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TWO IMPORTANT WARNINGS 

First, if you are sensitive or squeamish, then you may prefer not to 
read this book. The book contains phenomenally gruesome violence 
described herein. I was disturbed on many occasions by my research and by 
the information I believe necessary to convey in order to provide an accurate 
description of slavery. This is not your typically carefully-censored and 
whitewashed high school discussion of slavery. 

Second, the language of the time was rough and crude, and often 
would be considered to be deeply offensive today. I have chosen to quote 
directly from books by or about Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, 
Sojourner Truth, Solomon Northup, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, 
David Walker, and others, who themselves are quoting, or were, 
slaveholders or others who disrespected African-Americans. The books, and 
the quotations, use dialect. To be true to the historical value of the material, 
I deliberately have not deleted words they used, even if those words may 
offend. Again, if you disagree with that approach, or if you are sensitive or 
squeamish, then you may prefer not to read this book. I do not condone 
racism, discrimination, or prejudice of any kind. 
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In memory and recognition of America’s Slave Heroes—Harriet Tubman, 
Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Jacobs, Solomon Northup, William 
Wells Brown, Lt. Juan Bautista (Prince) Witten and the Florida Army of Black 
Warriors, Nat Turner, David Walker, and many other brave African-Americans, 

both slave and “free”—far too numerous to name—who fought bravely and 
valiantly against their bondage and discrimination to attain great heights and 
success, and in addition, in memory of the abolitionists, both “free” African-

Americans—especially William Still, the Father of the Underground Railroad—and 
whites, who provided invaluable assistance to slaves, often in violation of federal 

and state laws and at great risk of harm to themselves  

 
§ § § 

 

It is time for America to recognize, and to teach our children that, through their exemplary 
courage, words and actions, these African-American heroes contributed mightily to American 

history and culture and should be held up to America’s youth as role models 

 
§ § § 

 

Their contributions to America were so significant that America’s Slave Heroes deserve to be 
recognized in America’s history on a par with the Founding Fathers (including George 

Washington and Thomas Jefferson) and Abraham Lincoln,  
each of whom also contributed significantly to America 
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AFRICANS IN TRANSITION: FROM PEOPLE TO THINGS 

“slaves are like other people”448 

Frederick Douglass 

§ § § 

African captives forced into slavery experienced at least three radical transitions: 

 A geographical transition—The slave society transported them from Africa to 
the New World 

 A lifestyle transition—The slave society transformed those who had not been 
slaves in Africa from freedom-loving independent individuals to captives 

 An identity transition, an objectification—The slave society transformed them 
from human beings with minds of their own to the slave society’s perspective 
that they were things compelled to be submissive and obedient 

This section discusses the objectification transition.  

It is easy to refer to the unfortunate people trapped in the slavery holocaust as “slaves.” 

That overlooks, however, the fundamental element that they were people, human beings.  

Like the millions murdered by the Nazi’s before and during World War II, like the Native 
Americans forced from their homes and their land, murdered, and marched to and confined in 
unwanted reservations in the American West, these Africans were human beings subjected to 
virtually unimaginable merciless treatment.449 

By the time they landed in America and elsewhere in the New World, the Africans already 
had been kidnapped in their native communities and separated from their families and friends. 
They had been chained, beaten, and starved. They had witnessed first-hand, and had experienced 
personally, ferocious cruelty. 

They had survived months at sea, chained in cramped ship holds teeming with filth and 
disease. Lacking English language skills, they could not communicate either with their captors 
or, often, with each other. Even in the presence of others, they were alone. 

 
 

448 Douglass, Narrative at 19.  

449 See”—Genocide and Holocaust” below. 
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They were depressed, often ill, angry, and confused. They knew not what slave holders 
expected of them. It could not be communicated through language. 

Having lived in freedom all their lives, they would have loathed their circumstances. Likely 
they were resistant at first until the beatings—the “seasoning”—began. The abuse was incessant 
and unrelenting. Hundreds of lashes with knotted whips were common. Whips ripped the flesh. 
Blood coursed down their bodies. Pain remained for days and even weeks. Scars survived a 
lifetime. 

Beatings would have increased slaves’ depression, weakness, and confusion—and their 
rage. 

Can you imagine being 
trapped in this situation, not 
knowing what to do, infuriated 
and hostile, and thrashed at the 
whim of the master or overseer? 

Yet, resistance was useless. 
There was no escape.  

The slave society made 
certain to communicate that 
message. 

Only when the human spirit 
had been crushed systematically 
and thoroughly, only when the 
human being became completely, 
one hundred percent submissive 
and obedient, would the lashes 
cease for a time until the former 
human, now an object, a chattel 
under the law, made a mistake or 
gave evidence of resentment or 
disobedience.  

Then, the pitiless violence 
would be replicated. 

The slave society’s desired 
end result was a “thing”—no longer viewed as a human being—that would yield its personality 
simply to do precisely what it was told, and nothing more or less. 

This is the merchandise produced by slavery. 

“IDEA OF UTTER HELPLESSNESS” 

“The term slave to this day sounds with terror to my soul—a word 
too obnoxious to speak—a system too intolerable to be endured. 
I know this from long and sad experience. I now feel as if I had 
just been aroused from sleep, and, looking back with quickened 
perception at the state of torment from whence I fled. I was there 
held and claimed as a slave; as such I was subjected to the will and 
power of my keeper, in all respects whatsoever. That the slave is a 
human being, no one can deny. It is his lot to be exposed in 
common with other men, to the calamities of sickness, death, and 
the misfortunes incident to life. But unlike other men, he is denied 
the consolation of struggling against external difficulties, such as 
destroy the life, liberty, and happiness of himself and family. 
A slave may be bought and sold in the market like an ox. He is be 
sold off to a distant land from his family. He is bound in chains 
hand and foot; and his sufferings are aggravated a hundred fold, by 
the terrible thought, that he is not allowed to struggle against 
misfortune, corporeal punishment, insults and outrages committed 
upon himself and family; and he is not allowed to help himself, to 
resist or escape the blow, which he sees impending over him. 

“This idea of utter helplessness, in perpetual bondage, is the more 
distressing, as there is no period even with the remotest generation 
when it shall terminate.” 

H. Bibb, Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb, An 
American Slave Written by Himself at 18-19 (1849), available at the 
Academic Affairs Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
docsouth.unc.edu 
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It began in Africa with the hijacking, the loss of freedom, the separation from family and 
community, the weeks or months in an African slave prison, and the Middle Passage on the slave 
ship to a new continent. 

Now, in America, it was “life.” 

Of course, we know that inside the outer shell sought by the slave society, the façade, those 
“things” were people. They were human beings, but they dared not give outward evidence of it. 
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GENOCIDE AND HOLOCAUST 

Slavery in the New World, which included Brazil, the Caribbean, and America as willing 
participants, was a true genocide and a true holocaust.450 

The death toll and the cruelty of the slave trade and slavery far exceed most modern 
genocides, and depending upon the death estimates one adopts, even the Nazi Holocaust prior to 
and during World War II. 

The deaths associated with the slave trade 
arose during three intervals for the African 
captives: 

 The time of kidnapping in Africa, travel to 
the African Coast, and imprisonment in 
coastal prisons and concentration camps 
awaiting shipment to the New World 

 The time of encapsulation on the slave ships, i.e., the Middle Passage 

 The time shortly after arrival in the New World in a weakened and dazed condition, 
exposed to new diseases, and subjected to “seasoning”—a euphemism referring to 
ferocious abuse to turn the human Africans into slave merchandise, things, chattels, 
obedient and submissive farm animals451 

Focusing upon the time of encapsulation on slave ships, Dr. Henry Gates states that, out of 
an estimated 12.5 million Africans shipped in the Middle Passage to the New World 
(approximately 380,000 directly to America), an estimated 10.7 million survived.452 Dr. Gates’ 
data thus indicate deaths during the Middle Passage alone of approximately 1.8 million. 

After the Middle Passage, Dr. Beckles provides a “conservative estimate” of “about 15% of 
survivors of the passage” dying “within the first two years of arrival” in the New World.453 

 
 

450 See “Chapter One: Meet America’s Slave Society—An ‘Actual Reign of Terror” and “—The 
Triangular Trade and the Middle Passage: Key Role in Genocide” below. 

451 See “—Africans in Transition: From People to Things” above. 

452 Gates, “Slavery by the Numbers” at www.theroot.com/slavery-by-the-numbers-1790874492, accessed 
Oct. 5, 2020.  

See also “Slave Voyages” at www.slavevoyages.org, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 

453 Beckles, at 115.  

GENOCIDE 

“the deliberate and systematic destruction of a 
racial, political, or cultural group” 

“Genocide” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/genocide, accessed Oct. 31, 
2020 
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Additionally, large numbers died while still in Africa.454  

Dr. Marcus Rediker agrees that, during the Middle Passage, “1.8 million of [the African 
captives] died, their bodies cast overboard to the sharks that followed the ships.” 455 

Adding to that number estimates of death during the two other time periods, Dr. Rediker 
provides a “conservative” total estimate that “roughly 5 million men, women, and children died” 
in the international slave trade:456  

A conservative estimate of 15 percent—which would include those who died in transit 
[from the African interior to the West African coast] and held in barracoons and factories 
on the coast—suggests another 1.8 million deaths 
in Africa. Another 15 percent (or more, 
depending on region), a million and a half would 
expire during the first year of laboring life in the 
New World. From stage to stage—expropriation 
in Africa, Middle Passage, initial exploitation in 
America—roughly 5 million men, women, and 
children died. Another way to look at the loss of 
life would be to say that an estimated 14 million 
people were enslaved to produce a “yield” of 9 million longer-surviving enslaved Atlantic 
workers. 

To be clear, that is a conservative estimate. It does have general support from other 
scholars, such as Dr. Herbert Klein, who presents data on the Middle Passage itself reflecting 
deaths approximating twenty percent of captives on slave ships in the Seventeenth Century 
declining to ten percent or even less by the late Eighteenth Century.457 Those data generally are 
consistent with the numbers reflected above as stated by Dr. Gates and Dr. Rediker for the 
Middle Passage alone. 

Dr. Klein states that even if the rate were “under ten percent by the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries, this seemingly ‘low’ rate produces a crude death rate for a healthy 
economically active population that is truly astronomical in its level.”458 

Dr. James Rawley and Dr. Stephen Behrendt cite widely varying estimates by different 
scholars of deaths in the Middle Passage from “traditional estimates” of “8 to above 30 percent” 
to other estimates by Thomas Clarkson of “mortality of enslaved Africans, under the most 

 
 

454 Beckles, at 109-11.  

455 Rediker, at 5. 

456 Rediker, at 5. Emphasis added. 

457 H. Klein, THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE at 138-39, 141 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010) (“Klein”). 

458 Klein, at 160. 

HOLOCAUST 

“a mass slaughter of people” 

“Holocaust” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/holocaust, accessed Oct. 31, 
2020 
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favorable circumstance, at 45 percent, and in many instances above 80 percent.” Dr. Rawley and 
Dr. Behrendt conclude that death rates varied significantly among different ports of departure in 
Africa, reflecting prevalent local diseases, as well as the season of the year (Winter was worse) 
and current levels of market demand that might cause slavers to accept weaker captives.459 

Less conservatively, Dr. David Stannard states that in the “African slave trade” there were 
“at least 30,000,000—and possibly as many as 40,000,000 to 60,000,000—Africans killed, most 
of them in the prime of their lives, before they even had a chance to begin working as human 
chattel on plantations in the Indies and the Americas.”460 

W.E.B. Du Bois suggests a number in the range of 50 million in Africa and on the high 
seas:461 

Certainly it seems that at least 10,000,000 Negroes were expatriated. Probably every slave 
imported represented on the average five corpses in Africa or on the high seas. The 
American slave trade, therefore, meant the elimination of at least 60,000,000 Negroes from 
their fatherland. 

Whatever the correct numbers, they were very large.  

It is time for truly patriotic Americans to acknowledge the truth that America was involved 
knowingly, willingly in one of the most hideous genocides in the history of the World.462 True 
patriotism admits to mistakes, and learns from them. 

  

 
 

459 J. Rawley and S. Behrendt, THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE at 144-45, 247-50 (Univ. of 
Nebraska Press, 2005) (“Rawley and Behrendt”).  

460 D. Stannard, AMERICAN HOLOCAUST at 151 (Oxford Univ. Press, 1992). 

461 W.E.B. Du Bois, THE NEGRO at 155 (Henry Holt and Co., Thornton Butterworth Ltd., 1915), 
available from the Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library.  

462 This is not intended to diminish the tragedy America forced on Native Americans, the tragedy of the 
Nazi Holocaust, or the tragedies of other holocausts. 
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THE TRIANGULAR TRADE AND THE MIDDLE PASSAGE: KEY ROLE IN GENOCIDE 

“[T]he cruelties and horrors of [the international slave trade] far surpass those described in any 
other branch of history. The soldiers who have looted cities, the pirates who have made passengers and 
sailors walk the plank, and the religious zealots who have burned their opponents at the stake, were more 
merciful than the slave-traders.” 

John R. Spears463 

“European slave traders created shipping conditions, the sheer awfulness of which was unrivaled 
before, during, and after the era of the transatlantic slave trade.” 

Dr. David Eltis464 

§ § § 

After the prologue of abduction in Africa and a deadly existence in coastal prisons, the 
Middle Passage from Africa to the New World was the next vision that African captives received 
of their future fates.465 

Much of the information regarding the Middle Passage and events on specific ships comes 
from British governmental investigations, including testimony before Parliamentary 
committees.466 

Triangular Trade 

The Middle Passage received its name as the middle component of a trading route called 
the “Triangular Trade.”467 

On one leg of the Triangular Trade, ships transported manufactured goods, for example, 
gunpowder, weapons, and cloth (made from New World cotton), from England to Africa, where 

 
 

463 J. Spears, THE AMERICAN SLAVE TRADE: AN ACCOUNT OF ITS ORIGINS, GROWTH AND 

SUPPRESSION at vii-viii (Scribner, 1907), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library (“Spears”). 

464 Eltis, at 117. 

465 For an additional description of life on a slave ship from a captive’s perspective, see Olaudah 
Equiano’s book, THE INTERESTING NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF OLAUDAH EQUIANO OR, 
GUSTAVUS VASSA, THE AFRICAN, WRITTEN BY HIMSELF (T. Wilkins, 1789), available from the 
Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library. 

466 Thomas, at 301-02, 799. 

467 Spears, at 68; “The Angolan Connection and Slavery in Virginia” at 
www.historyisfun.org/learn/learning-center/the-angolan-connection-and-slavery-in-virginia/, accessed 
Oct. 13, 2020.  
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slave traders, such as the Duke of York’s Royal African Company, exchanged the products for 
African captives.468 History.com describes “RAC ships sail[ing] from Bristol, Liverpool and 
London to West Africa … .” 469 Dr. Hilary Beckles opines that trading for slaves with “alcohol 
and firearms” increased the military power of “the participating African elites.”470 

History.com then describes the next leg of the Royal African Company’s voyages: “From 
1680-86, the company transported an average of 5,000 slaves per year, most of which were 
shipped to the Caribbean and Virginia.”471 This was the “Middle Passage” from Africa to the 
New World.  

In America and the Caribbean, the traders exchanged the Africans for commodities from 
the New World, such as sugar, tobacco, rice, and cotton, which slaves already in the New World 
had produced.472 In New England, rum was an export.473 Lord Hugh Thomas cites also the 
importance of metals, especially iron bars, weapons, shells, alcohol, and beads.474 

Completing the Triangle, the traders then shipped those commodities to England. English 
companies converted many of the American commodities to manufactured goods that traders 
would use to begin a new Triangle with shipments of the manufactured goods to Africa. 475 

According to Lord Thomas, “By the end of the eighteenth century, something approaching 
eighty thousand black African slaves were being carried every year across the Atlantic.”476 

 
 

468 Rediker, at 46-47; “Transatlantic Slave Trade” at wayback.archive-it.org/10611/20180704133101/ 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/slave-route/transatlantic-slave-
trade, accessed Oct. 6, 2020 (“Wayback”); “The trade triangle” at liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/history-of-
slavery/transatlantic-slave-trade, accessed Oct. 6, 2020 (“Liverpool Trade Triangle”).  

469 “What was the Royal African Company?” at www.history.com/news/what-was-the-royal-african-
company, accessed Sept. 28, 2020. 

470 Beckles, at 17.  

471 “What was the Royal African Company?” at www.history.com/news/what-was-the-royal-african-
company, accessed Sept. 28, 2020. 

472 Rediker, at 46-47; Wayback; Liverpool Trade Triangle.  

473 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 9.  

474 Thomas, at 322-31. 

475 Rediker, at 46-47; Wayback; Liverpool Trade Triangle. 

476 Thomas, at 370. 
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Middle Passage 

Dr. Beckles identifies “[s]ix distinct stages of the Middle Passage,” as follows:477  

 “capture and enslavement in Africa; 

 “journey to the coast and other departure points; 

 “storage and package for shipment; 

 “transatlantic crossing; 

 “sale and dispersion in the Americas; 

 “seasoning/adjustment in the Americas” 

He describes the international slave trade and the Middle Passage, as ” the largest forced 
human migration in recorded history:”478 

 [T]he trade undoubtedly constitutes the largest forced human migration in recorded 
history, and the true extent of human suffering associated with this involuntary relocation 
of men, women and children may never be known. Their shipment, packed and stored 
beneath the decks of ships like the commodity that they were considered to be, is one of the 
greatest horrors of modern times. 

During the “Middle Passage,” … many Africans died as a result of punishment, hunger, 
disease, or trauma. Many others were thrown overboard if the slavers considered them sick 
and a threat to the health of others. …  

Kidnapping, Purchase, and Storage in Africa 

At the beginning of enslavement, the Africans’ capture often came at the hands of African 
kings, warlords or hostile tribes in battles with and raids on rival tribes, as well as through 
outright capture by European kidnappers and slave traders. Some African traders, acting as 
middlemen, collected slaves beforehand to speed the process.479  

Dr. Ira Berlin describes the impact the process had upon Africa, “as ambitious African 
merchants and politicos constructed dynasties from the profits of slave trading. In west Africa, 
new men rose to chiefdoms and paramountcies, creating states … . Farther to the south, … 
merchants subverted old kingdoms … . New states arose as these merchants and their mercenary 
allies pushed deeper into the interior of central Africa.”480 

 
 

477 Beckles, at 106.  

478 Beckles, at 16-17.  

479 Thomas, at 343. 

480 Berlin, at 100. Footnote omitted. 
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He adds that “[e]specially commissioned armies and freelancing gangs, driven by the 
possibility of political aggrandizement and great wealth, moved deep into the interior of Africa, 
kidnapping millions of men and women and killing 
millions of others. … It was a world in which no one 
was safe.”481 

Dr. Edgar McManus states that “[b]y 1770 the 
slave raids had depopulated whole regions of West 
Africa”482  

Once kidnapped, Africans faced a dismal fate. 
Lord Thomas provides insights of American naval 
commodore, Henry Wise, about the capture and 
storage of Africans in Africa destined for slavery in 
America:483 

Another picture of slaves waiting in a 
barracoon was given by an American naval 
commodore, Henry Wise, who wrote from 
Cabinda, in July 1859, how, “in chained gangs, the 
unfortunate slaves are driven by the lash from the 
interior to the barracoons on the beach; there the sea-air, insufficient diet, and dread of their 
approaching fate, produce the most fatal diseases: dysentery and fever [often] release them 
from their sufferings; the neighboring soil grows rich in the decaying remains of so many 

 
 

481 Berlin, at 100-01. Footnote omitted. 

482 McManus, Black Bondage in the North, at 23. 

483 Thomas, at 713. 

“‘Goree,’ or Slave-Stick”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 16, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2653 

 

“A Captive”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1882 
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of their fellow creatures, and the tracks are thick-strewn with their bones … On a short 
march,” he continued, “of 600 slaves, a few weeks back, intended for the Emma Lincoln [of 
the United States], 125 expired on the road. The mortality on these rapid marches is seldom 
less than 20 percent. Such, sir, is the slave 
trade under the American flag.” 

According to Dr. Henry Gates, “Children 
typically comprised 26 percent or more of a 
slave ship’s human cargo.”484  

John Spears states, with respect to illegal 
slave smuggling after the international trade was 

prohibited by Britain and America, that “in 
the nineteenth century, the slavers dealt in 
children as far as possible. Children did not 
bring as large a price as field hands, of 
course, but they cowered under torture, and 
there was no fear of their uprising against the 
crew.”485 

Because the captives came from diverse 
African cultures, they did not have a common 
language. Ships’ crews and officers often 
viewed that as an advantage reducing the 
odds of captives’ coordination of a rebellion 
on-board.486 It also would have added, 
however, to the captives’ sense of isolation. 

The process of negotiations with 
African captors and purchase of Africans 
from those captors was extremely degrading. 
Dr. Hilary Beckles quotes a description by an 

English captain of his inspection of potential purchases with the help of “a mulatto African who 
could tell an unsound slave at a glance.”487  

 
 

484 Gates, “Slavery by the Numbers” at www.theroot.com/slavery-by-the-numbers-1790874492, accessed 
Oct. 5, 2020.  

See also “Slave Voyages” at www.slavevoyages.org, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 

485 Spears, at 79. 

486 Rediker, at 276. 

487 Beckles, at 85-86.  

BARRACOON 

“an enclosure or barracks formerly used for 
temporary confinement of slaves or convicts” 

Barracoon at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/barracoon, accessed Oct. 14, 
2020 

 

“A Slave-Shed”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the 
African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1980 
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The mulatto scrutinized the African captives:488  

handling the “naked blacks from head to foot, squeezing their joints and muscles, twisting 
their arms and legs, and examining teeth, eyes, and chest, and pinching breasts and groin 
without mercy. The slaves stood in couples, stark naked, and were made to jump, cry out, 
lie down, and roll, and hold their breath for a 
long time.” 

Dr. Beckles adds that “French merchants 
usually brought in the ship’s surgeon to examine 
the female slaves, in order to estimate their 
reproductive capacities.” 

After the purchases, the captives would be 
stored in warehouses, prisons, and forts,489 at times 
for extensive periods “until the ships arrived.” Dr. 
Rediker states that this period of confinement 
could last “six months and more.”490  

“During this process, the slaves were 
branded with hot irons on their shoulders, arms, or 
chest, in order to label them for transportation and 
storage.”491 Michael Cottman states that “branding 
was standard practice for all slavers.”492 Slaves 
purchased for the Royal African Company “were branded ‘DY,’ Duke of York.”493  

Lord Thomas describes the branding process:494 

Slaves were as always branded before their departure for the Americas. In this respect 
there was no difference between what happened in the legal, eighteenth century and the 
illegal, nineteenth: an iron with letters cut into it “is put into fire on the beach, and a small 

 
 

488 Beckles, at 85-86.  

489 Rediker, at 212; “The Slave Ship” at cbsnews.com/news/the-slave-ship-60-minutes/, accessed Oct. 6, 
2020 (“The Slave Ship”); Cottman, “The Ghosts of the Henrietta Marie” at 
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/national/daily/feb99/excerpt07.htm, accessed Oct. 6, 2020 
(“Cottman”). 

490 Rediker, at 212. 

491 Beckles, at 86.  

492 Cottman; Rediker, at 268. 

493 Beckles, at 86; Rediker, at 268.  

494 Thomas, at 715. 

 

“Metal Branding Irons with Owners' Initials”, 
Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African 
Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1975 
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pot containing palm oil is always at hand; the iron is heated, and dipped into this palm oil, 
and dabbed on the hip [men] or [just above] the breast [women] or wherever the slave 
dealer may choose to have his slaves marked. The palm oil is to prevent the flesh adhering 
to the iron.” 

The Story of Ottobah Cugoano’s Capture in Africa 

In his narrative, a man named 
Ottobah Cugoano related his 
experience as an African captive 
from the time of his kidnapping to 
his life in England:495 

I WAS early snatched away 
from my native country, with 
about eighteen or twenty more 
boys and girls, as we were 
playing in a field. We lived but a 
few days’ journey from the coast 
where we were kidnapped … . 

Some of us attempted, in 
vain, to run away, but pistols and 
cutlasses were soon introduced, 
threatening, that if we offered to 
stir, we should all lie dead on the 
spot. …  

I was kept about six days at 
[a] man’s house, and in the evening there was another man came, and talked with him a 
good while and I heard the one say to the other he must go, and the other said, the sooner 
the better; that man came out and told me that he knew my relations at Agimaque, and that 
we must set out to-morrow morning, and he would convey me there. Accordingly we set 
out next day, and travelled till dark, when we came to a place where we had some supper 
and slept. He carried a large bag, with some gold dust, which he said he had to buy some 
goods at the sea-side to take with him to Agimaque. Next day we travelled on, and in the 
evening came to a town, where I saw several white people, which made me afraid that they 
would eat me, according to our notion, as children, in the inland parts of the country. This 
made me rest very uneasy all the night, and next morning I had some victuals brought, 
desiring me to eat and make haste, as my guide and kidnapper told me that he had to go to 
the castle with some company that were going there, as he had told me before, to get some 
goods.  

 
 

495 O. Cugoano, NARRATIVE OF THE ENSLAVEMENT OF OTTOBAH CUGOANO, A NATIVE OF AFRICA; 

PUBLISHED BY HIMSELF (James Bullock, 1787), Academic Affairs Library, UNC-CH, available at 
docsouth.unc.edu. The electronic edition has been transcribed from pages 120-127 of the Appendix to 
“THE NEGRO’S MEMORIAL; OR, ABOLITIONIST’S CATECHISM; BY AN ABOLITIONIST.” 

 

“A Slave Raid”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave 
Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 
16, 2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2657 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-176- 

After I was ordered out, the horrors I soon saw and felt, cannot be well described; I saw 
many of my miserable countrymen chained two and two, some handcuffed, and some with 
their hands tied behind. We were conducted along by a guard, and when we arrived at the 
castle, I asked my guide what I was brought there for, he told me to learn the ways of the 
browfow, that is, the white-faced people. I saw him take a gun, a piece of cloth, and some 
lead for me, and then he told me that he must now leave me there, and went off. This made 
me cry bitterly, but I was soon conducted to a prison, for three days, where I heard the 
groans and cries of many, and saw some of my fellow-captives. But when a vessel arrived 
to conduct us away to the ship, it was a most horrible scene; there was nothing to be heard 
but the rattling of chains, smacking of whips, and the groans and cries of our fellow-men. 
Some would not stir from the ground, when they were lashed and beat in the most horrible 
manner. I have forgot the name of this infernal fort; but we were taken in the ship that came 
for us, to another that was ready to sail from Cape Coast. When we were put into the ship, 
we saw several black merchants coming on board, but we were all drove into our holes, and 
not suffered to speak to any of them. In this situation we continued several days in sight of 
our native land; but I could find no good person to give any information of my situation to 
Accasa at Agimaque. And when we found ourselves at last taken away, death was more 
preferable than life; and a plan was concerted amongst us, that we might burn and blow up 
the ship, and to perish all together in the flames: but we were betrayed by one of our own 
countrywomen, who slept with some of the headmen of the ship, for it was common for the 
dirty filthy sailors to take the African women and lie upon their bodies; but the men were 
chained and pent up in holes. It was the women and boys which were to burn the ship, with 
the approbation and groans of the rest; though that was prevented, the discovery was 
likewise a cruel bloody scene. 

But it would be needless to give a description of all the horrible scenes which we saw, 
and the base treatment which we met with in this dreadful captive situation, as the similar 
cases of thousands, which suffer by this infernal traffic, are well known. Let it suffice to 
say that I was thus lost to my dear indulgent parents and relations, and they to me. All my 
help was cries and tears, and these could not avail, nor suffered long, till one succeeding 
woe and dread swelled up another. Brought from a state of innocence and freedom, and, in 
a barbarous and cruel manner, conveyed to a state of horror and slavery, this abandoned 
situation may be easier conceived than described. From the time that I was kidnapped, and 
conducted to a factory, and from thence in the brutish, base, but fashionable way of traffic, 
consigned to Grenada, the grievous thoughts which I then felt, still pant in my heart; though 
my fears and tears have long since subsided. And yet it is still grievous to think that 
thousands more have suffered in similar and greater distress, Under the hands of barbarous 
robbers, and merciless task-masters; and that many, even now, are suffering in all the 
extreme bitterness of grief and woe, that no language can describe. The cries of some, and 
the sight of their misery, may be seen and heard afar; but the deep-sounding groans of 
thousands, and the great sadness of their misery and woe, under the heavy load of 
oppressions and calamities inflicted upon them, are such as can only be distinctly known to 
the ears of Jehovah Sabaoth. 

This Lord of Hosts, in his great providence, and in great mercy to me, made a way for 
my deliverance from Grenada. Being in this dreadful captivity and horrible slavery, without 
any hope of deliverance, for about eight or nine months, beholding the most dreadful 
scenes of misery and cruelty, and seeing my miserable companions often cruelly lashed, 
and, as it were, cut to pieces, for the most trifling faults; this made me often tremble and 
weep, but I escaped better than many of them. For eating a piece of sugar-cane, some were 
cruelly lashed, or struck over the face, to knock their teeth out. Some of the stouter ones, 
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I suppose, often reproved, and grown hardened and stupid with many cruel beatings and 
lashings, or perhaps faint and pressed with hunger and hard labour, were often committing 
trespasses of this kind, and when detected, they met with exemplary punishment. Some told 
me they had their teeth pulled out, to deter others, and to prevent them from eating any cane 
in future. Thus seeing my miserable companions and countrymen in this pitiful, distressed, 
and horrible situation, with all the brutish baseness and barbarity attending it, could not but 
fill my little mind horror and indignation. But I must own, to the shame of my own 
countrymen, that I was first kidnapped and betrayed by some of my own complexion, who 
were the first cause of my exile, and slavery; but if there were no buyers there would be no 
sellers. So far as I can remember, some of the Africans in my country keep slaves, which 
they take in war, or for debt; but those which they keep are well fed, and good care taken of 
them, and treated well; and as to their clothing, they differ according to the custom of the 
country. But I may safely say, that all the poverty and misery that any of the inhabitants of 
Africa meet with among themselves, is far inferior to those inhospitable regions of misery 
which they meet with in the West-Indies, where their hard-hearted overseers have neither 
Regard to the laws of God, nor the life of their fellow-men. 

Thanks be to God, I was delivered from Grenada, and that horrid brutal slavery. A 
gentleman coming to England took me for his servant, and brought me away, where I soon 
found my situation become more agreeable. After coming to England, and seeing others 
write and read, I had a strong desire to learn, and getting what assistance I could, I applied 
myself to learn reading and writing, which soon became my recreation, pleasure, and 
delight; and when my master perceived that I could write some, he sent me to a proper 
school for that purpose to learn. Since, I have endeavoured to improve my mind in reading, 
and have sought to get all the intelligence I could, in my situation of life, towards the state 
of my brethren and countrymen in complexion, and of the miserable situation of those who 
are barbarously sold into captivity, and unlawfully held in slavery. 

FINIS 
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“Captured Africans Taken to the Coast (either Nigeria, 
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Deaths and Floating Tombs 

Dr. Beckles quotes historian Joseph Miller describing the Middle Passage as a “death 
journey.” He states that “the Middle Passage … usher[ed] in an hitherto unimaginable level of 
human degradation,”496 adding that “the slave ships were in effect ‘floating tombs.’”497 

Dr. Jill Lepore provides the following description of the occurrences and deaths:498 

Most of the West and Central Africans in early eighteenth-century New York had 
witnessed and endured extraordinary suffering. For every one hundred Africans seized in 
the African interior, only about sixty-four survived the journey to the coast and only about 
forty-eight or forty-nine made it across the Atlantic’s Middle Passage. Of that forty-eight or 
forty-nine, only between twenty-eight and thirty were still alive after the three- to four-year 
period of “seasoning.” 

Estimates of the deaths associated with the Middle Passage vary considerably. Whatever 
the precise number of deaths, clearly the slave trade and slavery gave rise to one of the worst 
genocides and holocaust in World history. “Conservative” estimates exceed five million. Other 
estimates rise to levels in the tens of millions.499 

The specific experiences of specific slave ships on specific voyages varied, of course. 
Some experienced far more death than did others. Dr. Berlin gives an illustrative example of the 
slave ship Venus, which brought slaves to Louisiana. Even after what would have been many 
deaths in Africa itself:500 

Of the 450 slaves loaded aboard the Venus in Africa in April 1729, only 363 reached the 
Mississippi River. Another forty-three succumbed before they disembarked in New 
Orleans. According to officials, the remaining slaves were so disease-ridden that “more 
than two-thirds of those who were sold at auction into the hands of the inhabitants … died” 
soon thereafter. 

 
 

496 Beckles, at 105.  

497 Beckles, at 116.  

See “—Genocide and Holocaust” above. 

498 Lepore, at 62. 

499 See “—Genocide and Holocaust” above. 

500 Berlin, at 83. 
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Dr. James Rawley and Dr. Stephen Behrendt cite a ship named the Daniel and Henry, 
which in 1700 experienced the following:501 

The ship’s log describes slaving along the Gold Coast until 452 slaves had been acquired 
and suffering horrendous losses on the Middle Passage. One month out it recorded, “We 
have now throwne overbord 153 slaves”; and a month later, “wee have now att this day 
noone 183 slaves dead and many more very bad.” At Jamaica the ship sold 246 slaves and 
six died in port. 

The African captives died from disease, starvation, dehydration, abuse, murder, and 
suicide.  

Dr. Herbert Klein cites another cause of death: “148 ships that were lost at sea and all of 
whose African slaves on board perished.”502  

Among the greatest terrors were the sharks 
trailing the ships “all the way across the Atlantic.” 
“If the shark was the dread of sailors, it was the 
outright terror of the enslaved.” Nevertheless, 
despite the terror, jumping overboard was a 
common means of resistance and suicide. In order 
to protect their “investments,” captains would 
dispatch crews to attempt “rescues,” but many 
captives drowned or died in the teeth of the 
sharks.503 

Packing the Ships 

The ships were loaded with many tools of terror: “manacles, shackles, neck rings, and 
chains, as well as the cat-o’-nine-tails, the speculum oris, and the thumbscrews … .”504  

 
 

501 Rawley and Behrendt, at 209. Footnote omitted. 

502 Klein, at 161. 

503 Rediker, at 37, 38-39, 288. 

504 Rediker, at 202. 

Speculum Oris 

“The Speculum Oris was a scissor-shaped 
instrument inserted into the mouth of a slave to 
force the jaws open. The crew of slave ships 
would force captive Africans to eat so that they 
couldn’t escape servitude by starving themselves 
to death.” 

Patricia Smith, Speculum Oris, at rattle.com/speculum-
oris-by-patricia-smith/, accessed Oct. 9, 2020 
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The traders, captains and crews regarded and 
treated the Africans as “cargo,”505 not human beings. 
The African humans were managed only by assigned 
numbers.506 “[M]any a slaver was without any 
sympathy for the unfortunates.”507  

Dr. Rediker describes the process of chaining 
the African captives: “[u]nder the direction of the 
captain and mate as well as the armorer or gunner, 
the sailors would hammer the cuffs into place, linking 
the men by twos, the left wrist and ankle of one to the 
right wrist and ankle of the other.” He adds that 
“[t]he iron constraints excoriated the flesh. Even 
minimal movement could be painful.” 508 

The slave traders wedged the chained Africans 
into specially constructed holds on the slave ships, 
frequently chained together, “packed like stones in a 
wall.”509  

Dr. Beckles describes two methods of storing 
the slaves in the ships’ holds. One was “tight 
packing” involving alternating captives in a spooned 
manner, “locked to one another,” one captive’s head 
to the heels of the next captive, on the theory that 
approximately ten percent would be lost by death. 
The other, loose-packing, assumed that more captives 
would survive if treated less inhumanely. 

 
 

505 The Slave Ship. 

506 Rediker, at 172. 

507 Spears, at 72 

508 Rediker, at 234. 

509 Beckles, at 113; Rediker, at 271. 

 

“Untitled Image (Iron Shackles)”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life 
in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 13, 
2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2619 

Note the speculum oris, which is marked F, G, H,  
and I. Circle has been added. 
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Nevertheless, “[o]vercrowding was the norm on all slave ships … .”510  

Lord Thomas illustrates the available space for the captives by citing one captain who 
afforded captives on his ship as “a mere fifteenth of the space thought right for a British soldier 
when engaged in crossing an ocean.”511 

Joseph Kleinman and Eileen Kurtis-Kleinman cite a surgeon as stating that, on the ship 
Brookes, “The slaves were so crammed that they had no room to turn their bodies from one side 
to the other.”512 

They quote a seventeenth century slave trader as stating:513 

“Women who were pregnant were assembled 
in the back cabin, the children were huddled 
together … as if they were herrings in a barrel. If 
anyone wanted to sleep, they lay on top of each 
other. To satisfy their natural needs, they had 
bilge places … over the edge of the sea, but, as 
many feared to lose their place … they relieved 
themselves where they were, above all the men 
[who were] cruelly pushed together, in such a way 
that the heat and smell became intolerable.” 

Dr. Peter Kolchin describes cramped ships 
with holds five feet high in which “slaves were 
often crammed together so closely they could barely move.” 514  

In the early 1900s, John R. Spears described graphically the holds on various types of slave 
ships. Despite minor variances, the result always was that the slave traders afforded the captives 
only miniscule spaces that the captives endured for literally months of intense suffering. 

The following are John Spears’ examples:515 

Most of the ships built for the trade in the eighteenth century had two decks. The space 
between the keel and the lower deck was called the lower hold, while the space between the 

 
 

510 Beckles, at 109, 113. 

511 Thomas, at 715. 

512 J. Kleinman and E. Kurtis-Kleinman, LIFE ON AN AFRICAN SLAVE SHIP at 8 (Lucent Books, 2001) 
(“Kleinmans”). 

513 Kleinmans, at 49. 

514 Kolchin, at 21.  

515 Spears, at 68-71. 

CAT O’ NINE TAILS 

“a whip made of usually nine knotted lines or 
cords fastened to a handle” 

“History and Etymology for cat-o’-nine-tails 

“from the resemblance of its scars to the 
scratches of a cat” 

“Cat-o’-nine-tails” at www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/cat-o'-nine-tails, accessed Oct. 
9, 2020 
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two decks was sometimes called the upper hold, but was generally designated “‘tween 
decks.” The ‘tween-deck space was reserved for the slaves. The new slaver built at “Warren 
in the county of Bristole, in the colony of Rhode Island,” was to be “ten feet in the hold, 
with three feet ten inches betwixt decks.” That is to say, the space between the decks where 
the slaves were to be kept during the time the cargo was accumulating (three to ten months) 
and while crossing the Atlantic (six to ten weeks) was a room as long and as wide as the 
ship, but only three feet ten inches high—the space of an average Newport slaver in the 
days when the traffic was lawful and respected. 

The men were ironed together, two and two by the ankles, but women and children 
were left unironed. They were then taken to the slave-deck, the males forward of a 
bulkhead built abaft the main hatch, and the women aft. There all were compelled to lie 
down with their backs on the deck and feet 
outboard. In this position the irons on the men 
were usually secured to chains or iron rods that 
were rove through staples in the deck, or the 
ceiling of the ship. The entire deck was covered 
with them lying so. They were squeezed so tightly 
together, in fact, that the average space allowed to 
each one was but sixteen inches wide by five and a 
half feet long.  

In the Liverpool ships in the latter part of the 
eighteenth century—ships that carried from three 
hundred to five hundred slaves at a load—the 
average height between the two decks was five 
feet two inches. This statement of the average 
distance between decks was proven by measuring 
many ships. But that is not to say that the slaves 
were more comfortable on the ships having greater 
space between decks. On the contrary, they were 
less so. Economy of space was studied with a 
sharp eye. It would never do to allow all that space 
between decks to remain unoccupied. So a shelf or 
gallery, usually six feet wide, was suspended 
midway between the two decks, and on this 
another layer of slaves was placed Of course the deck under the shelf or gallery was 
covered with slaves packed as closely together as possible. This shelf was made of 
unplaned lumber, and there was no effort to make tight the joints between the boards.  

The smaller ships—the sloops and schooners that had no ‘tween-decks—were arranged 
for stowing the slaves by building a temporary deck beneath the upper one. Having stowed 
the barrels of food and water in the hold so as to occupy as little space as possible, a row of 
stanchions, fore and aft on the keelson, and rising just above the barrels, was erected. These 
were connected by a ridge-pole, and from this ridgepole rafters were extended to the sides 
of the ship. On the rafters common unplaned boards were laid. Thus a deck was laid that 
could be easily removed on occasion. 

The space between this deck and the upper one was rarely, if ever, more than three feet 
high, and cases are on record where it was considerably less than two feet—in this century 
even as little as eighteen inches.  

 

“Fers pour négres”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of 
the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early 
African Diaspora, accessed November 13, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2063 
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Most of the vessels used after the trade was outlawed were of the small, single-decked 
class. Because the trade was unlawful these slavers had to be prepared to pass as palm-oil 
buyers when they were overhauled by a cruiser, and they could not do that if they had a 
slave-deck laid. Accordingly the slave deck was not laid until the slaves were on the beach 
ready to embark. Being then in great haste the slaver did not usually go to the trouble of 
erecting stanchions and building his deck substantially. He merely laid his rafters or 
timbers on the barrels, as best he might; 
spread the boards over them, with a nail 
driven in here and there, perhaps, but 
sometimes with never a nail to hold 
them in place, and then the slaves were 
brought on board and jammed into the 
thin space with less regard for their 
comfort than is shown now for hogs 
shipped in a two-deck stock-car.  

In fact, when the cruisers became at 
last somewhat vigilant, cargoes were 
shipped in vessels that had no slave-
deck; the slaves were piled on the 
barrels of food and water until the 
barrels were blanketed out of sight. 

But the limit of devilish ingenuity 
in stowing slaves was not reached until 
the trade was outlawed. To increase the 
number of slaves on the deck they were 
then compelled to lie on their sides, 
breast to back, “spoon fashion,” to use 
the term then common. Where the 
‘tween-deck space was two feet high or 
more the slaves were stowed sitting up 
in rows, one crowded into the lap of 
another, and with legs on legs, like 
riders on a crowded toboggan. In storms 
the sailors had to put on the hatches, 
and seal tight the openings into the 
infernal cesspool. 

In early days of slavery, the Middle 
Passage for the Africans packed tightly in 
this manner could take up to four months or even more,516 depending upon weather and 
favorable winds. Later, with experience, trips still required perhaps six to eight weeks.517  

 
 

516 Eltis, at 156-57; Rediker, at 212.; The Slave Ship; Cottman. 

517 Eltis, at 156-57; Rediker, at 212; Liverpool Trade Triangle. 
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Beginning in the 1660s, until the Duke of York’s reign as King James II ended, the Royal 
African Company, under the Duke’s control, would have operated in this manner with the benefit 
of his governmental monopoly on the slave trade to America and of the Duke’s control of 
African forts captured from the Dutch. After King James II was deposed, the Royal African 
Company he founded continued to operate as a slave trader for many decades, including but not 
limited to, during the reigns of his two daughters, Queen Mary and Queen Anne.518 

 
 

518 See “Chapter One: Meet America’s Slave Society—Why the Duke of York Is the Father of America’s 
Slave Society,” “Chapter Three: The Duke of York Promotes Slavery,” and “Appendix II: King Charles 
II’s 1664 Charter Granting to the Duke of York Authority Over New York.” 
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Slaves as “Investments” 

The bottom line was that “Slaves were a costly investment, and the slavers were concerned 
to maximize their profits, even if this meant losing quite a few slaves by doing so.”519 Dr. 
Beckles describes the slave trade as highly competitive and speculative, with some voyages very 
profitable, and others losing money. Thus, it was important to minimize costs and maximize 
revenues by whatever means possible.520  

Dr. Beckles and Dr. Rediker describe average slave trade profits from approximately six to 
eight percent up to nine or ten percent, with Dr. Beckles adding: “it was nevertheless possible to 
realize large profits on individual voyages, or on a small cluster of voyages.”521 

According to Lonnie Bunch, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, by the eighteenth 
century, sales of individual Africans as slaves could occur for prices equivalent to $9,000 to 
$15,000 today.522  

Once the international slave trade became prohibited, smuggling profits rose considerably 
with the greater risks to the smugglers. John Spears describes the profits of one ship:523 

In an estimate of the steamer’s profits …, [the slave trader] placed the cost at $300,000, 
and the income—“1,200 negroes at $650, $780,000, which leaves net profit and steamer on 
hand, $480,000.” 

Using the inflation multiple of 33, the sale price of each slave at $650 would be equivalent 
to $21,450 today. The estimated net profit of $480,000 would be equivalent to $15,840,000.  

Disease and Filth 

Dr. Kolchin quotes Alexander Falconbridge, “a doctor on numerous slaving voyages,” who 
cited unbearable heat in the ships’ holds. Dr. Falconbridge added that: “The floor of their rooms, 
was so covered with the blood and mucus which had proceeded from them in consequence of the 
flux, that it resembled a slaughterhouse.”524  

 
 

519 Beckles, at 114.  
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Disease was rampant and, in the absence of sanitation, spread easily.525 The National 
Museums Liverpool states: “Epidemics of fever, dysentery (the ‘flux’) and smallpox were 
frequent.”526 Of course, there was much death. “Sickness and death were central to the African 
experience aboard the slave ship.”527 

Dr. James Rawley and Dr. Stephen Behrendt state: “[w]ithout doubt disease was a 
relentless killer of slaves on shipboard.” They enumerate “Dysentery, ‘fever,’ measles, smallpox, 
and scurvy. Dysentery, often called 
by contemporaries ‘the flux,’ was 
perhaps the most common disease.” 
They also identify “ophthalmia, 
contagious and a cause of 
blindness” as “affict[ing] Africans 
in great number,” the “yaws, a 
chronic, contagious tropical disease 
characterized by raspberry-like 
swellings,” and intestinal worms, 
which “often began in 
childhood.”528  

According to Dr. Rediker, one 
sailor testified that: “Sickness was a 
big part of the experience. Breathing 
“infected air” amid “green 
contagion,” the fevered lie “strew’ 
o’er the filthy deck.”529  

Dr. Rediker states that health 
conditions on a “sickly” slave ship 
“everyone agreed, was a horror 
beyond imagination.” Ships lacked 

 
 

525 Beckles, at 107-09; “Life on board slave ships” at www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/history-of-
slavery/middle-passage#section--log-book-of-the-unity,-1769-1770, accessed Oct. 6, 2020 (“Liverpool 
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527 Rediker, at 273. 
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ACCOUNT OF A SLAVE SHIP DURING A RESCUE 

“She had taken in, on the coast of Africa, 336 males and 226 
females, making in all 562, and had been out seventeen days, during 
which she had thrown overboard fifty-five. The slaves were all 
inclosed under grated hatchways between decks. The space was so 
low that they sat between each other’s legs and [were] stowed so 
close together that there was no possibility of their lying down or at 
all changing their position by night or day. As they belonged to and 
were shipped on account of different individuals, they were all 
branded like sheep with the owners’ marks of different forms. These 
were impressed under their breasts or on their arms, and, as the mate 
informed me with perfect indifference “burnt with the red-hot iron.” 
Over the hatchway stood a ferocious-looking fellow with a scourge 
of many twisted thongs in his hand…  

“The heat of these horrid places was so great and the odor so 
offensive that it was quite impossible to enter them, even had there 
been room. …” 

“Aboard a Slave Ship: An Account by The Rev. Robert Walsh, 1829” at 
www.thirteen.org/wnet/historyofus/ 
web05/features/source/docs/C04.pdf, accessed Oct. 5, 2020. 
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room for hospitals. The sick were placed on bare planks rubbing them raw. “A man below decks 
sometimes awoke in the morning and found himself shackled to a corpse.” 530 

A doctor stated that “the stench and foul air were … intolerable.”531 According to John 
Spears:532 

It was asserted by the naval officers who were stationed on the coast to stop the traffic that 
in certain states of the weather they could detect the odor of a slaver further away than they 
could see her on a clear night. The odor was often unmistakable at a distance of five miles 
down wind. 

Dr. Rediker provides a graphic and sickening description of the combination of the tight 
packing of the chained human beings and the need of human beings to “answer the call of 
nature.” The tight packing of the captives could result in fights among them, especially 533 

occasioned by the efforts of the captives to get 
through the mass of bodies to the necessary tubs 
to relieve themselves. …  

Any man who had to answer the call of 
nature had to coordinate the trip with his partner, 
who might not wish to be disturbed … . If the 
partner proved willing, two people then tried to make their way through the multitude of 
bodies, all the while negotiating the rolling motions of the ship. Inevitably, one person 
stepped or fell on another …  

These difficulties pale, however, when compared to what happened when sickness—
especially dysentery or any other malady that produced diarrhea—swept through the lower 
deck. Suddenly the afflicted could not always get to the tubs in time, or in some instances 
they were simply too weak to make the effort … . This … was a special torment to West 
Africans, who were known to pride themselves on personal cleanliness. 

In one case, Dr. Rediker describes, and John Spears confirms, a crew’s actions following 
the captain’s directions, despite the mate’s objections, that if the crew threw captives overboard 
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“I CAN’T BREATHE” 

In the context of the stench and filth on slave 
ships, the phrase “I can’t breathe,” disseminated 
recently, takes on a special and historic 
connotation. 
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so that the captives experienced a “natural death” then insurance underwriters would bear the 
loss:534 

The ship soon grew sickly: sixty Africans and seven members of the crew perished . …  

[T]hat evening the crew threw 54 slaves, hands bound, overboard. They threw another 42 
over the side two days later, and 26 more soon after. Ten of the enslaved watched the 
hideous spectacle and jumped overboard of their own volition, committing suicide and 
bringing the number of deaths to 132. 

John Spears cites the Captain on a ship named the Gloria who had underestimated the 
water needed. When the mistake was discovered at sea, the Captain prescribed strict water 
rations resulting in many slaves receiving no water at all. “”Death followed so fast that in a short 
time at least a hundred men and women were shackled to dead partners.”535 

The witness describing the incident continued by stating that:536 

That night we caroused, and satisfied our thirst, whilst the negroes suffocated below. 
Next morning came a storm, which drove us on our course a hundred knots. Two days 
afterward, Ruiz and four of the men were taken suddenly ill with a disease that baffled my 
medical knowledge. Their tongues swelled, and grew black; their flesh turned yellow, and 
in six hours they were dead. The first mate went next, and then three others of the crew, and 
a black driver, whose body became leprous with yellow spots. I began to notice a strange, 
fetid smell pervading the vessel, and a low, heavy fog on deck, almost like steam. Then the 
horrid truth became apparent. Our rotting negroes under hatches had generated the plague, 
and it was a malaria or death-mist that I saw rising. At this time all our men but three and 
myself had been attacked; and we abandoned the Gloria, in her long boat, taking the 
remnant of water, a sack of biscuit, and a rum beaker, with what gold-dust and other 
valuables we could hastily gather up. We left nine of our late comrades dead and five dying 
on the Gloria’s deck. After running for two days we struck a current, and in three more 
were drifted to the island of Tortola. 
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Suicide 

Suicide was unexceptional. Dr. Beckles states that desperate slaves would commit suicide, 
which was “commonplace.”537 

Dr. Beckles cites an example provided by Hugh Thomas of “a case witnessed by slavers of 
the Dutch West India Company in 1767:”538 

“A harsh response followed a sale of Ashanti slaves in Elmina … Six captives had been 
personal servants of a recently dead director-general of the … company. and they would 
have been freed if the Asantehene had paid some debts which he owed the company. But he 
did not, and the Dutch decided to sell the men concerned to traders. “We put their feet in 
shackles”, … on the day that they were to be sold; the slave dungeons were thoroughly 
searched for knives and weapons, but apparently not enough …”  

“The result … was that when the company slaves were ordered into yards to hold each 
other, they (the personal slaves) … cut their own throats; one negro even cut the throat of 
his wife and then his own; the yard of the noble company’s chief castle was thus turned into 
a bloodbath.” 

On slave ships, African captives choosing 
death over enslavement did so most commonly by 
jumping overboard or by self-starvation. Despite 
crews’ efforts to preserve “cargo value,” many 
captives succeeded.  

Dr. Rawley and Dr. Behrendt describe the 
feeding process:539 

The feeding of the slaves early in the trade 
became routinized. It was customary to give two 
meals a day, placing ten slaves about small tubs 
containing their victuals. Each slave was provided 
with a wooden spoon. A staple on English ships 
was horse beans, brought from England and stored 
in dry vats until they were boiled in lard until they 
formed a pulp. … Rice, available both in Europe and Africa was a second staple; it was 
sometimes boiled with yams, available in Africa. Meat, whether beef or pork, was rarely 
offered. … Palm oil, flour, water, and pepper mixed together produced slabber-sauce. Corn 
(wheat), vegetables, lemons, and limes from time to time appeared in this regimen. 

 
 

537 Beckles, at 140.  

538 Beckles, at 140-41. 

539 Rawley and Behrendt, at 256. 

FORCED FEEDING 

“Many others, to kill themselves, refused to eat. 
They were flogged to compel them to eat, but this 
failed so often that it was the custom for all slavers 
to carry a tube-like instrument used by surgeons to 
force food into the mouths of patients suffering 
from lockjaw. This was driven into the mouths of 
obstinate negroes, smashing lips and teeth, until 
food could be forced down the throat. Instances 
were described where the lips were burned with 
coals and hot irons to compel the negroes to open 
their mouths and swallow the food.” 

J. Spears, The American Slave Trade: An Account of 
Its Origins, Growth and Suppression at 77 (Scribner, 
1907) 
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When “some people refused to eat, willfully or because they were sick or depressed,” 
“[v]iolence would force them.” The crews accomplished this by utilizing the cat o’ nine tails, 
thumbscrews, or other torture instruments, or the speculum oris.540 

Joseph Kleinman and Eileen Kurtis-Kleinman cite the doctor, Alexander Falconbridge as 
stating that “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 to scorch and burn them.”541 

Dr. Rediker cites accounts, provided by ships’ crews, officers, and doctors, of Africans 
who chose to end their lives by extraordinarily desperate means. The first account was related by 
a ship’s doctor who had adjudged a man, as he was brought on board, to have “every symptom of 
a sullen melancholy:”542 

The man immediately refused all sustenance. From the beginning of his captivity 
aboard the ship, he simply would not eat. This reaction, too, was commonplace, but he 
went further. Early one morning, when sailors went below to check on the captives, they 
found the man a bloody mess. They urgently called the doctor. The man had attempted to 
cut his own throat and had succeeded in “dividing only the external jugular vein.” He had 
lost more than a pint of blood. [The doctor] stitched up the wound and apparently 
considered force-feeding the man. 

During the stitching procedure, the captive “declared simply and straightforwardly that ‘he 
would never go with white men.’” 

A search for weapons turned up nothing. Forced feeding was not a viable solution due to 
the neck wound. However, “[t]he following night the man made a second attempt on his own 
life. He tore out the sutures and cut his throat on the other side.” Since the crew could find no 
tools that could have caused the wounds, the doctor finally concluded that the man “had ripped 
open his throat with his own fingernails.” The crew tied the man’s hands to prevent further 
efforts, but the man “refused all sustenance, and died in about a week or ten days afterwards of 
mere want of food.”543 

In another account, Dr. Rediker portrays suicide by female captives on a different ship:544 

Two women, who were among “the finest slaves on the ship,” watched the violence 
and took rebellious action. They poignantly folded themselves in each other’s arms and 
“plunged over the poop of the vessel into the sea.” As they drowned, the other women 
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“cried out in a most affecting manner, and many of them were preparing to follow their 
companions.” They were locked belowdecks immediately to prevent mass suicide. 

The sheer sadism, and the viciousness practiced against the African captives on board 
ships, could not be emphasized more than in the following account of a nine-month-old baby’s 
“suicide” by starvation in 1765 on a ship named 
the Black Joke:545  

a small child, whose mother was also on board, 
“took sulk, and would not eat,” refusing both 
the breast and standard fare of rice mixed with 
palm oil. Captain Thomas Marshall flogged the 
child with the cat [o’ nine tails] as enslaved 
men looked on through the crevices of the 
barricado: they made “a great murmuring” in 
protest. Still the child refused to eat, and day 
after day the captain wielded the cat but also 
tied a mango log, eighteen to twenty inches 
long and twelve to thirteen pounds in weight, 
around its neck by a string. “The last time he 
took the child up and flogged it,” … he “let it 
drop out of his hands” to the deck, saying 
“Damn you. … I will make you eat, or I will be 
the death of you.” In less than an hour, the 
child died.  

That was not, however, sufficient to satisfy the Captain:546 

In a final act of cruelty, the captain commanded the child’s mother to throw the small 
corpse overboard. When she refused, he beat her. Eventually, she complied, and afterward, 
“she seemed very sorry, and cried for several hours.” Even the smallest rebel, a nine-
month-old child who refused to eat, could not be tolerated aboard the Black Joke.” 

John Spears adds to this story:547 

Of the truth of the story there is no doubt. It was told under oath before a committee of 
Parliament, and of all the tales of inhuman deeds perpetrated by the slavers, none had more 
effect in ridding the earth of the traffic than this. 

The ships’ crews not only forced African captives to eat, but they also forced the captives 
to exercise, despite their chains. This was called “dancing.” Ships’ physicians considered 
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exercise important to maintain the captives’ health as an investment. As with refusals to eat, the 
ships’ crews applied the instruments of 
torture to coerce the captives to move 
around.548 

John Spears provides additional 
detail regarding the forced dancing:549 

From one point of view the picture 
of a gang of slaves when on deck for an 
airing was one of the most shocking 
known to the trade. For the slaver 
captain knew how much brooding over 
their wrongs tended to promote disease, 
and his chief object in bringing them on 
deck was to cheer them. He wanted 
them to sing and dance, and he saw that 
they did it too—he applied the lash not 
only to make them eat, but to make 
them sing. There they stood in rows and 
as the brawny slaver, whip in hand, paced to and fro, they sang their home-songs, and 
danced, each with his free foot slapping the deck. 

Insurrection and Punishment 

Insurrections were a serious threat to slavers. Dr. Beckles describes African resistance by 
attacking ships, and slaves revolting in bloody insurrections both before and during their 
voyages. He adds that “The records of the English Royal African Company are … replete with 
such incidents of protest and rebellion.”550 

Dr. Herbert Klein states that “[s]laves rebelled—sometimes successfully—on a total of 313 
voyages, and Africans on the coast cut off the slave ships or their small boats on another 70 
voyages.”551  

Dr. David Eltis states that:552  

The vast majority of rebellions resulted in inordinate bloodletting, whatever the 
outcome. If the slaves got the upper hand, even temporarily, most of the crew could expect 
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to be killed. If the crew retained control, the death of the rebel leaders was almost 
inevitable, and the actual numbers of slaves put to death would be limited only by the need 
to get enough slaves to the Americas to ensure a profit in what was a highly competitive 
business. Naked physical force determined who would be in control of a slave ship; any 
relaxation of vigilance or reduction in the amount of force available would mean rebellion. 

Occasionally, in some instances, when 
captives saw that a rebellion would fail, 
they chose to destroy the ship, including 
themselves and the entire crew. Dr. Rediker 
cites an instance in 1773 on the ship New 
Britannia, when rebelling captives “saw that 
defeat at the hands of the crew was 
inevitable,” and then “they set fire to the 
magazine, and blowed the vessel up.” The 
result was the death of “almost everyone on 
board, as many as three hundred 
altogether.”553 

He cites another instance described by 
a sailor, in which “all the slaves [locked 
belowdecks] unanimously … rush[ed] to 
leeward in a gale of wind, on purpose to 
upset the ship, choosing to drown 
themselves … .” 554 

Dr. Beckles affirms that Europeans would use “the most gruesome punishments” for 
rebellions by slaves, including “hang[ing] rebel leaders by their feet and whip[ping] them to 
death,” and cutting off limbs, allowing leaders to bleed to death. In other cases, Europeans would 
behead bodies and throw them overboard.555  

Dr. Rediker describes tortures of captives who had engaged in failed insurrections. 
Captains would engage in “exemplary public punishments” on the main deck using, among other 
weapons, the cat o’ nine tails, thumbscrews, and “ a large cook’s fork, which was heated white 
hot and applied to the flesh of rebels.”556  

 
 

553 Rediker, at 290. 

554 Rediker, at 290. 

555 Beckles, at 139.  

556 Rediker, at 217. 

 

“Punishment Aboard a Slave Ship, 1792”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 13, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2040 
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Dr. Rediker supports Dr. Beckles’ reference to “gruesome punishments” with an account 
by the first mate on the slave ship Brownlow based upon statements made by the ship’s Captain, 
Richard Jackson:557 

After a failed insurrection, Jackson sentenced the rebellious slaves to die, then selected 
their mode of punishment. The first group 

he jointed; that is, he cut off, with an axe, first their feet, then their legs below the 
knee, then their thighs; in like manner their hands, then their arms below the elbow, 
and then at their shoulders, till their bodies remained only like the trunk of a tree 
when all the branches are 
lopped away; and lastly 
their heads. And as he 
proceeded in his operation, 
he threw the reeking 
members and heads in the 
midst of the bulk of the 
trembling slaves, who were 
chained upon the main-
deck. 

The terror so far was 
insufficient, so Captain Jackson 
then punished the second group: 

He tied round the upper 
parts of the heads of others 
a small soft platted rope, 
which the sailors call a 
point, so loosely as to 
admit a short lever: by 
continuing to turn the lever, 
he drew the point more and 
more tight, till at length he 
forced their eyes to stand 
out of their heads; and 
when he had satiated 
himself with their torments, 
he cut off their heads. 

 
 

557 Rediker, at 218-19. 

“Africans Thrown Overboard from a Slave Ship, Early 19th cent.”, Slavery 
Images: A Visual Record of the African  
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African  
Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2011 
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John Spears provides an account based upon testimony of a deponent regarding a 
smuggling ship, with the testimony then furnished to Congress and the President:558 

On the voyage there was an insurrection. It was quickly subdued by force, but, through fear 
of more trouble of the kind, the captain determined to punish the ringleaders. In all, forty-
six men and one woman were hanged and shot to death. 

“They were ironed or chained, two together, and when they were hung, a rope was put 
round their necks and they drawn up to the yard-arm clear of the sail,” said one of the crew 
when testifying under oath. “This did not kill them, but only choked or strangled them. 
They were then shot in the breast and the bodies thrown overboard. If only one of two that 
were ironed together was to be hung, the rope was put around his neck and he was drawn 
up clear of the deck, and his leg laid across the rail and chopped off to save the irons and 
release him from his companion, who at the same time lifted up his leg till the other was 
chopped off as aforesaid, and he released. 

“The bleeding negro was then drawn up, shot in the breast, and thrown overboard as 
aforesaid. The legs of about one dozen were chopped off in this way. 

“When the feet fell on deck they were picked up by the crew and thrown overboard, 
and sometimes they shot at the body while it still hung living, and all kinds of sport was 
made of the business. 

“When the woman was hung up and shot, the ball did not take effect, and she was 
thrown overboard living, and was seen to struggle some time in the water before she sunk; 
and deponent further says, that after this was over they brought up and flogged about 
twenty men and six women. The flesh of some of them where they were flogged putrefied 
and came off in some cases six or eight inches in diameter, and in places half an inch 
thick.” 

 

 
 

558 Spears, at 79-81. 

SUICIDE BY PUNISHMENT 

“How men and women were flogged to death; how they died smiling under the blows, saying, “Soon 
we shall be free”; how they leaped overboard and exultingly bade farewell to friends who rejoiced in 
their escape—all that has been told over and again by the slaver captains themselves.” 

J. Spears, The American Slave Trade: An Account of Its Origins, Growth and Suppression at 77 (Scribner, 
1907) 
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The Story of the Amistad 

In August 1829, approximately 50 African captives led by a “Mende Tribesman, Joseph 
Cinque,” plus one Cuban slave owned by the captain, rebelled aboard the slave ship Amistad.559  

John Spears describes the revolt according to the description of one of two survivors 
allowed to remain on board, Jose Ruiz:560 

She had sailed from Havana on June 27th, bound for Guanaja, in the Cuban state of Puerto 
Principe, but on the night of June 30th the slaves on the ship had mutinied, killed the captain 
and cook, sent the two sailors ashore in the boat, and ordered him (Ruiz) and Pedro Montez 
to navigate the ship to Africa. Under fear of death the Amistad had been steered toward the 
east by day, but at night she had been headed for the United States. So it had happened that 
they had been for several days within a few miles of Long Island, and had finally anchored 
where found in order to get food and water. 

The American government imprisoned the Africans, and an international controversy 
erupted between slavery advocates and abolitionists.561  

John Spears describes the Spanish false claim on the Africans as based upon fraudulent 
translation of Spanish documentation, with the Spanish asserting that the Africans were actually 
Cuban slaves. The Spanish asserted their claim pursuant to a treaty with the United States calling 
for the return of property taken by pirates. Thus, the Spanish claimed that the Africans on the 
ship effectively were pirates. American government officials sought to assist the Spanish in 
gaining control over the Africans. 562 

Abolitionists, however, entered the picture. As described by John Spears:563 

[T]he negroes, who were put in jail at New London, had found friends who were 
willing to spend money to see that they had a fair trial, were that possible in the existing 
state of civilization. 

 
 

559 Kleinmans, at 72; Spears, at 184-93. 

560 Spears, at 185-86. 

561 Spears, at 187 et seq. 

562 Spears, at 186-87. 

563 Spears, 187. 
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The abolitionists were able to expose the fraudulent translation of the Spanish 
documentation. Mr. Spears continues:564 

In short, the abolitionists said these negroes, that had been taken from their African 
homes and carried to Cuba, contrary to the laws of Spain, were not slaves but freemen, and 
when they were confined as slaves on the Amistad they had the natural right to rise against 
those who restrained them, and to regain liberty even if they had to kill two men to do it. 

Although American officials sought to turn the Africans over to the Spanish, the courts 
intervened. The case reached the Supreme Court. John Quincy Adams argued successfully that 
the slaves should be freed.565 

The Justice Story wrote the Court’s opinion:566 

He said that in order to sustain the claims of Ruiz and Montez [the two survivors on the 
Amistad] “it is essential to establish: 1st. That these negroes under all the circumstances fall 
within the description of merchandise in the sense of the treaty [between Spain and 
America]. 2d . That there has been a rescue of them on the high seas out of the hands of the 
pirates and robbers, which, in the present case, can only be by showing that they 
themselves are pirates and robbers. 3d. That Ruiz and Montez, the asserted proprietors, are 
the true proprietors, and have established their title by competent proof.” 

As to the first point, if the negroes had been lawfully held as slaves under the Spanish 
law, said the Justice, “we see no reason why they may not justly be deemed, within the 
intent of the treaty, to be included under the denomination of merchandise. … But 
admitting this, it is clear, in our opinion … it is plain beyond controversy, if we examine 
the evidence, they never were the lawful slaves of Ruiz or Montez, or of any other Spanish 
subject. … If, then, these negroes are not slaves … there is no pretence to say they are 
pirates or robbers. But it is argued on behalf of the United States that the ship and cargo and 
negroes were duly documented as belonging to Spanish subjects, and this court has no right 
to look behind these documents. … To this argument we can in nowise assent. … The very 
language of the ninth article of the treaty of 1795 requires the proprietor to make due and 
sufficient proof of his property. And how can that proof be deemed either due or sufficient 
which is but a connected and stained tissue of fraud? Upon the whole, our opinion is … that 
the said negroes be declared free, and be dismissed from the custody of the court, and go 
without date.” 

 
 

564 Spears, at 187-88. 

565 Kleinmans, at 72. 

566 Spears, at 188-89. Footnote omitted. 
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In addition to the Africans, one captive on the Amistad had been a Cuban slave of the 
deceased captain. That slave, however, “simply disappeared,” with the likely aid of the 
underground railroad.567 

John Spears declares triumphantly that:568 

[T]he Supreme Court of the United States, when it heard the case, decided then, for the first 
time, that black men carried from their homes in Africa as slaves had the right, when 
seeking their liberty, to kill any who would deprive them of it. 

In 1832, Mr. Cinque and several other Amistad survivors returned to Africa, settling in 
Liberia.569 

Rape 

Rape of enslaved women on the slave ships was common. Dr. Rediker provides the 
following description:570 

The cabin would … be the place where the captain asserted his power over the bodies of 
enslaved women on board as he routinely took “wives” or “favorites” and forced them to 
stay in his chambers and provide for his sexual pleasure. 

He then cites the Charleston on which “the captain and indeed all the officers took three to 
four ‘wives’ each and sold them for a ‘good price’ once they reached the New World.” 

Crew members did not have the same privileges, but regardless of how “consent” might 
have been obtained, “were allowed to have intercourse with such of the black women whose 
consent they can procure.”571 

Slave Society’s Perspective 

Although the slave trade had a terrible reputation, the slave society’s perspectives on the 
Middle Passage were less grim than the preceding descriptions. Even then, however, there was 
grudging acknowledgement of horrible conditions.  

 
 

567 Spears, at 191. 

568 Spears, at 193. 

569 Kleinmans, at 72. 

570 Rediker, at 203. 
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Thomas R.R. Cobb, the prominent slavery legal advocate, while describing his perspective, 
nevertheless confirms that the Middle Passage was a significantly undesirable experience for 
Africans:572  

The passage from Africa to the Colonies was the most trying period in the sufferings of 
the slaves. The “horrors of the middle passage” have been sung by poets, and minutely 
described by eye-witnesses. Nothing, added so much to the final prohibition of the trade. 
Yet doubtless these “horrors” have been exaggerated. The cupidity and avarice of the dealer 
tempted him to overload his small vessel. Yet experience soon taught that the consequent 
pestilence and decimation of his cargo, more than overbalanced his gains. Self-interest co-
operated with humanity in demanding a proper regard to the health and comfort of the 
victims. The slaves were transported naked. Yet clothing was, to them, an unknown and 
unnecessary luxury. The males were secured with irons when put on board, but these were 
removed, unless they proved unruly and rebellious. The decks, between which they were 
stowed side by side like bales of goods, were only high enough to allow a sitting posture. 
Yet the day was spent on the upper deck, and ample provision made for ventilation; while 
cleanliness was enforced as a matter of necessity. Wholesome and bountiful food was 
provided, as a matter of calculation for the improvement of their appearance. While bathing 
and other sanitary regulations were of universal practice. (sic) 

While this is the general truth, instances existed of great wretchedness experienced 
during the voyage. And, even with all these precautions, disease frequently made sad havoc 
among the poor creatures. Avarice and cupidity too frequently drowned the voice of 
experience; and hence we find the British Parliament, by statute, restricting the number of 
slaves to be carried to five for every three tons, up to 201 tons, and to one for every 
additional ton. By the same act, a well-qualified surgeon was required on every vessel …  

The profits of such a trade, notwithstanding the large percentage of deaths, are 
manifest. 

The negroes thus imported were generally contented and happy. …  

Arrival in the New World 

Regardless of the conditions on a particular slave ship, which would have been brutal under 
any of the conditions described, by the time the slave ships finally reached the New World, the 
African captives— abused , terrified, angry, depressed, exhausted, and in a state of shock—had 
been subject to severe mistreatment for long periods. 

 
 

572 Cobb, Vol I, at clv-clvi. Footnotes omitted. 
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Arriving in port did not mean that the captives would disembark. The ships may have been 
quarantined. Dr. James Rawley and Dr. Stephen Behrendt state:573 

Postcrossing mortality before sale heightened the tragic loss of life in the passage from 
Africa to America. Here there was often a waiting period before disembarkation and 
perhaps another before sale. 

Once on land, auctioneers and prospective buyers inspected the new slaves like the farm 
animals, domestic workers, or concubines they were to become—bodies scrutinized, muscles 
handled, and mouths forced open to inspect teeth prior to sale to their new masters.  

Their lives in America began at the slave auctions or another form of sale. 

Slave auctions were extremely degrading. Solomon Northup provides the following 
description of his experience in being sold at a slave auction in New Orleans following his 
kidnapping in Washington, DC:574  

Next day many customers called to examine Freeman’s “new lot.” The latter gentleman 
was very loquacious, dwelling at much length upon our several good points and qualities. 
He would make us hold up our heads, walk briskly back and forth, while customers would 
feel of our hands and arms and bodies, turn us about, ask us what we could do, make us 
open our mouths and show our teeth, precisely as a jockey examines a horse which he is 
about to barter for or purchase. Sometimes a man or woman was taken back to the small 
house in the yard, stripped, and inspected more minutely. Scars upon a slave’s back were 
considered evidence of a rebellious or unruly spirit, and hurt his sale. 

Joseph Kleinman and Eileen-Kurtis-Kleinman describe two additional methods of sale. 
One was called a “scramble,” in which “the merchant or slave ship captain assigned a price to 
each slave, and buyers agreed to pay the price. The merchant or captain then gave a signal … and 
the scramble began.” Buyers rushed into the assembled slaves, grabbing those they could. The 
process “could become violent.” “[S]laves were terrified.”575 

The “least common” method was a private sale pursuant to an agreement made by a slave 
trader ahead of time with “a planter, group of planters, trading firm, or factor to buy the slaves he 
brought from Africa.” This could “help[] fund the voyage.” 576 

 
 

573 Rawley and Behrendt, at 262. 

574 Northup, at 79-81.  

575 Kleinmans, at 88. 
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After they arrived in America or elsewhere in the New World, the slaves’ lives generally 
continued to be harsh. Many slaves died quickly.577  

Dr. Berlin states that “[t]he impact of disease was … especially severe on newly imported 
African men and women, who had no exposure to the contagions of the New World … .” He 
cites, among others, measles and whooping cough, “compounded by poor diet, insufficient 
clothing, and inadequate shelter.”578 

 
 

577 Beckles, at 115; Rediker, at 5. 

578 Berlin, at 184. 

 
“Deck of Slave Ship, Jamaica, 19th cent.”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African Slave 
Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 18, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/2031 

Slavery.org quotes Mayne Reid, The maroon; or, planter life in Jamaica (New York, 1864): “the 
scene depicted here shows the deck of a slave ship as it anchors in Jamaica, when the slaves were 
being prepared for sale. They were brought up on the top deck. Each individual, as he came up the 
hatchway, was rudely seized by a sailor, who stood by with a soft brush in his hand and a pail at 
his feet; the latter containing a black composition of gunpowder, lemon-juice, and palm-oil. Of this 
mixture the unresisting captive received a coating which, by the hand of another sailor, was rubbed 
in the skin, and polished with a danby-brush until the sable epidermis glistened like a newly-
blacked boot. … It was not the first time those unfeeling men had assisted at the spectacle of a 
slaver’s cargo being made ready for market.” 
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Slave Trading Continued 

The international slave trade continued on a legal basis—explicitly contemplated in 
America’s Constitution for another 20 years after ratification—until the legal international trade 
ended through British and American enactments in 1807 and 1808. Thereafter, the international 
trade continued through illegal smuggling. John Spears cites a Georgia Governor who resigned 
to engage in the illegal slave trade, and a famous American racing yacht used to smuggle slaves 
quickly and surreptitiously while flying the American flag.579 

Mr. Spears discusses at length illegal smuggling as an activity well known to American 
government officials, including President Buchanan, who did little or nothing to stop it.580  

Even apart from illegal international smuggling, slave trading did not end. The internal 
slave trade, yet another shameful, sadistic, and degrading experience for slaves, flourished 
openly in America on a fully legal basis until the Civil War.581 

Summary 

The international slave trade was a key element of a genocidal crime against humanity of 
unimaginable proportions. The genocide, which killed a conservatively estimated five million 
Africans on the basis of race, was comparable only to the worst genocide of the Twentieth 
Century, the Holocaust. The full extent of the slave society’s sadism and terror are, however, 
infrequently discussed today in schools, by politicians, or in polite society.  

The international slave trade began in earnest with the Stuart family—King Charles II and 
the Duke of York acting specifically in America. It continued with the Duke’s daughters, Queen 
Mary and especially Queen Anne.582 

The American colonies and states consciously and deliberately continued the institution of 
slavery and the expanded slave trade that the Duke began. 

There is an effort today—often deliberate and pre-meditated—to pretend that this was just 
“something that happened” long ago, and to hide, ignore or minimize America’s central role in 
that crime and genocide. Such assertions are a fraud perpetuated upon the American public. 

 
 

579 Spears, at 125, 197. 

580 Spears, at 122-26, 194-212. 

581 See “—The Internal Slave Trade: Coffles and Auctions” below. 

582 “Anne: Queen of Great Britain and Ireland” at www.britannica.com/biography/Anne-queen-of-Great-
Britain-and-Ireland. Accessed Oct. 14, 2020; “Queen Anne” at 
www.npg.org.uk/learning/digitalhistpry/abolition-of-slavery/queen-anne, accessed Oct. 14, 2020; “The 
Business of Enslavement” at 
www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/abolition/slavery_business_gallery_06.shtml, accessed Oct. 14, 2020. 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-206- 

THE INTERNAL SLAVE TRADE: COFFLES AND AUCTIONS 

“The interstate slave trade had a devasting impact on black families. As the coffles 
trudged south, slave husbands and wives came to appreciate the fragility of the marriage 
bond and slave parents learned their children would disappear, never to be seen again. Sales 
south shattered approximately one slave marriage in three and separated one fifth of the 
children under fourteen from one or both of their parents. ‘I have seen hundreds of cases 
where families were separated,’ recalled one Maryland slave. ‘I have heard them cry fit to 
break their hearts.’”583 

§ § § 

In addition to the slave society’s other deliberate acts of terrorism, such as roasting 
rebellious slaves for hours over slow burning fires and posting slaves’ heads along public roads, 
slave coffles graphically exposed the slave society’s character as a Terrorist Society. It was one 
of the worst Terrorist Societies in World history.  

This is not taught in schools. This is not 
admitted by America’s politicians. There is an 
unspoken understanding to bury the evidence in a 
vault far underground, effectively as one would 
dispose of nuclear fuel rods. That way, through 
unyielding silence, through nearly-complete 
evasion of unpleasantness, future generations of 
“patriotic” Americans will be prevented from 
learning of it.  

The legal international slave trade ended in 
1808, although the slave society sustained 
smuggling. America’s slave society then turned to 
the internal slave trade for its supply of human 
bodies. 

In the Upper South, tobacco had depleted the soil, and was less profitable.584 In the Deep 
South, however, the invention of the cotton gin created a new vast market for slaves on cotton 
plantations.585 

 
 

583 Slavery in Maryland at 11. 

584 Halpern and Dal Lago, at 123-24. 

585 Torget, at 35. 

 

Used with permission of Jayson deCaires Taylor at 
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More than a million slaves emigrated, although not voluntarily, to plantations in places like 
Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana, and eventually, Texas.586 

The slaves came from Virginia, Maryland, and the Eastern Seaboard to the Deep South 
plantations.587 Edward Ball states that “The Slave Trail of Tears is the great missing migration—
a thousand-mile-long river of people, all of them black, reaching from Virginia to Louisiana.” 
While it is kept hidden today as a dirty secret, it was a massive migration. Mr. Ball adds that 
“This movement lasted longer and grabbed up more people than any other migration in North 
America before 1900.” The slave migration was greater than the Westward expansion in the 
wagon trains. It was “20 times larger than Andrew Jackson’s ‘Indian removal’ campaigns of the 
1830s.”588 Slave traders and migrating planters and farmers tore slaves from their spouses, 
children, friends, and communities to enter the abusive cotton 
plantation life, lonely and without means of psychological 
support. 

Slaves often made their involuntary trip by ship down the 
East Coast.589 

Alternatively, large numbers of slaves literally marched on 
foot in chains and under the whip for the 1,000 mile journey from 
Washington, DC and Alexandria, Virginia, to the New Orleans slave auction. 590 The droves of 
slaves often constituted multiple “coffles.”  

The extensive and public use of slave coffles in America is remarkable and shocking to 
someone, like me, who had never heard of them. It is one of the most reprehensible aspects of 
American history and of the shame of American slavery.  

 
 

586 Kolchin, at 96. 

587 Halpern and Dal Lago, at 123. 

588 Edward Ball. 

589 See “—The Story of Eliza: Children Torn from a Mother’s Arms” below. 

590 Sweig, “Alexandria to New Orleans: The Human Tragedy of the Interstate Slave Trade, Parts I-IV” 
(The Connection Newspapers, Oct. 8, 15, 23, 2014) at 
connectionarchives.com/PDF/2014/Slave%20Trader/Slave%20Trader.PDF; 
www.alexandriagazette.com/news/2014/oct/08/alexandria-new-orleans-human-tragedy-interstate-sl/; 
www.alexandriagazette.com/news/2014/oct/15/alexandria-new-orleans/; 
www.connectionnewspapers.com/news/2014/oct/23/alexandria-new-orleans-human-tragedy-interstate-
sl/, accessed Oct. 12, 2020. 

COFFLE 

“A line of animals or slaves fastened 
or driven along together.” 

“Coffle” at 
www.lexico.com/en/definition/coffle, 
accessed Sept. 29, 2020 
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Outraged, Frederick Douglass spoke angrily about the inhumanity of slave coffles and their 
frequency:591  

 “Behold the practical operation of this internal slave trade—the American slave trade, 
sustained by American politics and American religion! Here you will see men and women 
reared like swine for the market. You know what is a swine-drover? I will show you a man-
drover. They inhabit all 
our Southern States. 
They perambulate the 
country, and crowd the 
highways of the nation 
with droves of human 
stock. You will see one 
of these human-flesh-
jobbers, armed with 
pistol, whip and bowie-
knife, driving a 
company of a hundred 
men, women, and 
children, from the 
Potomac to the slave 
market at New Orleans. 
These wretched people 
are to be sold singly, or 
in lots, to suit 
purchasers. They are 
food for the cotton-
field, and the deadly 
sugar-mill. Mark the sad 
procession, as it moves 
wearily along, and the 
inhuman wretch who 
drives them. Hear his 
savage yells and his blood-chilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives. There, see 
the old man, with locks thinned and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon that young 
mother, whose shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the brow 
of the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of thirteen, weeping, yes, weeping, as she thinks 
of the mother from whom she has been torn. The drove moves tardily. Heat and sorrow 
have nearly consumed their strength. Suddenly you hear a quick snap, like the discharge of 
a rifle; the fetters clank, and the chain rattles simultaneously; your ears are saluted with a 
scream, that seems to have torn its way to the center of your soul. The crack you heard, was 

 
 

591 Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” (July 5, 1852), reprinted in part in F. Douglass, 
MY BONDAGE AND MY FREEDOM at 446-47 (1855), available from the Library of Congress at 
www.hathitrust.org/digital_library.  

See also “Text of Douglass’s Speech” at www.owleyes.org/text/what-to-the-slave-is-the-fourth-of-
july/read/text-of-douglasss-speech#root-162, accessed Nov. 5, 2020. 

 

“Slave Coffle, Virginia, 1839”, Slavery Images: A Visual Record of the African 
Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 
2020, http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1965 
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the sound of the slave whip; the scream you heard, was from the woman you saw with the 
babe. Her speed had faltered under the weight of her child and her chains; that gash on her 
shoulder tells her to move on. Follow this drove to New Orleans. Attend the auction; see 
men examined like horses; see the forms of women rudely and brutally exposed to the 
shocking gaze of American slave-buyers. See this drove sold and separated forever; and 
never forget the deep, sad sobs that arose from that scattered multitude. Tell me, citizens, 
where, under the sun, can you witness a spectacle more fiendish and shocking. Yet this is 
but a glance at the American slave trade, as it exists, at this moment, in the ruling part of 
the United States.  

“I was born amid such sights 
and scenes. To me the American 
slave trade is a terrible reality. …” 

The coffles, consisted of up to 
hundreds of men, women and children 
chained together by their arms or 
necks, or in the cases of women, 
perhaps by rope, with even children. 
Very small children and injured slaves 
might ride in wagons.  

These coffles were routine. They 
paraded on their marches South in full 
view of thousands upon thousands of 
people in town after town, state after 
state.  

They forded rivers, and snaked 
slogged in chains through streams and 
mud. They trudged over dirt paths, 
plodded across mountains, and struggled over rocky slopes. Regardless of hunger or thirst, water 
and food would not have been readily available when desired while the slaves marched. Those 
necessities would have to be delayed until rest periods and night, even for children. 

The marches occurred in all 
types of weather—heat, cold, rain, 
sun, and wind—with limited clothing, 
shoes, hats, and other protections 
against the elements. 

When they died en route, their 
bodies were left in shallow graves, or 
perhaps in more isolated locations, 
simply along the side of the road. 

Why are not these horrible occurrences discussed in school? Is it simply too reprehensible? 
Would it interfere with the squeaky clean “patriotism” we are supposed to imbibe? How could 

SLAVE COFFLES WITNESSED 

“About five years ago, I remember to have passed in a single 
day four droves of slaves for the south west; the largest drove had 
350 slaves in it, and the smallest upwards of 200, I counted 68 or 70 
in a single coffle. The ‘coffle chain’ is a chain fastened at one end 
to the centre of the bar of a pair of hand cuffs, which are fastened to 
the right wrist of one, and the left wrist of another slave, they 
standing abreast, and the chain between them. These are the head of 
the coffle. The other end is passed through a ring in the bolt of the 
next handcuffs, and the slaves being manacled thus, two and two 
together, walk up, and the coffle chain is passed, and they go up 
towards the head of the coffle, Of course they are closer or wider 
apart in the coffle, according to the number to be coffled, and to the 
length of the chain. I have seen Hundreds of droves and chain-
coffles of this description, and every coffle was a scene of misery 
and wo, of tears and brokenness of heart.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses 
at 76-77 (American Anti-Slavery Society, 1839), available from the 
Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 

SLAVE COFFLE EVEN IN THE NATION’S CAPITAL 

“On the beautiful avenue in front of the Capitol, members of 
Congress, during this session, have been compelled to turn aside 
from their path, to permit a coffle of slaves, males and females, 
chained to each other by their necks, to pass on their way to this 
national slave market.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a Thousand Witnesses 
at 76-77 (American Anti-Slavery Society 1839), available from the 
Library of Congress at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 



The Father of America’s Slave Society 

-210- 

schools and politicians simply ignore a mass migration that “was 20 times larger than Andrew 
Jackson’s ‘Indian removal’ campaigns of the 1830s?”592 

How could anyone dismiss these events as “something that happened 150 years ago?” 

The record of this terror thankfully is still accessible in old books, even if obscure for, and 
unknown to, many, if not most, Americans. 

In AMERICAN SLAVERY AS IT IS, 
Theodore Weld quotes one newspaper 
reporting on coffles:593 

The Western Luminary, a religious 
paper published at Lexington, Kentucky, 
in an editorial article, in the summer of 
1833, says:  

“A few weeks since we gave an 
account of a company of men, women 
and children, part of whom were 
manacled, passing through our streets. 
Last week, a number of slaves were 
driven through the main street of our 
city, among whom were a number 
manacled together, two abreast, all 
connected by, and supporting a heavy 
iron chain, which extended the whole 
length of the line.” 

Mr. Weld presents another 
description: 

Mr. GEORGE P.C. HUSSEY, of 
Fayetteville, Franklin county, 
Pennsylvania, writes thus: 

 “I was born and raised in Hagerstown, Washington county, Maryland, where slavery is 
perhaps milder than in any other part of the slave states; and yet I have seen hundreds of 
colored men and women chained together, two by two, and driven to the south. I have seen 
slaves tied up and lashed till the blood ran down to their heels.” 

 
 

592 Edward Ball.  

593 Weld, at 75-77.  

 

“Coffle of Enslaved, Washington, D.C., 1840s”, Slavery Images: A 
Visual Record of the African Slave Trade and Slave Life in the 
Early African Diaspora, accessed November 14, 2020, 
http://slaveryimages.org/s/slaveryimages/item/1939 
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The following are a few brief glimpses provided in an article written by Edward Bell 
published by the Smithsonian Institution regarding slave coffles and regarding the slave auctions 
awaiting the victims when they reached New Orleans or other destinations:594 

 “[S]eamstresses, nurses, valets, field hands, hostlers, carpenters, cooks, houseboys, coachmen, 
laundresses, boatmen. There were so-called fancy girls, young women who would work mainly 
as concubines. And, always, children. 

“Bill Keeling, male, age 11, height 4’5” | Elisabeth, female, age 10, height 4’1” | Monroe, 
male, age 12, height 4’7” | Lovey, female, age 10, height 3’10” | Robert, male, age 12, 
height 4’4” | Mary Fitchett, female, age 11, height 4’11” ”  

 “In 1834, Armfield [a particularly active Alexandria, Virginia, slave trader] sat on his horse in 
front of the procession, armed with a gun and a whip. Other white men, similarly armed, were 
arrayed behind him.” 

 “Sometimes, as in [Charles] Ball’s case, the chain ran through an iron neck collar. ‘I could not 
shake off my chains, nor move a yard without the consent of my master.”595 

 “The coffles moved along at three miles an 
hour. Caravans like Armfield’s covered about 
20 miles a day.” 

 “[B]ad habits concerning sex were rampant 
among some of those men. You know they took 
advantage of the black women, and there were 
no repercussions there.” 

 “In Virginia, the coffles marched from town to 
town.”  

 “At the village of Benton a week before 
Christmas 1847, Waller [another slave trader] huddled with his gang in a ferocious storm. 
“Exceedingly heavy and continued rains have stopped our progress,” he told his wife. “We 
have been stopped for two days by the breaking up of turnpikes and bridges.” 

 At the auction, “They were sorted by sex and size and made to stand in sequence. Men on one 
side, in order of height and weight, women on the other. A typical display placed an 8-year-old 
girl on the left end of a line… This sorting arrangement meant that it was more likely children 
would be sold from their parents.” 

 
 

594 Edward Ball. 

595 See also C. Ball, SLAVERY IN THE UNITED STATES, A NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE AND ADVENTURES 

OF CHARLES BALL at 37-38 (John S. Taylor, 1837), Davis Library, Univ. of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, available at available at docsouth.unc.edu. 

MORE SLAVE COFFLES WITNESSED 

“I have seen at least fifteen droves of ‘human 
cattle,’ passing by us on their way to the south; 
and I do not recollect an exception, where there 
were not more or less of them chained together.” 

T. Weld, American Slavery As It Is: Testimony of a 
Thousand Witnesses at 76-77 (American Anti-Slavery 
Society 1839), available from the Library of Congress 
at www.hathitrust.org/digital_library 
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 “At the Forks, there were no auctions, only haggling. Buyers looked at the people, took them 
inside, made them undress, studied their teeth, told them to dance, asked them about their work, 
and, most important, looked at their backs. The inspection of the back made or broke the deal. 
Many people had scars from whipping. For buyers, these were interpreted not as signs of a 
master’s cruelty, but of a worker’s defiance. A ‘clean back’ was a rarity, and it raised the 
price.” 

 “‘On the block was one of the most beautiful young women I ever saw. She was about sixteen, 
dressed in a cheap striped woolen gown, and bareheaded.’ Her name was Hermina. ‘She was 
sold for $1250 to one of the most lecherous-looking old brutes I ever set eyes on,’ the reporter 
noted. That is the equivalent of $35,000 today.” 

Slaves who had been separated forcefully from their loved ones never forgot them. Once 
slavery ended, many sought desperately to reunite:596 

  “The first polite questions appeared in newspapers in the summer of 1865, right after the Civil 
War and Emancipation. Former slaves—there were four million—asked by word of mouth, but 
that went nowhere, and so they put announcements in the papers, trying to find mothers and 
sisters, children and husbands swept away from them by the Slave Trail.” 

 “The black churches picked it up. Every Sunday, preachers around the South looked out at 
congregations and read announcements from ‘Lost Friends’ and columns like it.” 

 “Year after year the notices spread—hundreds, and then thousands. They continued in black 
newspapers until World War I, fully 50 years after Emancipation.” 

This was “something that happened 150 years ago.” It happened in America during the 
1800s up to the time of the Civil War, almost a century after the Declaration of Independence. It 
had the blessing of the Constitution and the Fugitive Slave Laws the Constitution fathered. It 
occurred in the full view of Congress, Presidents, and Supreme Court Justices. 

Let the old dusty record speak loudly! 

Nothing more need be said. 

 
 

596 Edward Ball. 
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