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Central Historical Question: 
What does Olaudah Equiano’s Narrative and prints tell us about the Middle Passage? 


Olaudah Equiano (c. 1745–1796) was one of the most prominent Africans in the British movement to abolish the slave trade. Despite his enslavement as a young man, he purchased his freedom and worked as a seaman, merchant, and explorer in South America, the Caribbean, the Arctic, the American colonies, and the United Kingdom He published his autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789), which depicted the horrors of slavery. His autobiography helped British lawmakers abolish the slave trade through the Slave Trade Act of 1807.


The Transatlantic Slave Trade 

As the numbers of Native Americans in the Americas declined, the Spanish and Portuguese turned to Africa for slaves. By the late 1500s, in the West Indies and the cities of Latin America, slaves surpassed the white population.

On much of the American continent dominated by Spain, slavery declined during the late seventeenth century. It continued to prosper, however, in Brazil and the Caribbean. Later, starting with the importation of slaves to Jamestown in 1619, slavery became a fundamental institution in British North America.
[image: ]
One of the forces that led to the spread of slavery in Brazil and the West indies was the cultivation of sugar. Only slave labor could provide enough workers for the sugar plantations. As the production of sugar expanded, so did the demand for slaves.

The social and economic influence of plantation slavery also touched West Africa, Europe, and New England. It persisted from the sixteenth century through the second half of the nineteenth century. Every society in which it existed still contends with its effects.

The first stage of the Triangular Trade involved taking manufactured goods from Europe to Africa: cloth, spirit, tobacco, beads, cowrie shells, metal goods, and guns. The guns were used to help expand empires and obtain more slaves (until they were finally used against European colonizers). These goods were exchanged for African slaves.

The Africans were transported across the Atlantic Ocean and sold in the West Indies. Merchants then bought sugar, coffee, and tobacco in the West Indies and sailed back to Europe with these products.

 Merchants carried rum and other goods from the New England colonies to Africa on another triangular route. There they exchanged their merchandise for Africans. The traders then transported the Africans to the West Indies and sold them for sugar and molasses. They then sold these goods to rum producers in New England.

	
1. What goods were being traded in the triangle trade? 

2. From where were people kidnapped? 




Equiano’s Capture in West Africa

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. They 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 traveling all day. For a long time we had kept the woods … At length, after many days traveling, during which I had often changed masters ... Although it was a great many days journey from my father's house, these people spoke the same language as us.

[image: ]
Men linked by forked logs, children and women attached by chains or ropes, with their African guards armed with guns. The caption reads: "Gang of Captives met at Mbame's on their way to Tette." The scene was witnessed in July 1861. Mbame was a village chief, friendly to Livingstone. Tette/Tete, a village (now a town) on the Zambezi River, located in present-day Western Mozambique, was the last Portuguese outpost on the Zambezi. This image was published in Harper's New Monthly Magazine (vol. 32 [Dec. 1865-May 1866], p. 719). Accessed from Slavery Images on October 5, 2018. 


	3. In the image above, who’s kidnapping slaves and selling them to the Europeans? How can you tell?




Equiano arrives at the Sea Coast
 
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 ... 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. When I looked around 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 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.[image: ]


“The daily markets featured all sorts of European and African commodities. Near the European compounds was a square shaded by tall trees where the English, French, Dutch, and Portuguese directors, merchants, and sea captains sat and transacted daily business, much like a European mercantile exchange" (Robert Harms, The Diligent [Basic Books, 2002], p. 156). Savi, the predecessor of the town of Whydah (Ouidah), was the capital of the Hueda Kingdom, c. 1670-1727. Accessed from Slavery Images on October 5, 2018. 



	

4. What were Equiano’s impressions of the Europeans? Why do you think he thought this about them?





Equiano’s Journey across the Atlantic: The “Middle Passage”

The stench of the hold, while we were on the coast, was so intolerably loathsome that it was dangerous to remain there for any time, and some of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the fresh air; but now that the whole ship's cargo was confined together, it became pestilential. The closeness of the place, and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations so that the air soon became unfit for respiration from a variety of loathsome smells and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died, thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling of the chains, now become insupportable, and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the whole scene of horror almost inconceivable. … One day, they took many fishes. When they had killed and satisfied themselves with as many as they thought fit, to our astonishment who were on the deck, rather than give any of them to us to eat as we expected, they tossed the remaining fish into the sea again. However, in vain, we begged and prayed for some as well as we could. Being pressed by hunger, some of my countrymen took an opportunity to try to get a little when they thought no one saw them. Still, they were discovered, and the attempt procured some very severe floggings.


	5. Explain the “middle passage”, and write five adjectives (words or phrases) that describe the experience on the slave ships.
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"Plan and Sections of a Slave Ship," this detailed and famous drawing shows cross-sections of the ship," and how Africans were stowed in the holds. The inset drawing depicts a revolt aboard a slave ship, showing the crew shooting insurrectionists. Wadstrom includes a very lengthy and detailed description of the Brookes. This was first published in 1789, the "proprieters [of the engraving] favoured him with the original plate." The Brookes carried 609 slaves (351 men, 127, women, 90 boys, and 41 girls) crammed into its decks. Accessed from Slavery Images on October 5, 2018. 
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On the left: "Marche d'esclaves" (slave market); engraving made from author's description. Scenes depicted (our translations), top,1) Negroes for sale in a public market; 2) Negro slaves examined before being purchased; 3) an Englishman licking a Negro's chin to ascertain his age and to determine from the taste of his sweat if he is sick; 4) Negro slave with the brand of slavery on his arm. Bottom: 5) slave ship lying in the harbor waiting for the trading to be completed; 6) chaloupe loaded with newly purchased slaves transporting them to the ship; 7) Negroes on shore wailing and crying at the sight of their loved ones and friends being sent away. Accessed from Slavery Images on October 5, 2018. 

Equiano’s Sale in Slave Auction in the Caribbean

At last, we came in sight of the island of Barbados, 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 harbor, 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 that we should be eaten by these ugly men ... 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’s people.

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 where the slaves are confined, and make a choice of that parcel they like best. The noise and clamor 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 ... Why are parents to lose their children, brothers, 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.



	6. What happened to slaves when they arrived in the Caribbean?

7.  What product did Europeans need slave labor to produce, look back at page one, “Background on the Transatlantic Slave Trade”? Why did they not use the native population for this labor?





	[bookmark: _f676qn4kkj8o]Write a Short Response
What does Olaudah Equiano’s Narrative and prints from the time period tell us about the Middle Passage? 

Write a short response to the question above using at least two pieces of evidence (“quotes”) from the sources above. Be sure to include a claim and analysis of the sources you decide to use. 


Breakdown of Short Response Paragraph
I. Claim - “Olaudah Equiano’s Narrative and prints from the time period tell us ________ about the Middle Passage.”
II. Evidence - Quote # 1:  
III. Analysis
IV. Evidence - Quote # 2
V. Analysis 
VI. Conclusion 
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GANG OF CAPTIVES MET AT MBAME'S ON THEIR WAY TO TETTE.
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