
Part 15: Trade and Exploitation Across the Atlantic

15.2 “Our Kingdom Is Being Lost”: Nzinga Mbemba (Afonso I)

The next selection is a letter from the African King of Kongo, Nzinga Mbemba, who had converted to
Christianity and adopted the name Afonso I (reigned ca. 1506–1543). Afonso had hoped to develop a
prosperous state by cooperating with the Europeans. But by the time of his death, his kingdom had
almost disintegrated. His concerns are expressed in a letter to the Portuguese king, Joao III, in 1526. It
was evident that Portuguese exploitation and aggressive pursuit of slaves resulted in dissension and
instability throughout the region.

Source: Copyright © 1964 by Basil Davidson, Reprinted by permission of Curtis Brown, Ltd.

Sir, Your Highness should know how our Kingdom is being lost in so many ways that it is convenient to provide for the
necessary remedy, since this is caused by the excessive freedom given by your agents and officials to the men and mer-
chants who are allowed to come to this Kingdom to set up shops with goods and many things which have been prohibited
by us, and which they spread throughout our Kingdoms and Domains in such an abundance that many of our vassals, whom
we had in obedience, do not comply because they have the things in greater abundance than we ourselves; and it was with
these things that we had them content and subjected under our vassalage and jurisdiction, so it is doing a great harm not
only to the service of God, but the security and peace of our Kingdoms and State as well.

And we cannot reckon how great the damage is, since the mentioned merchants are taking every day our natives,
sons of the land and the sons of our noblemen and vassals and our relatives, because the thieves and men of bad conscience
grab them wishing to have the things and wares of this Kingdom which they are ambitious of; they grab them and get them
to be sold; and so great, Sir, is the corruption and licentiousness that our country is being completely depopulated, and Your
Highness should not agree with this nor accept it as in your service. And to avoid it we need from your Kingdoms no more
than some priests and a few people to teach in schools, and no other goods except wine and flour for the holy sacrament.
That is why we beg of Your Highness to help and assist us in this matter, commanding your factors [agents] that they
should not send here either merchants or wares, because it our will that in these Kingdoms there should not be any trade
of slaves nor outlet for them. Concerning what is referred [to] above, again we beg of Your Highness to agree with it, since
otherwise we cannot remedy such an obvious damage. Pray Our Lord in his mercy to have Your Highness under His
guard and let you do forever the things of His service. . . .

Moreover, Sir, in our Kingdoms there is another great inconvenience which is of little service to God, and this is
that many of our people, keenly desirous as they are of the wares and things of your Kingdoms, which are brought here
by your people, and in order to satisfy their voracious appetite, seize many of our people, freed and exempt men, and very
often it happens that they kidnap even noblemen and the sons of noblemen, and our relatives, and take them to be sold to
the white men who are in our Kingdoms; and for this purpose they have concealed them; and others are brought during the
night so that they might not be recognized.

And as soon as they are taken by the white men they are immediately ironed and branded with fire, and when they
are carried to be embarked, if they are caught by our guards’ men the whites allege that they have bought them but they
cannot say from whom, so that it is our duty to do justice and to restore to the freemen their freedom, but it cannot be done
if your subjects feel offended, as they claim to be.

And to avoid such a great evil we passed a law so that any white man living in our Kingdoms and wanting to pur-
chase goods in any way should first inform three of our noblemen and officials of our court whom we rely upon in this
matter, and these are Dom Pedro Manipanza and Dom Manuel Manissaba, our chief usher, and Gocalo Pires our chief
freighter, who should investigate if the mentioned goods are captives or free men, and if cleared by them there will be no
further doubt nor embargo for them to be taken and embarked. But if the white men do not comply with it they will lose
the aforementioned goods. And if we do them this favor and concession it is for the part Your Highness has in it, since we
know that it is in your service too that these goods are taken from our Kingdom, otherwise we should not consent to
this. . . .

Question:
1. Why was his kingdom “out of balance” and what reforms did he suggest?
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15.3 Olaudah Equiano, The Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African

One African who survived the journey was Olaudah Equiano (ca. 1745–1797), an Ibo born in eastern
Nigeria near Benin. When Equiano was ten years old, he and his sister were captured from their home
by local robbers who quickly sold the children to slavers. Equiano served a series of masters, first in Bar-
bados and later in Virginia; he was finally bought by a British naval officer who took him to Canada, Eng-
land, and then back to the West Indies. This owner gave Equiano the new name of Gustavus Vassa. In
1766, by luck and frugal trading, Equiano had saved the hefty sum of forty pounds sterling, which was
enough money to buy his freedom. As a free man, he returned to England, where he worked as a barber,
a domestic servant, and a sailor.

In 1789, he published a two-volume set of memoirs in English, describing his life in Africa and his expe-
riences as a slave. His account, excerpted in the following reading, became a best-seller in England and
soon enabled Equiano; to become active in the English antislavery movement.

Source: From Olaudah Equiano, The Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by
Himself (Boston: I. Knapp, 1837), 31–32, 43–44, 47–48, 50–52.

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 con-
tinued 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. . . .

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 immediately 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 me in this belief. Indeed such were the horrors of my views and fears at the moment that, if ten thou-
sand worlds had been my own, I would have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my condition with that of the
meanest slave in my own country. When I looked round the ship too and saw a large furnace or copper boiling and a mul-
titude of black people of every description chained together, every one of their countenances expressing dejection and
sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and
fainted. When I recovered a little I found some black people about me, who I believed were some of those who had
brought me on board and had been receiving their pay; they talked to me in order to cheer me, but all in vain. I asked them
if we were not to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks, red faces, and loose hair. They told me I was not, and
one of the crew brought me a small portion of spirituous liquor in a wine glass, but being afraid of him I would not take
it out of his hand. One of the blacks there took it from him and gave it to me, and I took a little down my palate, which
instead of reviving me, as they thought it would, threw me into the greatest consternation at the strange feeling it produced,
having never tasted any such liquor before. Soon after this the blacks who brought me on board went off, and left me aban-
doned to despair. . . .

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 run himself, almost 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 among 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 insup-
portable, and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of
the women and the groans of the dying rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. Happily perhaps 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. . . .

At last we came in sight of the island of Barbados, at which 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 vessel drew nearer we plainly saw the harbour
and other ships of different kinds and sizes, and we soon anchored amongst them off Bridgetown. Many merchants and
planters now came on board, though it was in the evening. They put us in separate parcels and examined us attentively.

353



Part 15: Trade and Exploitation Across the Atlantic

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 apprehensions, 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 were 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
storeys, and in every other respect different from those 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.
While I was in this astonishment one of my fellow prisoners spoke to a countryman of his about the horses, who said they
were the same kind they had in their country. I understood them though they were from a distant part of Africa, and I
thought it odd I had not seen any horses there; but afterwards when I came to converse with different Africans I found they
had many horses amongst them, and much larger than those I then saw. 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 clamour with
which this is attended and the eagerness visible in the countenances of the buyers serve not a little to increase the appre-
hensions 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 matter, without scruple, are relations and friends separated, 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, 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 sep-
aration from their kindred, still to be parted from each other and thus prevented from cheering the gloom of slavery with
the small comfort of being together and mingling their sufferings and sorrows? Why are parents to lose 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.

Questions:
1. What does this memoir tell us about the organization and extent of slavery in the eighteenth-

century Atlantic world?
2. What does this selection indicate about Equiano’s African home and African culture?
3. What does the memoir, particularly its title, The Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, The

African, tell us about the cultural effects of slavery upon Africans in the eighteenth century?
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