(6:23) Olaudah Equiano describes life in West Africa before the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade

Instructions: Read the passage from the life of Olaudah Equiano and answer questions 1-5.

Geography & Government of West Africa: “That part of Africa, known by the name of Guinea, to which the trade for slaves is carried on, extends along the coast above 3,400 miles, and includes a variety of kingdoms. It extends along the coast about 170 miles, but runs back into the interior part of Africa to a distance I believe unexplored by any traveler. The distance of this province from the capital of Benin and the sea coast must be very considerable; for I have never heard of white men or Europeans, nor of the sea; for every transaction of the government was conducted by the chiefs or elders of this place. The manners and government of a people who have little commerce with other countries are generally very simple. My father was one of those elders or chiefs I have spoken of. 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. Adultery was sometimes punished with slavery or death; a punishment, which I believe, is inflicted on it throughout most of the nations of Africa. 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.”

Questions

A) How does Equiano show that the distance from the capital and the coast is a great distance? 

B) Why didn’t the Europeans go into the interior of Africa? 

C) Who makes decisions within the government? 

D) Who were the “Embrence”? 

In your opinion, why did the husband get to choose the fate of his wife?

Olaudah Equiano Remembers Life in West Africa

Source: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself. Vol. I. London: Author [1789]. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/equiano1/equiano1.html, accessed February 21, 2010.

Background: Olaudah Equiano was born in West Africa in the region near the Niger River in 1745. His family was probably Ibo. At the age of eleven, he was kidnapped and sold into slavery. As an adult in England he became free and wrote a memoir that he promoted as part of the campaign to end the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Near the start of the of the memoir, pages 11 through 35, Olaudah Equiano discussed his memories of life in West Africa. There are descriptions of geography, government, marriage customs, clothing, food, music, the arts, buildings, work, slavery, warfare, religion, and medical care. In this selection Olaudah Equiano discusses the religious beliefs and practices of his people. Read the selection, answer questions 1 - 4, and complete the follow-up assignment.

Questions

1.What do you learn about Olaudah Equiano’s people from these passages?

2. Which of their religious beliefs and practices were most similar to yours? 

3. Which of their religious beliefs and practices were most different from yours? 

4. In your opinion, would publication of this book help or hurt the campaign to end the slave trade? Explain.

A. The natives believe that there is one Creator of all things, and that he lives in the sun. He may never eat or drink; but, according to some, he smokes a pipe, which is our own favorite luxury. They believe he governs events, especially our deaths or captivity . . . Those spirits, which are not transmigrated [reborn], such as our dear friends or relations, they believe always attend them, and guard them from the bad spirits or their foes. For this reason they always before eating, as I have observed, put some small portion of the meat, and pour some of their drink, on the ground for them.

B. We compute the year from the day on which the sun crosses the line, and on its setting that evening there is a general shout throughout the land; at least I can speak from my own knowledge throughout our vicinity. The people at the same time make a great noise with rattles, not unlike the basket rattles used by children here, though much larger, and hold up their hands to heaven for a blessing. It is then the greatest offerings are made; and those children whom our wise men foretell will be fortunate are then presented to different people. 

C. We practiced circumcision like the Jews, and made offerings and feasts on that occasion in the same manner as they did. Like them also, our children were named from some event, some circumstance, or fancied foreboding at the time of their birth. I was named Olaudah, which, in our language, signifies vicissitude or fortune also, one favored, and having a loud voice and well spoken. 

D. Though we had no places of public worship, we had priests and magicians, or wise men. I do not remember whether they had different offices, or whether they were united in the same persons, but they were held in great reverence by the people . . . They wore their beards, and when they died they were succeeded by their sons. Most of their implements and things of value were interred along with them. Pipes and tobacco were also put into the grave with the corpse, which was always perfumed and ornamented, and animals were offered in sacrifice to them. None accompanied their funerals but those of the same profession or tribe. These buried them after sunset, and always returned from the grave by a different way from that which they went.

Oloudah Equiano Describes Being Sold into slavery

Background: Oloudah Equiano was born in Benin on the west coast of equatorial Africa in 1745, and was kidnapped and sold into slavery when he was eleven. While enslaved, he worked on a Virginia plantation as the servant for a British naval officer and for a Philadelphia merchant. After purchasing his freedom, he wrote his memoirs and became active in the anti-slavery movement. A selection from his memoir follows. The full text of The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Oloudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vasa, Written by Himself (London, 1789) is available at http://docsouth.unc.edu (accessed July 3, 2013).

Questions

1. Who was Oloudah Equiano?

2. What was his reaction when he saw the slave ship?

3. What were conditions like on the slave ship?

4. What happened when he refused to eat?

5. In your opinion, why did people prefer to die than to remain on the ship?

A. The first object which assaulted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and a slaveship, which was riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror, which I am yet at a loss to describe . . . When I was carried on board I was immediately handled, and tossed up, to see if I were sound, by some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had got into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me . . . 


B. I was soon put down under the decks, and there I received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life; so that with the loathsomeness of the stench, and the crying together, I became so sick and low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste anything . . . but soon, to my grief, two of the white men offered me eatables; and on my refusing to eat, one of them held me fast by the hands...and tied my feet, while the other flogged me severely . . . 


C. Amongst the poor chained men, I found some of my own nation, which in a small degree gave ease to my mind. I inquired of them what was to be done with us? They gave me to understand we were to be carried to these white people’s country to work for them . . . 


D. 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, almost suffocated us . . . The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered the whole scene of horror almost inconceivable . . . I was soon reduced so low here that it was thought necessary to keep me almost always on deck . . . 


E. One day, when we had a smooth sea, . . . two of my wearied countrymen, who were chained together, preferring death to such a life of misery, somehow made it through the nettings, and jumped into the sea; immediately another quite dejected fellow . . . also followed their example; and I believe many more would very soon have done the same, if they had not been prevented by the ship’s crew, who were instantly alarmed . . . Two of the wretches were drowned, but they got the other, and afterwards flogged him unmercifully, for thus attempting to prefer death to slavery. In this manner we continued to undergo more hardships than I can now relate; hardships which are inseparable from this accursed trade.

