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A FISTFUL OF SHELLS

‘Astonishing, epic … a work of staggering scholarship, drawing on previously untapped sources locked away in European vaults and historical records … Green does not fall into the lazy assumption that Africa is one homogenous place … lays to rest centuries of biased scholarship’ Ben Okri, Daily Telegraph

‘Admirably complicates our understanding of Africa’s past and present … an extraordinary range of field research, archival material, and study of African oral traditions …  One of its great strengths is that it reveals the often surprising success that Africans had throughout the first four hundred years of their encounter with Europe’ Howard W. French, New York Review of Books

‘A groundbreaking book. He brings together almost everything known about the economic history of the West African empires and peoples until the beginning of the nineteenth century in a coherent vision’ De Volkskrant

‘A work of staggering scholarship, peppered with astonishing facts’ Daily Telegraph, Summer Reading

‘Dismantles the racist myth of west African “backwardness” … The nineteenth-century imperial vision of Africa as somehow outside of history continues to mark even “world” histories, which often privilege the global north. A Fistful of Shells is an antidote to these histories, and to the master narrative of Africa as historical object, rather than subject’ Padraic Scanlan, Guardian

‘Uniquely valuable … represents an extraordinary and admirable archival and bibliographic undertaking’ Delinda J. Collier, The Times Literary Supplement

‘This meticulously researched book, based on archival research in nine countries, lays out a comprehensive overview of the economic history of West Africa and West-Central Africa before and after the slave trade … A valuable history written in an accessible style’ Publishers Weekly

‘This impressive and welcome book engages with the new wave of studies on African economic history and places African societies at the centre of global events. Green interrogates and historicizes state failure, violence, corruption, military ideologies, commodification, and globalization, convincingly arguing that the roots of many of the current political and economic problems in Africa lie in the past. It is timely, relevant, and necessary in today’s political and economic environment’ Mariana Candido, University of Notre Dame

‘Toby Green’s book restores the rich African history which she had been denied for too long. Here the author reveals that Africa was never at the margins of global commerce but was in fact a decisive player with the prowess to negotiate and also the goods – ivory, gum, gold – to supply’ Hassoum Ceesay, National Museum, The Gambia

‘Toby Green’s transformative book repositions West African history in an entirely new light. It brings into focus the region’s fundamental place in shaping the modern world as well as the powerful and also difficult legacy of this today’ Paul Reid, Director, Black Cultural Archives

‘Very seldom do I pick up a history book and wish I had written it myself. Toby Green’s A Fistful of Shells is one such book. Brilliantly conceptualized, beautifully written, A Fistful of Shells breaks with colonially configured regional boundaries – which work to re-create unintended silos of knowledge – to imagine a West and West Central African Atlantic history of money, power, religion, and inequality that is as rich as it is sound’ Professor Nwando Achebe, Michigan State University

‘Draws on a wide range of sources, from published histories, new statistics and first-hand travel accounts to fiction, poetry, traditional songs and newly discovered oral histories, much of which is revelatory … Green concludes by pointing to the lack of history being taught in schools and universities in West Africa and elsewhere; if it is taught at all, it tends to focus on the slave trade. A Fistful of Shells shows that there was so much more, and of so much relevance when looking at the issues of our own time’ Anthony Sattin, Spectator

‘A remarkable book … This original and thoughtful work is based on detailed first-hand knowledge of and collaboration with the cultures and peoples it depicts … Each page, even when the horrors are there too (Green doesn’t shy away from them), is full of interest and humanity. The detail, too long and complicated to delineate here, is fascinating. I urge you to read it for yourself … this really is a “groundbreaking” work’ Ruth Finnegan, Times Higher Education

‘Remarkable … A Fistful of Shells is principally an attempt to show how West Africa’s precolonial histories are central to an understanding of the dilemmas of the present and to highlight the active role of its peoples in history, thereby transforming our view of the region … this is a hugely important book’ African Business

‘The range and depth of this book is simply stunning. By masterfully drawing on primary research and secondary sources in multiple languages, Green delivers a provocative book that is also a landmark of historical imagination and craftsmanship’ Roquinaldo Ferreira, Henry Charles Lea Professor of History, University of Pennsylvania
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A ko kolan siman gwεlidi, jatigil’i fεla

The stranger is like a dish, that the host can blow on

– Lansiné Diabaté1

I am spending what remains to me of life in investigation of the history of this age, and its turns of fortune, good and ill … Readers will derive pleasure from the narration and explanation. I go forward to add some ideas of my own … I have not stolen my fire from anyone’s lamp.

– Sultan Mohammed Bello of the Sokoto Caliphate, Infaku’l Maisuri (1812)2
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Foreword

On my first visit to West Africa, in 1995, I travelled to the Bijagós Islands off the coast of Guinea-Bissau. After taking a ferry from Bissau to the main Bijagó port of Bubaque, I negotiated a ride with some fishermen to the island of Canogo. We left Bubaque at night, and the sea glowed with phosphorescent algae. I can still remember that glow, and looking up in wonder at the sky salted with stars. Abibu, the Senegalese fisherman who had helped to negotiate my ride, was observing me. He saw my expression and said, ‘It’s beautiful to discover the world.’ Over time, I learnt that that was true; but also that it was not always so beautiful.

Canogo was remote enough for there to be no ferry service nor anything resembling one. The islanders waited for fishermen like Abibu and the crew to come to the island, and then paid to travel back with them to Bubaque, where they could trade for supplies. A few days later, when we returned from Canogo, several islanders joined the boat. We made our way out into the wide channel cutting between mangroves and the neighbouring islands. After several hours’ travel, we turned off into a swamp, waded ashore carrying our things, and slept on giant leaves that the fishermen had cut with their machetes from some fantastically shaped plants. The next morning, we resumed our journey, and, as we passed a creek heading off away from the main channel, one of the old women with us grimaced and spat into the water. She said something, and Abibu translated: ‘Whoever goes down that creek never returns.’

At the time, although heavily educated in Britain, my knowledge was very limited. I did not understand the problematic forces that had driven Western travellers to go to Africa in the past, and that lay behind the interest in the West in what these travellers wrote. Worse, I knew little of West African history, and my ignorance made it hard to break through the carapace of exoticism. I had no idea that the Bijagó had been reputed as fearsome warriors and slave traders in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, launching long war canoes to the mainland. I also hadn’t read the work of anthropologists such as Rosalind Shaw, who, in a later book on Sierra Leone, argued that metaphors of invisibility in West African discussions of magic had a historical meaning, referring to the disappearance of people in the slave trade. Over the years since, I have often thought back to this exchange, and the histories that may have lain beneath it. The fierce warriors who despatched their canoes from that creek or another just like it, participants in West African history, had not been forgotten on Canogo.

As I became a historian, I wondered how you could tally up these fragments of memory with the documentary evidence that is generally used to construct the historical record. Yet I soon discovered that the problem was not that there were no archives dealing with the West African past; rather, it was that they were spread all over the world, and that they were poorly systematized. In the summer of 2009, I visited the Archive of the Indies in Seville, right next door to the cathedral and royal palace. The archivists asked me what I was researching, and when I told them that it was a history of the Cape Verde Islands, one replied, ‘We have no catalogue [sección] of documents on Cape Verde.’ This was indeed the case. To research Cape Verde in this famous archive that contains many of the holdings of Colonial Spanish America, you had to read material relating to West Africa that the Spanish Council of the Indies had collated from all across South America. But the material was there all right.

This pattern repeats itself in many parts of the world. As a study of the endnotes of this book will show, my research has taken me far beyond Britain’s National Archive, to archives in Brazil, Holland, Chile, Colombia, Portugal, Peru and Spain. You can find documents written centuries ago by slave traders, colonial officials and missionaries, often ill-assorted and poorly catalogued. There is detail on dates, officials, trade, warfare between African nations and African–European relations. Most, if not all, of this material was recorded because of the broader economic rationale of the trade in enslaved persons that saw these chancers (to use a polite noun) come to West Africa in the first place, and so it gives a skewed perspective. It ignores what was precisely most important to so many West Africans at the time: kinship and family, labour and production, religious practice and observance, dress and fashions, food and family, political allegiance and change. To understand these perspectives, one must spend time in West Africa recording oral histories, recovering social memories if possible (such as that of the old woman from Canogo) and consulting precious recordings of these oral histories where they already exist.

In 2010, I had a stroke of luck. The American historian Walter Hawthorne had visited The Gambia to assist in digitizing the endangered collections of the Gambian National Archive in a project funded by the British Library. While there, he had been introduced to an archive of oral histories that he thought had a lot of material on the distant past, and suggested I have a look. I arrived a few months later, the first of many rewarding research trips. I found cassette recordings made in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s by Bakary Sidibé and a number of assistants, and these interviews with people born in the nineteenth century offered a picture of key events in the distant past. There was material here covering Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Mali and Senegal, as well as The Gambia. Much of it had been transcribed, and some translated. As other researchers I have met in the ‘mango tree’ archive at Fajara can attest, this is one of the most precious archives in West Africa.

Eventually, the two approaches of oral and written documents began to match up. Visiting Peru’s National Archive in May 2013, I consulted the records of the Inquisition of Lima. Here one finds the account books of Manuel Bautista Pérez, a slave trader who lived in the Guinea-Bissau region in the 1610s before moving to Peru, where he was tried and burned by the Inquisition in 1639. The auto-da-fé took place in the Plaza Mayor itself, within shouting distance of the arcade that today houses the National Archive, where the records of his brutal and sad life remain almost four centuries later. Donning the protective white gloves required for researchers, I pored over his account books, detailing among many other things his own trading activities in the same Bijagós Islands I had visited eighteen years before. Most of the material was pure numbers, ‘facts and figures’, a reduction of history to data alone. Yet sometimes the emotional connection to this history and the memories I had glimpsed in the Bijagós peeked through. At one point, I paused, moved, when I came upon Bautista Pérez writing in the late 1620s of his daughter Maria, who had been born to a West African mother and still lived in the town of Cacheu (today in Guinea-Bissau). Many years later, when living on the other side of the world, Bautista Pérez still wrote letters to Maria and sent her money to cover her necessities; and in time her descendants (and so his) became part of the community in West Africa that he had left, and from which he had transported captives to the Americas.

Discovering these stories on a regular basis explains how and why I have come to write this book. Here, in these dusty sheaves of paper, are regular accounts of Africa’s global interactions from the very distant past; and yet the traditional Western narrative is of Africa’s ahistoricity. Pretty soon, in fact, the regular visitor realizes the enormous disconnect between preconception and reality. In most Western discourse, either exclusionary language is used for ‘Africa’ (Africa is ‘without history’ or ‘without modernity’); or the language implies that Africa and Africans are somehow historically predisposed to violence and savagery in a way that Europeans and those of European descent are not. Anyone with the slightest knowledge of history knows that this is an extraordinary prejudice to hold; and it is remarkable that it remains still quite widespread one fifth of the way through the twenty-first century.

Every writer approaches their subject with predispositions, and so, of course, do readers. So far as distant West African history goes, one of the deepest-rooted for some people is that there simply are not enough sources to form a coherent historical overview. Spending time in these many different archives has shown me how wrong this view is, but it has also provided its own challenge. I have written one book, but there could have been three or four produced from the sources I have consulted. Inevitably, what results here, rather than being comprehensive, is something written in the light of my own perspectives and interests: those of someone who has been travelling regularly to West Africa for over twenty years while still, of course, remaining an outsider; someone who has spent long enough in archives around the world to feel a tickle in the throat just at the thought of all those dusty papers. There’s so much more to do. Many sources in Arabic, Danish, Dutch, English, French and Portuguese are yet to be properly studied from an African perspective. One of the challenges in the writing has been to balance the sources and their importance with the reality of how historical research on the distant West African past continues to be comparatively scant: there is, therefore, a desire to say as much as possible, but this can make a book unreadable, and the historian intolerable.

What’s more, to add to the danger of information overload from written sources is the remarkable oral information that is available. To the Western historical mindset, drawing on oral histories for this period is an anti-historical endeavour. But in West Africa, history is an oral genre, held and recounted by professional historians known as praisesingers, or griots, whose patrons ask them to sing important histories at key public events and commemorations. The Danish traveller Paul Erdmann Isert captured something of this practice on the Gold Coast as long ago as 1783:


Not a day goes by but a War Council (Palaber) is held. It is not a little tedious to sit in the sun like a statue for four to five hours. Most frequently the reason for these meetings is that a newly-arrived group has to be sworn in – a process which we watch, listen to and must keep a written record of, because we Europeans cannot confidently entrust such things to memory, as can the secretaries of the Blacks, who have to keep every public trial in their heads, even 40 years after the event. We know that even though they have not learned to write and cannot read a single letter, they are accurate in recalling their traditions as well as their history.1



Many historians today would say that Isert was a little too credulous here. Just as literate historians shape their narratives according to the concerns of every age, so griots are likely to direct their narratives to their patrons, and to their own historical tradition of mediating between rulers and subjects according to the exigencies of the time. He who pays the piper calls the tune, whether in the twenty-first century or in West African cities, towns and villages through the ages. However, just as older written histories are not discarded because of this, neither should oral accounts be dismissed. Oral sources are important to this book not because of the ‘facts’ that they contain, but because of the discourses that they offer. Oral accounts offer the experience of history, the importance of the past in present memory and a sense of what may have been socially meaningful in distant times. They also offer an incomparable window on to the way that history was performed, its sounds and textures, and what it meant for ordinary men and women. Perhaps most significantly, they offer a different model of history, one that can challenge the dominance of traditional models which have misrepresented the African past.2

In the end, we cannot escape the reality that all ‘sources’ on the past represent political projects, and this is something that readers of this book should bear in mind when they encounter what follows. The oral histories I have located are shaped by their own contemporary pressures and experiences. The Arabic sources I have drawn on were written in the main by West African scholars from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, trying to historicize the past within the framework of Islamic religious observance and the political world they inhabited. The European traders’ narratives occupied different phases: in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these slave-trading men produced books, often with a pro-slavery agenda (as is the case with William Snelgrave, for instance); by the later eighteenth century some of the books were produced by naturalists such as Michel Adanson and Adam Afzelius, participating in Enlightenment science; and, by the nineteenth, explorers such as Heinrich Barth and Mungo Park produced their own accounts, funded by European backers with an as yet dimly perceived colonial agenda that was both economic and ideological.3

Thus, all sources in all world regions need to be recognized as political or intellectual projects. In the African context, the best way of illustrating how these different types of sources are helpful is through examples, or what historians call ‘microhistories’. In an earlier book, I compared a written external account from the 1570s that discussed how in The Gambia armies of warriors fought alongside a platoon of monkeys with an oral source that describes how some of the warriors of the Kaabu Empire of this region took monkeys as their totem. This comparison reveals the racism of the original source (believing that Africans could fight alongside monkeys), historicizes the rise of the Kaabu Empire and is revelatory of militarized secret societiesfn1 as they emerged at this time. Language, too, is extremely helpful: that the Bamanafn2 words for ‘market’ and ‘debt/credit’ – fèère and júru – are derived from the Portuguese words (feira and juro) is very informative about processes of trade, exchange and credit in precolonial West Africa, and of the role of external trade and money in these processes.4

This is such a rich and complex subject. It defies generalization, yet has a universal importance. Africa was not a colonial setting until the nineteenth century, and from the thirteenth century on its peoples and rulers were active participants in shaping the modern world. Precolonial African histories are, indeed, of great relevance to modern dilemmas. Yet this precolonial history is rarely researched, even in history departments in many African universities, let alone in the West. By the time the reader finishes this book, my hope is that it will be clear why this state of affairs should not continue any longer.

The ideas that emerge in this book have been shaped by some special people. Emily, Lily and Flora gave me the generosity of spirit, time and love to take into this study. Simon Winder at Penguin conceived the idea that I should write this book in the first place, and understood at once why it might be interesting, and what were the main themes that should animate it; once I began to write, he was a model of generous and creative support and advice – a reminder of the precious importance of the editorial process. I discussed it at an early stage, too, with Priya Nelson at Chicago University Press, so it has been wonderful also to work with her as the book has neared completion. Maggie Hattersley also made many helpful suggestions, which helped me to clarify how I should approach the final draft. Richard Drayton gave me enormous encouragement and support especially at the early phase, when I was clarifying in my mind the ideas that would form the core of the book; without his unstinting friendship and belief, it would not exist.

El Hadji Mamadou Ndiaye, El Hadji Omar Ndiaye, Ablai Diallo, Ibrahima Massaly, Carmen Neto, Januário Nascimento, António Leão Correia e Silva, Zelinda Cohen, Hassoum Ceesay, Buba Saho and Ndane Faye all offered me deeply personal and humane introductions to many different parts of West Africa. My PhD students Dorothée Boulanger, Aleida Mendes Borges, Joe da Costa, Patrice Etienne, and Vince Nadeau all gave me many different questions to think about, and broadened the way I think through their own insights and experience; and all the many students I have taught at King’s College London helped me to hone my knowledge and think more deeply about everything here.

As should be apparent to anyone who reads this book, I owe enormous debts to those with whom I have conducted interviews in many West African countries; I would like to thank the team managing the Ethics Review process at King’s College London for helping me to develop careful formats for these interviews. I am also enormously indebted to the staff of a large number of archives in Africa, Europe and Latin America for their diligence and efficiency in dealing with my requests. My thanks to all of these patient and thoughtful people, whose hard work and dedication, often in very difficult circumstances, has helped to make this book what it is.

Once I set to work writing, my ideas emerged in dialogue with so many fellow scholars. Samuel Adu-Gyamfi, Benjamin Kye Ampadu, Mariana Candido, Hassoum Ceesay, Roquinaldo Ferreira, Vincent Hiribarren, Luis Nicolau Parés, Helen Parr, Assan Sarr and Tatiana Seijas all read drafts of the manuscript and offered me extremely helpful critiques. Many other friends and colleagues discussed ideas in the book and helped me to think through the context in which it had to be written, among others: Nwando Achebe, Gareth Austin, Manuel Barcia, Boubacar Barry, Francisco Bethencourt, Walter Bgoya, Marisa Candotti, Justin Cox, Richard Drayton, Lucy Durán, Marcela Echeverrí, Paulo Farias, Jane Guyer, Philip Havik, Walter Hawthorne, Anthony Hopkins, José da Silva Horta, Daniel Laeomahuma Jatta, Mary Jay, Kazuo Kobayashi, Murray Last, Paul Lovejoy, Kristin Mann, Peter Mark, Joseph Miller, José Lingna Nafafé, Malyn Newitt, Linda Newson, Chibundu Onuzo, Steve Pincus, Paul Reid, Benedetta Rossi, Bala Saho, Ibrahima Seck, Carlos da Silva Junior, Hugo Ribeiro da Silva, Candido Domingues de Souza, Ibrahima Thiaw and AbdoolKarim Vakil. All these people have helped to shape the way I think about the themes that I have written about here; they have all offered vital ideas, which help to pull together the whole.

I could not have developed the perspectives in this book without the help and collaboration of colleagues in African institutions. It’s been one of the great blessings and privileges in my life to have had the chance to work closely with such wonderful people, and my deep thanks go especially to the following: in Angola, Albano Ferreira, Rector of Katyavala Bwila University in Benguela, Botelho Jimbi and Elsa Rodrigues (also of UKB), and Nick Manuel, Sabino de Nascimento and José Pedro of the Universidade Agostinho Neto in Luanda; in Cape Verde, Zelinda Cohen and António Correia e Silva, of the University of Cabo Verde; in Ghana, Benjamin Kye-Ampadu of the Ghana History Teachers’ Association and Samuel Adu-Gyamfi and George Bob-Milliar of Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology in Kumasi; in Guinea-Bissau, Leopoldo Amado, Miguel de Barros, Carlos Cardoso and Mamadu Jao currently or formerly of the Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisa; in Mozambique, Marta Mendonça, Xavier Muianga and Adriano Uaciquete of Universidade Eduardo Mondlane, and Aldino André, Pedrito Cambrão and João Salavessa of UniLúrio University; in Senegal, Boubacar Barry and Ibrahima Thiaw of the Université Cheikh Anta Diop, Dakar; in Sierra Leone, Joe Alie, Ishmael Kamara and Stephen Ney of Fourah Bay College; in The Gambia, a particular vote of thanks to Baba Ceesay, Hassoum Ceesay, Siaka Fadera, Marcia Hall, Bakary Sanyang and Lamin Yarbo, currently or formerly of the National Centre of Arts and Culture, and to all the staff of the Research and Documentation Division at Fajara.

Beyond my work in Africa, I have also been very lucky to be supported by many people in the various countries in Europe and Latin America where I have also undertaken research. My research in Brazil in particular has been made much easier by the assistance and friendship of a number of colleagues, who helped me to locate archival material, arrange picture credits from Museums, and – equally as importantly – have a good time. I would like especially to thank Wladymyra Albuquerque, Urano Andrade, Lisa Earl Castillo, Luis Nicolau Parés and João Reis in Salvador; Alex Gebara and Mariza de Carvalho Soares in Rio de Janeiro; Thiago Mota and Vanicleia Silva Santos in Belo Horizonte; and Marina de Mello e Souza in São Paulo. But I must most especially thank Candido Domingues de Souza and Carlos da Silva Junior, who welcomed me into their lives, showed me the right places to enjoy bobo de camarão, licor and ice cream, and went far over and above the call of any duty to make sure that I felt at home in Salvador. It has nevertheless been a sadness to see at first hand the encroachment of authoritarian and thinly disguised racist governance onto Brazilian academic life, symbolized most starkly by the devastating fire at Rio’s Museo Nacional on 2 September 2018, as this book went to press.

Once I took some of these ideas out into the world, I was offered generous opportunities to road-test them in various presentations: my thanks to Wladymyra Albuquerque and João Reis for coordinating along with Carlos da Silva Junior the conference we hosted in Salvador related to this topic; António de Almeida Mendes at Nantes and Christophe Giudicelli at Rennes; Emily Osborn at Chicago; Henning Schreiber and Katrin Pfeiffer at Hamburg; Karen Graubart and Pat Griffin at Notre Dame; Roquinaldo Ferreira (then at Brown); the late and missed Jan-Georg Deutsch and Jamie Belich at Oxford; Catherine Coquéry-Vidrovitch at the Université Paris Diderot and Gaëlle Beaujean at the Musée du Quai Branly; and Tiraana Bains and Russ Gasdia at Yale.

I was very lucky indeed to be formed intellectually at the University of Birmingham’s old Centre of West African Studies. My PhD supervisor, Paulo de Moraes Farias, was an inspiring and wise guide, and I will forever owe a debt of gratitude to him and Karin Barber, and to all my colleagues there for countless kindnesses and a proper education. On leaving Birmingham, a fortuitous change of direction then shaped the work that led to this book. When I started working at King’s College in September 2010, Ludmilla Jordanova asked me to teach economic history; and from there I found my way into many of the questions addressed in what follows.

Working at King’s, I have been surrounded by people who have all helped to create an atmosphere where thinking matters. As heads of department, Federico Bonaddio, Catherine Boyle, Paul Readman, Adam Sutcliffe, Jon Wilson and Abigail Woods have always been hugely supportive both of this project and of my work in general. My colleagues Hanna-Kristin Arro, Natasha Awais-Dean, Amy Hart, Chris Machut, Alex Nightingale, Dot Pearce, Rob Templing and Lucy Thomas have provided all kinds of support, through which my many complex and often apparently impossible organizational headaches were resolved as if it were all easy. In the History Department, I have been lucky to have the generous friendship and support of Jen Altehenger, Francisco Bethencourt, the late and lamented Patrick Chabal, Chris Dillon, Richard Drayton, Serena Ferente, Laura Gowing, Alana Harris, Vincent Hiribarren, Dan Matlin, Christine Mathias, Sumita Mukherjee, Malyn Newitt, Adrian Pearce, Alex Sapoznik, Simon Sleight, Sarah Stockwell and David Todd; Anne Goldgar encouraged me to learn to read Dutch when I still had the time, and lent me her Shetter’s Grammar, from which act of support and generosity this book hugely benefits. In the Spanish, Portuguese and Latin American Studies Department, I have been inspired by the comradeship, ideas and friendship of Almiro de Andrade, María-José Blanco, Italia Boliver, Nagore Calvo Mendizabal, Felipe Botelho Correa, Catarina Fouto, Alicia Kent, Daniela Doneda Mittelstadt, Antonia Moreira-Rodríguez, Daniel Muñoz Sempere, Mariví Rodríguez Quiñones, Elisa Sampson Vera Tudela, Luis Rebaza Soraluz, João Silvestre, David Treece, Alejandro Vega Franco, Jesús Villalta Loro and Julian Weiss. Beyond my home departments, Abiodun Alao, Vinicius de Carvalho, Ruth Craggs, Ekaette Ikpe, Javed Majeed, ’Funmi Olonisakin and Nayanka Perdigao have all provided friendship and collaborative inspiration.

In the end, however, it has only been possible to write this book because of the support of the funding institutions that have enabled it. A brief glance at the archives consulted, and the fieldwork notes scattered through the book, will give a sense of how costly an undertaking this has been. This book itself is thus a mark of the sort of privilege whose origins in part it addresses; it is foreign institutions with financial heft that can currently bankroll such an undertaking – another legacy of the historical inequalities considered in this book.

Some of the research on which this book draws dates back to my PhD at Birmingham, when I was funded by the old Arts and Humanities Research Board from 2003 to 2005; a little more of it then comes from the period when I was in receipt of a British Academy Postdoctoral Research Fellowship at Birmingham (2007–10). However, I first developed the ideas that emerge here in a sustained way as a Leverhulme Early Career Fellow at King’s (2010–13), when I benefited from the very generous Leverhulme ECF research allowance to conduct much of the archival research for this book for the project West Africans and Atlantic Empires, 1589–1700. It was then as an AHRC Leadership Fellow for the project ‘Money, Slavery and Political Change in Precolonial West Africa’ (2016–18) that I was able to conduct further research and also have the sustained thinking time to write this book. At this stage, support from Mike Goddard and Grant Robertson at the OCR Examinations Board was also fundamental, and I am very grateful to their belief in the importance of the history of precolonial Africa, which has influenced the evolution of this book in a number of ways.

Beyond this vital funding and institutional support, I have also been surrounded by inspirational colleagues at the African Studies Association of the UK (ASAUK), working collectively on a host of important issues. The ASAUK-funded writing workshops have been especially vital in shaping aspects of my work and engagement, and I would especially like to thank for their support and comradeship Reg Cline-Cole, Carli Coetzee, Gemma Haxby, Ambreena Manji, David Maxwell, Steph Newell, Insa Nolte, Ola Oduku, George Ogola and Lizzie Orekoya, all of whom supported these workshops in one way or another.

The ASAUK funded the workshops I organized in collaboration with the Universities of Sierra Leone (2017; also co-funded by the AHRC) and The Gambia (2014, 2018; the latter also co-funded by the AHRC), and with the Universidade Agostinho Neto in Luanda and Universidade Katyavala Bwila in Benguela (2018; co-funded by the European Union). All of these were instrumental in shaping my thinking. I would also like to thank the British Academy, which funded the two workshops on Music and History which I co-organized with Lucy Durán of SOAS in 2015 and 2017, which greatly enhanced my understanding of relevant cultural universes. Without this support from many institutions and their review boards, I would never have been able to produce this work: my deepest thanks to all those individuals and funders who thereby made this possible.

I am also enormously indebted to the many colleagues who helped in putting this book together. Simon Winder marshalled both the author and the text with perfect grace and judgement, and gave me the space and the spurs to organize the book into something readable that was yet true to its original conception. Priya Nelson was always committed to the text and the idea, which has also been an inspiration in completing it. Donna Poppy provided an enormously useful and thorough copyediting of the text, saving me from many disasters, and was similarly a model of editorial judgement. Richard Duguid and Ellen Davies oversaw the editorial process and the complexity of the management of the images with great care. And I must at this point also thank Vincent Hiribarren, Daniel Laeomahuma Jatta, Anna de Mutiis, Bala Saho and Carlos da Silva Junior for helping me with the right photographs and granting me permission to reproduce their images in this book.
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