the planters’ chief aims —
to kecp members of the same African tribe on any estate as
separated from each other as possible, and to try to circumvent
the development of a common language in which the slaves
could plan and plot. But even the most tyrannical plantation
owners did not attempt to forbid what secmed to be innocuous
Sunday night ‘hops’, nor could they ferret out Negroes who
crept to secret and nocturnal rendezvous presided over by
fetish priests. The result of these clandestine conferences were
minor or major slave revolts.

The Jamaican slave-revolt of 1760, which was a cause of the
laws against obeah subsequently passed by the island Assembly,
began on two plantations in St Mary’s parish, Frontier and
Trinity by name. On neither estate had the Negroes been
noticeably badly treated, and indeed the overseer of the Trinity
Estate, an Englishman named Abraham Fletcher, had been so
humane to his slaves that he was allowed by the rebels to go
unmolested. The leader of the revolt was a Coromantee who
had been a chief in Guinea, and whose name was Tacky. Over
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one hundred slaves fresh from the Gold Coast formed the core
of the rebellion and were, as we have seen, given by an obeal
man a magic preparation to render them invulnerable. Assem-
bling at one o’clock in the morning, they broke into the fort at
Port Maria, killed the sentry and seized arms and ammunition.
Joined by slaves from neighbouring plantations they marched
inland up the high road, attacking Ballard’s Valley, Esher and
other sugar estates, burning houses and canes and slaughtering
white men, women and children as they went. They were
further alleged to have drunk their victims’ blood diluted with
rum. Tacky, the chief, was killed in the forests; of the three
other ringleaders two were hung up in irons and left to die,
whilst another was forced to sit upon the ground, chained to
an iron stake, and slowly burned alive, beginning with his legs.
Up aloft, his two fellow conspirators survived on their gibbets
for nine days, chattering to a crowd of friends who surrounded
them and at times exchanging jokes with each other - ‘I
remember’ wrote an English eye-witness, ‘that both he and
his fellow sufferer laughed immoderately at something that
occurred — I know not what.’

The only method by which the bewildered planters could
find out who, in such rebellions, were the obeah-men respon-
sible, was, rather naturally, by bullying or bribing a captured
rebel into giving names. In the Jamaican revolt of 1760, one of
the prisoners denounced his obeah leaders on the promise that
his own life would be spared. The chief of these priests was then
executed, although he defiantly declared up to the moment of
his death that ‘it was not in the power of the white people to kill
him.” ‘And the negroes (spectators)’ (runs the account of his
execution) ‘were greatly perplexed when they saw him expire.
Upon other obeah-men, who were apprehended at that time,
various experiments were made with electrical machines and
magic lanterns, but with very little effect.” It would seem that,
in this tentative, puerile pitting of European technology against
African magic, African magic had won.

Gazing even so briefly upon these plantation scenes, lit by
the fitful, lurid flames of cruelty and smoky with suspicion and
distrust, we may well begin to wonder who, if anyone, did in
fact benefit by the Atlantic slave trade? The answer is the
thousands of persons indirectly but profitably involved: the
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absentee landowners living in their country-houses and their
city mansions in Europe; the shipowners and merchants of
Bristol, or Lisbon, or Nantes ; the manufacturers, exporters and
importers; and the governments and monarchies of Europe
which levied taxes on commercial prosperity. These govern-
ments and monarchies had striven for decades to monopolize
the slave trade through their own agencies. The government
agencies — Royal African Company, Compagnie des Indes or
Dutch West India Company, amongst others — were gradually
defeated by the hawk-like slaving privateers, called ‘inter-
lopers’ ; but these agencies’ efforts and their shaky organizations
require some mention here.
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Chapter 9

“The Attractive African
Meteor’

I

I¥, oF all the forms of sea-borne commerce in the cighteenth
century, ‘the African trade’ was the most risky, it was also,
when successful, one of the most profitable. Implicit in it was a
breathless element of gambling, for nobody could predict the
results of any single slaving voyage: ‘The African commerce
holds forward one constant train of uncertainty’ wrote a
knowledgeable citizen of Liverpool in 1797:* ‘the time of
slaving is precarious, the length of the middle passage un-
certain, a vessel may be in part, or wholly, cut off, mortalities
may be great and various other incidents may arise impossible
to be foreseen’. The planters, moreover, might ultimately prove
unable to honour their long-term bills.

On the other hand, since the price of slaves on the coast
varied little and was seldom exorbitant, their food on the
Middle Passage reckoned at ten shillings per head, and their
freight at £3. 5., the gain on each slave sold in the colonies was
well over thirty per cent. Thus, in the years 1783 to 1793, the
net profit to the town of Liverpool on an aggregate of 303,737
slaves sold was almost three million pounds, or about three
hundred thousand pounds per annum. This was the golden
harvest which accounts for all — for the fetid, feverish weeks
upon the African coast, for the vile and dangerous Atlantic

* ‘Circumstantial Account of the True Causes of the African Slave Trade, by an
Eye Witness, Liverpool, 1797, printed in Liverpool and Slavery (Liverpool 1884) and
partially reproduced in Donnan, vol. II. Although the eye witness balanced his
figures with all the cupidity and care of some Swiss hotel-keeper, his results under-

estimate the profit per slave and were corrected by Gomer Williams in his History
of Liverpool Privateers. 3

145



Sins of the Iathers

crossing, for the sordid scramble in the Guinea-yard, for the
callous division of Negro families condemned to a servitude
which offered no future and held out no hope.

“T'his great annual return of wealth may be said to pervade
the whole town,’ the same Liverpudlian authority continues:
‘increasing the fortunes of the principal adventurers, and con-
tributing to the support of the majority of the inhabitants;
almost every man in Liverpool is a merchant, and he who
cannot send a bale will send a bandbox, it will therefore create
little astonishment that the attractive African metcor has from
time to time so dazzled their ideas that almost every order of
people is interested in a Guinca cargo; it is to this influenza
that so many small ships are seen in the annexed list.” At this
time in Liverpool there were ten merchant houses of major
importance engaged in the slave trade, together with three
hundred and forty-nine lesser concerns. Small vessels taking up
to one hundred slaves werc outfitted by minor syndicates,
organized by men of all professions. Attorneys, drapers, rope-
makers, grocers, tallow chandlers, barbers or tailors might take
shares in a slaving venture — some of them investing onc eighth
of the money, some a sixteenth, some a thirty-second. These
investors of modest means were known as ‘retailers of blacka-
moors’ teeth’. Shipbuilding in Liverpool was gloriously stimu-
lated by the slave trade, and so was cvery other ancillary
industry connected with ships. Loaded shop-windows displayed
shining chains and manacles, devices for forcing open Negroes’
mouths when they refused to eat, neck-rings enhanced by long
projecting prongs like those seen by General Tottenham in the
streets of Bridgetown, Barbados, thumb-screws and all the other
implements of torment and oppression. People used to say that
‘several of the principal streets of Liverpool had been marked
out by the chains, and the walls of the houses cemented by the
blood, of the African slaves’. The Customs House sported carv-
ings of Negroes® heads. ‘It was the capital made in the African
slave trade that built some of our docks” wrote a late Victorian
Liverpool essayist. ‘It was the price of human flesh and blood
that gave us a start.’

With so much at stake — in 1790 it was estimated that aboli-
tion of the slave trade would cost the city over seven and a
half million pounds — Liverpool merchants naturally formed the
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most vocal and the most highly organized of all the interested
pressure groups opposing Wilberforce’s movement. ‘What vain
pretence of liberty can infatuate people into so much licentious-
ness as to assert a trade is unlawful which custom immemorial,
and various Acts of Parliament, have ratified and given sanction
to?’ ran one rhetorical question current in the city at that time.
So far as slave-trading was concerned, Liverpool may be said
to have gone down with flags flying; for in the last sixteen
months before Abolition became law, her merchants managed
to ship forty-nine thousand, two hundred and thirteen slaves
from Africa to the Sugar Islands in one hundred and eighty-five
vessels. Very suitably the last slaver to sail from a British port —
the date for the official end of the slave trade was sct at the
first of May 1807 — was a Liverpool ship under command of our
friend the famous local slave captain, Hugh Crow. This cosy
individual, who towards the end of his life became one of the
sights of Liverpool, was a Manx boy by birth and had spent
seventeen years in the slave trade. He was respected as a shrewd,
bluff, kindly and realistic man, who treated his Negro cargoes
with such urbanity that former ‘passengers’ of his were alleged
to run to welcome him when he made landfall at some West
Indian island with a fresh load of slaves.

The degree of Liverpool, and indeed of Lancashire, involve-
ment in the slave trade is well exemplified by an advertisement
published in that city when Abolition was at length seen as
imminent. ‘Valuable Articles for the Slave Trade’ were to be
disposed of ‘under Prime Cost in Consequence of the Expected
Abolition’. The list included a vast quantity of ‘negro guns’,
about ten thousand ‘fine gold-laced hats’, ten thousand gross
‘negro knives, the whole cast iron’, ten thousand gross pieces of
‘fine negro linen’, three tons of ‘brilliant diamond necklaces’
(at three shillings a pound, and madc, of course, of glass), ten
thousand dozen ‘negro looking-glasses’, and five thousand
quarters of horse-beans. There was also three tons weight of
‘hand and feet shackles and thumb screws’ at a 11d. a pound.
Specimens were to be seen on exhibition at the Exchange -
‘except the thumb screws, the sight of which it is thought would
too deeply wound the feelings of those not inclined to purchase’.

To live and traffic in a recognized centre of the slave trade
was not, for the people of a European sea-port, a matter of

147



Sins of the Fathers

shame but a matter of pride. In France where le trafic noir
generally constituted only one fifth or one eighth of the total
commercial activity of any port, it was found none the less that
this particular form of trade so affected all the others that any
Atlantic port from Dunkirk to Bayonne might rightly be called
un port négrier. But to Nantes itself was reserved the supreme
slave-trading title: la ville des négriers. There grew up in Nantes
great commercial dynasties rooted in the black traffic and
bound together, in the French bourgeois fashion, by family mar-
riages of reason : the Montaudoins, the O’Schiells, the Wailshes,
the Bouteillers, the Grous, the de Guers. These Nantois mer-
chant princes would pool their resources to fit out slaving
expeditions. Such family patterns were, to a lesser degree,
repeated in every French Atlantic port and, in the words of
Professor Gaston-Martin,* ‘justifient I’ apparente boutade que toute la
bourgeoisie maritime du XVIle siécle est, peu ou prou, négriére’.
Monsieur Gaston-Martin emphasizes the ‘varied but tyrannical’
tastes of the African slave-markets, the scarlet cloths, the
mirrors and glass objects, the gleaming copper and brass — tastes
formed and ruled by ‘Camour du clinquant et du bruit’. As in
England and in Holland, the slave trade stimulated French
home production but though the Saintonges, the Nantes
country, and the Basse-Normandie could supply brandies,
Berry could supply serge and druggets, Choletais canvas,
Mazamet bolts of linen, and Rouen the popular mock Indian
and Guinea cottons which were dyed with indigo from the
Sugar Islands, French slavers had to import mirrors, knives,
arms and clay-pipes from Flanders, Holland and Germany. The
officers were also allowed to ship French silks, fine glassware and
porcelain for private sale to West Indian planters, a part of the
cargo known as ‘les pacotilles’. The captain and officers on a
French slaver lived in a comparative clegance and even luxury,
with silver on their tables, fresh meat and poultry, and excellent
wines. The crew drank vin du pays in quantity, and ate salted
bacon, dried vegetables and preserved Irish beef. The slaves
had to put up with their usual monotonous diet of beans, rice
and gruel, sometimes, on French ships, improved by dried

* Of Bordeaux University, and author of Histoire de L’ Esclavage dans les Colonies
Frangaises (Presses Universitaires de France, 1948) and of Nantes au XVIlle siécle:
Pére des Négriers (Alcan, Paris, 1931).
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turtle meat from Cape Verde, as well as by green vegetables
when obtainable, and by cassava (otherwise known as manioc).
These last were rough-and-ready precautions against the scurvy.

However rich and flourishing the French merchants investing
in the slave trade might become, the impetus of slaving on
French seaports and French industries was always less than the
effect of its equivalent in England. In the earlier eighteenth
century Bristol, Chester, Exeter, Liverpool, London, Lancaster
and Plymouth all shouldered this lucrative burden; after the
Act of Union of 1707, Glasgow — which as a Scottish port had
been forbidden to take any part in trade to English colonies —
also got on the strength. But the trade in slaves soon became
concentrated on three ports — London, Bristol and Liverpool.
In the first half of the century Bristol, as Professor Minchinton
writes* ‘wrested the leadership from London’, and was, for a
short mid-century period, the dominant British port in the
trade. From fifty-two slaving ships equipped in Bristol in the
peak year 1739, the city’s interest in slaving declined noticeably,
until in the decade 1795 to 1804 ‘only a total of twenty-nine
vessels sailed for Africa’. This was a direct result of the swift
and dazzling rise of the attractive African meteor on the over-
cast shores of the Mersey. Upstart Liverpool had won the day.
‘In 1792, when the trade was at its height,” wrote a Liverpool
historian earlier in this present century,t ‘it was estimated that
Liverpool enjoyed five-cighths of the English trade in slaves,
and three-sevenths of the whole slave trade of all the European
nations.’

The defiant ascendancy of Liverpool (the city whose build-
ings were said to be cemented with Negroes’ blood) was attri-
buted by contemporaries to its merchants’ astute discovery of
the potential value of a contraband slave trade with the Spanish
Indies. Up to 1730 Liverpool’s new prosperity had depended
upon the sale to the West Indies of Manchester cottons. Soon
these cottons were being smuggled into the Spanish possessions;
and if cottons could be sold there illegally, why not slaves also?
With the capital thus accumulated Liverpool entered the slave
trade to the English colonies and could offer slaves to the

* The Port of Bristol in the Eighteenth Century by Walter Minchinton (Bristol Branch
of the Historical Association, Bristol University, 1962).

1 R. Muir: History of Liverpool (London, 1907).
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planters of Jamaica and the other islands at four and five
pounds less a head than the merchants of Bristol or of London.
This question of the contraband slave trade with the possessions
of the Spanish Crown brings us face to face with a once-famous
monopoly, the Asiento, and with those other monopolistic but
not successful prohibitionary efforts — the chartered slaving-
companies of certain European powers.

I1

Some of the people we have so far seen have been Company
men — Thomas Phillips, for instance, of the Hannibal, who
slaved under the aegis of the Royal African Company ; others,
like John Newton, were controlled by private masters ; others,
again, were what were known as ‘interlopers’, determined
persons working for themselves, poachers on the companies’
alleged preserves. We shall indeed continue to watch such
individuals — shortly, as it happens, we shall be joining the
dissolute garrison of Cape Coast Castle, and visiting the care-
worn factor of English Commenda as he struggles to protect his
mud-and-oyster shell ramparts against the indefatigable on-
slaught of the tropical rain. Both Sir Dalby Thomas, the
general commanding at Cape Coast in the reign of Queen Anne,
and Mr William Baillie, the Commenda factor some years later,
were employees of the Royal African Company which owned
and maintained the insalubrious castle and the dilapidated
Commenda fort. To understand these men and their colleagues
better, we must now envisage them within their frame. This
frame, or proscenium, is formed by the rigid rules of the char-
tered company. The backdrop to the stage is the lurid one of
international war.

Like the private life of most individuals, the public and
political life of nations is geared to survival and success. But it
may also be described as one tireless effort at organization, at
giving chaos form and unity, restraining anarchy and com-
bating crime and greed. To render the fluid solid, the fleeting
permanent, the unattainable captive, this would scem to be
and to have always been the primary aspiration of human life.
Just as the artist strives to enhance reality by interpreting it, so
the merchant, law-protected, struggles to transmute it into
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gold. It was to give shape, speed and increascd prosperity to the
export trade in Africans that the European chartered slaving
companies were born. Fool-proof in theory, looking neat and
purposeful on paper, these particular chartered companies
seldom lived up to expectations for long. Their finances
were too top heavy. The risks involved were too great. Their
monopolies were almost impossible to enforce.

The European device of the chartered company was, from
its outset, an association for foreign trade. With the conquest of
overseas territorics these associations automatically became
colonizing ones. The charters, granted by the state, sct forth
prescribed rules. Merchant members of a company might, if
they could, employ exclusively their own capital in some single
company venture, or they could pool their money with that of
others in a joint-stock investment. Companies in colonial or
foreign-trading areas were granted special and exclusive rights,
and could exercise, in the name of their governments, treaty-
making and law-enforcing powers. The history of such trading
companies is, on the whole, ancient and honourable. The
English Merchant Adventurers, for example, were incor-
porated as early as 1359, in the reign of Edward m. The
British Eastland, aiming at the Russian trade, came into being
in the reign of the first Tudor sovereign, Henry vir; the Hudson’s
Bay Company in that of the Stuart King, Charles 1. To recall
a few more: there was the English Virginia Company; there
were the various or successive Compagnies Africaines of France
(such as those of Cape Verde, of Senegal, of Guinea, of the
West Indies and so on) ; there was the Dutch West India Com-
pany, incorporated in 1621 ; the Danish Company ; the Swedish
West India Company; the Brandenburg Company; and that
famous and expensive English combine, the Royal African
Company. Some of these were either incidentally or wholly
slave-trading companies. Others, obviously, were not.

We are here concerned with chartered companies which
conducted, and tried to protect from interlopers, the vast
human traffic in Negroes to the western colonies. Since the
capital outlay — building and cquipping ships, paying crews
more numerous than those of ordinary merchant-men, main-
taining forts along the Guinca Coast — was very considerable,
the resort to joint-stock companies was necessary from the
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beginning. As these companies glided into debt, and were
forced to borrow at a high interest, the State was faced with
demands for subsidies. These demands relentlessly increased. In
its heyday the Royal African Company alone was receiving a
grant of £10,000 a year, and the upkeep of'its African establish-
ments ran at £20,000 per annum. The Danish Company on the
coast received 93,000 kroner. All monopolies arouse hostility : in
the case of these African chartered companies the monopoly was
resented by adventurers who were officially excluded from
trading, by home manufacturers who found their export trade
artificially restricted, and by the transatlantic planters who
complained that the companies never shipped suflicient slaves
and charged more for them than privateers. Further, the inter-
national proliferation of these companies inspired jealousies and
gave rise to wars — wars often private and undeclared, but, on
occasion, wars on an international scale as well. In the longest,
bloodiest and most widespread of the European conflicts of the
first half of the eighteenth century, the War of the Spanish
Succession which lasted from 1702 until 1714, the chief objec-
tive of the English, Dutch and German allies was to ensurc that
the descendants of Louis xiv were kept off the thrones of Spain,
the Spanish Netherlands and the Spanish Indies — but, for the
English, the secondary war-aim was to get legal rights to the
Asiento, granted by the Spanish crown to the French Guinca
Company in 1702. By this time the Spanish word asiento —
literally a contract or agrecement — had taken on the specialized
meaning of the monopdly for shipping African slaves to the
colonies of Spain. ‘Inevitably’ (writes a leading historian of
the Spanish Empire) ‘it was used as an instrument of Spanish
foreign policy. Charles 11 and William 11 of Engiand both failed
to secure the Asiento for their subjects. Political circumstances
. . . favoured the French.’ So did religious circumstances, since
the Spaniards were averse to granting the monopoly to an
heretic nation. The fact that this Asiento, at length secured by
the English at the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, turned out, in the
words of another historian, to be ‘a glittering illusion’ mercly
confirms the hackneyed fact that the fruits of martial victory are
scarcely ever as covetable as they seem. The single word Asiento
flits through every history book dealing with the transatlantic
colonies or with the slave trade in a manner which, were it not
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for the dull prose that tethers it, we might liken to the will-o’-
the-wisp that this monopoly actually proved to be.

The origin of the Asiento lay in Spain’s lack of forts on the
coast of Africa, and her consequent dependence on the Portu-
guese, the Genoese and, from 1702 till 1713, the French to
supply slaves to the Spanish colonies. Although the legendary
wealth and power of the Spanish crown was also largely an
illusion, it became an obscssive one amongst the other nations of
Europe. Also, despite the lack of effective centralization, the
weakness of a succession of feeble Hapsburg occupants of the
Spanish throne, the venality of Spain’s viceroys in the colonies,
and the inadequacy of her naval and military power, the sheer
extent of the Spanish possessions in the west made them for
many generations far and away the most rewarding market for
the traders in slaves. Moreover, we are here less concerned with
the sorry economic and political truths sheltering behind the
grandiose facade of the Spanish Empire than with the effect
which English or Dutch credulity about it had upon the fate of
individual African villagers paddling their canoes across the
Calabar River, or stumbling down in slave-coffles from up-
country Gold Coast towns. Quite as much as the European
soldiers and horsemen who fought on smoking battlefields at
Blenheim or at Oudenarde, at Ramillies or Malplaquet, the
peasantry of West Africa had a personal and anonymous stake
in this war of prevention and aggrandizement. While a York-
shire or a Norman youth pressed into his country’s service
might lose an arm or a leg in battle so, in far-oftf Africa, might
his Negro contemporary — an Ashanti boy, or an Ebo — be
enduring the equally novel experience of being manacled and
fettered, branded, lashed and thrown into a slave ship’s hold.
For the battle-maimed of Europe there were such refuges as
the Royal Chelsea Hospital or the Hétel des Invalides. The
Africans made captive were headed for the silver mine or the
plantation. In the holocausts on Flanders ficlds thousands of
European men were doomed to die that their governments
might keep, or scize, the coveted Asiento. In Africa their counter-
parts and fellow-sufferers, the captive Negrocs, were doomed
to live.

As I have suggested, the Spanish noun, Asiento, with its
attendant, varying and usually unreliable statistics of slaves
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shipped under its licence, haunts history books with repetitive
monotony. It was not until, seated one winter’s morning at a
polished table in the Kress Room of the Harvard Business
School, I was brought a bound and printed copy of this con-
tract, published in London after the English had won the
monopoly in 1713, that the noun Asiento took on for me a species
of reality. This thin, square volume, with a triumphantly
heraldic title-page, contained the legal clauses of the Asiento.
Lurking in these precise and well-spaced paragraphs lay the
fate of how many long-dead Africans, the mute and unknown
victims of the crucllest form the business of making money has
yet found. Even so, in those tranquil surroundings, snowflakes
drifting densely outside the windows, silence and comfort with-
in, it was hard to connect the anodyne and elegant appearance
of this English version of the Asiento with its callous commercial
implications and its criminal results.

I11

By the Asiento Treaty of 1713 a monopoly to transport to the
Spanish colonies a total of almost five thousand slaves a year for
a period of thirty years was granted to the British South Sea
Company. This particular chartered company had been
founded in 1711 for the purpose of general trading with the
overseas territories of Spain, including the Pacific islands. It
throve so swiftly and so well that in 1718 King George 1 himself
became its Governor ; two years later the bulk of its enthusiastic
sharcholders found themselves ruined in the financial collapse
known to history as ‘the South Sea Bubble’.

Despite this spacious scandal, the South Sea Company con-
tinued feebly to function. Together with the slaving monopoly,
the Spaniards had, with reluctance, granted permission for the
British to send one ship, laden with British manufactured goods,
to the annual fairs at Porto Bello and at Vera Cruz. This con-
cession led to much contraband traffic by British smugglers,
which in turn provoked retaliation by the Spaniards. The
Anglo-Spanish war of 1739 interrupted the Asiento trade;
although the contract was renewed for another four years at the
Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748 the British relinquished the
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Asiento in 1750 on payment by the Spanish Government of
£100,000. Under the Asiento, the British Company had been
granted facilities at a number of Spanish transatlantic ports,
where it sold many of its slaves and thousands of others landed
for ‘refreshment’. At Buenos Aires the Company owned a
factory, and in 1717 purchased the estate of El Retiro near the
city. This suburban area, still known today as El Retiro de los
Ingleses, was used as a huge slave depét. The South Sea Com-
pany’s slaving activities largely consisted of shipping seasoned
slaves from Jamaica and other West Indian islands, for it
owned no forts on the coast of Africa. These all remained in the
hands of the Royal African Company until the middle of the
eighteenth century. After the Royal African Company’s disso-
lution in the years 1750 to 1752 the coastal forts and castles
were kept up by a committee of English merchants dependent
on Government subsidics.

Chartered in 1672, the Royal African Company was heir to
its predecessor, the Company of Royal Adventurers of England
Trading to Africa. This by-product of the Restoration of Charles
the Second had been created in the year 1663, under the
patronage of the King’s brother, James, Duke of York, later
King James the Second. Hardly had the Company been formed,
when the Dutch Admiral de Ruyter sct sail for Africa, capturing
every English factory and stronghold with the exception of Cape
Coast Castle, which had excellent defences, and where the
African townspeople showed an aggressive loyalty to its owners.
The news of how the English had been, in Samuel Pepys’
words, ‘beaten to dirt at Guinea’ provoked the Royal Company
to appcal to Charles the Second for support. The result was the
outbreak, in 1665, of the Second Anglo-Dutch War — a conflict
popularly interpreted as a war for the West African trading
stations. In fact, at the war’s end in 1667, Cape Coast Castle
alone remained in English hands. By the peace treaty signed at
Breda in 1667 the Dutch kept the forts and factories they had
conquered, and, for a short time, controlled the trade in slaves;
but the English soon began to establish new forts along the
coast, and they reconstructed Cape Coast Castle on a large and
important scale. In 1672 the Royal African Company was
chartered and, in rcturn for a trade monopoly, undertook to
keep up the Castle and the forts. The Company’s objectives in
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Africa were dual: the import into England of such local pro-
ducts as gold, ivory and dye-wood, and the export to the West
Indian plantations of Negroes as slaves. In spite of royal
patronage and rich shareholders, the finances of the organiza-
tion were always strained ; it has been estimated that to make a
decent profit one hundred thousand pounds’ worth of English
goods would have had to be shipped to West Africa annually,
but this total value was never fully reached. The upkeep of the
African forts was a major item of expenditure, and helped to
push the Royal African Company further and further into debt.

Expensive though they proved to the Company, these forti-
fied trading stations on the rim of Africa were never manned on
a lavish scale. Thus, in the year 1676, the establishment agreed
upon for Cape Coast Castle consisted of sixty-one white men —
the Agent-General and his council, five young factors, one
officer, two sergeants, a surgeon, a chaplain and forty-seven
soldiers — assisted by some thirty ‘castle-slaves’. At Accra there
were only seven Europeans and four slaves, and at Commenda a
chief factor, a second-in-command, three soldiers and four
slaves. As the trade expanded and more factories were set up,
the complement of Europeans naturally increased also, until
the Company’s establishment reached a peak aggregate of ‘well
over three hundred white men besides castle-slaves’. Not in
themselves especially memorable, these figures form all the
same an interesting contrast to those of the number of African
captives the Company delivered annually to the West Indies.
In the early sixteen-eighties, for instance, when the Company’s
manpower was minimal, this handful of white officials con-
trived to have transported to the Caribbean colonies an average
of five thousand Negro human beings a year. Not all these white
employees of the Royal African Company were Englishmen;
Irish, Dutch, French and Portuguese were indiscriminately
recruited to replace English officials and soldiers who had died
at their posts. These frequent deaths give to the surviving memo
books of the coastal forts the funereal quality of a dirge.

IV

Massive yet inchoate, the Royal African Company’s castle at
Cape Coast forms a rather tumbledown contrast to the brisk
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clegance and order of the old Portuguese and Dutch head-
quarters at Elmina, eight miles west along the coast. Rendered
impregnable from the sea by the smooth black rocks on which
it stands and over which the breakers toss and thunder, the
castle has a small landing beach below its eastern flank. From
the town side it was entered by a high gateway, now as always
undefended by drawbridge or ditch. The leading authority on
the coastal castles and trade forts, Professor A. W. Lawrence,
has characterized the modern condition of Cape Coast Castle as
archaeologically ‘disgusting’ — and it does indeed require im-
agination to visualize the castle in its prime, for nineteenth-
century alterations and accretions (including a clutter of shoddy
lean-tos which shelter an overspill from the population of the
town) scar the walls of the vast paved inner court, which,
irregular in shape, slopes towards the sea.

The Company’s foreign guests of long ago would comment
on the ‘slovenliness’ of the English officials at Cape Coast, and
on their regard for ‘nothing so much as enriching themselves at
the expense of their masters’. An isolated outpost above the
castle, named Fort Royal, and intended to protect it from land-
ward attack, had, by 1699, been so neglected for years that it
looked ‘more like a desolate country cottage than a fortress ; its
shattered walls being mended with clay, and its house within
covered with reeds, as those of the negroes’. Six pieces of enemy
cannon on this hilltop could have reduced the great castle to
rubble, and it was not until ‘some well meaning officer’ des-
cribed to the London committee of the Royal African Company
Fort Royal’s derelict state that orders were given to rebuild it.
Bosman was shown the scale model for the little fortress, and
also saw builders actually at work upon the hill: ‘I dare engage
when it is finished the English may safely depend on it’ he
noted ; ‘but the building advances so slowly that Heaven knows
when that will be.” All the same, foreigners were struck by the
size and strength of Cape Coast Castle itself in its pristine state —
by the lofty living quarters lined with brick, the arcaded out-
door balcony to which ‘handsome staircases’ gave access from
the court, by the ‘stately’ central hall, the comfortable apart-
ments for the Agent-General and his factors, the counting
houses, store-rooms and shops. Equally impressive were the
vaulted slave-dungeons, hewn from the heart of the rock, and
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capable of containing one thousand slaves at a time: ‘the
keeping of slaves thus underground’ noted a French seventeenth-
century observer ‘is a good security to the garrison against any
insurrection’. These dark, capacious caverns, dim prisons that
reck of bat-droppings and decay, curiously combine the musty
with the damp. That they were situated underground secms to
make them symbolic as well as secure, for here lay coiled the
sad and sunless roots of the prosperity for which the Company’s
officials strove in their chambers and their offices above. As you
emerge from them back into the bubbling heat of the paved
courtyard the African sun and even the African rain seem
welcome.

As a respite from the sun-scorched Castle yards and battle-
ments, successive Agents of the Royal African Company
planted private gardens, constantly extended and fresh with
groves of orange-trees, lemon-trees and limes. Criss-crossed by
long, trim walks and policies, these gardens stretched northward
of the castle, not far from the sca-shore, into an area now
covered by a part of Cape Coast town. The sea-winds made the
gardens airy, and in a little summer-house amidst them al_fresco
dinner parties would be held. Adjacent to these pleasure-
gardens lay the burial-ground, crude with its perennial, lumpy
harvest : the crimson earth-mounds of new graves.

If we take the entries in the castle ‘writer’s’ records for any
single year — January 1703 to January 1704, for instance, when
Sir Dalby Thomas was Agent-General for the Royal African
Company — we get some idea of the sense of mortality pervading
life within the castle walls: ‘died, Mr Richard Woosley, factor
.. . died John Gonsalvo, a soldier . . . died John Smith, gun-
smith . . . died Mr Alexander Nicols, factor’, runs the record for
the comparatively healthy six weeks, late January to late
February 1703. In the first week of May a soldier named
Anthony Guilding, James Walkden, a cook, and Mr Parsons, a
Company writer, all died. For the remainder of May four
further deaths are recorded — those of John Wilkie, a barber,
William Pack, a soldier, John Ancketill; factor, John Hunt,
surgeon’s mate. Summer deaths began with that of a young
Company apprentice, Thomas Watts, and continued with those
of seven soldiers — Leonard Rademaker, Richard Walkden,
Thomas Crawfourd, Thomas Evans, Francis Fry, William
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Rouse, Robert Adamson — as well as with the death of Mr
Murray, the Company factor from Dixcove. In September a
Dutch soldier, Cornelius Decker, found dead, was thought to be
a suicide; another Company apprentice and a Welsh soldier
named Evans were buried a week later. In November there
were eight deaths — four soldiers, another apprentice, a car-
penter, the Scottish barber’s widow, Mrs Wilkie. There were
three more before the end of the year. Since the factories down
the coast seldom or never had a medical attendant, invalid
Europeans were sent by canoe to Cape Coast to recover or to
die: ‘John George Rine, soldier, came from Dixcove for his
health.” Health, we may think, was not so easy a commodity
to come by at Cape Coast.

As we have seen, European officials on the coast died young,
thus clearing the way for the promotion of underlings. This was
particularly true of the red-coats (the European soldiers in the
Company’s pay), and presumably of the gromettos or freeborn
Negro soldiers who supplemented the regular garrison, had
their own scarlet uniforms and their own officers, and were like-
wise on the Royal African Company’s payroll. Whereas the
Company’s agent, his immediate entourage, and the military
officers under him ate good provisions sent out from Europe, or
purchased from passing ships, or presented by attentive African
traders, the soldiers lived on fish and scrawny fowls. Their
superiors obtained good poultry, well-salted meat, gammon,
tongue, fine flour, olive oil, preserves, fruit, pickles, French
wines and Madeira, old brandy and, in their frequent need, the
best available medicines and restoratives. The soldiers, labourers
and canoemen, who worked long hours in all kinds of filthy
weather, had no other real resource in sickness or in health than
palm-wine, brandy and rum punch  in serious illness they were
at the mercy of amateur surgeons, who doled out ‘wretched
medicines’. These soldiers were, naturally, men without educa-
tion and without aim in life, often the riff-raff of the coast who
had drifted into the Company’s service to replace the dead.

Alcoholism reigned at all levels of the Cape Coast hierarchy,
the factors and officers providing bowls of punch for themselves
and their guests on any and every occasion. The English
officers and men who managed to clude death looked yellowish
and prematurely wizened. At night the drunken soldiers would
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fling themselves down to sleep in the open air, wearing nothing
but a shirt. Nobody took heed of the strange unwelcome advice
of foreigners like the Frenchman Barbot, who had an elementary
medical knowledge and warned ‘some of the principal men’ at
Cape Coast of the unwisdom of their ways: ‘nothing is more
pernicious to the constitution of Europeans than to lie in the
open air . . . Thinking thus to cool, but, on the contrary, they
murder themselves’. Barbot considered that his own good
health was in part due to the fact that he kept his bed ‘as warm
as I could well bear it’, and that beneath his clothes he wore a
dressed hare’s skin next his belly. To this stuffy prophylactic
Barbot attributed his immunity to the fevers, fluxes, cholics,
worms and dropsies which riddled the inmates of the English
forts. He wore his hare’s skin for two solid years together and
declared that this measure kept his stomach ‘in a good dis-
position, and helped digestion very much; though I must own
it was sometimes, and especially in the excessive hot nights, very
troublesome and occasioned much sweating’. Although a
Huguenot refugee in English employ, Barbot, like his Dutch
contemporary Bosman, found a distinct source of Schadenfreude
in his belief that Englishmen on the coast of Africa were even
more careless of their health than the men of other nations. He
criticized the English soldiery for expending too much money
and energy on the local African women, ‘whose natural hot and
lewd temper soon wastes their bodies, and consumes what little
substance they have’. He asserted — quite probably with truth —
that English officials had five or six Negro mistresses apiece, and
also that Agents-General made money on the side by selling
brandy and rum to the soldiers of the garrison, penalizing those
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