OLAUDAH EQUIANO
Enslaved Captive

The Interesting Narrative of the Life of .O!audah Equm.nﬁ,’; or
Gustayus Vassa the African, written by f:.l:mself was .pubhs. e 11‘:11
1789. It tells the story of a young boy so}d into s_lavery in Atfjrlca an

transported to the Americas, who after winning his freedom t_:cam];i
spokesman for the abolition of slavery n En.gland and America. »

cent research suggests that the author, Eqma}rllo, may ha\fe st::u.a y
been born a slave in South Carolina ant.:l that his tale of earlier n;an
slavery may be a composite of the stories of othe:rs. If Th.e Inte;*es 1;3:
Narrative is less autobiographical than once behev‘ed, it is no esls;l t
teresting, and still conveys a wealth of useful 1}1form?,t103lf? (:n:1t
African experiences of slavery. How was slavery in Afnc; ;\ 1eretic
from slavery in America? What were the worst aspects of t zd t anh'
slave trades according to the author? Why does Equiano address his

H - . = ,,:
audience as “nominal Christians™?

Thinking Historically

Compare Equiano’s attitude toward slavery with that of another alil-
thor in this chapter. Is Equiano opposed to all forms.of slavery o; 0;51 y
to certain kinds of slavery? How does Equiano’s attitude towards ku-

i i ?
ropeans compare with that of other authors in this chapter?

I hope the reader will not think I have trespassed on his patlencecinc:;:

troducing myself to him with some account of ‘the man_nﬁrs an v

toms of my country. They had been implanted in mel:iwt great cznc,l
i i ind. which time could not erase,

and made an impression on my mind, | ’

which all the adversity and variety of fortune I halve smg,e exPerlenci;ﬂ;

i . for. whether the love of one’s coun

served only to rivet and record: for, ve C

be real or imaginary, or a lesson of reason, or an instinct O}f natﬁl?;;a{:

still look back with pleasure on the first scenes of my life, thoug

pleasure has been for the most part mingled with sorrow.
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ones, in Africa Remembered, ed. Philip D.
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I have already acquainted the reader with the time and place of my
birth. My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous family, of which
seven lived to grow up, including myself and sister, who was the only
daughter. As I was the youngest of the sons, I became, of course, the
greatest favorite with my mother, and was always with her; and she
used to take particular pains to form my mind. I was trained up from
my earliest years in the art of war: my daily exercise was shooting and
throwing javelins, and my mother adorned me with emblems, after the
manner of our greatest warriors. In this way I grew up till I had turned
the age of eleven, when an end was put to my happiness in-the follow-
ing manner: Generally, when the grown people in the neighborhood
were gone far in the fields to labor, the children assembled together in
some of the neighboring premises to play; and commonly some of us
used to get up a tree to look out for any assailant, or kidnapper, that
might come upon us — for they sometimes took those opportunities of
our parents’ absence, to attack and carry off as many as they could
seize. . . . Alas! ere long it was my fate to be thus attacked, and to be
carried off, when none of the grown people were nigh.

One day, when all our people were gone out to their works as
usual, and only I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two
men and a woman got over our walls, and in a moment seized us both,
and, without giving us time to cry out, or make resistance, they stopped
our mouths, and ran off with us into the nearest wood. Here they tied
our hands, and continued to carry us as far as they could, till night
came on, when we reached a small house, where the robbers halted for
refreshment, and spent the night. We were then unbound, but were un-
able to take any food; and, being quite overpowered by fatigue and
grief, our only relief was some sleep, which allayed our misfortune for a
short time. The next morning we left the house, and continued travel-
ling all the day. For a long time we had kept the woods, but at last we
came into a road which I believed I knew. I had now some hopes of
being delivered; for we had advanced but a little way before I discov-
ered some people at a distance, on which I began to cry out for their as-
sistance; but my cries had no other effect than to make them tie me
faster and stop my mouth, and then they put me into a large sack. They
also stopped my sister’s mouth, and tied her hands; and in this manner
we proceeded till we were out of sight of these people. When we went
to rest the following night, they offered us some victuals, but we re-
fused it; and the only comfort we had was in being in one another’s
arms all that night, and bathing each other with our tears. But alas! we
were soon deprived of even the small comfort of weeping together.

The next day proved a day of greater sorrow than I had yet experi-
enced; for my sister and I were then separated, while we lay clasped in
each other’s arms. It was in vain that we besought them not to part us;
she was torn from me, and immediately carried away, while I was left
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in a state of distraction not to be described. I cried and grieved continu-
ally; and for several days did not eat anything but what they fqrced mtg
my mouth. At length, after many days’ travelling, du_nng _wh_:ch I ha
often changed masters, I got into the hands of a chle_ftam, in a very
pleasant country. This man had two wives and some children, and they
all used me extremely well, and did all they could do to comfort me;
particularly the first wife, who was something like my ’mother. Al-
though I was a great many days’ journey fromlmy fatheF s Ihouse, yet
these people spoke exactly the same language with us. ‘Thls first master
of mine, as I may call him, was a smith, and my principal emplogmem
was working his bellows, which were the same kind as I had seen in my
vicinity. They were in some respects not unhkf? the stoves here in gen-
tlemen’s kitchens, and were covered over with leather; and in the
middle of that leather a stick was fixed, and a person stood up, and
worked it in the same manner as is done to pump water out of a cask
with a hand pump. I believe it was gold he worked, for it was o_f a
lovely bright yellow color, and was worn by the women on their wrists
and ankles. . . . s
’ Soon after this, my master’s only daughter, and child by his flrst
wife, sickened and died, which affected him so pluch Fhat for some time
he was almost frantic, and really would have killed h'lmself, had he not
been watched and prevented. However, in a shor_t time afterwards he
recovered, and I was again sold. I was now carried to the 1eft_ of the
sun’s rising, through many dreary wastes and dismal woods, amidst the
hideous roarings of wild beasts. The people I was sold to used to carry
me very often, when I was tired, either on their shoulders or on their
backs. I saw many convenient well-built sheds along the road, at proper
distances, to accommodate the merchants and travellers, who lay in
those buildings along with their wives, who often accompany them;
and they always go well armed. . . . ‘

After travelling a considerable time. I came to a town called Tin-
mabh, in the most beautiful country I had yet seen in Africa. It was ex-
tremely rich, and there were many rivulets which flowed through it,
and supplied a large pond in the centre of the town, where the people
washed. Here I saw for the first time cocoanuts, which I thought supe-
rior to any nuts | had ever tasted before; and the trees, which were
loaded, were also interspersed among the houses, which had commgdi—
ous shades adjoining, and were in the same manner as ours, the insides
being neatly plastered and whitewashed. Here I also saw and i;asted for
the first time, sugar-cane. Their money consisted of little white shells,
the size of the fingernail. I was sold here for one hundred and seventy-
two of them, by a merchant who lived and brought me there.

I had been about two or three days at his house, when a wealt_hy
widow, a neighbor of his, came there one evening, and broulght with
her an only son, a young gentleman about my own age and size. Here
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they saw me; and, having taken a fancy to me, I was bought of the mer-
chant, and went home with them. Her house and premises were situ-
ated close to one of those rivulets I have mentioned, and were the finest
I ever saw in Africa: they were very extensive, and she had a number of
slaves to attend her. The next day I was washed and perfumed, and
when meal time came, I was led into the presence of my mistress, and
ate and drank before her with her son. This filled me with astonish-
ment; and I could scarce help expressing my surprise that the young
gentleman should suffer me, who was bound, to eat with him who was
free; and not only so, but that he would not at any time either eat or
drink till T had taken first, because I was the eldest, which was agree-
able to our custom. Indeed, every thing here, and all their treatment of
me, made me forget that I was a slave. The language of these people re-
sembled ours so nearly, that we understood each other perfectly. They
had also the very same customs as we. There were likewise slaves daily
to attend us, while my young master and I, with other boys, sported
with our darts and bows and arrows, as I had been used to do at home.
In this resemblance to my former happy state, I passed about two
months; and I now began to think I was to be adopted into the family,
and was beginning to be reconciled to my situation, and to forget by
degrees my misfortunes, when all at once the delusion vanished; for,
without the least previous knowledge, one morning early, while my
dear master and companion was still asleep, I was awakened out of my
reverie to fresh sorrow, and hurried away. . ..

Thus, at the very moment I dreamed of the greatest happiness, I
found myself most miserable; and it seemed as if fortune wished to give
me this taste of joy only to render the reverse more poignant. The
change I now experienced was as painful as it was sudden and unex-
pected. It was a change indeed, from a state of bliss to a scene which is
inexpressible by me, as it discovered to me an element I had never be-
fore beheld, and till then had no idea of, and wherein such instances of
hardship and cruelty continually occurred, as I can never reflect on but
with horror. . . .

Thus I continued to travel, sometimes by land, sometimes by water,
through different countries and various nations, till, at the end of six or
seven months after I had been kidnapped, I arrived at the sea coasty. ..

The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast———

was the sea, and a slave ship, which was then riding at anchor, and
waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, which, was
soon converted into terror, when I was carried on board. I was immedi-
ately handled, and tossed up to see if I were sound, by some of the
crew; and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad
spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their complexions, too, dif-
fering so much from ours, their long hair, and the language they spoke
(which was very different from any I had ever heard), united to confirm
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me in this belief. . . . When I looked round the ship too, and saw a lagge
furnace of copper boiling, and a multitude o_f black people of every de-
scription chained together, every one of their countenances expressing
dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and, qtéltekoveré
powered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck an
fam;ei(‘)w saw myself deprived of all chance of’n’etuming to my Tﬁ.tﬂr?
country, or even the least glimpse of hope of gaining the shore, whic _
now considered as friendly; and T even wished for.my former slavery 11}
preference to my present situation, which was filled with horrgrs 0
every kind, still heightened by my ignorgnce of what I was to un ergo.
I was not long suffered to indulge my grief; I was soon put dpwn unh e:j:
the decks, and there I received such a salu‘tatlon in my nostrils as If :;l]
never experienced in my life: so that, with the loathsomeness of the
stench, and crying together, I became so sick and low that I_was::lx%ot
able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste anything. I now wishe lcl)r
the last friend, death, to relieve me; but soon, to my grief, two of the
white men offered me eatables; and, on my refusing to eat, one Qf them
held me fast by the hands, and laid me across, I think, the windlass,
and tied my feet, while the other flogged me severely. I had never ezp&
rienced anything of this kind before, and, alrho_ugh not being used to
the water, I naturally feared that element Fhe first time I saw it, yel(::i
nevertheless, could I have got over the nettings, I would have jumpe
over the side, but I could not; and besides, the crew used to watl:h leds
very closely who were not chained down to the decks, lest. we shou
leap into the water; and I have seen some of these poor Afrlca‘n pr{lis?n—
ers most severely cut for attempting to do so, and hourly whipped for
not eating. This indeed was often the case witb myself. ;
In a little time after, amongst the poor chained men, I found some o
my own nation, which in a small degr;:e gave ease to my mind. Idm—
quired of them what was to be done with us? They gave me to un ;.:r-
stand we were to be carried to these white peopllefs country to work for
them. I then was a little revived, and thought, if it were no worse thz;)n
working, my situation was not so desperate: but still I feared I S:hould e
put to death, the white people looked and acted, as I though_t, in so sav:f
age a manner; for I had never seen among any people such 1nstan<l:es o
brutal cruelty; and this not only shown towards us t?lacks, but also to
some of the whites themselves. One white man in part%cular ['saw, Vl\fhen
we were permitted to be on deck, f_logg_ecl so unmercifully .V\flth i] a}t;ge
rope near the foremast, that he died in consequence of it; an dt ey
tossed him over the side as they would have done a brute. This made me
fear these people the more; and I expected noth;ng less than to be
treated in the same manner. I could not help expressing my fears and ap-
prehensions to some of my countrymen: I asked them if these people
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had no country, but lived in this hollow place the ship? They told me
they did not, but came from a distant one. “Then,” said I, “how comes
it in all our country we never heard of them?” They told me, because
they lived so very far off. I then asked, where were their women? Had
they any like themselves? I was told they had. “And why,” said I, “do
we not see them?” They answered, because they were left behind. I
asked how the vessel could go? They told me they could not tell; but
that there were cloth put upon the masts by the help of the ropes I saw,
and then the vessel went on; and the white men had some spell or magic
they put in the water when they liked in order to stop the vessel. I was
exceedingly amazed at this account, and really thought they were spirits.
I therefore wished much to be from amongst them, for I expected they
would sacrifice me: but my wishes were vain — for we were SO quar-
tered that it was impossible for any of us to make our escape. . . .

At last, when the ship we were in had got in all her cargo, they
made ready with many fearful noises, and we were all put under deck,
so that we could not see how they managed the vessel. But this disap-
pointment was the least of my sorrow. The stench of the hold while we
were on the coast was so intolerably loathsome, that it was dangerous
to remain there for any time, and some of us had been permitted to stay
on the deck for the fresh air; but now that the whole ship’s cargo were
confined together, it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of
the place, and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship,
which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself, al-
most suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that the air
soon became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells,
and brought on a sickness amongst the slaves, of which many died —
thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their
purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the
galling of the chains, now become insupportable; and the filth of the
necessary tubs, into which the children often fell, and were almost suf-
focated. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, ren-
dered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. Happily per-
haps for myself I was soon reduced so low here that it was thought
necessary to keep me almost always on deck; and from my extreme
youth I was not put in fetters. In this situation I expected every hour to
share the fate of my companions, some of whom were almost daily
brought upon deck at the point of death, which I began to hope would
soon put an end to my miseries. Often did I think many of the inhabi-
tants of the deep much more happy than myself; T envied them the free-
dom they enjoyed, and as often wished I could change my condition for
theirs. Every circumstance I met with served only to render my state

more painful, and heighten my apprehensions and my opinion of the
cruelty of the whites.
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One day they had taken a number of fishes; and when _they had
killed and satisfied themselves with as many as the_:y thought fit, to our
astonishment who were on the deck, rather It}?an give any of them to us
to eat, as we expected, they tossed the remaining fish into the Tza Egal{l,
although we begged and prayed for some as well as we could, 111t in
vain; and some of my countrymen, being pressed by hung_er, too tam
opportunity, when they thought no one saw them, of trying to ge eg
little privately; but they were discovered, and the attempt procur

e very severe floggings. ‘
thenz)ilc‘)enziay, \}:Jhen we hfg agsmooth sea, and moderate wind, tw-la of
my wearied countrymen, who were chaiqed toge;her (I was near t 16';11
at the time), preferring death to such a life of misery, sqme?ow mill e
through the nettings, and jumped into the sea; 11nmedlat§fy acrllot Ec;:r
quite dejected fellow, who, on account of his illness, was suffered to be
out of irons, also followed their example; and I believe many rr&oge
would very soon have done the same, if they l-Eacl not been prevente hy
the ship’s crew, who were instantly alarmed. Those of us that were the
most active were in a moment put down under the deck; and there was
such a noise and confusion amongst the people of the ship as I never
heard before, to stop her, and get the boat out to go after the slaﬁes.
However, two of the wretches were drowned, but they got the ot fer,
and afterwards flogged him unmercifully, for thus attempting to pre Sr
death to slavery. In this manner we contir_lued to‘undergo more ha;—
ships than I can now relate; hardships which are 1n§eparable from this
accursed trade. Many a time we were near suffocation, from the want
of fresh air, which we were often without fl;)l_' whole days together.
This, and the stench of the necessary tubs, ca_rried off many. e

During our passage I first saw flying fishes, whi_ch surprise mf:(
very much: They used frequently to fly across the ship, and Hcll%ny 0I

them fell on the deck. I also now first saw the use of the quadrant.
had often with astonishment seen the mariners make observations ;mth
it, and I could not think what it meant. They_ at last took notice ‘? my
surprise; and one of them, willing to increase it, as well as to graél y my
curiosity, made me one day look through it. The c10ud§ appeare t(d) me
to be land, which disappeared as they passed along. This heightene lbrlny
wonder, and I was now morebpersuaded than ever that I was in another

and that every thing about me was magic. ’

Worfg fast, we came in sigght of the island of Barbadoes, at v_vhlch the
whites on board gave a great shout, and made many signs of joy to us.
We did not know what to think of this; but,_ as the \fessel drexiv 1"1earerci
we plainly saw the harbour, and other ships of d{fferent kmdlsv[an
sizes; and we soon anchored amongst them off Bridge Town. | arllly
merchants and planters now come on board, 1:110_ugh it was in l:l e
evening. They put us in separate parcels, and examined us attentively.
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They also made us jump, and pointed to the land, signifying we were to
go there. We thought by this we should be eaten by these ugly men, as
they appeared to us; and when, soon after we were all put down under
the deck again, there was much dread and trembling among us, and
nothing but bitter cries to be heard all the night from these apprehen-
sions, insomuch that at last the white people got some old slaves from
the land to pacify us. They told us we were not to be eaten, but to
work, and were soon to go on land where we should see many of our
country people. This report eased us much; and sure enough, soon after
we landed, there came to us Africans of all languages.

We were conducted immediately to the merchant’s yard, where we
were all pent up together like so many sheep in a fold, without regard
to sex or age. As every object was new to me, everything I saw filled me
with surprise. What struck me first was, that the houses were built with
bricks, in stories, and in every other respect different from those I have
seen in Africa; but I was still more astonished on seeing people on
horseback. I did not know what this could mean; and indeed I thought
these people were full of nothing but magical arts. . . .

We were not many days in the merchant’s custody, before we were
sold after their usual manner, which is this: On a signal given (as the
beat of a drum), the buyers rush at once into the yard where the slaves
are confined, and make choice of that parcel they like best. The noise
and clamor with which this is attended, and the eagerness visible in the -
countenances of the buyers, serve not a little to increase the apprehen-
sion of the terrified Africans, who may well be supposed to consider
them as the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves
devoted. In this manner, without scruple, are relations and friends sepa-
rated, most of them never to see each other again.

I remember in the vessel in which I was brought over, in the men’s
apartment, there were several brothers who, in the sale, were sold in-
different lots; and it was very moving on this occasion to see and hear
their cries at parting. O, ye nominal Christians! Might not an African
ask you—learned you this from your God, who says unto you, Do
unto all men as you would men should do unto you. Is it not enough
that we are torn from our country and friends to toil for your luxury
and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be likewise sacrificed to
your avarice? Are the dearest friends and relations, now rendered more
dear by their separation from their kindred, still to be parted from each
other, and thus preventing from cheering the gloom of slavery with the
small comfort of being together, and mingling their sufferings and sor-
rows? Why are parents to love their children; brothers their sisters, or
husbands their wives? Surely this is a new refinement in cruelty, which,
while it has no advantage to atone for it, thus aggravates distress, and
adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery.



