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    Across oceans and markets, a single voice contends with a world that tries to turn human lives into cargo. Olaudah Equiano’s autobiography—best known by its original title, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African—stands at the nexus of testimony and history, where personal memory confronts the machinery of the transatlantic slave trade. First published in London in 1789, the book offers a meticulously crafted account shaped to persuade as well as to record. It invites readers into the lived textures of an era, while refusing to let the moral implications of that era pass unnoticed.

Equiano, an African writer, sailor, and abolitionist, brings to the page a life marked by forced displacement, wide travel, and determined self-fashioning. He wrote and issued his Narrative by subscription, engaging a broad British and Irish readership and addressing both sympathetic and skeptical audiences. The two-volume work mingles genres: it is at once a life story, a travel narrative, a spiritual reflection, and a political argument. Its clarity of purpose is matched by an attention to everyday detail, making the book a carefully balanced blend of immediacy and considered rhetoric, designed to move hearts and sharpen public judgment.

The period of composition was charged with debate about empire, commerce, and human rights. In the late eighteenth century, Britain’s maritime power and commercial networks bound continents together, often through violence and coerced labor. At the same time, antislavery activism grew, as petitions, pamphlets, and eyewitness accounts circulated through a print culture hungry for testimony. Equiano’s Narrative entered this ferment as a timely intervention. It did not merely describe the Atlantic world; it interpreted it, inviting readers to consider how law, religion, and profit could be used to justify or contest the commodification of human beings.

This book holds classic status because it altered literature’s role in public life, showing how a personal narrative could galvanize political change. Its success was immediate and sustained, appearing in multiple editions during Equiano’s lifetime and reaching audiences across Britain and beyond. The Narrative demonstrates how literary craft—scene-building, strategic address to readers, measured pacing—can harness moral urgency without sacrificing nuance. It provided abolitionists with a credible, engaging voice from within the very system they sought to end, and it offered general readers a compelling story that demanded ethical response rather than passive consumption.

The work’s influence extends well beyond its historical moment. As a foundational text of the slave narrative tradition, it helped shape the conventions later refined by writers such as Frederick Douglass, Mary Prince, and Harriet Jacobs, among others. Its melding of autobiography with travel writing and economic critique provided a template for authors who used lived experience as an instrument of reform. The Narrative also informed broader traditions of Atlantic literature, maritime writing, and spiritual autobiography, demonstrating that a single life, honestly examined and artfully presented, can illuminate global systems and their human consequences.

At its core, the book presents the story of a child’s early life in a West African community he calls Eboe, the shock of capture, and the brutal dislocations that follow. From this initial rupture, Equiano traces movements through ships, ports, and households, observing how identity is tested and remade under pressure. He learns languages of power—literal and figurative—encounters different legal and religious systems, and studies the machinery of trade that binds distant shores. Without anticipating later developments, the Narrative establishes its premise: to follow one person’s passage through the Atlantic world and to make that passage legible to readers far from its scenes.

Equiano’s artistry lies in the way he composes experience into scenes that are both detailed and morally pointed. Maritime episodes carry the cadence of adventure while revealing the disciplined labor and peril of life at sea. Meetings with merchants, sailors, and officials show how everyday interactions are shaped by profit and hierarchy. Reflection intertwines with description, yielding a voice that is frank without sensationalism. The prose often moves from observation to argument, guiding readers to consider not only what happened but what those events mean within a wider system that treats human beings as instruments of commerce.

A major source of the book’s power is its ethical imagination. The Narrative explores personhood against the pressures of commodification, the claims of faith against the practices of exploitation, and the promises of law against their uneven application. It insists on the dignity of cultural difference even as it documents forced assimilation. Equiano’s attention to practical economics—prices, wages, and the logistics of trade—underscores that moral questions are inseparable from material structures. By coupling intimate recollection with structural analysis, the book becomes more than a record of suffering; it becomes an inquiry into how societies define value and consent.

Paratexts and presentation deepen its effect. Equiano’s prefaces and list of subscribers situate the Narrative within the culture of eighteenth-century print, signaling its aspiration to public credibility and broad readership. The very naming on the title page—Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa—marks a history of imposition and self-assertion, turning identity itself into a theme. Throughout, the author addresses readers as participants in judgment, asking them to weigh evidence and to consider the costs of indifference. The book’s careful framing thus models how testimony can be both personal and civic in scope.

The Narrative’s circulation was itself a form of activism. Equiano lectured, sold books, and corresponded widely, collaborating with abolitionists who sought to shift public opinion and policy. The success of his publication provided reformers with persuasive, firsthand testimony at a moment when moral sentiment and political calculation were converging. While the book stands securely as literature, its life in the world—passed from hand to hand, discussed in meetings, reviewed in periodicals—demonstrates how narrative can operate as a civic instrument without ceding artistic complexity.

Reading Equiano today benefits from attention to voice, audience, and genre. The book speaks in a register calibrated for its moment: lucid, courteous, and firm. It borrows from religious discourse, legal reasoning, and travelogue, yet remains unmistakably autobiographical. Modern readers will notice how Equiano anticipates skepticism, marshals facts, and cultivates empathy without resorting to simplification. The Narrative rewards close engagement with its craft as much as with its content, inviting reflection on how memory, documentation, and persuasion interact when the stakes—freedom, dignity, and truth—are not abstract but immediate.

The themes that animate this Narrative remain urgently contemporary. Debates over migration, forced labor, racial justice, and global trade still hinge on whose stories are heard and how evidence is weighed. Equiano’s example affirms that testimony can widen the circle of concern and that literary art can help societies reckon with historical wrongs. By tracing a life across borders and systems, the book asks readers to measure power against conscience and profit against humanity. Its lasting appeal lies in this call: to listen, to learn, and to act with an imagination equal to the facts it so carefully lays before us.
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    The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789) is Equiano’s first-person account tracing his journey from childhood in West Africa to a life shaped by oceanic trade and empire. Written for a British readership under the name Gustavus Vassa, it blends memoir, travel writing, spiritual reflection, and political argument. The book opens with Equiano’s early years in the Igbo-speaking region he calls Eboe, presenting family ties, social customs, and moral codes as he understood them. This portrait establishes a standard of order and belonging against which subsequent upheavals are measured, grounding the narrative in a remembered homeland and formative values.

His childhood is violently interrupted when he and his sister are seized and carried away from their village. The narrative follows their forced movement through inland markets and households before the coast-bound traffic that feeds the Atlantic trade. Equiano observes varied African societies and commercial practices, marking differences and continuities with his own culture. The account emphasizes dislocation, uncertainty, and the transactional nature of captivity, showing how individuals pass through many hands long before reaching European ships. This progression portrays the complexities of regional trade while keeping the focus on the human costs of coercion and separation.

Equiano then recounts the Middle Passage to the Americas, emphasizing confinement, disease, and fear aboard the slave ship. Arrival in West Indian ports leads to sale and relocation within Atlantic plantation societies. He records his first encounters with unfamiliar languages, technologies, punishments, and rhythms of labor, attending both to everyday routines and to spectacles of power. As he is renamed by an owner and taught to follow new rules, the narrative traces how identity is pressured to conform to institutions that deny personhood. Yet it also notes moments of instruction and adaptation that open paths to communication and survival.

Transferred into maritime service under a British officer, Equiano experiences life at sea during wartime. Naval routines, battles, and the cosmopolitan world of ships introduce new skills, dangers, and hierarchies. He learns English more fully, is exposed to Christian instruction, and begins to read, framing literacy as a tool for self-understanding and navigation through authority. The sea becomes both constraint and opportunity: a workplace governed by rigid discipline and a conduit that connects ports, peoples, and ideas. Through these chapters, the book shows how mobility can reshape a captive’s prospects without erasing the precarity created by ownership.

As the narrative moves across Atlantic ports, Equiano is traded again and serves under different masters, each imposing distinct expectations. He acquires practical expertise in seamanship and commerce, using sanctioned petty trade to earn small sums and to build social networks aboard and ashore. These activities suggest strategies of limited self-direction within a coercive system. The book tracks the tension between initiative and dispossession, considering how reputation, trust, and luck affect a person whose status remains legally fragile. Equiano’s observations of free people of African descent further complicate his understanding of possibility, law, and vulnerability in port cities.

Spiritual reflection deepens as Equiano narrates doubts, crises, and a profession of Christian faith. He interprets reversals and rescues in providential terms, measuring personal conduct against scriptural teachings. This religious lens sharpens his ethical critique of slavery, presenting bondage as incompatible with the principles professed by Christian nations. The narrative juxtaposes scenes of cruelty—fraudulent dealings, arbitrary violence, and family separations—with instances of kindness that never negate the structure of domination. By articulating inner transformation alongside material constraint, Equiano crafts a moral argument that links individual conscience to public responsibility.

Equiano’s later chapters describe extensive travel across the Atlantic world, with voyages to the Caribbean and North America and periods in Britain. He recounts storms, shipboard accidents, and commercial ventures, noting how maritime labor ties human fortunes to volatile markets. Encounters with Indigenous peoples, sailors of many nations, and diverse religious communities broaden his comparative lens. These experiences generate reflections on law, race, and citizenship, especially the ambiguity surrounding rights at sea and in colonial jurisdictions. The cumulative portrait is of a man navigating overlapping economies and empires, attentive to the ways policy and prejudice shape everyday life.

Turning from recollection to advocacy, Equiano addresses British readers directly to challenge the Atlantic slave trade. He assembles eyewitness testimony with economic reasoning and religious appeals, arguing that the trade degrades all participants and undermines national virtue. The narrative proposes alternatives grounded in lawful commerce and mutual benefit, insisting that prosperity need not depend on human bondage. Appendices and documentary materials reinforce his credibility and invite scrutiny. By uniting affective narrative with rational deliberation, the book seeks to move conscience and policy, positioning personal experience as evidence in a broader public debate.

The Interesting Narrative quickly reached a wide audience through subscriptions and successive editions, amplifying Equiano’s voice within the rising movement against the slave trade. Its blend of autobiography, travel writing, and moral suasion helped define the English-language slave narrative and set a template for later testimonies. The book’s enduring significance lies in its fusion of lived detail with principled argument, its insistence on the full humanity of Africans, and its interrogation of empire through the eyes of one who crossed it. Without relying on sensational revelation, it advances a lasting claim for dignity, accountability, and reform.
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    Olaudah Equiano’s narrative is set within the mid- to late-eighteenth-century Atlantic world, when the British Empire, maritime commerce, and plantation slavery structured economic and political life. The period from the 1740s to the 1790s saw the entrenchment of chattel slavery in the Caribbean and North America, the expansion of British naval power, and a vibrant but unequal urban culture in port cities such as London, Bristol, Liverpool, and Kingston. Dominant institutions—including the Royal Navy, colonial assemblies, Anglican and dissenting churches, and mercantile houses—regulated mobility, labor, and status. Equiano’s life unfolds across these spaces, and his book registers how imperial systems shaped the experiences of Africans and their descendants.

At the heart of the narrative’s world is the transatlantic slave trade, which forcibly transported millions of Africans between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. British vessels carried a substantial portion—roughly three million—by the time Parliament ended British participation in 1807. The trade linked European finance, African coastal intermediaries, and Caribbean plantation demand for labor, creating a “triangular” circuit of goods and people. Mortality rates during the Middle Passage were high, resistance was persistent, and profits depended on reducing people to commodities. Equiano’s account echoes these facts: his descriptions of confinement, disease, and terror aboard slave ships mirror what historians document from ship logs, surgeons’ journals, and insurance records.

The book opens a window onto West African societies connected to Atlantic commerce. Equiano identified his birthplace as Eboe (commonly associated with Igboland, in present-day southeastern Nigeria), a region integrated into eighteenth-century networks centered on the Bight of Biafra. Here, inland trade routes, political confederacies such as the Aro network, and coastal ports like Bonny and Old Calabar mediated exchanges with European merchants. Raiding, judicial enslavement, and kidnapping fed coastal markets. Scholars have debated Equiano’s birthplace, citing later records that list South Carolina; the controversy underscores how documentation was shaped by Atlantic bureaucracies. Nonetheless, his cultural references align with well-attested Igbo practices and regional trading structures of the era.

Maritime technology and risk management made the traffic possible. By the mid-eighteenth century, improved hull designs, copper sheathing, and navigational instruments such as the sextant, and later the marine chronometer, reduced voyage times and increased reliability. On slaving vessels, decks were modified with barricadoes and gratings to confine captives; surgeons carried basic remedies against scurvy and dysentery, though disease remained rampant. Enslaved people resisted through hunger strikes, revolts, and suicide, prompting captains to adopt brutal controls. Equiano’s depiction of shipboard routines, punishments, and the economics of survival reflects this fusion of technical innovation with systematic coercion—a hallmark of Atlantic capitalism in his age.

The Caribbean plantation complex formed the trade’s economic engine. Islands such as Barbados, Jamaica, Antigua, and Montserrat specialized in sugar, supported by rum distillation and inter-island provisioning. Slave codes enforced racial hierarchy, restricted movement, and sanctioned extreme punishments. Planters relied on credit from British financiers, while metropolitan consumers adopted sugar and rum as everyday staples. Equiano’s accounts of work regimes, market days, and the provisioning trade fit historians’ evidence of plantation labor systems and enslaved people’s strategies to cultivate small plots, trade at Sunday markets, or negotiate limited autonomy within rigidly violent structures.

Legal status varied across the empire, and Equiano’s movements highlight those differences. In England and Wales, slavery lacked positive statutory basis; the Somersett case of 1772 held that an enslaved man could not be forcibly removed from England, signaling limits to masters’ power there. In Scotland, Knight v. Wedderburn (1778) similarly undermined the legality of slavery. Yet colonial laws remained firmly pro-slavery. Late eighteenth-century London hosted a significant Black population—sailors, servants, artisans—whose employment, charity, and residence were precarious. Equiano’s experiences of precarious freedom, threatened re-enslavement, and reliance on patrons reflect this complex and uneven legal landscape.

Warfare shaped Equiano’s world, particularly the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), which transformed imperial balances and expanded the Royal Navy’s reach. British warships required large crews, and Black sailors, both free and enslaved, served in varied roles as mariners, stewards, or artificers. Naval service taught navigation, seamanship, and languages while exposing men to strict discipline, impressment, and battle hazards. Prize-taking offered potential earnings for crews but seldom for enslaved hands. Equiano’s naval episodes correspond to documented patterns of Black maritime labor, showing how imperial war opened routes for mobility and skill acquisition even as it reinforced hierarchies of rank and race.

Atlantic commerce rested on interlocking systems of credit and personal negotiation. Merchants extended advances via bills of exchange; captains traded provisions, textiles, and firearms for captives; planters purchased on credit against future harvests. Enslaved sailors and dockworkers sometimes engaged in petty trade, accumulating small savings. Equiano’s account of bargaining, side ventures, and meticulous record-keeping leading to his purchase of freedom in 1766 aligns with known practices, especially in ports where enslaved people could earn wages or tips. The figure of the Quaker merchant—opposed to the trade in principle by the late eighteenth century yet implicated in Atlantic commerce—captures the era’s moral and economic tensions.

Religion and revivalism provided language and networks for critique. The Evangelical awakening, spread through Anglican reformers, Methodists, and especially Quakers, spurred debates about slavery’s sinfulness and the duties of Christian compassion. Baptism could offer limited protections or social recognition, although it did not guarantee freedom in law. Equiano’s conversion and his use of biblical argumentation reflect how religious discourse energized abolitionist appeals. Sermons, tract societies, and philanthropic associations tied faith to activism, and religious readers responded powerfully to personal testimonies that framed bondage and redemption in spiritual terms familiar to eighteenth-century audiences.

Print culture amplified those voices. London’s expanding book trade, subscription publishing, and provincial newspapers enabled formerly enslaved authors to reach wide audiences. Equiano’s 1789 Narrative, marketed by subscription with the phrase “Written by Himself,” included endorsements vouching for his character and literacy, a common strategy to counter racist skepticism about Black authorship. Public lectures and readings in Britain and Ireland extended the book’s impact. Multiple editions followed rapidly—nine appeared by 1794—showing how the work fit into a transatlantic market for travel writing, spiritual autobiography, and sentimental literature that encouraged readers to identify emotionally with distant suffering.

By the late 1780s, abolitionist networks connected Black activists and white reformers. The Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade formed in 1787, with figures such as Granville Sharp and Thomas Clarkson systematically gathering testimony and mobilizing petitions. Black Britons—including Equiano and Ottobah Cugoano—organized as the Sons of Africa, publishing letters, lobbying Parliament, and speaking publicly. The Zong massacre of 1781, in which more than a hundred enslaved Africans were murdered for insurance claims, was litigated in London in 1783, galvanizing reformers. Equiano helped publicize the atrocity, and his Narrative situates individual experience within this larger evidentiary and moral campaign.

Urban poverty and imperial schemes intersected in the project to found a colony for Black poor people in West Africa. In 1786–1787, British officials and philanthropists organized the resettlement of London’s “Black Poor” to Sierra Leone, envisioning a free trading post that would model lawful commerce and Christian civilization. Equiano briefly served as a commissary for the venture but left amid disputes over management and supplies, reflecting wider frictions between humanitarian ideals and imperial administration. The colony struggled initially; later waves of settlers, including Black Loyalists from Nova Scotia in 1792, stabilized Freetown and made it a symbol of abolitionist aspiration and contradiction.

The American Revolution (1775–1783) reframed discussions of liberty, rights, and empire across the Atlantic. Thousands of enslaved people sought freedom by joining British lines after proclamations offered emancipation to loyal recruits, while others fought with the revolutionaries. After the war, Black Loyalists resettled in Nova Scotia, the Caribbean, and eventually Sierra Leone. Equiano, who traveled widely in North America and the Caribbean before settling in Britain, wrote at a moment when revolutionary rhetoric exposed the inconsistencies of a world proclaiming universal liberty while maintaining slavery. His Narrative engages that tension by invoking rights language and documenting the realities of bondage.

Economic and technological changes intensified demand for enslaved labor. Britain’s consumer revolution popularized tea sweetened with sugar, while rum became a staple commodity. Refining techniques improved yields; large estates invested in mills and boilers to raise output. Simultaneously, innovations in British textiles in the 1760s–1780s increased demand for raw cotton, encouraging further slave-based expansion in the Americas. Liverpool merchants dominated the British slave trade by the later eighteenth century, backed by sophisticated insurance markets and marine underwriting at places like Lloyd’s. Equiano’s critique of the trade’s “moral arithmetic” addresses this entanglement of everyday consumption, industrial growth, and coerced labor.

Events in the French Caribbean raised the stakes after 1789. The Haitian Revolution began in 1791 as enslaved and free people of color in Saint-Domingue challenged colonial rule and slavery, culminating in the creation of Haiti in 1804. The uprising intensified British debates by demonstrating both the power of enslaved resistance and the risks of maintaining a violent system. Although Equiano’s Narrative first appeared before the revolt, its subsequent editions circulated amid news of Haiti, and readers increasingly interpreted his testimony as evidence that slavery was unstable, dangerous, and irreconcilable with the era’s professed ideals of liberty and natural rights.

Legislative change came through mass mobilization. Beginning in 1788–1792, petitions from British towns flooded Parliament; boycotts of slave-grown sugar gained momentum; and abolitionists refined their evidentiary strategies, including diagrams of slave ships. The first parliamentary abolition bill failed, but momentum persisted. Britain abolished its slave trade in 1807, though slavery itself endured in the empire until 1833–1838. Equiano died in 1797, but his Narrative—reissued repeatedly and cited by activists and parliamentarians—contributed to the evidentiary base and moral narrative that made these shifts politically possible.

The book’s material history is integral to its context. Equiano managed subscriptions, cultivated patrons across classes, and traveled extensively to sell copies and speak. His frontispiece portrait, letters of authentication, and detailed account of names, dates, and ships aligned with abolitionists’ strategy of verifiability. At the same time, later archival findings—such as a baptismal record listing South Carolina as his birthplace—have prompted scholarly debate about aspects of his early life. Regardless, the Narrative’s factual scaffolding, corroborated by maritime and colonial records, helped readers view it as both personal memoir and documentary evidence against the slave trade’s legitimacy and practices.
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    Olaudah Equiano (c. 1745–1797), also known as Gustavus Vassa, was a writer, sailor, and leading figure in the British movement to abolish the transatlantic slave trade. His autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789), stands as a foundational text of Black Atlantic literature and a powerful antislavery document. Appearing in the late eighteenth century, his life and work bridged maritime worlds, evangelical reform, and emerging humanitarian politics. Through his first-person testimony, he offered readers both a seafarer’s global perspective and an enslaved person’s moral appeal, helping to reshape public opinion across Britain and beyond.

Equiano’s early life is best known from his own account, in which he described being born in the Eboe (Igbo) region of West Africa, kidnapped in childhood, and forced into the Middle Passage. He presented African customs with ethnographic care and underscored the violence of enslavement. Later researchers have debated his precise birthplace, citing records that point to North America, but the question remains contested. What is undisputed is that he endured enslavement as a boy, passed through Atlantic markets, and began years of labor and seafaring that exposed him to the brutal routines of the eighteenth-century slave system.

While enslaved, Equiano acquired literacy and seamanship, skills that proved essential to his later authorship and independence. He spent periods attached to Royal Navy service during the Seven Years’ War, was baptized in London in 1759, and learned to read and write in English. Sold afterward to a merchant, he was permitted to conduct small-scale trading and saved earnings toward emancipation. In 1766 he purchased his freedom, receiving manumission papers that enabled him to work for wages. His experience across ships and ports—combined with an emerging evangelical faith—furnished him with an education that was practical, cosmopolitan, and morally urgent.

As a free man, Equiano pursued a maritime and commercial career that took him widely through the Atlantic world. He sailed to the Caribbean, North America, and the Mediterranean, and he joined a British expedition toward the North Pole in 1773. Travel broadened his perspective on empire, commerce, and racial hierarchies, and it confirmed his commitment to antislavery reform. In London he engaged with a growing network of reformers and philanthropists. He also supported early efforts to establish a settlement for free Black people in Sierra Leone, though disagreements over conduct and governance limited his direct role in those projects.

Equiano’s advocacy extended beyond private networks into public debate. He spoke at gatherings, wrote letters to newspapers and officials, and collaborated with prominent abolitionists. He relayed information about atrocities, including the killing of enslaved Africans aboard the Zong, bringing details to reformers who pursued legal action and publicity. Active among Black abolitionists in London—often described as the Sons of Africa—he emphasized Christian ethics, economic reason, and personal testimony. His religious convictions, shaped by evangelical Protestantism, informed a rhetoric that sought to win hearts and minds while appealing to Britain’s legal traditions and commercial self-interest.

The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano (1789) was the centerpiece of his career. Published by subscription, it blended spiritual autobiography, travel writing, captivity narrative, and political tract. Equiano recounted his enslavement, seafaring adventures, pursuit of liberty, and conversion, while indicting the slave trade’s cruelty and arguing for its abolition. The book reached a wide audience and went through multiple editions during the 1790s. Equiano toured Britain and Ireland promoting it, using readings and lectures to raise funds and mobilize sentiment. The Narrative became a key text for campaigners who petitioned Parliament to end the trade.

In his final years, Equiano continued to speak and write in support of reform, though he did not live to see the British abolition of the slave trade in 1807. He died in 1797. His legacy endures as a touchstone for studies of slavery, autobiography, and eighteenth-century print culture. The Narrative remains widely assigned in classrooms and central to discussions of the Black Atlantic and human rights. Scholarly debates over biographical details have sharpened, rather than diminished, recognition of his artistry and activism. Equiano’s voice—at once experiential, reflective, and strategic—continues to inform contemporary conversations about freedom and justice.
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  Behold, God is my salvation; I will trust and not be

  afraid, for the Lord Jehovah is my strength and my

  song; he also is become my salvation.

  And in that shall ye say, Praise the Lord, call upon his

  name, declare his doings among the people. Isaiah xii. 2, 4.



  
    To the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and

    the Commons of the Parliament

    of Great Britain.


    My Lords and Gentlemen,


    Permit me, with the greatest deference and respect, to lay at your feet the following genuine Narrative; the chief design of which is to excite in your august assemblies a sense of compassion for the miseries which the Slave-Trade has entailed on my unfortunate countrymen. By the horrors of that trade was I first torn away from all the tender connexions that were naturally dear to my heart; but these, through the mysterious ways of Providence, I ought to regard as infinitely more than compensated by the introduction I have thence obtained to the knowledge of the Christian religion, and of a nation which, by its liberal sentiments, its humanity, the glorious freedom of its government, and its proficiency in arts and sciences, has exalted the dignity of human nature.


    I am sensible I ought to entreat your pardon for addressing to you a work so wholly devoid of literary merit; but, as the production of an unlettered African, who is actuated by the hope of becoming an instrument towards the relief of his suffering countrymen, I trust that such a man, pleading in such a cause, will be acquitted of boldness and presumption.


    May the God of heaven inspire your hearts with peculiar benevolence on that important day when the question of Abolition is to be discussed, when thousands, in consequence of your Determination, are to look for Happiness or Misery!


    I am,

    My Lords and Gentlemen,

    Your most obedient,

    And devoted humble servant,

    Olaudah Equiano,

    or

    Gustavus Vassa.

    



    Union-Street, Mary-le-bone,

    March 24, 1789.
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I believe it is difficult for those who publish their own memoirs to escape the imputation of vanity; nor is this the only disadvantage under which they labour: it is also their misfortune, that what is uncommon is rarely, if ever, believed, and what is obvious we are apt to turn from with disgust, and to charge the writer with impertinence. People generally think those memoirs only worthy to be read or remembered which abound in great or striking events, those, in short, which in a high degree excite either admiration or pity: all others they consign to contempt and oblivion. It is therefore, I confess, not a little hazardous in a private and obscure individual, and a stranger too, thus to solicit the indulgent attention of the public; especially when I own I offer here the history of neither a saint, a hero, nor a tyrant. I believe there are few events in my life, which have not happened to many: it is true the incidents of it are numerous; and, did I consider myself an European, I might say my sufferings were great: but when I compare my lot with that of most of my countrymen, I regard myself as a particular favourite of Heaven, and acknowledge the mercies of Providence in every occurrence of my life. If then the following narrative does not appear sufficiently interesting to engage general attention, let my motive be some excuse for its publication. I am not so foolishly vain as to expect from it either immortality or literary reputation. If it affords any satisfaction to my numerous friends, at whose request it has been written, or in the smallest degree promotes the interests of humanity, the ends for which it was undertaken will be fully attained, and every wish of my heart gratified. Let it therefore be remembered, that, in wishing to avoid censure, I do not aspire to praise.

That part of Africa, known by the name of Guinea[2], to which the trade for slaves is carried on, extends along the coast above 3400 miles, from the Senegal to Angola, and includes a variety of kingdoms. Of these the most considerable is the kingdom of Benen, both as to extent and wealth, the richness and cultivation of the soil, the power of its king, and the number and warlike disposition of the inhabitants. It is situated nearly under the line, and extends along the coast about 170 miles, but runs back into the interior part of Africa to a distance hitherto I believe unexplored by any traveller; and seems only terminated at length by the empire of Abyssinia, near 1500 miles from its beginning. This kingdom is divided into many provinces or districts: in one of the most remote and fertile of which, called Eboe, I was born, in the year 1745, in a charming fruitful vale, named Essaka. The distance of this province from the capital of Benin and the sea coast must be very considerable; for I had never heard of white men or Europeans, nor of the sea: and our subjection to the king of Benin was little more than nominal; for every transaction of the government, as far as my slender observation extended, was conducted by the chiefs or elders of the place. The manners and government of a people who have little commerce with other countries are generally very simple; and the history of what passes in one family or village may serve as a specimen of a nation. My father was one of those elders or chiefs I have spoken of, and was styled Embrenche; a term, as I remember, importing the highest distinction, and signifying in our language a mark of grandeur. This mark is conferred on the person entitled to it, by cutting the skin across at the top of the forehead, and drawing it down to the eye-brows; and while it is in this situation applying a warm hand, and rubbing it until it shrinks up into a thick weal across the lower part of the forehead. Most of the judges and senators were thus marked; my father had long born it: I had seen it conferred on one of my brothers, and I was also destined to receive it by my parents. Those Embrence, or chief men, decided disputes and punished crimes; for which purpose they always assembled together. The proceedings were generally short; and in most cases the law of retaliation prevailed. I remember a man was brought before my father, and the other judges, for kidnapping a boy; and, although he was the son of a chief or senator, he was condemned to make recompense by a man or woman slave. Adultery, however, was sometimes punished with slavery or death; a punishment which I believe is inflicted on it throughout most of the nations of Africa1: so sacred among them is the honour of the marriage bed, and so jealous are they of the fidelity of their wives. Of this I recollect an instance:—a woman was convicted before the judges of adultery, and delivered over, as the custom was, to her husband to be punished. Accordingly he determined to put her to death: but it being found, just before her execution, that she had an infant at her breast; and no woman being prevailed on to perform the part of a nurse, she was spared on account of the child. The men, however, do not preserve the same constancy to their wives, which they expect from them; for they indulge in a plurality, though seldom in more than two. Their mode of marriage is thus:—both parties are usually betrothed when young by their parents, (though I have known the males to betroth themselves). On this occasion a feast is prepared, and the bride and bridegroom stand up in the midst of all their friends, who are assembled for the purpose, while he declares she is thenceforth to be looked upon as his wife, and that no other person is to pay any addresses to her. This is also immediately proclaimed in the vicinity, on which the bride retires from the assembly. Some time after she is brought home to her husband, and then another feast is made, to which the relations of both parties are invited: her parents then deliver her to the bridegroom, accompanied with a number of blessings, and at the same time they tie round her waist a cotton string of the thickness of a goose-quill, which none but married women are permitted to wear: she is now considered as completely his wife; and at this time the dowry is given to the new married pair, which generally consists of portions of land, slaves, and cattle, household goods, and implements of husbandry. These are offered by the friends of both parties; besides which the parents of the bridegroom present gifts to those of the bride, whose property she is looked upon before marriage; but after it she is esteemed the sole property of her husband. The ceremony being now ended the festival begins, which is celebrated with bonefires, and loud acclamations of joy, accompanied with music and dancing.

We are almost a nation of dancers, musicians, and poets[1q]. 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. The assembly is separated into four divisions, which dance either apart or in succession, and each with a character peculiar to itself. The first division contains the married men, who in their dances frequently exhibit feats of arms, and the representation of a battle. To these succeed the married women, who dance in the second division. The young men occupy the third; and the maidens the fourth. Each represents some interesting scene of real life, such as a great achievement, domestic employment, a pathetic story, or some rural sport; and as the subject is generally founded on some recent event, it is therefore ever new. This gives our dances a spirit and variety which I have scarcely seen elsewhere2. We have many musical instruments, particularly drums of different kinds, a piece of music which resembles a guitar, and another much like a stickado. These last are chiefly used by betrothed virgins, who play on them on all grand festivals.

As our manners are simple, our luxuries are few. The dress of both sexes is nearly the same. It generally consists of a long piece of callico, or muslin, wrapped loosely round the body, somewhat in the form of a highland plaid. This is usually dyed blue, which is our favourite colour. It is extracted from a berry, and is brighter and richer than any I have seen in Europe. Besides this, our women of distinction wear golden ornaments; which they dispose with some profusion on their arms and legs. When our women are not employed with the men in tillage, their usual occupation is spinning and weaving cotton, which they afterwards dye, and make it into garments. They also manufacture earthen vessels, of which we have many kinds. Among the rest tobacco pipes, made after the same fashion, and used in the same manner, as those in Turkey3.

Our manner of living is entirely plain; for as yet the natives are unacquainted with those refinements in cookery which debauch the taste: bullocks, goats, and poultry, supply the greatest part of their food. These constitute likewise the principal wealth of the country, and the chief articles of its commerce. The flesh is usually stewed in a pan; to make it savoury we sometimes use also pepper, and other spices, and we have salt made of wood ashes. Our vegetables are mostly plantains, eadas, yams, beans, and Indian corn. The head of the family usually eats alone; his wives and slaves have also their separate tables. Before we taste food we always wash our hands: indeed our cleanliness on all occasions is extreme; but on this it is an indispensable ceremony. After washing, libation is made, by pouring out a small portion of the food, in a certain place, for the spirits of departed relations, which the natives suppose to preside over their conduct, and guard them from evil. They are totally unacquainted with strong or spirituous liquours; and their principal beverage is palm wine. This is gotten from a tree of that name by tapping it at the top, and fastening a large gourd to it; and sometimes one tree will yield three or four gallons in a night. When just drawn it is of a most delicious sweetness; but in a few days it acquires a tartish and more spirituous flavour: though I never saw any one intoxicated by it. The same tree also produces nuts and oil. Our principal luxury is in perfumes; one sort of these is an odoriferous wood of delicious fragrance: the other a kind of earth; a small portion of which thrown into the fire diffuses a most powerful odour4. We beat this wood into powder, and mix it with palm oil; with which both men and women perfume themselves.

In our buildings we study convenience rather than ornament. Each master of a family has a large square piece of ground, surrounded with a moat or fence, or enclosed with a wall made of red earth tempered; which, when dry, is as hard as brick. Within this are his houses to accommodate his family and slaves; which, if numerous, frequently present the appearance of a village. In the middle stands the principal building, appropriated to the sole use of the master, and consisting of two apartments; in one of which he sits in the day with his family, the other is left apart for the reception of his friends. He has besides these a distinct apartment in which he sleeps, together with his male children. On each side are the apartments of his wives, who have also their separate day and night houses. The habitations of the slaves and their families are distributed throughout the rest of the enclosure. These houses never exceed one story in height: they are always built of wood, or stakes driven into the ground, crossed with wattles, and neatly plastered within, and without. The roof is thatched with reeds. Our day-houses are left open at the sides; but those in which we sleep are always covered, and plastered in the inside, with a composition mixed with cow-dung, to keep off the different insects, which annoy us during the night. The walls and floors also of these are generally covered with mats. Our beds consist of a platform, raised three or four feet from the ground, on which are laid skins, and different parts of a spungy tree called plaintain. Our covering is calico or muslin, the same as our dress. The usual seats are a few logs of wood; but we have benches, which are generally perfumed, to accommodate strangers: these compose the greater part of our household furniture. Houses so constructed and furnished require but little skill to erect them. Every man is a sufficient architect for the purpose. The whole neighbourhood afford their unanimous assistance in building them and in return receive, and expect no other recompense than a feast.

As we live in a country where nature is prodigal of her favours, our wants are few and easily supplied; of course we have few manufactures. They consist for the most part of calicoes, earthern ware, ornaments, and instruments of war and husbandry. But these make no part of our commerce, the principal articles of which, as I have observed, are provisions. In such a state money is of little use; however we have some small pieces of coin, if I may call them such. They are made something like an anchor; but I do not remember either their value or denomination. We have also markets, at which I have been frequently with my mother. These are sometimes visited by stout mahogany-coloured men from the south west of us: we call them Oye-Eboe, which term signifies red men living at a distance. They generally bring us fire-arms, gunpowder, hats, beads, and dried fish. The last we esteemed a great rarity, as our waters were only brooks and springs. These articles they barter with us for odoriferous woods and earth, and our salt of wood ashes. They always carry slaves through our land; but the strictest account is exacted of their manner of procuring them before they are suffered to pass. Sometimes indeed we sold slaves to them, but they were only prisoners of war, or such among us as had been convicted of kidnapping, or adultery, and some other crimes, which we esteemed heinous. This practice of kidnapping induces me to think, that, notwithstanding all our strictness, their principal business among us was to trepan our people. I remember too they carried great sacks along with them, which not long after I had an opportunity of fatally seeing applied to that infamous purpose.

Our land is uncommonly rich and fruitful, and produces all kinds of vegetables in great abundance. We have plenty of Indian corn, and vast quantities of cotton and tobacco. Our pine apples grow without culture; they are about the size of the largest sugar-loaf, and finely flavoured. We have also spices of different kinds, particularly pepper; and a variety of delicious fruits which I have never seen in Europe; together with gums of various kinds, and honey in abundance. All our industry is exerted to improve those blessings of nature. Agriculture is our chief employment; and every one, even the children and women, are engaged in it. Thus we are all habituated to labour from our earliest years. Every one contributes something to the common stock; and as we are unacquainted with idleness, we have no beggars. The benefits of such a mode of living are obvious. The West India planters prefer the slaves of Benin or Eboe to those of any other part of Guinea, for their hardiness, intelligence, integrity, and zeal. Those benefits are felt by us in the general healthiness of the people, and in their vigour and activity; I might have added too in their comeliness. Deformity is indeed unknown amongst us, I mean that of shape. Numbers of the natives of Eboe now in London might be brought in support of this assertion: for, in regard to complexion, ideas of beauty are wholly relative. I remember while in Africa to have seen three negro children, who were tawny, and another quite white, who were universally regarded by myself, and the natives in general, as far as related to their complexions, as deformed. Our women too were in my eyes at least uncommonly graceful, alert, and modest to a degree of bashfulness; nor do I remember to have ever heard of an instance of incontinence amongst them before marriage. They are also remarkably cheerful. Indeed cheerfulness and affability are two of the leading characteristics of our nation.

Our tillage is exercised in a large plain or common, some hours walk from our dwellings, and all the neighbours resort thither in a body. They use no beasts of husbandry; and their only instruments are hoes, axes, shovels, and beaks, or pointed iron to dig with. Sometimes we are visited by locusts, which come in large clouds, so as to darken the air, and destroy our harvest. This however happens rarely, but when it does, a famine is produced by it. I remember an instance or two wherein this happened. This common is often the theatre of war; and therefore when our people go out to till their land, they not only go in a body, but generally take their arms with them for fear of a surprise; and when they apprehend an invasion they guard the avenues to their dwellings, by driving sticks into the ground, which are so sharp at one end as to pierce the foot, and are generally dipt in poison. From what I can recollect of these battles, they appear to have been irruptions of one little state or district on the other, to obtain prisoners or booty. Perhaps they were incited to this by those traders who brought the European goods I mentioned amongst us. Such a mode of obtaining slaves in Africa is common; and I believe more are procured this way, and by kidnapping, than any other5. When a trader wants slaves, he applies to a chief for them, and tempts him with his wares. It is not extraordinary, if on this occasion he yields to the temptation with as little firmness, and accepts the price of his fellow creatures liberty with as little reluctance as the enlightened merchant. Accordingly he falls on his neighbours, and a desperate battle ensues. If he prevails and takes prisoners, he gratifies his avarice by selling them; but, if his party be vanquished, and he falls into the hands of the enemy, he is put to death: for, as he has been known to foment their quarrels, it is thought dangerous to let him survive, and no ransom can save him, though all other prisoners may be redeemed. We have fire-arms, bows and arrows, broad two-edged swords and javelins: we have shields also which cover a man from head to foot. All are taught the use of these weapons; even our women are warriors, and march boldly out to fight along with the men. Our whole district is a kind of militia: on a certain signal given, such as the firing of a gun at night, they all rise in arms and rush upon their enemy. It is perhaps something remarkable, that when our people march to the field a red flag or banner is borne before them. I was once a witness to a battle in our common. We had been all at work in it one day as usual, when our people were suddenly attacked. I climbed a tree at some distance, from which I beheld the fight. There were many women as well as men on both sides; among others my mother was there, and armed with a broad sword. After fighting for a considerable time with great fury, and after many had been killed our people obtained the victory, and took their enemy's Chief prisoner. He was carried off in great triumph, and, though he offered a large ransom for his life, he was put to death. A virgin of note among our enemies had been slain in the battle, and her
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