Olaudah Equiano on Slavery (1789)16
Of the estimated 7.7 million Africans transported to the New World between 1492 and
1820, over half arrived between 1700 and 1800. The Atlantic slave trade was a vital part of
world commerce. Every European empire utilized slave labor and battled for control of this
profitable trade. Most slaves brought to the New World were destined for the Caribbean or
Brazil. But the 278,000 who landed in Britain’s mainland colonies between 1700 and 1775 made
up nearly half of all newcomers during those years. They far outnumbered migrants from the
British Isles or any part of Europe. Although concentrated in the Chesapeake and areas further
south, slavery existed in every colony of British North America. A series of triangular trading
routes crisscrossed the Atlantic, carrying British goods to Africa and the colonies, colonial
slave-grown products like tobacco, sugar, and rice to Europe, and slaves from Africa to the New
World.
The era’s most popular account of the slave experience was written by Olaudah Equiano,
the son of a West African village chief, kidnapped by slave traders in the 1750s. In the passages
that follow, Equiano describes his capture, encounter with other African peoples with whom he
had no previous contact, passage to the New World, and sale in the West Indies. As he notes,
slavery existed in Africa. But it was a household institution, far different from the plantation
slavery of the Western Hemisphere. Equiano went on to purchase his freedom. He wrote the
book to persuade readers of the evil of slavery. How, he asked, could Christians justify the
institution? His life underscored the greatest contradiction in the history of the eighteenth
century – the simultaneous expansion of freedom and slavery.
My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous family, of which seven lived to grow up,
including myself and a sister, who was the only daughter. As I was the youngest of the sons, I
became, of course, the greatest favourite with my mother, and was always with her; and she used
to take particular pains to form my mind. I was trained up from my earliest years in the art of
war; my daily exercise was shooting and throwing javelins; and my mother adorned me with
emblems, after the manner of our greatest warriors. In this way I grew up till I was turned the age
of eleven, when an end was put to my happiness in the following manner: – Generally when the
grown people in the neighbourhood were gone far in the fields to labour, the children assembled
together in some of the neighbours’ premises to play; and commonly some of us used to get up a
tree to look out for any assailant, or kidnapper, that might come upon us; for they sometimes
took those opportunities of our parents’ absence to attack and carry off as many as they could
seize. One day, as I was watching at the top of a tree in our yard, I saw one of those people come
into the yard of our next neighbour but one, to kidnap, there being many stout young people in it.
Immediately on this I gave the alarm of the rogue, and he was surrounded by the stoutest of
them, who entangled him with cords, so that he could not escape till some of the grown people
came and secured him. But alas! ere long it was my fate to be thus attacked, and to be carried off,
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when none of the grown people were nigh. One day, when all our people were gone out to their
works as usual, and only I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two men and a woman
got over our walls, and in a moment seized us both, and, without giving us time to cry out, or
make resistance, they stopped our mouths, and ran off with us into the nearest wood. Here they
tied our hands, and continued to carry us as far as they could, till night came on, when we
reached a small house, where the robbers halted for refreshment, and spent the night. We were
then unbound, but were unable to take any food; and, being quite overpowered by fatigue and
grief, our only relief was some sleep, which allayed our misfortune for a short time. The next
morning we left the house, and continued travelling all the day…
Θ
Thus I continued to travel, sometimes by land, sometimes by water, through different
countries and various nations, till, at the end of six or seven months after I had been kidnapped, I
arrived at the sea coast. It would be tedious and uninteresting to relate all the incidents which
befell me during this journey, and which I have not yet forgotten; of the various hands I passed
through, and the manners and customs of all the different people among whom I lived: I shall
therefore only observe, that in all the places where I was the soil was exceedingly rich; the
pomkins, eadas, plantains, yams, &c. &c. were in great abundance, and of incredible size. There
were also vast quantities of different gums, though not used for any purpose; and every where a
great deal of tobacco. The cotton even grew quite wild; and there was plenty of red-wood. I saw
no mechanics whatever in all the way, except such as I have mentioned. The chief employment
in all these countries was agriculture, and both the males and females, as with us, were brought
up to it, and trained in the arts of war.
The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and a slave
ship, which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filled me with
astonishment, which was soon converted into terror when I was carried on board. I was
immediately handled and tossed up to see if I were sound by some of the crew; and I was now
persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their
complexions too differing so much from ours, their long hair, and the language they spoke,
(which was very different from any I had ever heard) united to confirm me in this belief. Indeed
such were the horrors of my views and fears at the moment, that, if ten thousand worlds had been
my own, I would have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my condition with that of
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the meanest slave in my own country. When I looked round the ship too and saw a large furnace
or copper boiling, and a multitude of black people of every description chained together, every
one of their countenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and,
quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and fainted. When I
recovered a little I found some black people about me, who I believed were some of those who
brought me on board, and had been receiving their pay; they talked to me in order to cheer me,
but all in vain. I asked them if we were not to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks,
red faces, and loose hair. They told me I was not; and one of the crew brought me a small portion
of spirituous liquor in a wine glass; but, being afraid of him, I would not take it out of his hand…
Θ
At last we came in sight of the island of Barbadoes, at which the whites on board gave a
great shout, and made many signs of joy to us. We did not know what to think of this; but as the
vessel drew nearer we plainly saw the harbour, and other ships of different kinds and sizes; and
we soon anchored amongst them off Bridge Town. Many merchants and planters now came on
board, though it was in the evening. They put us in separate parcels, and examined us attentively.
They also made us jump, and pointed to the land, signifying we were to go there. We thought by
this we should be eaten by these ugly men, as they appeared to us; and, when soon after we were
all put down under the deck again, there was much dread and trembling among us, and nothing
but bitter cries to be heard all the night from these apprehensions, insomuch that at last the white
people got some old slaves from the land to pacify us. They told us we were not to be eaten, but
to work, and were soon to go on land, where we should see many of our country people. This
report eased us much; and sure enough, soon after we were landed, there came to us Africans of
all languages. We were conducted immediately to the merchant’s yard, where we were all pent
up together like so many sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age. As every object was new
to me every thing I saw filled me with surprise. What struck me first was that the houses were
built with stories, and in every other respect different from those in Africa: but I was still more
astonished on seeing people on horseback. I did not know what this could mean; and indeed I
thought these people were full of nothing but magical arts…
Θ
We were not many days in the merchant's custody before we were sold after their usual manner,
which is this:– On a signal given, (as the beat of a drum) the buyers rush at once into the yard
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where the slaves are confined, and make choice of that parcel they like best. The noise and
clamour with which this is attended, and the eagerness visible in the countenances of the buyers,
serve not a little to increase the apprehensions of the terrified Africans, who may well be
supposed to consider them as the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves
devoted. In this manner, without scruple, are relations and friends separated, most of them never
to see each other again. I remember in the vessel in which I was brought over, in the men’s
apartment, there were several brothers, who, in the sale, were sold in different lots; and it was
very moving on this occasion to see and hear their cries at parting. O, ye nominal Christians!
might not an African ask you, learned you this from your God, who says unto you, Do unto all
men as you would men should do unto you? Is it not enough that we are torn from our country
and friends to toil for your luxury and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be likewise
sacrificed to your avarice? Are the dearest friends and relations, now rendered more dear by their
separation from their kindred, still to be parted from each other, and thus prevented from
cheering the gloom of slavery with the small comfort of being together and mingling their
sufferings and sorrows? Why are parents to lose their children, brothers their sisters, or husbands
their wives? Surely this is a new refinement in cruelty, which, while it has no advantage to atone
for it, thus aggravates distress, and adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery.
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