
Document 1: A Slaver Trader’s Point of View 

 

John Barbot, an agent for the French Royal African Company, made at least two voyages to the West 

Coast of Africa, in 1678 and 1682. 

 

Those sold by the Blacks are for the most part prisoners of war, taken either in fight, or pursuit, or in the 

incursions they make into their enemies territories; others stolen away by their own countrymen; and 

some there are, who will sell their own children, kindred, or neighbours. This has been often seen, and to 

compass it, they desire the person they intend to sell, to help them in carrying something to the factory by 

way of trade, and when there, the person so deluded, not understanding the language, is old and deliver'd 

up as a slave, notwithstanding all his resistance, and exclaiming against the treachery.... 

 

The kings are so absolute, that upon any slight pretense of offences committed by their subjects, they 

order them to be sold for slaves, without regard to rank, or possession.... 

Abundance of little Blacks of both sexes are also stolen away by their neighbours, when found abroad on 

the roads, or in the woods; or else in the Cougans, or corn- fields, at the time of the year, when their 

parents keep them there all day, to scare away the devouring small birds, that come to feed on the millet, 

in swarms, as has been said above. 

 

In times of dearth and famine, abundance of those people will sell themselves, for a maintenance, and to 

prevent starving. When I first arriv'd at Goerree, in December, 1681, I could have bought a great number, 

at very easy rates, if I could have found provisions to subsist them; so great was the dearth then, in that 

part of Nigritia. . . . 

 

To conclude, some slaves are also brought to these Blacks, from very remote inland countries, by way of 

trade, and sold for things of very inconsiderable value; but these slaves are generally poor and weak, by 

reason of the barbarous usage they have had in traveling so far, being continually beaten, and almost 

famish'd; so inhuman are the Blacks to one another.... 

 

The trade of slaves is in a more peculiar manner the business of kings, rich men, and prime merchants, 

exclusive of the inferior sort of Blacks. 

 

These slaves are severely and barbarously treated by their masters, who subsist them poorly, and beat 

them inhumanly, as may be seen by the scabs and wounds on the bodies of many of them when sold to us. 

They scarce allow them the least rag to cover their nakedness, which they also take off from them when 

sold to Europeans; and they always go bare- headed. The wives and children of slaves, are also slaves to 

the master under whom they are married; and when dead, they never bury them, but cast out the bodies 

into some by place, to be devoured by birds, or beasts of prey. 

 

This barbarous usage of those unfortunate wretches, makes it appear, that the fate of such as are bought 

and transported from the coast to America, or other parts of the world, by Europeans, is less deplorable, 

than that of those who end their days in their native country; for aboard ships all possible care is taken to 

preserve and subsist them for the interest of the owners, and when sold in America, the same motive 

ought to prevail with their masters to use them well, that they may live the longer, and do them more 

service. Not to mention the inestimable advantage they may reap, of becoming Christians, and saving 

their souls, if they make a true use of their condition.... 

 



Many of those slaves we transport from Guinea to America are prepossessed with the opinion, that they 

are carried like sheep to the slaughter, and that the Europeans are fond of their flesh; which notion so far 

prevails with some, as to make them fall into a deep melancholy and despair, and to refuse all sustenance, 

tho' never so much compelled and even beaten to oblige them to take some nourishment: notwithstanding 

all which, they will starve to death; whereof I have had several instances in my own slaves both aboard 

and at Guadalupe. And tho' I must say I am naturally compassionate, yet have I been necessitated 

sometimes to cause the teeth of those wretches to be broken, because they would not open their mouths, 

or be prevailed upon by any entreaties to feed themselves; and thus have forced some sustenance into 

their throats.... 

 

As the slaves come down to Fida from the inland country, they are put into a booth, or prison, built for 

that purpose, near the beach, all of them together; and when the Europeans are to receive them, every part 

of every one of them, to the smallest member, men and women being all stark naked. Such as are allowed 

good and sound, are set on one side, and the others by themselves; which slaves so rejected are there 

called Mackrons, being above thirty five years of age, or defective in their limbs, eyes or teeth; or grown 

grey, or that have the venereal disease, or any other imperfection. These being set aside, each of the 

others, which have passed as good, is marked on the breast, with a red- hot iron, imprinting the mark of 

the French, English, or Dutch companies, that so each nation may distinguish their own. 

 

Source: John Barbot, "A Description of the Coasts of North and South Guinea," in Thomas Astley and 

John Churchill, eds., Collection of Voyages and Travels (London, 1732). 

 

 

Document 2: A Slave-Ship Surgeon’s Point of View 

 

Alexander Falconbridge, a surgeon aboard slave ships and later the governor of a British colony for freed 

slaves in Sierra Leone, gives this account of the Middle Passage. 

 

From the time of the arrival of the ships to their departure, which is usually about three months, scarce a 

day passes without some Negroes being purchased and carried on board; sometimes in small and 

sometimes in large numbers. The whole number taken on board depends on circumstances. In a voyage I 

once made, our stock of merchandise was exhausted in the purchase of about 380 Negroes, which was 

expected to have procured 500... 

 

The men Negroes, on being brought aboard the ship, are immediately fastened together, two and two, by 

handcuffs on their wrists and by irons riveted on their legs. They are then sent down between the decks 

and placed in an apartment partitioned off for that purpose. The women also are placed in a separate 

apartment between the decks, but without being ironed. An adjoining room on the same deck is appointed 

for the boys. Thus they are all placed in different apartments. 

 

But at the same time, however, they are frequently stowed so close, as to admit of no other position than 

lying on their sides. Nor with the height between decks, unless directly under the grating, permit the 

indulgence of an erect posture; especially where there are platforms, which is generally the case. These 

platforms are a kind of shelf, about eight or nine feet in breadth, extending from the side of the ship 

toward the centre. They are placed nearly midway between the decks, at the distance of two or three feet 

from each deck. Upon these the Negroes are stowed in the same manner as they are on the deck 

underneath. 



 

In each of the apartments are placed three or four large buckets, of a conical form, nearly two feet in 

diameter at the bottom and only one foot at the top and in depth of about twenty- eight inches, to which, 

when necessary, the Negroes have recourse. It often happens that those who are placed at a distance from 

the buckets, in endeavoring to get to them, tumble over their companions, in consequence of their being 

shackled. These accidents, although unavoidable, are productive of continual quarrels in which some of 

them are always bruised. In this distressed situation, unable to proceed and prevented from getting to the 

tubs, they desist from the attempt; and as the necessities of nature are not to be resisted, ease themselves 

as they lie. This becomes a fresh source of boils and disturbances and tends to render the condition of the 

poor captive wretches still more uncomfortable. The nuisance arising from these circumstances is not 

infrequently increased by the tubs being too small for the purpose intended and their being emptied but 

once every day. The rule for doing so, however, varies in different ships according to the attention paid to 

the health and convenience of the slaves by the captain. . . . 

 

 Upon the Negroes refusing to take sustenance, I have seen coals of fire, glowing hot, put on a shovel and 

placed so near their lips as to scorch and burn them. And this has been accompanied with threats of 

forcing them to swallow the coals if they any longer persisted in refusing to eat. These means have 

generally had the desired effect. I have also been credibly informed that a certain captain in the slave- 

trade, poured melted lead on such of his Negroes as obstinately refused their food. . . . 

 

 On board some ships the common sailors are allowed to have intercourse with such of the black women 

whose consent they can procure. And some of them have been known to take the inconstancy of their 

paramours so much to heart as to leap overboard and drown themselves. The officers are permitted to 

indulge their passions among them at pleasure and sometimes are guilty of such excesses as disgrace 

human nature.... 

 

 The hardships and inconveniences suffered by the Negroes during the passage are scarcely to be 

enumerated or conceived. They are far more violently affected by seasickness than Europeans. It 

frequently terminates in death, especially among the women. But the exclusion of fresh air is among the 

most intolerable. For the purpose of admitting this needful refreshment, most of the ships in the slave 

trade are provided, between the decks, with five or sick air- ports on each side of the ship of about five 

inches in length and four in breadth. In addition, some ships, but not one in twenty, have what they 

denominate wind- sails. But whenever the sea is rough and the rain heavy is becomes necessary to shut 

these and every other conveyance by which the air is admitted. The fresh air being thus excluded, the 

Negroes' rooms soon grow intolerable hot. The confined air, rendered noxious by the effluvia exhaled 

from their bodies and being repeatedly breathed, soon produces fevers and fluxes which generally carries 

of great numbers of them. . . . 

 

 Source: Alexander Falconbridge, An Account of the Slave Trade on the Coast of Africa (London, 1788). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Document 3: A Former Slave’ Point of View 

 

This extract, taken from Chapter Twelve of the Interesting Narrative, contains Equiano's arguments 

against the slave trade, in particular, his argument that the trade did not make sound economic sense. 

 

I hope to have the satisfaction of seeing the renovation of liberty and justice, resting on the British 

government, to vindicate the honour of our common nature. These are concerns which do not perhaps 

belong to any particular office: but, to speak more seriously to every man of sentiment, actions like these 

are the just and sure foundation of future fame; a reversion, though remote, is coveted by some noble 

minds as a substantial good. It is upon these grounds that I hope and expect the attention of gentlemen in 

power. These are designs consonant to the elevation of their rank, and the dignity of their stations; they 

are ends suitable to the nature of a free and generous government; and, connected with views of empire 

and dominion, suited to the benevolence and solid merit of the legislature. It is a pursuit of substantial 

greatness. - May the time come - at least the speculation to me is pleasing - when the sable people shall 

gratefully commemorate the auspicious aera of extensive freedom: then shall those persons particularly be 

named with praise and honour, who generously proposed and stood forth in the cause of humanity, 

liberty, and good policy; and brought to the ear of the legislature designs worthy of royal patronage and 

adoption. May Heaven make the British senators the dispersers of light, liberty and science, to the 

uttermost parts of the earth: then will be glory to God on the highest, on earth peace, and good-will to 

men. - Glory, honour, peace, &c. to every soul of man that worketh good; to the Britons first, (because to 

them the Gospel is preached), and also to the nations. “Those that honour their Maker have mercy on the 

poor.” “It is righteousness exalteth a nation; but sin is a reproach to any people: destruction shall be to the 

workers of iniquity, and the wicked shall fall by their own wickedness.” May the blessings of the Lord be 

upon the heads of all those who commiserated the cases of the oppressed negroes, and the fear of God 

prolong their days; and may their expectations be filled with gladness! “The liberal devise liberal things, 

and by liberal things shall stand,” Isaiah xxxii. They can say with pious Job, “Did not I weep for him that 

was in trouble; was not my soul grieved for the poor?” Job xxx. 25. 

 

As the inhuman traffic of slavery is now taken into the consideration of the British legislature, I doubt 

not, if a system of commerce was established in Africa, the demand for manufactures would most rapidly 

augment, as the native inhabitants would insensibly adopt the British fashions, manners, customs, &c. In 

proportion to the civilization, so will be the consumption of British manufactures. 

 

The wear and tear of a continent, nearly twice as large as Europe, and rich in vegetable and mineral 

productions, is much easier conceived than calculated. 

 

A case in point. - It cost the Aborigines of Britain little or nothing in clothing, &c. The difference between 

their forefathers and the present generation, in point of consumption, is literally infinite. The supposition 

is most obvious. It will be equally immense in Africa. - The same cause, viz. civilization, will ever have 

the same effect. 

 

It is trading upon safe grounds. A commercial intercourse with Africa opens an inexhaustible source of 

wealth to the manufacturing interests of Great Britain, and to all which the slave-trade is an objection. 

 

If I am not misinformed, the manufacturing interest is equal, if not superior, to the landed interest, as to 

the value, for reasons which will soon appear. The abolition of slavery, so diabolical, will give a most 



rapid extension of manufactures, which is totally and diametrically opposite to what some interested 

people assert. 

 

The manufacturers of this country must and will, in the nature and reason of things, have a full and 

constant employ, by supplying the African markets. 

 

Population, the bowels and surface of Africa, abound in valuable and useful returns; the hidden treasures 

of centuries will be brought to light and into circulation. Industry, enterprize, and mining, will have their 

full scope, proportionably as they civilize. In a word, it lays open an endless field of commerce to the 

British manufacturers and merchant adventurers. The manufacturing interest and the general interests are 

synonimous. The abolition of slavery would be in reality an universal good. 

 

Tortures, murder, and every other imaginable barbarity and iniquity are practised upon the poor slaves 

with impunity. I hope the slave-trade will be abolished. I pray it may be an event at hand. The great body 

of manufacturers, uniting in the cause, will considerably facilitate and expedite it; and, as I have already 

stated, it is most substantially their interest and advantage, and as such the nation’s at large, (except those 

persons concerned in the manufacturing neck-yokes, collars, chains, hand-cuffs, leg-bolts, drags, thumb 

screws, iron-muzzles, and coffins; cats, scourges, and other instruments of torture used in the slave trade). 

In a short time one sentiment alone will prevail, from motives of interest as well as justice and humanity. 

Europe contains one hundred and twenty millions of inhabitants. Query. - How many millions doth Africa 

contain? Supposing the Africans, collectively and individually, to expend 5£ a head in raiment and 

furniture yearly when civilized, &c. an immensity beyond the reach of imagination! 

 

This I conceive to be a theory founded upon facts, and therefore an infallible one. If the blacks were 

permitted to remain in their own country, they would double themselves every fifteen years. In proportion 

to such increase will be the demand for manufactures. Cotton and indigo grow spontaneously in most 

parts of Africa; a consideration this of no small consequence to the manufacturing towns of Great Britain. 

It opens a most immense, glorious, and happy prospect - the clothing, &c. of a continent ten thousand 

miles in circumference, and immensely rich in productions of every denomination in return for 

manufactures. 


