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Praise for
The Kidnapped Prince
The Life of Olaudah Equiano


[image: ] “A gripping true story of adventure, betrayal, cruelty, and courage. In searing scenes, Equiano describes the savagery of his capture, the appalling conditions on the slave ship, the auction, and the forced labor. Yet he survives; he retains his humanity, and he earns his freedom.”

—Booklist, Boxed Review




“The inspired simplicity of Cameron’s adaptation quickly allows Equiano’s gifted voice to establish a compelling relationship between himself and young readers. His story is a must for multicultural or history collections.”

—School Library Journal
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INTRODUCTION

Olaudah Equiano was an African boy—a prince—who was kidnapped and carried off to a strange new world. Under its cruel laws he was legally nothing more than another man’s property, with no right to decide the course of his life or to protest anything that was done to him.

What is remarkable is that under these oppressive conditions he survived—without losing his sanity, integrity, or sense of humor. Before gaining his freedom, he received a wide and varied education and became one of the best-traveled people of his time. The history of his life is an inspiring account of overcoming hardship and a riveting adventure story as well.

Olaudah Equiano had important reasons for writing his autobiography. Many of those who traded or owned slaves had been made rich by slavery and were actively trying to defend it. They claimed that slaves were well-treated and happy. They said that Christianity permitted slavery and even endorsed it. They insisted that economic prosperity depended on slavery and it should never be abolished. They said that black people were strong but stupid, and so slavery suited them. They said that black people could never learn to read, much less to write a book.

Olaudah Equiano wanted to expose these claims as lies. Many people who were working to abolish slavery encouraged him to tell his story and helped him print his book. Olaudah wrote of his life not only for himself but for the millions of blacks still in slavery who could not make their voices heard. He knew that all Africans would be judged on the basis of his words. If he proved himself honest and intelligent, other black people might be seen that way, too. If he showed that he could write as powerfully as any white person, he would win respect both for himself and for other Africans suffering in bondage.

Olaudah Equiano knew how to tell a good story, and The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano became a bestseller soon after its publication in 1789. Within three years, eight editions were published in England and one in America. It became a classic and one of the founding works of a new branch of world literature: books written by Africans or people of African descent, captured or born into slavery and fighting to be free.

Olaudah’s story portrayed both the graphic horrors of slavery and the boundless joys of freedom. And through his own example, he showed that a black person could be true to himself and still survive in a world he wanted no part of—and even make that world a better place. He showed that it was possible to use the tools of a cruel system—specifically, the printed word—to prompt change. His unwavering faith and insatiable desire for education served as beacons for other blacks. Even as a boy, Olaudah Equiano seems to have known that learning would give him power and control over his life. He learned how to box and how to cut hair; how to navigate a ship, how to ride a horse, and how to load a gun; how to do accounts and how to trade in order to buy his freedom. And, most important, he learned to read and write.


I had often seen my master and Dick employed in reading; and I had a great curiosity to talk to the books, as I thought they did; and so to learn how all things had a beginning. For that purpose I have often taken up a book, and talked to it, and then put my ears to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer me; and I have been very much concerned when I found it remaining silent.



Once literate, Olaudah could make the book talk. For him and many others, this was an essential milestone; as the writer Ishmael Reed pointed out, the slave who learned to read and write was often the first to run away. Olaudah used his command of language not only to express his deepest feelings but also to affect the hearts and minds of thousands of readers. His words may even have changed the course of history.

Olaudah Equiano introduced in Western letters the inextricable link between literacy and freedom, between mastery of the written word and mastery of the self. By telling or writing the stories of their lives, more than 6,000 men and women contributed to the tradition of the “slave narrative”—the tradition that Equiano created. Many of them had read Equiano’s book and used it as a guide. Directly and indirectly, his autobiography influenced the writing and thinking of such later African-American writers as Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, Zora Neale Hurston, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and Maya Angelou.

It has been more than 200 years since Olaudah published his book. No one reads the writings of the long-dead slave owners and traders anymore. But Olaudah Equiano’s autobiography is still in print and in bookstores, and every year it finds a new audience around the world. Ann Cameron’s skillful adaptation helps make this great work accessible to readers of all ages. It is a compelling story of innocence betrayed and wisdom earned, of a human being’s passage from freedom to slavery and back again. Through his words, Olaudah Equiano’s indomitable spirit lives on.

—Henry Louis Gates, Jr.         


ABOUT THIS ADAPTATION

When I read The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, I thought it was a story children would love and should read. The original work is direct and active and exciting. But it is also an eighteenth-century book, written in the style of its time. It uses some words and conventional expressions we no longer use today. It is written in extremely long sentences, and with many incidental details of people and places. In Olaudah Equiano’s time these details must have been very important evidence to prove to readers that he was a real person and that his story was true. To us today, they are not of so much interest.

In adapting the book, I modernized some of its language and shortened it. To me, the climactic moment of the story comes when Olaudah gains his freedom—the day he calls “the happiest day I had ever experienced.” I ended this adaptation not long after that point—two-thirds of the way through the original narrative.

I wanted to provide a text that children could easily understand but also one that retained the flavor of the author’s time, and, very often, his original language. Most of all, I wanted to be entirely faithful to the adventures, meanings, and spirit of Olaudah Equiano. I did not add any ideas of my own to his story or fictionalize it in any way.

             —Ann Cameron
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PROLOGUE

It is dangerous to publish the story of one’s life. People who do are often accused of being vain. If unusual things have happened to them, they are rarely if ever believed. But if their story is too ordinary and too obvious, readers turn away in disgust.

Almost every experience in my life has made an impression on my mind, and influenced the way I act.

Some events in my life have happened to very few people. Others may not seem important.

But what makes any event important? I think no event is really important unless we use it to become better and wiser. To people who think about their lives, almost everything that happens, or that they read, provides a way of learning. To those who don’t examine their lives, all the experience of the ages is worthless.

If I were a European, I would say I had suffered a lot. But I am an African. Compared to many of my people, I have suffered very little, and I consider myself a particular favorite of Heaven.

I didn’t write my memoirs because I am vain, or to gain immortality or fame. I wrote them for my friends, who thought the world should know my story, and to serve the interests of humanity.


MY HOME

I was born not far from the Equator, in an African village. Our village was in the province of Essaka, in the kingdom of Benin.

Hundreds of miles to the south of us was the Guinea Coast, the ports where the slave traders came, and the shores of the Atlantic Ocean.

I was a child. I had never seen the ocean. I had never even heard of white men, or Europeans, or the sea.

Our town was far inland, in a beautiful fertile valley. Among us, nobody was a beggar and nobody was homeless. We were all farmers and warriors, and all of us, even the most important people, worked.

A few miles outside town, we cultivated fields where we grew our food—bananas and yams, peppers and corn, and pineapples and many other fruits. We tapped small holes in palm trees and fastened empty gourds to them to collect delicious sweet palm wine. We raised cattle and goats and poultry too—to eat, but also to trade. We also traded a salt we made from ashes, and a kind of fragrant powdered earth. When this earth was thrown into a fire, it gave off a powerful sweet smell, like incense.

Men and women wore a perfume made of palm oil and a powdered, deliciously fragrant wood. Nobody drank alcohol—our palm wine had hardly any alcohol in it. Our people did smoke clay pipes—pipes with wooden stems so long that it took one or sometimes two boys to carry them.

Our women were alert, and modest and graceful, and on their legs and arms they wore many bracelets made of gold. Besides working in the fields with the men, they made pottery and spun and wove cotton. They used a berry to dye the cotton a beautiful shade of blue. Everybody, men and women and children, dressed in this blue cloth. Later on in my life I went to many places, but I never saw that special shade of blue.

Our people believed in a god—one Creator of all things, who lived in the sun. He didn’t eat or drink, we thought, because of a belt that he wore tight around his waist. But sometimes, like us, he smoked a pipe.

We believed God controlled everything that happened. Especially, we thought, he decided things about our death, or our capture in battle. Also we believed that our dear friends and relations who had died watched over us and guarded us from bad spirits and from our enemies.

We never fought with our fists, or cursed, as Europeans do. The worst expressions we ever used were “May you rot!” or “May you swell!” or “May a beast take you!”

We were very clean, and had many rituals of washing. Anyone who touched the dead had to wash and purify himself before he could enter a house, or touch any person or anything we ate.

We were very careful not to eat poisoned food. Whenever we bought food


















OEBPS/images/Equi_9780307770226_epub_tp_r1.jpg
The

Kidnapped Prince

The Life of Olaudah Equiano
By Adapted by
Olaudah Equiano Ann Cameron

With an introduction by
Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

A YEARLING BOOK





OEBPS/images/Equi_9780307770226_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Equi_9780307770226_epub_L02_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Equi_9780307770226_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Equi_9780307770226_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE KIDNAPPED PRINCE

The Life of Olaudah Equiano

Olaudah Equiano
Adapted by
Ann Cameron

Yearling

g

VN
M
RANDOM HOUSE

CHILDREN'S BOOKS








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





