
Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa
c. 1745 – 1797

Olaudah Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano was one of the first slave 
narratives written in English, and is now universally acknowledged to be among the most signifi-

cant and influential of all eighteenth-century texts. His narrative was a document of central importance 
for the abolitionist movement, showing readers the horrors of slavery while also demonstrating the elo-
quence of a native-born African who had been educated in the Western tradition, and displaying to the 
devout that black people were as capable of spiritual enlightenment as were whites.

Until the beginning of this century Equiano’s account of his early years was generally taken entirely 
at face value: it was accepted that he had been born in what is now southern Nigeria, into the Igbo nation; 
that he had been kidnaped at the age of eleven and enslaved for some time in Africa; and that he was even-
tually brought across the Atlantic in slavery. In a 1999 article and then in his 2005 biography of Equiano, 
historian Vincent Carretta challenged his account, citing two documents suggesting that Equiano had 
been born not in Africa, but in Carolina. The issue remains disputed and may never be entirely resolved. 
It is significant, however, that neither Carretta nor other scholars have challenged the authenticity of the 
information Equiano provides about life in Africa, the passage across the Atlantic, and so on; if Equiano 
himself was indeed born into American slavery, he would have obtained such information directly from 
enslaved Africans he knew. At issue, then, is not the fundamental reality of the account Equiano provides, 
but only whether the early part of his narrative represents a first-hand account or an act of creative imagi-
nation based on first-hand research. 

Equiano’s account of his life following his purchase in Virginia by the British naval captain Michael 
Henry Pascal is not in dispute. While enslaved by Pascal (who renamed him “Gustavus Vassa”) Equiano 
began his career as a mariner. For the next ten or eleven years, Equiano traveled widely around the 
Mediterranean, Europe, and the Americas with a series of enslavers; he was engaged in several battles 
during the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), including the 1758 siege of Louisbourg in what is now Nova 
Scotia. He was sold in May of 1763 for £40 to Robert King, a Philadelphia Quaker who owned property 
on the Caribbean island of Monserrat and had various shipping interests. After working for King for 
approximately three years, Equiano was by 1766 able to purchase his freedom.

After securing his freedom, Equiano settled in England. (While slavery was still permitted in 
England’s overseas colonies, it had no legal standing in England itself, where there was a relatively large 
population of free blacks.) From time to time he earned his living there—working for some time as a 
hairdresser, for example—but for many years he kept returning to the sea to earn a living, working on 
vessels traveling not only to American ports such as Savannah and Charleston but also to Turkey, to 
the Caribbean, and to South America. In 1773 he served on a scientific expedition to the Arctic, and 
in 1775–76 he was hired to assist in the setting up of a plantation colony in Central America, where his 
duties included acting as an overseer of enslaved workers. 

He had been taught to read and write while still enslaved and in the 1780s Equiano began to use 
these skills to draw attention to the plight of enslaved people and to petition for the abolition of slavery. 
He played a key role in helping to bring to the attention of the public the 1781 case of the slave ship 
Zong, from which 132 enslaved people had been thrown overboard; he was a founder (together with 
Ottobah Cugoano and others) of the Sons of Africa, which became an influential abolitionist group; he 
worked closely over many years with prominent white abolitionists (including Granville Sharpe, Thomas 
Clarkson, and William Wilberforce); his narrative made a deep impression on John Wesley, the Methodist 
leader (Equiano himself became a Methodist, as he recounts in his narrative); and it made an impres-
sion too on the hundreds of influential Britons whose support Equiano enlisted when he published his 
Interesting Narrative in 1789. By that time Equiano was himself a leader of the campaign against the slave 
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trade, and he was as tireless—and as effective—in promoting the book after it had been published as he 
had been in soliciting support beforehand.

When in 1792 he married Susannah Cullen, a woman he had met while promoting his book in 
Cambridge, the occasion was considered worthy of notice in the provincial press as well as in London. 
The Derby Mercury was among the newspapers reporting on the event:

On the 9th instant was married at Soham, in Cambridgeshire, Gustavus Vassa, the 
African, well known in England as the champion and advocate for procuring a suppres-
sion of the slave trade, to Miss Cullen, daughter of Mr. Cullen, of Ely. A vast number 
of people were assembled on the occasion.

The change in Equiano’s circumstances occasioned only a brief pause in Equiano’s efforts on behalf of the 
abolitionist cause: “when I have given her eight or ten days comfort,” he wrote a friend, “I mean directly 
to go to Scotland and sell my fifth editions.”

The Interesting Narrative went through several more English editions in Equiano’s lifetime, and 
he appears to have become quite well-to-do in his later years, both from the proceeds of book sales and 
from other ventures (including as a money-lender to some of his influential London contacts). He and 
Susannah had two children—both daughters. He died in London of unknown causes, on the 31st of 
March 1797. 

The reception history of the Interesting Narrative in America differs strikingly from that in Britain. 
When the book was first published in London in 1789, it was prefaced by a letter addressed jointly to the 
British Houses of Parliament and accompanied by a list of 311 subscribers, including not only prominent 
names associated with the British abolitionist movement but also many names from the highest ranks 
of British society (among them the Prince of Wales, the Duke of York, and the Bishop of London). The 
book was widely reviewed in Britain, and widely read; several other editions followed, typically including 
the names of additional influential subscribers, together with fresh testimonials. Reviewers’ discussions 
of the book typically focused on those aspects of the Interesting Narrative to which Equiano had drawn 
attention in his letter to Parliament, and treated the book as a whole as “an instrument” that aimed to 
bring change to Equiano’s “suffering countrymen” who had been enslaved: “may the God of heaven 
inspire benevolence on that important day when the question of Abolition is to be discussed,” Equiano 
implored the members of the House of Lords and House of Commons. 

The circumstances were quite different when the book was published in the United States in 1791. 
The book was published by a New York printer largely known for publishing religious books. It included 
a list of just 113 subscribers, none of them particularly prominent in society and none of them especially 
notable as abolitionists. Indeed (as the research of Akiyo Ito has revealed), the American subscribers were 
very largely of the artisan class—“bakers, grocers, cartmen, cabinetmakers, carpenters, tailors, watchmak-
ers, blacksmiths” and so on, many of whom owned enslaved people. Ito persuasively suggests that these 
early American readers may have valued Equiano’s narrative less as an antislavery tract than as a travel 
and adventure narrative. Interestingly, even when Equiano’s Interesting Narrative was re-issued in America 
(some thirty years after its initial edition had received so little attention), this aspect of the book seems 
to have been emphasized; a bookseller’s 1837 description that was published more than once in William 
Lloyd Garrison’s antislavery newspaper The Liberator mentions that Equiano had “lived as a slave,” but 
places more emphasis on the book’s “great variety of wonderful scenes, which give his narrative an interest 
scarcely surpassed by Robinson Crusoe.” 

It is perhaps unsurprising that, as an abolitionist text, the Interesting Narrative exerted far less influ-
ence in America than in Britain. For one thing, Equiano himself declared a strong connection to “old 
England,” and little if any to America; for another, relatively little of the time that Equiano had spent 
enslaved had been in any part of what later became the United States. The text nevertheless has a good 
deal to say about slavery in the continental American colonies; the various encounters that Equiano 
reports (in Chapters 6, 7, and 8) having experienced in Savannah alone provide a searing indictment of 
the institution as it existed in the Thirteen Colonies.
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Interest in Equiano’s narrative—along with interest in slave narratives generally—dropped off in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and it was not until the latter part of the twentieth 
century that the Interesting Narrative began to be again widely read and widely studied. By the early 
twenty-first century, however, it had become one of the most widely taught texts in the canons of British 
and American literature—and in the newly formed canon of transatlantic literature. For the most part 
it has been studied fruitfully as an abolitionist text; an awareness of the book’s early American reception 
history is a reminder that the Interesting Narrative can also be appreciated from numerous other angles as 
well. It is among other things a lively adventure narrative, a Christian conversion narrative, a remarkable 
tour of the transatlantic economic world—and a richly layered portrait of a man of extraordinary and 
sometimes contradictory character. Curious about all manner of things, blessed with seemingly bound-
less entrepreneurial energy, and blessed as well with keen descriptive and storytelling powers, Equiano 
reveals himself to be a highly talented self-fashioner. He is by turns boastful and self-deprecating; deeply 
religious and highly worldly. An impassioned and effective opponent of slavery, he was also an apologist 
for the slave trade within Africa, and a man who allowed himself to be employed for a time as an overseer 
of enslaved people. “My life and fortune have been extremely chequered, and my adventures various,” 
Equiano declares near the end of the Interesting Life. His narrative has often been read, in the words of 
Joanna Brooks, as “a collective autobiography for millions who survived the slave trade,” and unquestion-
ably the text has much to tell us of that collective experience. But—as its earliest American readers appear 
to have recognized—it has much to tell us too of one of the most extraordinary individuals of his time. 

note on the text: The texts of the various editions of the Interesting Narrative do not vary greatly; the changes 
Equiano made for the later British editions very largely involved the addition of testimonials and quotations 
from favorable reviews of the book. The American edition carried a different title page and subscriber list, but 
the text itself closely followed that of the first two London editions. The first edition, published in 1789, has 
here been used as a base text. Some paragraph breaks have been added, and spelling and punctuation have been 
modernized in accordance with the practices of this anthology.

zzz

Frontispiece and title page of the first American edition of Equiano’s Interesting Narrative, 1791. 
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from The Interesting Narrative of the Life  
of Olaudah Equiano  

or Gustavus Vassa, the African.  
Written by Himself

from Chapter 11 

The author’s account of his country, and their 
manners and customs—Administration of justice 
—Embrenche—Marriage ceremony, and public 
entertainments—Mode of living—Dress—Manu-
factures—Buildings—Commerce—Agriculture —War  
and religion—Superstition of the natives—Funeral 
ceremonies of the priests or magicians—Curious 
mode of discovering poison—Some hints concern-
ing the origin of the author’s countrymen, with the 
opinions of different writers on that subject.

I believe it is difficult for those who publish their 
own memoirs to escape the imputation of vanity; 

nor is this the only disadvantage under which they 
labour: it is also their misfortune that what is uncom-
mon is rarely, if ever, believed, and what is obvious we 
are apt to turn from with disgust, and to charge the 
writer with impertinence. People generally think those 
memoirs only worthy to be read or remembered which 
abound in great or striking events, those, in short, 
which in a high degree excite either admiration or pity: 
all others they consign to contempt and oblivion. It is 
therefore, I confess, not a little hazardous in a private 
and obscure individual, and a stranger too, thus to 
solicit the indulgent attention of the public; especially 
when I own2 I offer here the history of neither a saint, 
a hero, nor a tyrant. I believe there are few events in 
my life which have not happened to many: it is true 
the incidents of it are numerous; and, did I consider 
myself an European, I might say my sufferings were 
great: but when I compare my lot with that of most 
of my countrymen, I regard myself as a particular 
favourite of Heaven, and acknowledge the mercies of 
Providence in every occurrence of my life. If then the 

1 The entire first chapter is included in the website component of 
this anthology. 
2 own Admit.

following narrative does not appear sufficiently inter-
esting to engage general attention, let my motive be 
some excuse for its publication. I am not so foolishly 
vain as to expect from it either immortality or literary 
reputation. If it affords any satisfaction to my numer-
ous friends, at whose request it has been written, or in 
the smallest degree promotes the interests of human-
ity, the ends for which it was undertaken will be fully 
attained, and every wish of my heart gratified. Let it 
therefore be remembered that, in wishing to avoid cen-
sure, I do not aspire to praise.

That part of Africa, known by the name of Guinea, 
to which the trade for slaves is carried on, extends 
along the coast above 3400 miles, from the Senegal to 
Angola, and includes a variety of kingdoms. Of these 
the most considerable is the kingdom of Benin,3 both 
as to extent and wealth, the richness and cultivation 
of the soil, the power of its king, and the number and 
warlike disposition of the inhabitants. It is situated 
nearly under the line,4 and extends along the coast 
about 170 miles, but runs back into the interior part 
of Africa to a distance hitherto I believe unexplored 
by any traveller; and seems only terminated at length 
by the empire of Abyssinia, near 1500 miles from its 
beginning. This kingdom is divided into many prov-
inces or districts: in one of the most remote and fertile 
of which, called Eboe, I was born, in the year 1745, in 
a charming fruitful vale named Essaka. The distance 
of this province from the capital of Benin and the sea 
coast must be very considerable; for I had never heard 
of white men or Europeans, nor of the sea. And our 
subjection to the king of Benin was little more than 
nominal, for every transaction of the government, as 
far as my slender observation extended, was conducted 
by the chiefs or elders of the place. The manners and 
government of a people who have little commerce 
with other countries are generally very simple, and 
the history of what passes in one family or village may 
serve as a specimen of a nation. My father was one of 
those elders or chiefs I have spoken of, and was styled 
Embrenche; a term, as I remember, importing the 
highest distinction, and signifying in our language a 
mark of grandeur. This mark is conferred on the person 

3 kingdom of Benin This kingdom extended over part of present-
day Nigeria as well as present-day Benin. 
4 under the line South of the equator. 
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entitled to it by cutting the skin across at the top of the 
forehead, and drawing it down to the eyebrows; and 
while it is in this situation applying a warm hand, and 
rubbing it until it shrinks up into a thick weal1 across 
the lower part of the forehead. Most of the judges and 
senators were thus marked; my father had long borne 
it. I had seen it conferred on one of my brothers, and 
I was also destined to receive it by my parents. Those 
Embrenche, or chief men, decided disputes and pun-
ished crimes, for which purpose they always assembled 
together. The proceedings were generally short, and in 
most cases the law of retaliation prevailed. I remem-
ber a man was brought before my father and the other 
judges for kidnapping a boy; and, although he was the 
son of a chief or senator, he was condemned to make 
recompense by a man or woman slave. Adultery, how-
ever, was sometimes punished with slavery or death, a 
punishment which I believe is inflicted on it through-
out most of the nations of Africa, so sacred among 
them is the honour of the marriage bed, and so jealous 
are they of the fidelity of their wives. Of this I rec-
ollect an instance: a woman was convicted before the 
judges of adultery, and delivered over, as the custom 
was, to her husband to be punished. Accordingly he 
determined to put her to death; but it being found, 
just before her execution, that she had an infant at 
her breast; and no woman being prevailed on to per-
form the part of a nurse, she was spared on account 
of the child. The men, however, do not preserve the 
same constancy to their wives which they expect from 
them; for they indulge in a plurality, though seldom 
in more than two. Their mode of marriage is thus: 
both parties are usually betrothed when young by their 
parents (though I have known the males to betroth 
themselves). On this occasion a feast is prepared, and 
the bride and bridegroom stand up in the midst of all 
their friends, who are assembled for the purpose, while 
he declares she is thenceforth to be looked upon as his 
wife, and that no other person is to pay any addresses 
to her. This is also immediately proclaimed in the 
vicinity, on which the bride retires from the assembly. 
Some time after she is brought home to her husband, 
and then another feast is made, to which the relations 
of both parties are invited. Her parents then deliver 
her to the bridegroom, accompanied with a number of 

1 weal Mark; welt. 

blessings, and at the same time they tie round her waist 
a cotton string of the thickness of a goose-quill, which 
none but married women are permitted to wear: she 
is now considered as completely his wife; and at this 
time the dowry is given to the new married pair, which 
generally consists of portions of land, slaves, and cattle, 
household goods, and implements of husbandry. These 
are offered by the friends of both parties; besides which 
the parents of the bridegroom present gifts to those of 
the bride, whose property she is looked upon before 
marriage; but after it she is esteemed the sole property 
of her husband. The ceremony being now ended, the 
festival begins, which is celebrated with bonfires, and 
loud acclamations of joy, accompanied with music and 
dancing.

We are almost a nation of dancers, musicians, and 
poets. Thus every great event, such as a triumphant 
return from battle or other cause of public rejoicing, 
is celebrated in public dances, which are accompa-
nied with songs and music suited to the occasion. The 
assembly is separated into four divisions which dance 
either apart or in succession, and each with a character 
peculiar to itself. The first division contains the mar-
ried men, who in their dances frequently exhibit feats 
of arms, and the representation of a battle. To these 
succeed the married women, who dance in the second 
division. The young men occupy the third; and the 
maidens the fourth. Each represents some interesting 
scene of real life, such as a great achievement, domes-
tic employment, a pathetic2 story, or some rural sport; 
and as the subject is generally founded on some recent 
event, it is therefore ever new. This gives our dances 
a spirit and variety which I have scarcely seen else-
where.3 We have many musical instruments, particu-
larly drums of different kinds, a piece of music which 
resembles a guitar, and another much like a stickado.4 
These last are chiefly used by betrothed virgins, who 
play on them on all grand festivals.

As our manners are simple, our luxuries are few. The 
dress of both sexes is nearly the same. It generally con-
sists of a long piece of calico, or muslin, wrapped loosely 
round the body, somewhat in the form of a highland 

2 pathetic Conveying a sense of pathos; emotionally affecting.
3 [Equiano’s note] When I was in Smyrna I have frequently seen 
the Greeks dance after this manner.
4 stickado Musical instrument similar to a xylophone.



The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano  603  

plaid. This is usually dyed blue, which is our favourite 
colour. It is extracted from a berry, and is brighter and 
richer than any I have seen in Europe. Besides this, our 
women of distinction wear golden ornaments; which 
they dispose with some profusion on their arms and 
legs. When our women are not employed with the 
men in tillage, their usual occupation is spinning and 
weaving cotton, which they afterwards dye and make it 
into garments. They also manufacture earthen vessels, 
of which we have many kinds. Among the rest tobacco 
pipes, made after the same fashion, and used in the 
same manner, as those in Turkey.1

Our manner of living is entirely plain; for as yet the 
natives are unacquainted with those refinements in 
cookery which debauch the taste: bullocks, goats, and 
poultry supply the greatest part of their food. These 
constitute likewise the principal wealth of the country, 
and the chief articles of its commerce. … 

As we live in a country where nature is prodigal of 
her favours, our wants are few and easily supplied; of 
course, we have few manufactures. They consist for the 
most part of calicoes, earthen ware, ornaments, and 
instruments of war and husbandry. But these make no 
part of our commerce, the principal articles of which, 
as I have observed, are provisions. In such a state money 
is of little use; however, we have some small pieces of 
coin, if I may call them such. They are made something 
like an anchor, but I do not remember either their value 
or denomination. We have also markets, at which I 
have been frequently with my mother. These are some-
times visited by stout mahogany-coloured men from 
the south west of us: we call them Oye-Eboe, which 
term signifies “red men living at a distance.” They gen-
erally bring us firearms, gunpowder, hats, beads, and 
dried fish. The last we esteemed a great rarity, as our 
waters were only brooks and springs. These articles 
they barter with us for odoriferous woods and earth, 
and our salt of wood ashes. They always carry slaves 
through our land; but the strictest account is exacted 
of their manner of procuring them before they are suf-
fered to pass. Sometimes indeed we sold slaves to them, 
but they were only prisoners of war, or such among us 

1 [Equiano’s note] The bowl is earthen, curiously figured, to 
which a long reed is fixed as a tube. This tube is sometimes so long as 
to be borne by one, and frequently out of grandeur by two boys.

as had been convicted of kidnapping, or adultery, and 
some other crimes which we esteemed heinous. …

As to religion, the natives believe that there is one 
Creator of all things,2 and that he lives in the sun and 
is girded round with a belt; that he may never eat or 
drink; but, according to some, he smokes a pipe, which 
is our own favourite luxury. They believe he governs 
events, especially our deaths or captivity; but, as for the 
doctrine of eternity, I do not remember to have ever 
heard of it: some however believe in the transmigra-
tion of souls in a certain degree. Those spirits which are 
not transmigrated, such as our dear friends or relations, 
they believe always attend them and guard them from 
the bad spirits or their foes. For this reason they always 
before eating, as I have observed, put some small por-
tion of the meat, and pour some of their drink, on the 
ground for them; and they often make oblations of the 
blood of beasts or fowls at their graves. I was very fond 
of my mother, and almost constantly with her. When 
she went to make these oblations at her mother’s tomb, 
which was a kind of small solitary thatched house, I 
sometimes attended her. There she made her libations 
and spent most of the night in cries and lamentations. 
I have been often extremely terrified on these occa-
sions. The loneliness of the place, the darkness of the 
night, and the ceremony of libation, naturally awful 
and gloomy, were heightened by my mother’s lamenta-
tions; and these, concurring with the cries of doleful 
birds by which these places were frequented, gave an 
inexpressible terror to the scene.

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

2 believe … things For an interesting comparison, see the discus-
sion of Theism and of Atheism in Gronniosaw’s Narrative (included 
in the website component of this anthology).
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Chapter 2

The author’s birth and parentage—His being kid-
napped with his sister—Their separation—Surprise 
at meeting again—Are finally separated—Account 
of the different places and incidents the author met 
with till his arrival on the coast—The effect the 
sight of a slave ship had on him—He sails for the 
West Indies—Horrors of a slave ship—Arrives at 
Barbadoes, where the cargo is sold and dispersed.

I hope the reader will not think I have trespassed on 
his patience in introducing myself to him with some 
account of the manners and customs of my country.1 
They had been implanted in me with great care, and 
made an impression on my mind which time could 
not erase, and which all the adversity and variety of 
fortune I have since experienced served only to rivet 
and record; for, whether the love of one’s country be 
real or imaginary, or a lesson of reason, or an instinct of 
nature, I still look back with pleasure on the first scenes 
of my life, though that pleasure has been for the most 
part mingled with sorrow. 

I have already acquainted the reader with the time 
and place of my birth. My father, besides many slaves, 
had a numerous family, of which seven lived to grow 
up, including myself and a sister, who was the only 
daughter. As I was the youngest of the sons, I became, 
of course, the greatest favourite with my mother, and 
was always with her; and she used to take particular 
pains to form my mind. I was trained up from my ear-
liest years in the art of war; my daily exercise was shoot-
ing and throwing javelins, and my mother adorned me 
with emblems after the manner of our greatest war-
riors. In this way I grew up till I was turned the age of 
eleven, when an end was put to my happiness in the 
following manner. Generally, when the grown people 
in the neighbourhood were gone far in the fields to 
labour, the children assembled together in some of the 
neighbours’ premises to play; and commonly some of 
us used to get up a tree to look out for any assailant or 
kidnapper that might come upon us; for they some-
times took those opportunities of our parents’ absence 
to attack and carry off as many as they could seize. One 

1 my country Equiano says he was born in Essaka, a country 
located in the interior of present-day Nigeria. 

day, as I was watching at the top of a tree in our yard, 
I saw one of those people come into the yard of our 
next neighbour but one, to kidnap, there being many 
stout2 young people in it. Immediately on this I gave 
the alarm of the rogue, and he was surrounded by the 
stoutest of them, who entangled him with cords, so 
that he could not escape till some of the grown people 
came and secured him. But alas! ere long it was my fate 
to be thus attacked, and to be carried off, when none 
of the grown people were nigh. One day, when all our 
people were gone out to their works as usual, and only 
I and my dear sister were left to mind the house, two 
men and a woman got over our walls and in a moment 
seized us both, and, without giving us time to cry out 
or make resistance, they stopped our mouths and ran 
off with us into the nearest wood. Here they tied our 
hands and continued to carry us as far as they could, 
till night came on, when we reached a small house 
where the robbers halted for refreshment and spent the 
night. We were then unbound, but were unable to take 
any food; and, being quite overpowered by fatigue and 
grief, our only relief was some sleep, which allayed our 
misfortune for a short time. 

The next morning we left the house and continued 
travelling all the day. For a long time we had kept 
the woods, but at last we came into a road, which I 
believed I knew. I had now some hopes of being deliv-
ered, for we had advanced but a little way before I dis-
covered some people at a distance, on which I began to 
cry out for their assistance. But my cries had no other 
effect than to make them tie me faster and stop my 
mouth, and then they put me into a large sack. They 
also stopped my sister’s mouth and tied her hands, and 
in this manner we proceeded till we were out of the 
sight of these people. When we went to rest the follow-
ing night they offered us some victuals, but we refused 
it, and the only comfort we had was in being in one 
another’s arms all that night, and bathing each other 
with our tears. But alas! we were soon deprived of even 
the small comfort of weeping together. The next day 
proved a day of greater sorrow than I had yet experi-
enced, for my sister and I were then separated while we 
lay clasped in each other’s arms. It was in vain that we 
besought them not to part us; she was torn from me 
and immediately carried away, while I was left in a state 

2 stout Sturdily built; strong.
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of distraction not to be described. I cried and grieved 
continually, and for several days I did not eat anything 
but what they forced into my mouth. 

At length, after many days travelling, during which 
I had often changed masters, I got into the hands of 
a chieftain in a very pleasant country. This man had 
two wives and some children, and they all used1 me 
extremely well, and did all they could to comfort 
me—particularly the first wife, who was something 
like my mother. Although I was a great many days’ 
journey from my father’s house, yet these people spoke 
exactly the same language with us. This first master of 
mine, as I may call him, was a smith,2 and my princi-
pal employment was working his bellows, which were 
the same kind as I had seen in my vicinity. They were 
in some respects not unlike the stoves here in gentle-
men’s kitchens, and were covered over with leather; 
and in the middle of that leather a stick was fixed, and 
a person stood up and worked it in the same manner as 
is done to pump water out of a cask with a hand pump. 
I believe it was gold he worked, for it was of a lovely 
bright yellow colour, and was worn by the women on 
their wrists and ankles. 

I was there I suppose about a month, and they at last 
used to trust me some little distance from the house. 
This liberty I used in embracing every opportunity to 
inquire the way to my own home; and I also some-
times, for the same purpose, went with the maidens 
in the cool of the evenings to bring pitchers of water 
from the springs for the use of the house. I had also 
remarked where the sun rose in the morning and set in 
the evening as I had travelled along, and I had observed 
that my father’s house was towards the rising of the sun. 
I therefore determined to seize the first opportunity of 
making my escape, and to shape my course for that 
quarter; for I was quite oppressed and weighed down 
by grief after my mother and friends; and my love of 
liberty, ever great, was strengthened by the mortifying 
circumstance of not daring to eat with the free-born 
children, although I was mostly their companion. 

While I was projecting my escape, one day an 
unlucky event happened which quite disconcerted my 
plan and put an end to my hopes. I used to be some-
times employed in assisting an elderly woman slave to 

1 used Treated.
2 smith One who works with metals.

cook and take care of the poultry, and one morning 
while I was feeding some chickens, I happened to toss a 
small pebble at one of them, which hit it on the middle 
and directly killed it. The old slave, having soon after 
missed the chicken, inquired after it; and on my relat-
ing the accident (for I told her the truth, because my 
mother would never suffer me to tell a lie), she flew 
into a violent passion, threatened that I should suffer 
for it, and, my master being out, she immediately went 
and told her mistress what I had done. This alarmed 
me very much, and I expected an instant flogging, 
which to me was uncommonly dreadful, for I had 
seldom been beaten at home. I therefore resolved to fly, 
and accordingly I ran into a thicket that was hard by 
and hid myself in the bushes. Soon afterwards my mis-
tress and the slave returned, and, not seeing me, they 
searched all the house; but, not finding me, and I not 
making answer when they called to me, they thought I 
had run away, and the whole neighbourhood was raised 
in the pursuit of me. In that part of the country (as in 
ours) the houses and villages were skirted with woods, 
or shrubberies, and the bushes were so thick that a man 
could readily conceal himself in them so as to elude the 
strictest search. The neighbours continued the whole 
day looking for me, and several times many of them 
came within a few yards of the place where I lay hid. I 
then gave myself up for lost entirely and expected every 
moment, when I heard a rustling among the trees, to 
be found out and punished by my master. But they 
never discovered me, though they were often so near 
that I even heard their conjectures as they were look-
ing about for me; and I now learned from them that 
any attempt to return home would be hopeless. Most 
of them supposed I had fled towards home, but the 
distance was so great, and the way so intricate, that 
they thought I could never reach it, and that I should 
be lost in the woods. When I heard this I was seized 
with a violent panic and abandoned myself to despair. 
Night too began to approach, and aggravated all my 
fears. I had before entertained hopes of getting home, 
and I had determined when it should be dark to make 
the attempt; but I was now convinced it was fruitless, 
and I began to consider that, if possibly I could escape 
all other animals, I could not those of the human kind, 
and that, not knowing the way, I must perish in the 
woods. Thus was I like the hunted deer:
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Ev’ry leaf and ev’ry whisp’ring breath
Conveyed a foe, and ev’ry foe a death.1

I heard frequent rustlings among the leaves, and, 
being pretty sure they were snakes, I expected every 
instant to be stung by them. This increased my 
anguish, and the horror of my situation became now 
quite insupportable. I at length quitted the thicket, 
very faint and hungry, for I had not eaten or drank 
anything all the day, and crept to my master’s kitchen, 
from whence I set out at first, and which was an open 
shed, and laid myself down in the ashes with an anxious 
wish for death to relieve me from all my pains. I was 
scarcely awake in the morning when the old woman 
slave, who was the first up, came to light the fire and 
saw me in the fireplace. She was very much surprised 
to see me, and could scarcely believe her own eyes. She 
now promised to intercede for me, and went for her 
master, who soon after came and, having slightly rep-
rimanded me, ordered me to be taken care of and not 
to be ill-treated. 

Soon after this my master’s only daughter, and child 
by his first wife, sickened and died, which affected 
him so much that for some time he was almost fran-
tic, and really would have killed himself, had he not 
been watched and prevented. However, in a small 
time afterwards he recovered, and I was again sold. I 
was now carried to the left of the sun’s rising, through 
many different countries and a number of large woods. 
The people I was sold to used to carry me very often, 
when I was tired, either on their shoulders or on their 
backs. I saw many convenient, well built sheds along 
the roads, at proper distances to accommodate the 
merchants and travellers, who lay in those buildings 
along with their wives, who often accompany them; 
and they always go well armed.

From the time I left my own nation, I always 
found somebody that understood me, till I came to 
the sea coast. The languages of different nations did 
not totally differ,2 nor were they so copious as those 
of the Europeans, particularly the English. They were 

1 Ev’ry … death See lines 287–88 of John Denham’s “Cooper’s 
Hill”: “Now every leaf, and every moving breath / Presents a foe, and 
every foe a death.”
2 languages … differ The Igbo languages and other languages in 
the Niger-Congo language family share many features not only with 
each other but also with many Bantu languages.

therefore easily learned, and while I was journeying 
thus through Africa I acquired two or three different 
tongues. In this manner I had been travelling for a con-
siderable time when one evening, to my great surprise, 
whom should I see brought to the house where I was 
but my dear sister! As soon as she saw me she gave a 
loud shriek and ran into my arms. I was quite overpow-
ered: neither of us could speak, but for a considerable 
time clung to each other in mutual embraces, unable to 
do any thing but weep. Our meeting affected all who 
saw us; and indeed I must acknowledge, in honour of 
those sable3 destroyers of human rights, that I never 
met with any ill treatment, or saw any offered to their 
slaves, except tying them when necessary, to keep them 
from running away. When these people knew we were 
brother and sister they indulged us together, and the 
man to whom I supposed we belonged lay with us, he 
in the middle, while she and I held one another by the 
hands across his breast all night; and thus for a while 
we forgot our misfortunes in the joy of being together. 
But even this small comfort was soon to have an end, 
for scarcely had the fatal morning appeared when she 
was again torn from me forever! I was now more miser-
able, if possible, than before. The small relief which her 
presence gave me from pain was gone, and the wretch-
edness of my situation was redoubled by my anxiety 
after her fate and my apprehensions lest her sufferings 
should be greater than mine, when I could not be with 
her to alleviate them. Yes, thou dear partner of all my 
childish sports! thou sharer of my joys and sorrows! 
happy should I have ever esteemed myself to encounter 
every misery for you, and to procure your freedom by 
the sacrifice of my own. Though you were early forced 
from my arms, your image has been always riveted in 
my heart, from which neither time nor fortune have 
been able to remove it; so that, while the thoughts of 
your sufferings have damped my prosperity, they have 
mingled with adversity and increased its bitterness. To 
that Heaven which protects the weak from the strong, 
I commit the care of your innocence and virtues, if 
they have not already received their full reward, and 
if your youth and delicacy have not long since fallen 
victims to the violence of the African trader, the pes-
tilential stench of a Guinea ship,4 the seasoning in the 

3 sable Dark skinned.
4 Guinea ship Slave ship from Guinea. 
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European colonies, or the lash and lust of a brutal and 
unrelenting overseer. 

I did not long remain after my sister. I was again 
sold and carried through a number of places, till, 
after travelling a considerable time, I came to a town 
called Tinmah, in the most beautiful country I had 
yet seen in Africa. It was extremely rich, and there 
were many rivulets which flowed through it and sup-
plied a large pond in the centre of the town, where 
the people washed. Here I first saw and tasted cocoa-
nuts, which I thought superior to any nuts I had ever 
tasted before; and the trees, which were loaded, were 
also interspersed amongst the houses, which had 
commodious shades adjoining and were in the same 
manner as ours, the insides being neatly plastered and 
whitewashed. Here I also saw and tasted for the first 
time sugar cane. Their money consisted of little white 
shells the size of the fingernail. I was sold here for one 
hundred and seventy-two of them by a merchant who 
lived, and brought me, there. I had been about two 
or three days at his house when a wealthy widow, a 
neighbour of his, came there one evening and brought 
with her an only son, a young gentleman about my 
own age and size. Here they saw me; and, having taken 
a fancy to me, I was bought of the merchant and went 
home with them. Her house and premises were situ-
ated close to one of those rivulets I have mentioned, 
and were the finest I ever saw in Africa: they were very 
extensive, and she had a number of slaves to attend 
her. The next day I was washed and perfumed, and 
when mealtime came I was led into the presence of my 
mistress, and ate and drank before her with her son. 
This filled me with astonishment, and I could scarce 
help expressing my surprise that the young gentleman 
should suffer1 me, who was bound, to eat with him, 
who was free; and not only so, but that he would not 
at any time either eat or drink till I had taken first, 
because I was the eldest (which was agreeable to our 
custom). Indeed, everything here, and all their treat-
ment of me, made me forget that I was a slave. The lan-
guage of these people resembled ours so nearly that we 
understood each other perfectly. They had also the very 
same customs as we. There were likewise slaves daily 
to attend us, while my young master and I with other 
boys sported with our darts and bows and arrows, as 

1 suffer Permit.

I had been used to do at home. In this resemblance 
to my former happy state I passed about two months; 
and I now began to think I was to be adopted into the 
family, and was beginning to be reconciled to my situ-
ation and to forget by degrees my misfortunes, when 
all at once the delusion vanished; for, without the least 
previous knowledge, one morning early, while my dear 
master and companion was still asleep, I was wakened 
out of my reverie to fresh sorrow, and hurried away 
even amongst the uncircumcised.2

Thus at the very moment I dreamed of the great-
est happiness I found myself most miserable, and it 
seemed as if fortune wished to give me this taste of joy 
only to render the reverse more poignant. The change 
I now experienced was as painful as it was sudden and 
unexpected. It was a change indeed from a state of bliss 
to a scene which is inexpressible by me, as it discov-
ered3 to me an element I had never before beheld, and 
till then had no idea of, and wherein such instances 
of hardship and cruelty continually occurred, as I can 
never reflect on but with horror.

All the nations and people I had hitherto passed 
through resembled our own in their manners, customs, 
and language, but I came at length to a country, the 
inhabitants of which differed from us in all those par-
ticulars. I was very much struck with this difference, 
especially when I came among a people who did not 
circumcise, and ate without washing their hands. They 
cooked also in iron pots, and had European cutlasses 
and cross bows, which were unknown to us, and fought 
with their fists amongst themselves. Their women were 
not so modest as ours, for they ate and drank and slept 
with their men. But, above all, I was amazed to see no 
sacrifices or offerings among them. In some of those 
places the people ornamented themselves with scars, 
and likewise filed their teeth very sharp. They wanted 
sometimes to ornament me in the same manner, but 
I would not suffer them, hoping that I might some-
time be among a people who did not thus disfigure 
themselves, as I thought they did. At last I came to the 
banks of a large river which was covered with canoes, 
in which the people appeared to live with their house-
hold utensils and provisions of all kinds. I was beyond 
measure astonished at this, as I had never before seen 

2 uncircumcised I.e., heathens, foreigners.
3 discovered Revealed.
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any water larger than a pond or a rivulet, and my sur-
prise was mingled with no small fear when I was put 
into one of these canoes and we began to paddle and 
move along the river. We continued going on thus till 
night; and when we came to land and made fires on the 
banks, each family by themselves, some dragged their 
canoes on shore, others stayed and cooked in theirs and 
laid in them all night. Those on the land had mats, 
of which they made tents, some in the shape of little 
houses. In these we slept, and after the morning meal 
we embarked again and proceeded as before. I was 
often very much astonished to see some of the women, 
as well as the men, jump into the water, dive to the 
bottom, come up again, and swim about. 

Thus I continued to travel, sometimes by land, 
sometimes by water, through different countries and 
various nations, till, at the end of six or seven months 
after I had been kidnapped, I arrived at the seacoast. 
It would be tedious and uninteresting to relate all the 
incidents which befell me during this journey, and 
which I have not yet forgotten; of the various hands 
I passed through, and the manners and customs of 
all the different people among whom I lived. I shall 
therefore only observe that in all the places where I was 
the soil was exceedingly rich; the pumpkins, eadas,1 
plantains, yams, etc., etc., were in great abundance, 
and of incredible size. There were also vast quantities 
of different gums, though not used for any purpose, 
and everywhere a great deal of tobacco. The cotton 
even grew quite wild, and there was plenty of redwood. 
I saw no mechanics2 whatever in all the way, except 
such as I have mentioned. The chief employment in all 
these countries was agriculture, and both the males and 
females, as with us, were brought up to it, and trained 
in the arts of war.

The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived 
on the coast was the sea, and a slave ship, which was 
then riding at anchor and waiting for its cargo. These 
filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted 
into terror when I was carried on board. I was immedi-
ately handled and tossed up, to see if I were sound, by 
some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had 
gotten into a world of bad spirits, and that they were 
going to kill me. Their complexions, too, differing so 

1 eadas Eddoes (a variety of tropical vegetable).
2 mechanics Artisans. 

much from ours, their long hair, and the language they 
spoke (which was very different from any I had ever 
heard) united to confirm me in this belief. Indeed, such 
were the horrors of my views and fears at the moment 
that, if ten thousand worlds had been my own, I would 
have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my 
condition with that of the meanest3 slave in my own 
country. When I looked round the ship, too, and saw 
a large furnace of copper boiling, and a multitude of 
black people of every description chained together, 
every one of their countenances expressing dejection 
and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and, quite 
overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motion-
less on the deck and fainted. When I recovered a little 
I found some black people about me who I believed 
were some of those who brought me on board and had 
been receiving their pay; they talked to me in order to 
cheer me, but all in vain. I asked them if we were not 
to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks, red 
faces, and loose hair. They told me I was not, and one 
of the crew brought me a small portion of spirituous 
liquor in a wine glass; but, being afraid of him, I would 
not take it out of his hand. One of the blacks therefore 
took it from him and gave it to me, and I took a little 
down my palate, which, instead of reviving me as they 
thought it would, threw me into the greatest conster-
nation at the strange feeling it produced, having never 
tasted any such liquor before. 

Soon after this the blacks who brought me on board 
went off, and left me abandoned to despair. I now saw 
myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native 
country, or even the least glimpse of hope of gaining 
the shore, which I now considered as friendly; and I 
even wished for my former slavery in preference to 
my present situation, which was filled with horrors of 
every kind, still heightened by my ignorance of what I 
was to undergo. I was not long suffered to indulge my 
grief; I was soon put down under the decks, and there I 
received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never 
experienced in my life; so that, with the loathsomeness 
of the stench and crying together, I became so sick and 
low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least desire 
to taste anything. I now wished for the last friend, 
death, to relieve me; but soon, to my grief, two of the 
white men offered me eatables; and, on my refusing to 

3 meanest Most lowly; worst treated.
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eat, one of them held me fast by the hands and laid me 
across, I think, the windlass,1 and tied my feet while 
the other flogged me severely. I had never experienced 
anything of this kind before; and although, not being 
used to the water, I naturally feared that element the 
first time I saw it, yet nevertheless, could I have got 
over the nettings, I would have jumped over the side. 
But I could not, and besides, the crew used to watch us 
very closely who were not chained down to the decks, 
lest we should leap into the water, and I have seen 
some of these poor African prisoners most severely cut 
for attempting to do so, and hourly whipped for not 
eating. This indeed was often the case with myself. 

In a little time after, amongst the poor chained men 
I found some of my own nation, which in a small 
degree gave ease to my mind. I inquired of these what 
was to be done with us; they gave me to understand we 
were to be carried to these white people’s country to 
work for them. I then was a little revived and thought, 
if it were no worse than working, my situation was 
not so desperate. But still I feared I should be put to 
death; the white people looked and acted, as I thought, 
in so savage a manner—for I had never seen among 
any people such instances of brutal cruelty, and this 
not only shown towards us blacks, but also to some of 
the whites themselves. One white man in particular I 
saw, when we were permitted to be on deck, flogged so 
unmercifully with a large rope near the foremast that 
he died in consequence of it, and they tossed him over 
the side as they would have done a brute.2 This made 
me fear these people the more, and I expected nothing 
less than to be treated in the same manner. I could not 
help expressing my fears and apprehensions to some of 
my countrymen. I asked them if these people had no 
country, but lived in this hollow place (the ship). They 
told me they did not, but came from a distant one. 
“Then,” said I, “how comes it in all our country we 
never heard of them?” They told me because they lived 
so very far off. I then asked, where were their women? 
had they any like themselves? I was told they had. “And 
why,” said I, “do we not see them?” They answered, 
because they were left behind. I asked how the vessel 
could go. They told me they could not tell, but that 

1 windlass On board ship, a mechanical contrivance used for 
winding ropes or chains.
2 brute Non-human animal.

there were cloths put upon the masts by the help of 
the ropes I saw, and then the vessel went on; and the 
white men had some spell or magic they put in the 
water when they liked in order to stop the vessel. I was 
exceedingly amazed at this account, and really thought 
they were spirits. I therefore wished much to be from 
amongst them,3 for I expected they would sacrifice me. 
But my wishes were vain, for we were so quartered that 
it was impossible for any of us to make our escape. 

While we stayed on the coast I was mostly on deck, 
and one day, to my great astonishment, I saw one of 
these vessels coming in with the sails up. As soon as the 
whites saw it, they gave a great shout, at which we were 
amazed; and the more so as the vessel appeared larger 
by approaching nearer. At last she came to an anchor 
in my sight, and when the anchor was let go I and 
my countrymen who saw it were lost in astonishment 
to observe the vessel stop, and were now convinced it 
was done by magic. Soon after this the other ship got 
her boats out, and they came on board of us, and the 
people of both ships seemed very glad to see each other. 
Several of the strangers also shook hands with us black 
people and made motions with their hands, signifying, 
I suppose, we were to go to their country; but we did 
not understand them. 

At last, when the ship we were in had got in all her 
cargo, they made ready with many fearful noises, and 
we were all put under deck, so that we could not see how 
they managed the vessel. But this disappointment was 
the least of my sorrow. The stench of the hold while we 
were on the coast was so intolerably loathsome that it 
was dangerous to remain there for any time, and some 
of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the 
fresh air, but now that the whole ship’s cargo were con-
fined together, it became absolutely pestilential. The 
closeness of the place and the heat of the climate, added 
to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that 
each had scarcely room to turn himself, almost suffo-
cated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that 
the air soon became unfit for respiration from a variety 
of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among 
the slaves, of which many died, thus falling victims to 
the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their pur-
chasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated 

3 from amongst them Away from them.
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by the galling1 of the chains, now become insupport-
able, and the filth of the necessary tubs,2 into which 
the children often fell, and were almost suffocated. 
The shrieks of the women and the groans of the dying 
rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceiv-
able. Happily perhaps for myself, I was soon reduced 
so low here that it was thought necessary to keep me 
almost always on deck; and from my extreme youth 
I was not put in fetters. In this situation I expected 
every hour to share the fate of my companions, some 
of whom were almost daily brought upon deck at the 
point of death, which I began to hope would soon put 
an end to my miseries. Often did I think many of the 
inhabitants of the deep much more happy than myself. 
I envied them the freedom they enjoyed, and as often 
wished I could change my condition for theirs. Every 
circumstance I met with served only to render my state 
more painful and heighten my apprehensions and my 
opinion of the cruelty of the whites. 

One day they had taken a number of fishes; and 
when they had killed and satisfied themselves with as 
many as they thought fit, to our astonishment who 
were on the deck, rather than give any of them to us 
to eat as we expected, they tossed the remaining fish 
into the sea again, although we begged and prayed for 
some as well as we could, but in vain; and some of my 
countrymen, being pressed by hunger, took an oppor-
tunity, when they thought no one saw them, of trying 
to get a little privately; but they were discovered, and 
the attempt procured them some very severe floggings. 

One day, when we had a smooth sea and moder-
ate wind, two of my wearied countrymen who were 
chained together (I was near them at the time), 
preferring death to such a life of misery, somehow 
made through the nettings and jumped into the sea. 
Immediately another quite dejected fellow, who, on 
account of his illness, was suffered to be out of irons, 
also followed their example; and I believe many more 
would very soon have done the same if they had not 
been prevented by the ship’s crew, who were instantly 
alarmed. Those of us that were the most active were 
in a moment put down under the deck, and there was 
such a noise and confusion amongst the people of the 
ship as I never heard before, to stop her and get the 

1 galling Chafing. 
2 necessary tubs Containers for human excrement.

boat out to go after the slaves. However, two of the 
wretches were drowned; but they got the other, and 
afterwards flogged him unmercifully for thus attempt-
ing to prefer death to slavery. 

In this manner we continued to undergo more 
hardships than I can now relate, hardships which are 
inseparable from this accursed trade. Many a time we 
were near suffocation from the want of fresh air, which 
we were often without for whole days together. This, 
and the stench of the necessary tubs, carried off many. 

During our passage I first saw flying fishes, which 
surprised me very much: they used frequently to fly 
across the ship, and many of them fell on the deck. I 
also now first saw the use of the quadrant;3 I had often 
with astonishment seen the mariners make observa-
tions with it, and I could not think what it meant. 
They at last took notice of my surprise, and one of 
them, willing to increase it, as well as to gratify my 
curiosity, made me one day look through it. The clouds 
appeared to me to be land, which disappeared as they 
passed along. This heightened my wonder, and I was 
now more persuaded than ever that I was in another 
world, and that everything about me was magic. 

At last we came in sight of the island of Barbados, at 
which the whites on board gave a great shout and made 
many signs of joy to us. We did not know what to think 
of this, but as the vessel drew nearer we plainly saw the 
harbour and other ships of different kinds and sizes, 
and we soon anchored amongst them off Bridgetown. 
Many merchants and planters now came on board, 
though it was in the evening. They put us in separate 
parcels4 and examined us attentively. They also made 
us jump, and pointed to the land, signifying we were 
to go there. We thought by this we should be eaten 
by these ugly men, as they appeared to us; and, when 
soon after we were all put down under the deck again, 
there was much dread and trembling among us, and 
nothing but bitter cries to be heard all the night from 
these apprehensions, insomuch that at last the white 
people got some old slaves from the land to pacify us. 
They told us we were not to be eaten, but to work, and 
were soon to go on land, where we should see many of 
our country people. This report eased us much; and 

3 quadrant Instrument used for taking altitudes.
4 parcels Groups.



The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano  611  

sure enough, soon after we were landed, there came to 
us Africans of all languages. 

We were conducted immediately to the merchant’s 
yard, where we were all pent up together like so many 
sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age. As every 
object was new to me, everything I saw filled me with 
surprise. What struck me first was that the houses were 
built with stories, and in every other respect different 
from those in Africa. But I was still more astonished 
on seeing people on horseback. I did not know what 
this could mean, and indeed I thought these people 
were full of nothing but magical arts. While I was in 
this astonishment, one of my fellow prisoners spoke 
to a countryman of his about the horses, who said 
they were the same kind they had in their country. I 
understood them, though they were from a distant 
part of Africa, and I thought it odd I had not seen any 
horses there; but afterwards, when I came to converse 
with different Africans, I found they had many horses 
amongst them, and much larger than those I then saw. 

We were not many days in the merchant’s custody 
before we were sold after their usual manner, which 
is this: on a signal given (as the beat of a drum), the 
buyers rush at once into the yard where the slaves are 
confined, and make choice of that parcel they like best. 
The noise and clamour with which this is attended, 
and the eagerness visible in the countenances of the 
buyers, serve not a little to increase the apprehensions 
of the terrified Africans, who may well be supposed to 
consider them as the ministers of that destruction to 
which they think themselves devoted. In this manner, 
without scruple, are relations and friends separated, 
most of them never to see each other again. I remember 
in the vessel in which I was brought over, in the men’s 
apartment there were several brothers who, in the sale, 
were sold in different lots; and it was very moving on 
this occasion to see and hear their cries at parting. 
O ye nominal Christians!1 Might not an African ask 
you, “Learned you this from your God, who says unto 
you, ‘Do unto all men as you would men should do 
unto you’? Is it not enough that we are torn from our 
country and friends to toil for your luxury and lust of 
gain?2 Must every tender feeling be likewise sacrificed 
to your avarice? Are the dearest friends and relations, 

1 nominal Christians So-called Christians.
2 lust of gain Desire for riches.

now rendered more dear by their separation from their 
kindred, still to be parted from each other, and thus 
prevented from cheering the gloom of slavery with the 
small comfort of being together and mingling their suf-
ferings and sorrows? Why are parents to lose their chil-
dren, brothers their sisters, or husbands their wives?” 
Surely this is a new refinement in cruelty, which, while 
it has no advantage to atone for it, thus aggravates dis-
tress and adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness 
of slavery.

from Chapter 33

The author is carried to Virginia—His distress—
Surprise at seeing a picture and a watch—Is bought 
by Captain Pascal, and sets out for England—His 
terror during the voyage—Arrives in England—His 
wonder at a fall of snow—Is sent to Guernsey, and 
in some time goes on board a ship of war with his 
master—Some account of the expedition against 
Louisbourg under the command of Admiral 
Boscawen, in 1758.

I now totally lost the small remains of comfort I had 
enjoyed in conversing with my countrymen; the 
women too, who used to wash and take care of me, 
were all gone different ways, and I never saw one of 
them afterwards.

I stayed in this island for a few days; I believe it could 
not be above a fortnight; when I and some few more 
slaves, that were not saleable amongst the rest, from 
very much fretting, were shipped off in a sloop for 
North America. On the passage we were better treated 
than when we were coming from Africa, and we had 
plenty of rice and fat pork. We were landed up a river 
a good way from the sea, about Virginia county, where 
we saw few or none of our native Africans, and not one 
soul who could talk to me. I was a few weeks weeding 
grass, and gathering stones in a plantation; and at last 
all my companions were distributed different ways, and 
only myself was left. I was now exceedingly miserable, 
and thought myself worse off than any of the rest of 
my companions; for they could talk to each other, but 
I had no person to speak to that I could understand. 
3 A longer selection of excerpts from this chapter is included as 
part of the website component of this anthology. 
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In this state I was constantly grieving and pining,1 and 
wishing for death rather than anything else.

While I was in this plantation the gentleman, to 
whom I suppose the estate belonged, being unwell, I 
was one day sent for to his dwelling house to fan him; 
when I came into the room where he was I was very 
much affrighted at some things I saw, and the more so 
as I had seen a black woman slave as I came through 
the house, who was cooking the dinner, and the poor 
creature was cruelly loaded with various kinds of iron 
machines; she had one particularly on her head, which 
locked her mouth so fast that she could scarcely speak; 
and could not eat nor drink. I was much astonished 
and shocked at this contrivance, which I afterward 
learned was called the iron muzzle. Soon after I had a 
fan put into my hand, to fan the gentleman while he 
slept; and so I did indeed with great fear. While he was 
fast asleep, I indulged myself a great deal in looking 
about the room, which to me appeared very fine and 
curious. The first object that engaged my attention was 
a watch which hung on the chimney, and was going. I 
was quite surprised at the noise it made and was afraid 
it would tell the gentleman anything I might do amiss: 
and when I immediately after observed a picture hang-
ing in the room, which appeared constantly to look at 
me, I was still more affrighted, having never seen such 
things as these before. At one time I thought it was 
something relative to magic; and not seeing it move I 
thought it might be some way the whites had to keep 
their great men when they died, and offer them liba-
tion as we used to do to our friendly spirits. In this state 
of anxiety I remained till my master awoke, when I was 
dismissed out of the room, to my no small satisfaction 
and relief; for I thought that these people were all made 
up of wonders. In this place I was called Jacob; but on 
board the African Snow I was called Michael.

I had been some time in this miserable, forlorn, and 
much dejected state, without having anyone to talk 
to, which made my life a burden, when the kind and 
unknown hand of the Creator (who in very deed leads 
the blind in a way they know not) now began to appear, 
to my comfort; for one day the captain of a merchant 
ship, called the Industrious Bee, came on some busi-
ness to my master’s house. This gentleman, whose 
name was Michael Henry Pascal, was a lieutenant in 

1 pining Becoming exhausted with mental suffering. 

the royal navy, but now commanded this trading ship, 
which was somewhere in the confines of the county 
many miles off. While he was at my master’s house it 
happened that he saw me, and liked me so well that he 
made a purchase of me. I think I have often heard him 
say he gave thirty or forty pounds sterling for me; but 
I do not now remember which. However, he meant 
me for a present to some of his friends in England: 
and I was sent accordingly from the house of my then 
master, one Mr. Campbell, to the place where the ship 
lay; I was conducted on horseback by an elderly black 
man (a mode of travelling which appeared very odd to 
me). When I arrived I was carried on board a fine large 
ship, loaded with tobacco, etc. and just ready to sail for 
England. I now thought my condition much mended; 
I had sails to lie on, and plenty of good vitals2 to eat; 
and everybody on board used me very kindly, quite 
contrary to what I had seen of any white people before; 
I therefore began to think that they were not all of the 
same disposition. A few days after I was on board we 
sailed for England.

I was still at a loss to conjecture my destiny. By this 
time, however, I could smatter a little imp’rfect English; 
and I wanted to know as well as I could where we were 
going. Some of the people of the ship used to tell me 
they were going to carry me back to my own country, 
and this made me very happy. I was quite rejoiced at 
the sound of going back; and thought if I should get 
home what wonders I should have to tell. But I was 
reserved for another fate, and was soon undeceived 
when we came within sight of the English coast. While 
I was on board this ship, my captain and master named 
me Gustavus Vassa.3 I at that time began to understand 
him a little, and refused to be called so, and told him as 
well as I could that I would be called Jacob; but he said 
I should not, and still called me Gustavus; and when I 
refused to answer to my new name, which at first I did, 
it gained me many a cuff; so at length I submitted, and 
was obliged to bear the present name, by which I have 
been known ever since. 

2 vitals Nutritious foods.
3 Gustavus Vassa The sixteenth-century Swedish monarch 
Gustav Vasa was widely regarded as a hero to his people; a 1739 play 
by Henry Brooke, Gustavus Vasa, the Deliverer of His Country, helped 
to make Vasa well-known in the English-speaking world. 
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The ship had a very long passage; and on that 
account we had very short allowance of provisions. 
Towards the last we had only one pound and a half of 
bread per week, and about the same quantity of meat, 
and one quart of water a day. We spoke with only one 
vessel the whole time we were at sea, and but once we 
caught a few fishes. In our extremities the captain and 
people told me in jest they would kill and eat me; but 
I thought them in earnest, and was depressed beyond 
measure, expecting every moment to be my last. While 
I was in this situation one evening they caught with 
a good deal of trouble, a large shark, and got it on 
board. This gladdened my poor heart exceedingly, as I 
thought it would serve the people to eat instead of their 
eating me; but very soon, to my astonishment, they 
cut off a small part of the tail, and tossed the rest over 
the side. This renewed my consternation; and I did not 
know what to think of these white people, though I 
very much feared they would kill and eat me.

There was on board the ship a young lad who had 
never been at sea before, about four or five years older 
than myself: his name was Richard Baker. He was a 
native of America, had received an excellent education, 
and was of a most amiable temper. Soon after I went 
on board he shewed me a great deal of partiality and 
attention, and in return I grew extremely fond of him. 
We at length became inseparable; and, for the space of 
two years, he was of very great use to me, and was my 
constant companion and instructor. Although this dear 
youth had many slaves of his own, yet he and I have 
gone through many sufferings together on shipboard; 
and we have many nights lain in each other’s bosoms 
when we were in great distress. Thus such a friendship 
was cemented between us as we cherished till his death, 
which, to my very great sorrow, happened in the year 
1759, when he was up the Archipelago, on board his 
majesty’s ship the Preston: an event which I have never 
ceased to regret, as I lost at once a kind interpreter, an 
agreeable companion, and a faithful friend; who, at the 
age of fifteen, discovered a mind superior to prejudice; 
and who was not ashamed to notice, to associate with, 
and to be the friend and instructor of one who was 
ignorant, a stranger, of a different complexion, and a 
slave! My master had lodged in his mother’s house in 
America: he respected him very much, and made him 
always eat with him in the cabin. He used often to tell 

him jocularly that he would kill me to eat. Sometimes 
he would say to me the black people were not good to 
eat, and would ask me if we did not eat people in my 
country. I said, No: then he said he would kill Dick (as 
he always called him) first, and afterwards me. Though 
this hearing relieved my mind a little as to myself, I 
was alarmed for Dick and whenever he was called I 
used to be very much afraid he was to be killed; and 
I would peep and watch to see if they were going to 
kill him: nor was I free from this consternation till we 
made the land.

One night we lost a man overboard; and the cries 
and noise were so great and confused in stopping the 
ship, that I, who did not know what was the matter, 
began, as usual, to be very much afraid, and to think 
they were going to make an offering with me, and per-
form some magic; which I still believed they dealt in. 
As the waves were very high, I thought the ruler of 
the seas was angry, and I expected to be offered up to 
appease him. This filled my mind with agony, and I 
could not any more that night close my eyes again to 
rest. However, when daylight appeared I was a little 
eased in my mind; but still every time I was called, I 
used to think it was to be killed. 

Sometime after this we saw some very large fish, 
which I afterwards found were called grampusses.1 
They looked to me extremely terrible, and made their 
appearance just at dusk and were so near as to blow 
the water on the ship’s deck. I believed them to be 
the rulers of the sea; and, as the white people did not 
make any offerings at anytime, I thought they were 
angry with them: and, at last, what confirmed my 
belief was, the wind just then died away, and a calm 
ensued, and in consequence of it the ship stopped 
going. I supposed that the fish had performed this, 
and I hid myself in the fore part of the ship, through 
fear of being offered up to appease them, every minute 
peeping and quaking: but my good friend Dick came 
shortly towards me, and I took an opportunity to ask 
him, as well as I could, what these fish were. Not being 
able to talk much English, I could but just make him 
understand my question; and not at all, when I asked 
him if any offerings were to be made to them: however, 
he told me these fish would swallow anybody; which 

1 grampusses The name “grampus” is applied to several species of 
whale and dolphin.
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sufficiently alarmed me. Here he was called away by 
the captain, who was leaning over the quarter-deck 
railing and looking at the fish; and most of the people 
were busied in getting a barrel of pitch to light, for 
them to play with. The captain now called me to him, 
having learned some of my apprehensions from Dick; 
and having diverted himself and others for some time 
with my fears, which appeared ludicrous enough in my 
crying and trembling, he dismissed me. The barrel of 
pitch was now lighted and put over the side into the 
water: by this time it was just dark, and the fish went 
after it; and, to my great joy, I saw them no more.

However, all my alarms began to subside when 
we got sight of land; and at last the ship arrived at 
Falmouth, after a passage of thirteen weeks. Every heart 
on board seemed gladdened on our reaching the shore, 
and none more than mine. The captain immediately 
went on shore, and sent on board some fresh provi-
sions, which we wanted very much: we made good use 
of them, and our famine was soon turned into feast-
ing, almost without ending. It was about the beginning 
of the spring 1757 when I arrived in England; and I 
was nearly twelve years of age at that time. I was very 
much struck with the buildings and the pavement of 
the streets in Falmouth; and, indeed, any object I saw 
filled me with new surprise. One morning when I got 
upon deck, I saw it covered all over with the snow that 
fell overnight: as I had never seen anything of the kind 
before, I thought it was salt; so I immediately ran down 
to the mate and desired him, as well as I could, to come 
and see how somebody in the night had thrown salt all 
over the deck. He, knowing what it was, desired me 
to bring some of it down to him: accordingly I took 
up a handful of it, which I found very cold indeed; 
and when I brought it to him he desired me to taste it. 
I did so, and I was surprised beyond measure. I then 
asked him what it was; he told me it was snow: but I 
could not in anywise understand him. He asked me if 
we had no such thing in my country; and I told him, 
No. I then asked him the use of it, and who made it; 
he told me a great man in the heavens, called God: but 
here again I was to all intents and purposes at a loss to 
understand him; and the more so when a little after I 
saw the air filled with it, in a heavy shower, which fell 
down on the same day. After this I went to church; and 
having never been at such a place before, I was again 

amazed at seeing and hearing the service. I asked all I 
could about it; and they gave me to understand it was 
worshipping God, who made us and all things. I was 
still at a great loss, and soon got into an endless field of 
inquiries, as well as I was able to speak and ask about 
things. However, my little friend Dick used to be my 
best interpreter; for I could make free with him, and 
he always instructed me with pleasure: and from what 
I could understand by him of this God, and in seeing 
these white people did not sell one another, as we did, 
I was much pleased; and in this I thought they were 
much happier than we Africans. I was astonished at 
the wisdom of the white people in all things I saw; 
but was amazed at their not sacrificing, or making any 
offerings, and eating with unwashed hands, and touch-
ing the dead. I likewise could not help remarking the 
particular slenderness of their women, which I did not 
at first like; and I thought they were not so modest and 
shamefaced as the African women.

I had often seen my master and Dick employed in 
reading; and I had a great curiosity to talk to the books, 
as I thought they did; and so to learn how all things 
had a beginning: for that purpose I have often taken 
up a book, and have talked to it, and then put my ears 
to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer me; and 
I have been very much concerned when I found it 
remained silent.1 …

1 I had often … remained silent A similar episode is recounted 
in James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw’s 1772 A Narrative of the 
Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw 
Gronniosaw, an African Prince, as Related by Himself (excerpts from 
which are included as part of the website component of this anthol-
ogy). Before he learned to read, Gronniosaw reports that he believed 
that books could talk:

I was never so surprised in my whole life as when I 
saw the book talk to my master, for I thought it did, 
as I observed him to look upon it and move his lips. I 
wished it would do so to me. As soon as my master had 
done reading, I followed him to the place where he put 
the book, being mightily delighted with it, and when 
nobody saw me, I opened it and put my ear down close 
upon it in great hope that it would say something to 
me, but was very sorry and greatly disappointed when I 
found it would not speak. 

As Henry Louis Gates has noted, the “trope of the talking book” 
appears in at least five slave narratives between 1770 and 1815 (those 
of Gronniosaw, Equiano, John Marant [1785], Ottobah Cuguano 
[1787], and John Jea [1811]). 
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from Chapter 4

The author is baptized—Narrowly escapes drown-
ing—Goes on an expedition to the Mediterranean—
Incidents he met with there—Is witness to an 
engagement between some English and French 
ships—A particular account of the celebrated 
engagement between Admiral Boscawen and Mons. 
Le Clue, off Cape Logas, in August 1759—Dreadful 
explosion of a French ship—The author sails for 
England—His master appointed to the command 
of a fire-ship—Meets a negro boy, from whom he 
experiences much benevolence—Prepares for an 
expedition against Belle-Isle—A remarkable story 
of a disaster which befell his ship—Arrives at Belle-
Isle—Operations of the landing

It was now between two and three years since I first 
came to England, a great part of which I had spent at 
sea; so that I became inured to that service,1 and began 
to consider myself as happily situated; for my master 
treated me always extremely well; and my attachment 
and gratitude to him were very great. From the vari-
ous scenes I had beheld on ship-board, I soon grew 
a stranger to terror of every kind, and was, in that 
respect at least, almost an Englishman. I have often 
reflected with surprise that I never felt half the alarm 
at any of the numerous dangers I have been in, that I 
was filled with at the first sight of the Europeans, and 
at every act of theirs, even the most trifling, when I 
first came among them, and for some time afterwards. 
That fear, however, which was the effect of my igno-
rance, wore away as I began to know them. I could 
now speak English tolerably well, and I perfectly 
understood everything that was said. I now not only 
felt myself quite easy with these new countrymen, but 
relished their society and manners. I no longer looked 
upon them as spirits, but as men superior to us; and 
therefore I had the stronger desire to resemble them; to 
imbibe their spirit, and imitate their manners; I there-
fore embraced every occasion of improvement; and 
every new thing that I observed I treasured up in my 
memory. I had long wished to be able to read and write; 
and for this purpose I took every opportunity to gain 
instruction, but had made as yet very little progress. 

1 became inured to that service Grew accustomed to life at sea.

However, when I went to London with my master, I 
had soon an opportunity of improving myself, which 
I gladly embraced. Shortly after my arrival, he sent me 
to wait upon the Miss Guerins,2 who had treated me 
with much kindness when I was there before; and they 
sent me to school.

While I was attending these ladies their servants told 
me I could not go to Heaven unless I was baptized. This 
made me very uneasy; for I had now some faint idea of 
a future state: accordingly I communicated my anxiety 
to the eldest Miss Guerin, with whom I was become a 
favourite, and pressed her to have me baptized; when 
to my great joy she told me I should. She had formerly 
asked my master to let me be baptized, but he had 
refused; however she now insisted on it; and he being 
under some obligation to her brother complied with 
her request; so I was baptized in St. Margaret’s Church, 
Westminster, in February 1759, by my present name. 
The clergyman, at the same time, gave me a book, 
called A Guide to the Indians,3 written by the Bishop of 
Sodor and Man. On this occasion Miss Guerin did me 
the honour to stand as godmother, and afterwards gave 
me a treat. I used to attend these ladies about the town, 
in which service I was extremely happy; as I had thus 
many opportunities of seeing London, which I desired 
of all things. I was sometimes, however, with my 
master at his rendezvous house, which was at the foot 
of Westminster Bridge. Here I used to enjoy myself in 
playing about the bridge stairs, and often in the water-
men’s wherries,4 with other boys. On one of these occa-
sions there was another boy with me in a wherry, and 
we went out into the current of the river: while we 
were there two more stout boys came to us in another 
wherry, and, abusing us for taking the boat, desired 
me to get into the other wherry-boat. Accordingly I 
went to get out of the wherry I was in; but just as I 
had got one of my feet into the other boat the boys 
shoved it off, so that I fell into the Thames; and, not 
being able to swim, I should unavoidably have been 

2 the Miss Guerins Elizabeth Martha Guerin and Mary Guerin, 
cousins of Michael Henry Pascal. 
3 A Guide to the Indians Bishop Thomas Wilson’s An Essay 
Towards an Instruction for the Indians was published in London in 
1740; this is likely the book Equiano is thinking of. 
4 watermen’s wherries Small boats belonging to those offering 
ferry services on the river. 
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drowned, but for the assistance of some watermen who 
providentially came to my relief.

The Namur being again got ready for sea, my master, 
with his gang,1 was ordered on board; and, to my no 
small grief I was obliged to leave my school-master, 
whom I liked very much, and always attended2 while I 
stayed in London, to repair on board with my master. 
Nor did I leave my kind patronesses, the Miss Guerins, 
without uneasiness and regret. They often used to 
teach me to read, and took great pains to instruct 
me in the principles of religion and the knowledge of 
God. I therefore parted from those amiable ladies with 
reluctance; after receiving from them many friendly 
cautions how to conduct myself, and some valuable 
presents.

When I came to Spithead, I found we were destined 
for the Mediterranean, with a large fleet, which was 
now ready to put to sea. We only waited for the arrival 
of the admiral, who soon came on board; and about the 
beginning of the spring, 1759, having weighed anchor 
and got under way, sailed for the Mediterranean; and in 
eleven days from the Land’s End, we got to Gibraltar. 
While we were here I used to be often on shore, and 
got various fruits in great plenty, and very cheap.

I had frequently told several people, in my excur-
sions on shore, the story of my being kidnapped with 
my sister, and of our being separated, as I have related 
before; and I had as often expressed my anxiety for her 
fate, and my sorrow at having never met her again. 
One day, when I was on shore, and mentioning these 
circumstances to some persons, one of them told me he 
knew where my sister was, and, if I would accompany 
him, he would bring me to her. Improbable as this 
story was I believed it immediately, and agreed to go 
with him, while my heart leaped for joy: and, indeed, 
he conducted me to a black young woman, who was so 
like my sister that at first sight I really thought it was 
her: but I was quickly undeceived; and, on talking to 
her, I found her to be of another nation.

While we lay here the Preston came in from the 
Levant. As soon as she arrived, my master told me I 
should now see my old companion, Dick, who had 
gone in her when she sailed for Turkey. I was much 
rejoiced at this news, and expected every minute to 

1 gang Crew.
2 attended Called on; was friendly towards.

embrace him; and when the captain came on board 
of our ship, which he did immediately after, I ran to 
inquire after my friend; but, with inexpressible sorrow, 
I learned from the boat’s crew that the dear youth was 
dead! and that they had brought his chest, and all his 
other things, to my master. These he afterwards gave to 
me, and I regarded them as a memorial of my friend, 
whom I loved, and grieved for as a brother.

While we were at Gibraltar, I saw a soldier hang-
ing by his heels, at one of the moles:3 I thought this a 
strange sight, as I had seen a man hanged in London 
by his neck. At another time I saw the master of a 
frigate towed to shore on a grating, by several of the 
men-of-war boats, and discharged the fleet, which I 
understood was a mark of disgrace for cowardice. On 
board the same ship there was also a sailor hung up at 
the yard-arm. …

After the taking of this island [Belle-Isle] our 
ships, with some others commanded by Commodore 
Stanhope in the Swiftsure, went to Basse-road, where 
we blocked up a French fleet. Our ships were there 
from June till February following; and in that time 
I saw a great many scenes of war, and stratagems on 
both sides to destroy each other’s fleet. Sometimes we 
would attack the French with some ships of the line; at 
other times with boats; and frequently we made priz-
es.4 Once or twice the French attacked us by throw-
ing shells with their bomb-vessels: and one day as a 
French vessel was throwing shells at our ships she broke 
from her springs, behind the isle of I de Re: the tide 
being complicated, she came within a gun shot of the 
Nassau but the Nassau could not bring a gun to bear 
upon her, and thereby the Frenchman got off. We were 
twice attacked by their fire-floats, which they chained 
together, and then let them float down with the tide; 
but each time we sent boats with graplings, and towed 
them safe out of the fleet.

We had different commanders while we were at this 
place, Commodores Stanhope, Dennis, Lord Howe, 
etc. From hence, before the Spanish war began, our 
ship and the Wasp sloop were sent to St. Sebastian in 
Spain, by Commodore Stanhope; and Commodore 
Dennis afterwards sent our ship as a cartel to Bayonne 
in France, after which we went in February in 1762 to 

3 moles Stone structures forming breakwaters or piers.
4 made prizes Captured enemy ships with valuable cargo aboard.
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Belle-Isle, and there stayed till the summer, when we 
left it, and returned to Portsmouth.

After our ship was fitted out again for service, in 
September she went to Guernsey, where I was very 
glad to see my old hostess, who was now a widow, and 
my former little charming companion, her daughter. 
I spent some time here very happily with them, till 
October, when we had orders to repair to Portsmouth. 
We parted from each other with a great deal of affec-
tion; and I promised to return soon, and see them 
again, not knowing what all-powerful fate had deter-
mined for me. Our ship having arrived at Portsmouth, 
we went into the harbour, and remained there till the 
latter end of November, when we heard great talk about 
a peace;1 and, to our very great joy, in the beginning 
of December we had orders to go up to London with 
our ship to be paid off. We received this news with 
loud huzzas, and every other demonstration of glad-
ness; and nothing but mirth was to be seen throughout 
every part of the ship. I too was not without my share 
of the general joy on this occasion. I thought now of 
nothing but being freed, and working for myself and 
thereby getting money to enable me to get a good edu-
cation; for I always had a great desire to be able at least 
to read and write; and while I was on ship-board I had 
endeavoured to improve myself in both. While I was 
in the Aetna particularly, the captain’s clerk taught me 
to write, and gave me a smattering of arithmetic as far 
as the rule of three.2 There was also one Daniel Queen, 
about forty years of age, a man very well educated, who 
messed with me on board this ship, and he likewise 
dressed and attended the captain.

Fortunately, this man soon became very much 
attached to me, and took very great pains to instruct 
me in many things. He taught me to shave and dress 
hair a little, and also to read in the Bible, explaining 
many passages to me, which I did not comprehend. 
I was wonderfully surprised to see the laws and rules 
of my country written almost exactly here; a circum-
stance which I believe tended to impress our manners 
and customs more deeply on my memory. I used to 
tell him of this resemblance; and many a time we have 

1 a peace The Seven Years’ War ended in February of 1763 with 
the signing of the Treaty of Paris.  
2 the rule of three Method for discovering a fourth number in a 
series involving proportions, once the first three are known. 

sat up the whole night together at this employment. 
In short, he was like a father to me; and some even 
used to call me after his name; they also styled me the 
black Christian. Indeed, I almost loved him with the 
affection of a son. Many things I have denied myself 
that he might have them; and when I used to play at 
marbles or any other game, and won a few halfpence, 
or got any little money, which I sometimes did, for 
shaving any one, I used to buy him a little sugar or 
tobacco, as far as my stock of money would go. He 
used to say, that he and I never should part; and that 
when our ship was paid off, as I was as free as himself 
or any other man on board, he would instruct me in 
his business, by which I might gain a good livelihood. 
This gave me new life and spirits and my heart burned 
within me, while I thought the time long till I obtained 
my freedom. For though my master had not promised 
it to me, yet, besides the assurances I had received 
that he had no right to detain me, he always treated 
me with the greatest kindness, and reposed in me an 
unbounded confidence; he even paid attention to my 
morals; and would never suffer me to deceive him, or 
tell lies, of which he used to tell me the consequences; 
and that if I did so God would not love me; so that, 
from all this tenderness, I had never once supposed, 
in all my dreams of freedom, that he would think of 
detaining me any longer than I wished.

In pursuance of our orders, we sailed from 
Portsmouth for the Thames, and arrived at Deptford 
the 10th of December, where we cast anchor just as it 
was high water. The ship was up about half an hour, 
when my master ordered the barge to be manned; 
and all in an instant, without having before given me 
the least reason to suspect anything of the matter, he 
forced me into the barge; saying, I was going to leave 
him, but he would take care I should not. I was so 
struck with the unexpectedness of this proceeding, that 
for some time I did not make a reply, only I made an 
offer to go for my books and chest of clothes, but he 
swore I should not move out of his sight; and if I did, 
he would cut my throat, at the same time taking his 
hanger.3 I began, however, to collect myself and, pluck-
ing up courage, I told him I was free, and he could not 
by law serve4 me so. But this only enraged him the 

3 hanger Short, curved sword.
4 serve Treat.
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more; and he continued to swear, and said he would 
soon let me know whether he would or not, and at that 
instant sprung himself into the barge from the ship, to 
the astonishment and sorrow of all on board. The tide, 
rather unluckily for me, had just turned downward, so 
that we quickly fell down the river along with it, till 
we came among some outward-bound West Indiamen; 
for he was resolved to put me on board the first vessel 
he could get to receive me. The boat’s crew, who pulled 
against their will, became quite faint different times, 
and would have gone ashore; but he would not let 
them. Some of them strove them to cheer me, and told 
me he could not sell me, and that they would stand by 
me, which revived me a little; and I still entertained 
hopes; for as they pulled along he asked some vessels 
to receive me, but they could not. But, just as we had 
got a little below Gravesend, we came alongside of a 
ship which was going away the next tide for the West 
Indies; her name was the Charming Sally, Captain 
James Doran; and my master went on board and 
agreed with him for me; and in a little time I was sent 
for into the cabin.

When I came there, Captain Doran asked me if I 
knew him; I answered that I did not; “Then,” said he, 
“you are now my slave.” I told him my master could 
not sell me to him, nor to anyone else. “Why,” said 
he, “did not your master buy you?” I confessed he did. 
“But I have served him,” said I, “many years, and he 
has taken all my wages and prize-money,1 for I only 
got one sixpence during the war; besides this I have 
been baptized; and by the laws of the land no man 
has a right to sell me.” And I added, that I had heard 
a lawyer and others at different times tell my master 
so. They both then said that those people who told 
me so were not my friends; but I replied, it was very 
extraordinary that other people did not know the law 
as well as they. Upon this Captain Doran said I talked 
too much English; and if I did not behave myself well, 
and be quiet, he had a method on board to make me. I 
was too well convinced of his power over me to doubt 
what he said; and, my former sufferings in the slave 
ship presenting themselves to my mind, the recollec-
tion of them made me shudder. However, before I 
retired I told them that as I could not get any right 

1 prize-money Share of the valuables seized when capturing other 
vessels.

among men here I hoped I should hereafter in Heaven; 
and I immediately left the cabin, filled with resentment 
and sorrow. The only coat I had with me my master 
took away with him, and said if my prize-money had 
been £10,000 he had a right to it all, and would have 
taken it. I had about nine guineas, which, during my 
long sea-faring life, I had scraped together from trifling 
perquisites and little ventures; and I hid it that instant, 
lest my master should take that from me likewise, still 
hoping that by some means or other I should make 
my escape to the shore; and indeed some of my old 
shipmates told me not to despair, for they would get 
me back again; and that, as soon as they could get their 
pay, they would immediately come to Portsmouth to 
me, where this ship was going. But, alas! all my hopes 
were baffled, and the hour of my deliverance was yet 
far off. My master, having soon concluded his bargain 
with the captain, came out of the cabin, and he and his 
people got into the boat and put off; I followed them 
with aching eyes as long as I could, and when they were 
out of sight I threw myself on the deck, while my heart 
was ready to burst with sorrow and anguish.

from Chapter 5 2 

The author’s reflections on his situation—Is deceived 
by a promise of being delivered—His despair at 
sailing for the West Indies—Arrives at Montserrat, 
where he is sold to Mr. King—Various interest-
ing instances of oppression, cruelty, and extortion, 
which the author saw practiced upon the slaves in 
the West Indies during his captivity from the year 
1763 to 1766—Address on it to the planters.

Thus, at the moment I expected all my toils to end, 
was I plunged, as I supposed, in a new slavery;3 in 

2 The entire fifth chapter is included in the website component of 
this anthology.
3 Thus … slavery Equiano was sold to Captain James Doran in 
December 1762. The sale came as a shock, as Equiano had expected 
to become a free man at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War, 
in which he had served as a sailor. Given the somewhat ambigu-
ous legal status of slavery in England at the time—enslaved people 
were typically but unofficially held to be freemen upon arrival in 
England—Michael Pascal, the British Royal Navy Lieutenant who 
had bought Equiano on his arrival in Virginia, had a difficult time 
finding a new enslaver for Equiano. Eventually, he contacted Doran, 
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comparison to which all my service hitherto had been 
“perfect freedom”; and whose horrors, always present 
to my mind, now rushed on it with tenfold aggrava-
tion. I wept very bitterly for some time: and began to 
think that I must have done something to displease 
the Lord, that he thus punished me so severely. This 
filled me with painful reflections on my past conduct; 
I recollected that on the morning of our arrival at 
Deptford1 I had rashly sworn that as soon as we reached 
London I would spend the day in rambling and sport. 
My conscience smote me for this unguarded expres-
sion: I felt that the Lord was able to disappoint me 
in all things, and immediately considered my present 
situation as a judgment of Heaven on account of my 
presumption in swearing: I therefore, with contrition 
of heart, acknowledged my transgression to God, and 
poured out my soul before him with unfeigned repen-
tance, and with earnest supplications I besought him 
not to abandon me in my distress, nor cast me from 
his mercy for ever. In a little time my grief, spent with 
its own violence, began to subside; and after the first 
confusion of my thoughts was over I reflected with 
more calmness on my present condition: I considered 
that trials and disappointments are sometimes for our 
good, and I thought God might perhaps have permit-
ted this in order to teach me wisdom and resignation; 
for he had hitherto shadowed me with the wings of his 
mercy, and by his invisible but powerful hand brought 
me the way I knew not. These reflections gave me a 
little comfort, and I rose at last from the deck with 
dejection and sorrow in my countenance, yet mixed 
with some faint hope that the Lord would appear for 
my deliverance. …

… On the 13th of February 1763, from the masthead, 
we descried our destined island Montserrat; and soon 
after I beheld those 

Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace 
And rest can rarely dwell. Hope never comes 

captain of  the merchant ship Charming Sally, who agreed to act as 
agent, transporting Equiano to be sold in Montserrat, in the West 
Indies.
1 Deptford Southeast London area on the River Thames’s south 
bank. Equiano arrived at Deptford on 10 December 1762.

That comes to all, but torture without end 
Still urges.2

At the sight of this land of bondage,3 a fresh horror 
ran through all my frame, and chilled me to the heart. 
My former slavery now rose in dreadful review to my 
mind, and displayed nothing but misery, stripes, and 
chains; and, in the first paroxysm of my grief, I called 
upon God’s thunder, and his avenging power, to direct 
the stroke of death to me, rather than permit me to 
become a slave, and be sold from lord to lord. 

In this state of my mind our ship came to an anchor, 
and soon after discharged her cargo. I now knew what 
it was to work hard; I was made to help to unload and 
load the ship. And, to comfort me in my distress in that 
time, two of the sailors robbed me of all my money, and 
ran away from the ship. I had been so long used to an 
European climate that at first I felt the scorching West 
India sun very painful, while the dashing surf would 
toss the boat and the people in it frequently above high 
water mark. Sometimes our limbs were broken with 
this, or even attended with instant death, and I was day 
by day mangled and torn. 

About the middle of May, when the ship was got 
ready to sail for England, I all the time believing that 
Fate’s blackest clouds were gathering over my head, 
and expecting their bursting would mix me with the 
dead, Captain Doran sent for me ashore one morning, 
and I was told by the messenger that my fate was then 
determined. With trembling steps and fluttering heart 
I came to the captain, and found with him one Mr. 
Robert King, a Quaker,4 and the first merchant in the 
place. The captain then told me my former master had 
sent me there to be sold; but that he had desired him 
to get me the best master he could, as he told him I 
was a very deserving boy, which Captain Doran said 

2 Regions of sorrow … Still urges Cf. John Milton, Paradise Lost 
(1.65–68). This verse offers the poem’s first view of hell, but Equiano 
somewhat mitigates the bleaker meaning of Milton’s lines, changing 
“rest can never dwell” to “rest can rarely dwell.”
3 land of bondage Phrase often used in reference to Egypt as the 
site of the Israelites’ captivity and slavery in the Old Testament.
4 Quaker The Quakers (formally known as the Society of Friends) 
are a Protestant sect that was and is committed to pacifism, equality 
of the sexes, and social reform. They typically sought to avoid worldly 
vanities, adhering to customs of plain dress, and using an old-fash-
ioned diction (employing the pronouns thee and thou for example).
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he found to be true; and if he were to stay in the West 
Indies he would be glad to keep me himself; but he 
could not venture to take me to London, for he was 
very sure that when I came there I would leave him. I 
at that instant burst out a crying, and begged much of 
him to take me to England with him, but all to no pur-
pose. He told me he had got me the very best master 
in the whole island, with whom I should be as happy 
as if I were in England, and for that reason he chose to 
let him have me, though he could sell me to his own 
brother-in-law for a great deal more money than what 
he got from this gentleman. Mr. King, my new master, 
then made a reply, and said the reason he had bought 
me was on account of my good character; and, as he 
had not the least doubt of my good behaviour, I should 
be very well off with him. He also told me he did not 
live in the West Indies, but at Philadelphia, where he 
was going soon; and, as I understood something of the 
rules of arithmetic, when we got there he would put 
me to school, and fit me for a clerk. This conversation 
relieved my mind a little, and I left those gentlemen 
considerably more at ease in myself than when I came 
to them; and I was very grateful to Captain Doran, and 
even to my old master, for the character they had given 
me; a character which I afterward found of infinite ser-
vice to me. I went on board again, and took leave of all 
my shipmates; and the next day the ship sailed. When 
she weighed anchor I went to the waterside and looked 
at her with a very wishful and aching heart, and fol-
lowed her with my eyes and tears until she was totally 
out of sight. I was so bowed down with grief that I 
could not hold up my head for many months; and if 
my new master had not been kind to me I believe I 
should have died under it at last. And indeed I soon 
found that he fully deserved the good character which 
Captain Doran had given me of him; for he possessed 
a most amiable disposition and temper, and was very 
charitable and humane. If any of his slaves behaved 
amiss he did not beat or use them ill, but parted with 
them. This made them afraid of disobliging him; and 
as he treated his slaves better than any other man on 
the island, so he was better and more faithfully served 
by them in return. By this kind treatment I did at last 
endeavour to compose myself; and with fortitude, 
though moneyless, determined to face whatever fate 
had decreed for me. Mr. King soon asked me what I 

could do; and at the same time said he did not mean 
to treat me as a common slave. I told him I knew 
something of seamanship, and could shave and dress 
hair pretty well; and I could refine wines, which I had 
learned on shipboard, where I had often done it; and 
that I could write, and understood arithmetic tolerably 
well as far as the Rule of Three. He then asked me if I 
knew anything of gauging;1 and, on my answering that 
I did not, he said one of his clerks should teach me to 
gauge.

Mr. King dealt in all manner of merchandise, and 
kept from one to six clerks. He loaded many vessels in 
a year; particularly to Philadelphia, where he was born, 
and was connected with a great mercantile house in 
that city. He had besides many vessels and droggers,2 of 
different sizes, which used to go about the island; and 
others to collect rum, sugar, and other goods. I under-
stood pulling and managing those boats very well; and 
this hard work, which was the first that he set me to, in 
the sugar seasons used to be my constant employment. 
I have rowed the boat, and slaved at the oars, from 
one hour to sixteen in the twenty-four; during which 
I had fifteen pence sterling per day to live on, though 
sometimes only ten pence. However this was consider-
ably more than was allowed to other slaves that used 
to work with me, and belonged to other gentlemen on 
the island: those poor souls had never more than nine 
pence per day, and seldom more than six pence, from 
their masters or owners, though they earned them 
three or four pisterines:3 for it is a common practice 
in the West Indies for men to purchase slaves though 
they have not plantations themselves, in order to let 
them out to planters and merchants at so much a piece 
by the day, and they give what allowance they choose 
out of this produce of their daily work to their slaves 
for subsistence; this allowance is often very scanty. My 
master often gave the owners of these slaves two and a 
half of these pieces per day, and found the poor fellows 
in victuals4 himself, because he thought the owners 
did not feed them well enough according to the work 

1 gauging Calculating the holding capacity or contents of a ship 
or other container.
2 drogger Slow, awkward coasting vessel used in the West Indies.
3 [Equiano’s note]  These pisterines are of the value of a shilling 
[twelve pence].
4 found … victuals I.e., gave them food. 
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they did. The slaves used to like this very well; and, as 
they knew my master to be a man of feeling, they were 
always glad to work for him in preference to any other 
gentleman: some of whom, after they had been paid 
for these poor people’s labours, would not give them 
their allowance out of it. Many times have I even seen 
these unfortunate wretches beaten for asking for their 
pay; and often severely flogged by their owners if they 
did not bring them their daily or weekly money exactly 
to the time; though the poor creatures were obliged 
to wait on the gentlemen they had worked for some-
times for more than half the day before they could get 
their pay; and this generally on Sundays, when they 
wanted the time for themselves. In particular, I knew 
a countryman of mine who once did not bring the 
weekly money directly that it was earned; and though 
he brought it the same day to his master, yet he was 
staked to the ground for this pretended negligence, 
and was just going to receive a hundred lashes, but for 
a gentleman who begged him off fifty. … 

Once, for a few days, I was let out to fit a vessel, and 
I had no victuals allowed me by either party; at last 
I told my master of this treatment, and he took me 
away from it. In many of the estates, on the different 
islands where I used to be sent for rum or sugar, they 
would not deliver it to me, or any other negro; he was 
therefore obliged to send a white man along with me 
to those places; and then he used to pay him six to ten 
pisterines a day. From being thus employed, during the 
time I served Mr. King, in going about the different 
estates on the island, I had all the opportunity I could 
wish for to see the dreadful usage of the poor men; 
usage that reconciled me to my situation, and made me 
bless God for the hands into which I had fallen. 

I had the good fortune to please my master in every 
department in which he employed me; and there was 
scarcely any part of his business, or household affairs, 
in which I was not occasionally engaged. I often sup-
plied the place of a clerk,1 in receiving and delivering 
cargoes to the ships, in tending stores, and delivering 
goods: and, besides this, I used to shave and dress my 
master when convenient, and take care of his horse; 
and when it was necessary, which was very often, I 
worked likewise on board of different vessels of his. By 
these means I became very useful to my master; and 

1 supplied the place of a clerk Filled the position of clerk.

saved him, as he used to acknowledge, above a hundred 
pounds a year. Nor did he scruple to say I was of more 
advantage to him than any of his clerks; though their 
usual wages in the West Indies are from sixty to a hun-
dred pounds current 2 a year.

I have sometimes heard it asserted that a negro 
cannot earn his master the first cost;3 but nothing can 
be further from the truth. I suppose nine tenths of 
the mechanics throughout the West Indies are negro 
slaves; and I well know the coopers4 among them 
earn two dollars a day; the carpenters the same, and 
oftentimes more; as also the masons, smiths, and 
fishermen, etc. and I have known many slaves whose 
masters would not take a thousand pounds current for 
them. But surely this assertion refutes itself; for, if it 
be true, why do the planters and merchants pay such 
a price for slaves? And, above all, why do those who 
make this assertion exclaim the most loudly against the 
abolition of the slave trade? So much are men blinded, 
and to such inconsistent arguments are they driven by 
mistaken interest! I grant, indeed, that slaves are some-
times, by half-feeding, half-clothing, over-working 
and stripes,5 reduced so low, that they are turned out 
as unfit for service, and left to perish in the woods, or 
expire on a dunghill. 

My master was several times offered by different gen-
tlemen one hundred guineas for me; but he always told 
them he would not sell me, to my great joy: and I used 
to double my diligence and care for fear of getting into 
the hands of those men who did not allow a valuable 
slave the common support of life. Many of them even 
used to find fault with my master for feeding his slaves 
so well as he did; although I often went hungry, and an 
Englishman might think my fare very indifferent; but 
he used to tell them he always would do it, because the 
slaves thereby looked better and did more work. 

While I was thus employed by my master I was often 
witness to cruelties of every kind, which were exercised 
on my unhappy fellow slaves. I used frequently to have 
different cargoes of new negroes in my care for sale; and 
it was almost a constant practice with our clerks, and 

2 current Currency.
3 first cost Price paid for an enslaved person.
4 coopers Makers of wooden casks, barrels, and other vessels for 
storing goods.
5 stripes Whip lashes.
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other whites, to commit violent depredations on the 
chastity of the female slaves; and these I was, though 
with reluctance, obliged to submit to at all times, being 
unable to help them. When we have had some of these 
slaves on board my master’s vessels to carry them to 
other islands, or to America, I have known our mates 
to commit these acts most shamefully, to the disgrace, 
not of Christians only, but of men. I have even known 
them gratify their brutal passion with females not ten 
years old; and these abominations some of them prac-
tised to such scandalous excess, that one of our captains 
discharged the mate and others on that account. And 
yet in Montserrat I have seen a negro-man staked to 
the ground, and cut most shockingly,1 and then his ears 
cut off bit by bit, because he had been connected with 
a white woman who was a common prostitute: as if it 
were no crime in the whites to rob an innocent African 
girl of her virtue; but most heinous in a black man only 
to gratify a passion of nature, where the temptation 
was offered by one of a different colour, though the 
most abandoned woman of her species.2 

Another negro man was half-hanged, and then 
burnt, for attempting to poison a cruel overseer. Thus 
by repeated cruelties are the wretched first urged to 
despair, and then murdered, because they still retain so 
much of human nature about them as to wish to put 
an end to their misery, and retaliate on their tyrants! 
These overseers are indeed for the most part persons 
of the worst character of any denomination of men in 
the West Indies. Unfortunately, many humane gentle-
men, by not residing on their estates, are obliged to 
leave the management of them in the hands of these 
human butchers, who cut and mangle the slaves in a 
shocking manner on the most trifling occasions, and 
altogether treat them in every respect like brutes. They 

1 cut most shockingly The likely punishment implied here is 
castration.
2 The following paragraph was added here by Equiano in some 
later editions: “One Mr. D[rummond] told me that he had sold 
41,000 negroes, and that he once cut off a negro-man’s leg for run-
ning away.—I asked him if the man had died in the operation, how 
he, as a Christian, could answer for the horrid act before God? and 
he told me, answering was a thing of another world, but what he 
thought and did were policy. I told him that the Christian doctrine 
taught us to do unto others as we would that others should do unto 
us. He then said that his scheme had the desired effect—it cured that 
man and some others of running away.”

pay no regard to the situation of pregnant women, nor 
the least attention to the lodging of the field negroes. 
Their huts, which ought to be well covered, and the 
place dry where they take their little repose, are often 
open sheds, built in damp places; so that, when the 
poor creatures return tired from the toil of the field, 
they contract many disorders, from being exposed to 
the damp air in this uncomfortable state, while they are 
heated, and their pores are open. This neglect certainly 
conspires with many others to cause a decrease in the 
births as well as in the lives of the grown negroes. I 
can quote many instances of gentlemen who reside on 
their estates in the West Indies, and then the scene is 
quite changed; the negroes are treated with lenity and 
proper care, by which their lives are prolonged, and 
their masters are profited. To the honour of humanity, 
I knew several gentlemen who managed their estates 
in this manner; and they found that benevolence was 
their true interest. And, among many I could mention 
in several of the islands, I knew one in Montserrat3 
whose slaves looked remarkably well, and never needed 
any fresh supplies of negroes; and there are many other 
estates, especially in Barbadoes, which, from such judi-
cious treatment, need no fresh stock of negroes at any 
time. I have the honour of knowing a most worthy 
and humane gentleman, who is a native of Barbadoes, 
and has estates there.4 This gentleman has written a 
treatise on the usage of his own slaves. He allows them 
two hours for refreshment at mid-day; and many other 
indulgencies and comforts, particularly in their lying; 
and, besides this, he raises more provisions on his 
estate than they can destroy; so that by these atten-
tions he saves the lives of his negroes, and keeps them 
healthy, and as happy as the condition of slavery can 
admit. I myself, as shall appear in the sequel,5 man-
aged an estate, where, by those attentions, the negroes 
were uncommonly cheerful and healthy, and did more 
work by half than by the common mode of treatment 
they usually do. For want,6 therefore, of such care and 

3 [Equiano’s note] Mr. Dubury, and many others, Montserrat.
4 [Equiano’s note] Sir Philip Bibbes, Baronet, Barbadoes.
5 in the sequel Hereafter. The first three editions of The Interesting 
Narrative were published in two volumes, with Chapters 1–6 
included in the first volume and Chapters 7–12 in the second. See 
Chapter 11 for Equiano’s account of his time spent as an overseer. 
6 want Lack.
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attention to the poor negroes, and otherwise oppressed 
as they are, it is no wonder that the decrease should 
require 20,000 new negroes annually to fill up the 
vacant places of the dead. 

Even in Barbadoes, notwithstanding those humane 
exceptions which I have mentioned, and others I am 
acquainted with, which justly make it quoted as a place 
where slaves meet with the best treatment, and need 
fewest recruits of any in the West Indies, yet this island 
requires 1000 negroes annually to keep up the original 
stock, which is only 80,000. So that the whole term of 
a negro’s life may be said to be there but sixteen years!1 
And yet the climate here is in every respect the same as 
that from which they are taken, except in being more 
wholesome. Do the British colonies decrease in this 
manner? And yet what a prodigious difference is there 
between an English and West India climate? 

While I was in Montserrat I knew a negro man, 
named Emanuel Sankey, who endeavoured to escape 
from his miserable bondage, by concealing himself on 
board of a London ship: but fate did not favour the 
poor oppressed man; for, being discovered when the 
vessel was under sail, he was delivered up again to his 
master. This Christian master immediately pinned the 
wretch down to the ground at each wrist and ankle, and 
then took some sticks of sealing wax, and lighted them, 
and dropped it all over his back. There was another 
master who was noted for cruelty; and I believe he 
had not a slave but what had been cut, and had pieces 
fairly taken out of the flesh: and, after they had been 
punished thus, he used to make them get into a long 
wooden box or case he had for that purpose, in which 
he shut them up during pleasure.2 It was just about the 
height and breadth of a man; and the poor wretches 
had no room, when in the case, to move. 

It was very common in several of the islands, par-
ticularly in St. Kitt’s, for the slaves to be branded with 
the initial letters of their master’s name; and a load of 
heavy iron hooks hung about their necks. Indeed on the 
most trifling occasions they were loaded with chains; 
and often instruments of torture were added. The iron 
muzzle, thumb-screws, etc. are so well known, as not 
to need a description, and were sometimes applied for 
the slightest faults. I have seen a negro beaten till some 

1 [Equiano’s note] Benezet’s “Account of Guinea,” p. 16.
2 during pleasure At discretion.

of his bones were broken, for even letting a pot boil 
over.3 …

from Chapter 6 4 

Some account of Brimstone-Hill in Montserrat—
Favourable change in the author’s situation—He 
commences merchant with three pence—His vari-
ous success in dealing in the different islands, and 
America, and the impositions he meets with in his 
transactions with Europeans—A curious imposition 
on human nature—Danger of the surfs in the West 
Indies—Remarkable instance of kidnapping a free 
mulatto—The author is nearly murdered by Doctor 
Perkins in Savannah.

In the preceding chapter I have set before the reader a 
few of those many instances of oppression, extortion, 
and cruelty, which I have been a witness to in the West 
Indies: but, were I to enumerate them all, the catalogue 
would be tedious and disgusting. The punishments of 
the slaves on every trifling occasion are so frequent, and 
so well known, together with the different instruments 
with which they are tortured, that it cannot any longer 
afford novelty to recite them; and they are too shock-
ing to yield delight either to the writer or the reader. I 
shall therefore hereafter only mention such as inciden-
tally befell myself in the course of my adventures. …

Some time in the year 1763 kind Providence seemed 
to appear rather more favourable to me. One of my 
master’s vessels, a Bermudas sloop, about sixty tons, 
was commanded by one Captain Thomas Farmer, 
an Englishman, a very alert and active man, who 
gained my master a great deal of money by his good 

3 The following lines appear in some later editions: “It is not 
uncommon after a flogging, to make slaves go on their knees, and 
thank their owners, and pray, or rather say, God bless them. I have 
often asked many of the men slaves (who used to go several miles to 
their wives, and late in the night, after having been wearied with a 
hard day’s labour) why they went so far for wives, and why they did 
not take them of their own master’s negro women, and particularly 
those who lived together as household slaves? Their answers have 
ever been—‘Because when the master or mistress choose to punish 
the women, they make the husbands flog their own wives, and that 
they could not bear to do.’”
4 A longer selection of excerpts is included in the website compo-
nent of this anthology.
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management in carrying passengers from one island to 
another; but very often his sailors used to get drunk 
and run away from the vessel, which hindered him in 
his business very much. This man had taken a liking 
to me; and many different times begged of my master 
to let me go a trip with him as a sailor; but he would 
tell him he could not spare me, though the vessel 
sometimes could not go for want of hands, for sailors 
were generally very scarce in the island. However, at 
last, from necessity or force, my master was prevailed 
on, though very reluctantly, to let me go with this cap-
tain; but he gave great charge to him to take care that 
I did not run away, for if I did he would make him 
pay for me. This being the case, the captain had for 
some time a sharp eye upon me whenever the vessel 
anchored; and as soon as she returned I was sent for 
on shore again. Thus was I slaving as it were for life, 
sometimes at one thing, and sometimes at another; so 
that the captain and I were nearly the most useful men 
in my master’s employment. I also became so useful to 
the captain on shipboard, that many times, when he 
used to ask for me to go with him, though it should 
be but for twenty-four hours, to some of the islands 
near us, my master would answer he could not spare 
me, at which the captain would swear, and would not 
go the trip; and tell my master I was better to him on 
board than any three white men he had; for they used 
to behave ill in many respects, particularly in getting 
drunk; and then they frequently got the boat stove,1 so 
as to hinder the vessel from coming back as soon as she 
might have done. This my master knew very well; and 
at last, by the captain’s constant entreaties, after I had 
been several times with him, one day, to my great joy, 
my master told me the captain would not let him rest, 
and asked me whether I would go aboard as a sailor, 
or stay on shore and mind the stores, for he could not 
bear any longer to be plagued in this manner. I was 
very happy at this proposal, for I immediately thought 
I might in time stand some chance by being on board 
to get a little money, or possibly make my escape if I 
should be used ill: I also expected to get better food, 
and in greater abundance; for I had felt much hunger 
oftentimes, though my master treated his slaves, as I 
have observed, uncommonly well. I therefore, with-
out hesitation, answered him, that I would go and be 

1 got the boat stove Stove the boat in; made a hole in the boat. 

a sailor if he pleased. Accordingly, I was ordered on 
board directly. Nevertheless, between the vessel and the 
shore, when she was in port, I had little or no rest, as 
my master always wished to have me along with him. 
Indeed, he was a very pleasant gentleman, and but 
for my expectations on shipboard I should not have 
thought of leaving him. But the captain liked me also 
very much, and I was entirely his right-hand man. I did 
all I could to deserve his favour, and in return I received 
better treatment from him than any other I believe ever 
met with in the West Indies in my situation.

After I had been sailing for some time with this 
captain, at length I endeavoured to try my luck and 
commence merchant. I had but a very small capital 
to begin with; for one single half bit, which is equal 
to three pence in England,2 made up my whole stock. 
However I trusted to the Lord to be with me; and 
at one of our trips to St. Eustatia, a Dutch island, I 
bought a glass tumbler with my half bit, and when 
I came to Montserrat I sold it for a bit, or sixpence. 
Luckily we made several successive trips to St. Eustatia 
(which was a general mart for the West Indies, about 
twenty leagues from Montserrat); and in our next, 
finding my tumbler so profitable, with this one bit I 
bought two tumblers more; and when I came back 
I sold them for two bits, equal to a shilling sterling. 
When we went again, I bought with these two bits four 
more of these glasses, which I sold for four bits on our 
return to Montserrat; and in our next voyage to St. 
Eustatia I bought two glasses with one bit, and with 
the other three I bought a jug of Geneva,3 nearly about 
three pints in measure. When we came to Montserrat 
I sold the gin for eight bits, and the tumblers for two, 
so that my capital now amounted in all to a dollar, 
well husbanded4 and acquired in the space of a month 
or six weeks, when I blessed the Lord that I was so 
rich. As we sailed to different islands, I laid this money 
out in various things occasionally, and it used to turn 
out to very good account, especially when we went 

2 single half bit … England A half bit was a unit of Spanish 
currency; three English pence would be the equivalent of perhaps a 
couple of American dollars today in purchasing power. 
3 Geneva Geneva gin (in the late eighteenth century a very inex-
pensive and widely available type of liquor). 
4 well husbanded Carefully managed.
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to Guadaloupe, Grenada, and the rest of the French 
islands. 

Thus was I going all about the islands upwards of 
four years, and ever trading as I went, during which I 
experienced many instances of ill usage, and have seen 
many injuries done to other negroes in our dealings 
with Europeans: and, amidst our recreations, when we 
have been dancing and merry-making, they, without 
cause, have molested and insulted us. Indeed, I was 
more than once obliged to look up to God on high, as I 
had advised the poor fisherman some time before. And 
I had not been long trading for myself in the manner I 
have related above, when I experienced the like trial in 
company with him as follows: This man being used to 
the water, was upon an emergency put on board of us 
by his master to work as another hand, on a voyage to 
Santa Cruz; and at our sailing he had brought his little 
all for a venture, which consisted of six bits’ worth of 
limes and oranges in a bag; I had also my whole stock, 
which was about twelve bits’ worth of the same kind 
of goods, separate in two bags; for we had heard these 
fruits sold well in that island. When we came there, 
in some little convenient time he and I went ashore 
with our fruits to sell them; but we had scarcely landed 
when we were met by two white men, who presently 
took our three bags from us. We could not at first guess 
what they meant to do; and for some time we thought 
they were jesting with us; but they too soon let us 
know otherwise, for they took our ventures immedi-
ately to a house hard by, and adjoining the fort, while 
we followed all the way begging of them to give us 
our fruits, but in vain. They not only refused to return 
them, but swore at us, and threatened if we did not 
immediately depart they would flog us well. We told 
them these three bags were all we were worth in the 
world, and that we brought them with us to sell when 
we came from Montserrat, and shewed them the vessel. 
But this was rather against us, as they now saw we were 
strangers as well as slaves. They still therefore swore, 
and desired us to be gone, and even took sticks to beat 
us; while we, seeing they meant what they said, went 
off in the greatest confusion and despair. Thus, in the 
very minute of gaining more by three times than I ever 
did by any venture in my life before, was I deprived of 
every farthing I was worth. An insupportable misfor-
tune! But how to help ourselves we knew not. 

In our consternation we went to the command-
ing officer of the fort and told him how we had been 
served1 by some of his people; but we obtained not 
the least redress: he answered our complaints only by 
a volley of imprecations against us, and immediately 
took a horse-whip, in order to chastise us, so that we 
were obliged to turn out much faster than we came in. 
I now, in the agony of distress and indignation, wished 
that the ire of God in his forked lightning might trans-
fix these cruel oppressors among the dead. 

Still however we persevered; went back again to the 
house, and begged and besought them again and again 
for our fruits, till at last some other people that were 
in the house asked if we would be contented if they 
kept one bag and gave us the other two. We, seeing no 
remedy whatever, consented to this; and they, observ-
ing one bag to have both kinds of fruit in it, which 
belonged to my companion, kept that; and the other 
two, which were mine, they gave us back. As soon as 
I got them, I ran as fast as I could, and got the first 
negro man I could to help me off; my companion, 
however, stayed a little longer to plead; he told them 
the bag they had was his, and likewise all that he was 
worth in the world; but this was of no avail, and he was 
obliged to return without it. The poor old man, wring-
ing his hands, cried bitterly for his loss; and, indeed, 
he then did look up to God on high, which so moved 
me with pity for him, that I gave him nearly one third 
of my fruits. We then proceeded to the markets to 
sell them; and Providence was more favourable to us 
than we could have expected, for we sold our fruits 
uncommonly well; I got for mine about thirty-seven 
bits. Such a surprising reverse of fortune in so short a 
space of time seemed like a dream to me, and proved 
no small encouragement for me to trust the Lord in 
any situation. My captain afterwards frequently used 
to take my part, and get me my right, when I have been 
plundered or used ill by these tender Christian depre-
dators; among whom I have shuddered to observe the 
unceasing blasphemous execrations which are wan-
tonly thrown out by persons of all ages and conditions, 
not only without occasion, but even as if they were 
indulgences and pleasure.

At one of our trips to St. Kitt’s I had eleven bits of 
my own; and my friendly captain lent me five bits 

1 served Treated.
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more, with which I bought a Bible. I was very glad to 
get this book, which I scarcely could meet with any-
where. I think there was none sold in Montserrat; and, 
much to my grief, from being forced out of the Aetna 
in the manner I have related, my Bible, and the Guide 
to the Indians, the two books I loved above all others, 
were left behind.

While I was in this place, St. Kitt’s, a very curious 
imposition on human nature took place. A white man 
wanted to marry in the church a free black woman that 
had land and slaves in Montserrat: but the clergyman 
told him it was against the law of the place to marry a 
white and a black in the church. The man then asked 
to be married on the water, to which the parson con-
sented, and the two lovers went in one boat, and the 
parson and clerk in another, and thus the ceremony was 
performed. After this the loving pair came on board 
our vessel, and my captain treated them extremely well, 
and brought them safe to Montserrat.

The reader cannot but judge of the irksomeness 
of this situation to a mind like mine, in being daily 
exposed to new hardships and impositions, after 
having seen many better days, and having been as it 
were in a state of freedom and plenty; added to which, 
every part of the world I had hitherto been in seemed 
to me a paradise in comparison of the West Indies. My 
mind was therefore hourly replete with inventions and 
thoughts of being freed, and, if possible, by honest and 
honourable means; for I always remembered the old 
adage; and I trust it has ever been my ruling principle, 
that honesty is the best policy; and likewise that other 
golden precept—to do unto all men as I would they 
should do unto me. However, as I was from early years 
a predestinarian,1 I thought whatever fate had deter-
mined must ever come to pass; and therefore, if ever 
it were my lot to be freed nothing could prevent me, 
although I should at present see no means or hope to 
obtain my freedom; on the other hand, if it were my 
fate not to be freed, I never should be so, and all my 
endeavours for that purpose would be fruitless. 

In the midst of these thoughts, I therefore looked up 
with prayers anxiously to God for my liberty; and at the 

1 predestinarian One who believes that all that occurs is predes-
tined by God. (The question of to what degree human events are 
predestined was the subject of heated dispute at the time within the 
Methodist church, which Equiano joined in 1774.) 

same time I used every honest means, and endeavoured 
all that was possible on my part to obtain it. In process 
of time I became master of a few pounds, and in a fair 
way of 2 making more, which my friendly captain knew 
very well; this occasioned him sometimes to take liber-
ties with me: but whenever he treated me waspishly I 
used plainly to tell him my mind, and that I would die 
before I would be imposed on as other negroes were, 
and that to me life had lost its relish when liberty was 
gone. This I said although I foresaw my then well-
being or future hopes of freedom (humanly speaking) 
depended on this man. However, as he could not bear 
the thoughts of my not sailing with him, he always 
became mild on my threats. I therefore continued 
with him; and, from my great attention to his orders 
and his business, I gained him credit, and through his 
kindness to me I at last procured my liberty. While 
I thus went on, filled with the thoughts of freedom, 
and resisting oppression as well as I was able, my life 
hung daily in suspense, particularly in the surfs I have 
formerly mentioned, as I could not swim. These are 
extremely violent throughout the West Indies, and I 
was ever exposed to their howling rage and devouring 
fury in all the islands. I have seen them strike and toss 
a boat right up an end, and maim several on board. 
Once in the Grenada islands, when I and about eight 
others were pulling a large boat with two puncheons3 
of water in it, a surf struck us, and drove the boat and 
all in it about half a stone’s throw, among some trees, 
and above the high-water mark. We were obliged to 
get all the assistance we could from the nearest estate 
to mend the boat, and launch it into the water again. 
At Montserrat one night, in pressing hard to get off 
the shore on board, the punt4 was overset with us four 
times; the first time I was very near being drowned; 
however the jacket I had on kept me up above water a 
little space of time, while I called on a man near me who 
was a good swimmer, and told him I could not swim; 
he then made haste to me, and, just as I was sinking, 
he caught hold of me, and brought me to sounding,5 
and then he went and brought the punt also. As soon 
as we had turned the water out of her, lest we should 
2 in a fair way of On the way to.
3 puncheons Barrels.
4 punt Small boat.
5 to sounding To where one could find sound footing underwater.
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be used ill for being absent, we attempted again three 
times more, and as often the horrid surfs served us as at 
first; but at last, the fifth time we attempted, we gained 
our point, at the imminent hazard of our lives. 

One day also, at Old Road in Montserrat, our cap-
tain, and three men besides myself, were going in a 
large canoe in quest of rum and sugar, when a single 
surf tossed the canoe an amazing distance from the 
water, and some of us even a stone’s throw from each 
other: most of us were very much bruised; so that I 
and many more often said, and really thought, that 
there was not such another place under the heavens 
as this. I longed therefore much to leave it, and daily 
wished to see my master’s promise performed of going 
to Philadelphia. While we lay in this place a very cruel 
thing happened on board of our sloop which filled me 
with horror; though I found afterwards such practices 
were frequent. There was a very clever and decent free 
young mulatto-man who sailed a long time with us: he 
had a free woman for his wife, by whom he had a child; 
and she was then living on shore, and all very happy. 
Our captain and mate, and other people on board, 
and several elsewhere, even the natives of Bermudas, 
all knew this young man from a child that he was 
always free, and no one had ever claimed him as their 
property: however, as might too often overcomes right 
in these parts, it happened that a Bermudas captain, 
whose vessel lay there for a few days in the road, came 
on board of us, and seeing the mulatto-man, whose 
name was Joseph Clipson, he told him he was not free, 
and that he had orders from his master to bring him 
to Bermudas. The poor man could not believe the cap-
tain to be in earnest; but he was very soon undeceived, 
his men laying violent hands on him: and although he 
shewed a certificate of his being born free in St. Kitt’s, 
and most people on board knew that he served his time 
to boat building,1 and always passed for a free man, yet 
he was taken forcibly out of our vessel. He then asked 
to be carried ashore before the secretary or magistrates, 
and these infernal invaders of human rights promised 
him he should; but, instead of that, they carried him 
on board of the other vessel: and the next day, without 
giving the poor man any hearing on shore, or suffering 
him even to see his wife or child, he was carried away, 

1 served his time to boat building Was apprenticed as a boat 
builder. 

and probably doomed never more in this world to see 
them again. 

Nor was this the only instance of this kind of barbar-
ity I was a witness to. I have since often seen in Jamaica 
and other islands free men, whom I have known in 
America, thus villainously trepanned2 and held in 
bondage. I have heard of two similar practices even 
in Philadelphia—and, were it not for the benevolence 
of the Quakers in that city, many of the sable3 race, 
who now breathe the air of liberty, would, I believe, 
be groaning indeed under some planter’s chains. These 
things opened my mind to a new scene of horror to 
which I had been before a stranger. Hitherto I had 
thought only slavery dreadful; but the state of a free 
negro appeared to me now equally so at least, and in 
some respects even worse, for they live in constant 
alarm for their liberty; and even this is but nominal, 
for they are universally insulted and plundered without 
the possibility of redress; for such is the equity of the 
West Indian laws, that no free negro’s evidence will be 
admitted in their courts of justice. In this situation, is 
it surprising that slaves, when mildly treated, should 
prefer even the misery of slavery to such a mockery 
of freedom? I was now completely disgusted with the 
West Indies, and thought I never should be entirely 
free until I had left them. …

About the latter end of the year 1764 my master 
bought a larger sloop, called the Providence, about sev-
enty or eighty tons, of which my captain had the com-
mand. I went with him into this vessel, and we took a 
load of new slaves for Georgia and Charlestown.4 My 
master now left me entirely to the captain, though he 
still wished for me to be with him; but I, who always 
much wished to lose sight of the West Indies, was not a 
little rejoiced at the thoughts of seeing any other coun-
try. Therefore, relying on the goodness of my captain, 
I got ready all the little venture I could; and, when the 
vessel was ready, we sailed, to my great joy. When we 
got to our destined places, Georgia and Charlestown, 
I expected I should have an opportunity of selling 
my little property to advantage: but here, particularly 
in Charlestown, I met with buyers, white men, who 
imposed on me as in other places. Notwithstanding, I 

2 trepanned Taken by force. 
3 sable Dark skinned.
4 Charlestown Charleston, South Carolina.
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was resolved to have fortitude; thinking no lot or trial 
is too hard when kind Heaven is the rewarder. 

We soon got loaded again, and returned to 
Montserrat; and there, amongst the rest of the islands, 
I sold my goods well; and in this manner I continued 
trading during the year 1764; meeting with various 
scenes of imposition, as usual. 

After this, my master fitted out his vessel for 
Philadelphia, in the year 1765; and during the time we 
were loading her, and getting ready for the voyage, I 
worked with redoubled alacrity, from the hope of get-
ting money enough by these voyages to buy my free-
dom in time, if it should please God; and also to see 
the town of Philadelphia, which I had heard a great 
deal about for some years past; besides which, I had 
always longed to prove my master’s promise the first 
day I came to him. In the midst of these elevated ideas, 
and while I was about getting my little merchandize 
in readiness, one Sunday my master sent for me to his 
house. When I came there, I found him and the cap-
tain together; and, on my going in, I was struck with 
astonishment at his telling me he heard that I meant to 
run away from him when I got to Philadelphia: “And 
therefore,” said he, “I must sell you again: you cost 
me a great deal of money, no less than forty pounds 
sterling; and it will not do to lose so much. You are a 
valuable fellow,” continued he; “and I can get any day 
for you one hundred guineas, from many gentlemen in 
this island.” And then he told me of Captain Doran’s 
brother-in-law, a severe master, who ever wanted to 
buy me to make me his overseer. My captain also said 
he could get much more than a hundred guineas for 
me in Carolina. This I knew to be a fact; for the gentle-
man that wanted to buy me came off several times on 
board of us, and spoke to me to live with him, and said 
he would use me well. 

When I asked what work he would put me to he 
said, as I was a sailor, he would make me a captain of 
one of his rice vessels. But I refused: and fearing, at 
the same time, by a sudden turn I saw in the captain’s 
temper, he might mean to sell me, I told the gentle-
man I would not live with him on any condition, and 
that I certainly would run away with his vessel: but he 
said he did not fear that, as he would catch me again; 
and then he told me how cruelly he would serve me 
if I should do so. My captain, however, gave him to 

understand that I knew something of navigation, so 
he thought better of it; and, to my great joy, he went 
away. I now told my master I did not say I would run 
away in Philadelphia; neither did I mean it, as he did 
not use me ill, nor yet the captain: for if they did I 
certainly would have made some attempts before now; 
but as I thought that if it were God’s will I ever should 
be freed it would be so, and, on the contrary, if it was 
not his will it would not happen; so I hoped, if ever 
I were freed, whilst I was used well, it should be by 
honest means; but, as I could not help myself, he must 
do as he pleased; I could only hope and trust to the 
God of Heaven; and at that instant my mind was big 
with inventions and full of schemes to escape. I then 
appealed to the captain whether he ever saw any sign 
of my making the least attempt to run away; and asked 
him if I did not always come on board according to 
the time for which he gave me liberty; and, more par-
ticularly, when all our men left us at Gaurdeloupe and 
went on board of the French fleet, and advised me to 
go with them, whether I might not, and that he could 
not have got me again. To my no small surprise, and 
very great joy, the captain confirmed every syllable that 
I had said: and even more; for he said he had tried dif-
ferent times to see if I would make any attempt of this 
kind, both at St. Eustatia and in America, and he never 
found that I made the smallest; but, on the contrary, I 
always came on board according to his orders; and he 
did really believe, if I ever meant to run away, that, as 
I could never have had a better opportunity, I would 
have done it the night the mate and all the people left 
our vessel at Gaurdeloupe. 

The captain then informed my master, who had 
been thus imposed on by our mate, though I did not 
know who was my enemy, the reason the mate had for 
imposing this lie upon him; which was, because I had 
acquainted the captain of the provisions the mate had 
given away or taken out of the vessel. This speech of the 
captain was like life to the dead to me, and instantly 
my soul glorified God; and still more so on hearing 
my master immediately say that I was a sensible fellow, 
and he never did intend to use me as a common slave; 
and that but for the entreaties of the captain, and his 
character of me, he would not have let me go from 
the stores about as I had done; that also, in so doing, 
he thought by carrying one little thing or other to 
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different places to sell I might make money. That he 
also intended to encourage me in this by crediting me 
with half a puncheon of rum and half a hogshead of 
sugar at a time; so that, from being careful, I might 
have money enough, in some time, to purchase my 
freedom; and, when that was the case, I might depend 
upon it he would let me have it for forty pounds ster-
ling money, which was only the same price he gave for 
me. This sound gladdened my poor heart beyond mea-
sure; though indeed it was no more than the very idea 
I had formed in my mind of my master long before, 
and I immediately made him this reply: “Sir, I always 
had that very thought of you, indeed I had, and that 
made me so diligent in serving you.” He then gave me 
a large piece of silver coin, such as I never had seen or 
had before, and told me to get ready for the voyage, 
and he would credit me with a tierce1 of sugar, and 
another of rum; he also said that he had two amiable 
sisters in Philadelphia, from whom I might get some 
necessary things. Upon this my noble captain desired 
me to go aboard; and, knowing the African metal,2 
he charged me not to say anything of this matter to 
anybody; and he promised that the lying mate should 
not go with him any more. This was a change indeed; 
in the same hour to feel the most exquisite pain, and 
in the turn of a moment the fullest joy. It caused in 
me such sensations as I was only able to express in my 
looks; my heart was so overpowered with gratitude that 
I could have kissed both of their feet. When I left the 
room I immediately went, or rather flew, to the vessel, 
which being loaded, my master, as good as his word, 
trusted me with a tierce of rum, and another of sugar, 
when we sailed, and arrived safe at the elegant town of 
Philadelphia. I soon sold my goods here pretty well; 
and in this charming place I found everything plentiful 
and cheap.

While I was in this place a very extraordinary occur-
rence befell me. I had been told one evening of a wise 
woman, a Mrs. Davis, who revealed secrets, foretold 
events, etc. I put little faith in this story at first, as I 
could not conceive that any mortal could foresee the 
future disposals3 of Providence, nor did I believe in 
any other revelation than that of the Holy Scriptures; 

1 a tierce One third of a barrel. 
2 metal Character.
3 disposals Arrangements. 

however, I was greatly astonished at seeing this woman 
in a dream that night, though a person I never before 
beheld in my life; this made such an impression on me 
that I could not get the idea the next day out of my 
mind, and I then became as anxious to see her as I was 
before indifferent; accordingly in the evening, after we 
left off working, I inquired where she lived, and being 
directed to her, to my inexpressible surprise, beheld the 
very woman in the very same dress she appeared to 
me to wear in the vision. She immediately told me I 
had dreamed of her the preceding night; related to me 
many things that had happened with a correctness that 
astonished me; and finally told me I should not be long 
a slave: this was the more agreeable news, as I believed 
it the more readily from her having so faithfully related 
the past incidents of my life. She said I should be twice 
in very great danger of my life within eighteen months, 
which, if I escaped, I should afterwards go on well; so, 
giving me her blessing, we parted. After staying here 
some time till our vessel was loaded, and I had bought 
in my little traffic, we sailed from this agreeable spot for 
Montserrat, once more to encounter the raging surfs.

We arrived safe at Montserrat, where we discharged 
our cargo; and soon after that we took slaves on board 
for St. Eustatia, and from thence to Georgia. I had 
always exerted myself and did double work, in order to 
make our voyages as short as possible; and from thus 
overworking myself while we were at Georgia I caught 
a fever and ague. I was very ill for eleven days and near 
dying; eternity was now exceedingly impressed on 
my mind, and I feared very much that awful event. 
I prayed the Lord therefore to spare me; and I made 
a promise in my mind to God, that I would be good 
if ever I should recover. At length, from having an 
eminent doctor to attend me, I was restored again to 
health; and soon after we got the vessel loaded, and set 
off for Montserrat. During the passage, as I was per-
fectly restored, and had much business of the vessel 
to mind, all my endeavours to keep up my integrity, 
and perform my promise to God, began to fail; and, in 
spite of all I could do, as we drew nearer and nearer to 
the islands, my resolutions more and more declined, as 
if the very air of that country or climate seemed fatal 
to piety. When we were safe arrived at Montserrat, and 
I had got ashore, I forgot my former resolutions. Alas! 
How prone is the heart to leave that God it wishes 
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to love! and how strongly do the things of this world 
strike the senses and captivate the soul!

After our vessel was discharged, we soon got 
her ready, and took in, as usual, some of the poor 
oppressed natives of Africa, and other negroes; we then 
set off again for Georgia and Charlestown. We arrived 
at Georgia, and, having landed part of our cargo, pro-
ceeded to Charlestown with the remainder. While we 
were there, I saw the town illuminated; the guns were 
fired, and bonfires and other demonstrations of joy 
shown, on account of the repeal of the Stamp Act.1 

Here I disposed of some goods on my own account; 
the white men buying them with smooth promises 
and fair words, giving me however but very indiffer-
ent payment. …

We soon came to Georgia, where we were to com-
plete our lading; and here worse fate than ever attended 
me: for one Sunday night, as I was with some negroes 
in their master’s yard in the town of Savannah, it hap-
pened that their master, one Doctor Perkins, who was 
a very severe and cruel man, came in drunk; and, not 
liking to see any strange negroes in his yard, he and 
a ruffian of a white man he had in his service beset 
me in an instant, and both of them struck me with 
the first weapons they could get hold of. I cried out 
as long as I could for help and mercy; but, though I 
gave a good account of myself, and he knew my cap-
tain, who lodged hard by him, it was to no purpose. 
They beat and mangled me in a shameful manner, 
leaving me near dead. I lost so much blood from the 
wounds I received that I lay quite motionless, and was 
so benumbed that I could not feel anything for many 
hours. Early in the morning they took me away to the 
jail. As I did not return to the ship all night, my cap-
tain, not knowing where I was, and being uneasy that 
I did not then make my appearance, he made inquiry 
after me; and, having found where I was, immediately 
came to me. As soon as the good man saw me so cut 
and mangled, he could not forbear weeping; he soon 
got me out of jail to his lodgings, and immediately sent 
for the best doctors in the place, who at first declared 
it as their opinion that I could not recover. My captain 
1 Stamp Act The 1765 Stamp Act (requiring that various printed 
papers be produced on stamped paper of English manufacture) was a 
form of tax imposed on the American colonies by the British colonial 
government. The Stamp Act inspired outrage in the colonies, and 
was repealed the following year. 

on this went to all the lawyers in the town for their 
advice, but they told him they could do nothing for 
me as I was a negro. He then went to Doctor Perkins, 
the hero who had vanquished me, and menaced him, 
swearing he would be revenged of him, and challenged 
him to fight. But cowardice is ever the companion of 
cruelty—and the Doctor refused. 

However, by the skilfulness of one Doctor Brady of 
that place, I began at last to mend; but, although I was 
so sore and bad with the wounds I had all over me that 
I could not rest in any posture, yet I was in more pain 
on account of the captain’s uneasiness about me than 
I otherwise should have been. The worthy man nursed 
and watched me all the hours of the night; and I was, 
through his attention and that of the doctor, able to 
get out of bed in about sixteen or eighteen days. All 
this time I was very much wanted on board, as I used 
frequently to go up and down the river for rafts, and 
other parts of our cargo, and stow them when the mate 
was sick or absent. 

In about four weeks I was able to go on duty; and in 
a fortnight after, having got in all our lading, our vessel 
set sail for Montserrat; and in less than three weeks 
we arrived there safe towards the end of the year. This 
ended my adventures in 1764 [1765]; for I did not leave 
Montserrat again till the beginning of the following 
year.

End of the First Volume 

from Chapter 72

The author’s disgust at the West Indies—Forms 
schemes to obtain his freedom—Ludicrous dis-
appointment he and his Captain meet with in 
Georgia—At last, by several successful voyages, he 
acquires a sum of money sufficient to purchase it—
Applies to his master, who accepts it, and grants his 
manumission, to his great joy—He afterwards enters 
as a freeman on board one of Mr. King’s ships, and 
sails for Georgia—Impositions on free negroes as 
usual—His venture of turkeys—Sails for Montserrat, 
and on his passage his friend, the Captain, falls ill 
and dies.

2 This chapter is included in its entirety in the website component 
of this anthology.
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Every day now brought me nearer my freedom, and 
I was impatient till we proceeded again to sea, that 
I might have an opportunity of getting a sum large 
enough to purchase it. I was not long ungratified; for, 
in the beginning of the year 1766, my master bought 
another sloop, named the Nancy, the largest I had 
ever seen. She was partly laden, and was to proceed 
to Philadelphia; our Captain had his choice of three, 
and I was well pleased he chose this, which was the 
largest; for, from his having a large vessel, I had more 
room, and could carry a larger quantity of goods with 
me. Accordingly, when we had delivered our old vessel, 
the Prudence, and completed the lading of the Nancy, 
having made near three hundred per cent, by four bar-
rels of pork I brought from Charlestown, I laid in as 
large a cargo as I could, trusting to God’s providence to 
prosper my undertaking. 

With these views I sailed for Philadelphia. On our 
passage, when we drew near the land, I was for the 
first time surprised at the sight of some whales, having 
never seen any such large sea monsters before; and 
as we sailed by the land one morning I saw a puppy 
whale close by the vessel; it was about the length of a 
wherry boat, and it followed us all the day till we got 
within the Capes.1 We arrived safe and in good time 
at Philadelphia, and I sold my goods there chiefly to 
the Quakers. They always appeared to be a very honest 
discreet sort of people, and never attempted to impose 
on me;2 I therefore liked them, and ever after chose to 
deal with them in preference to any others. 

One Sunday morning while I was here, as I was 
going to church, I chanced to pass a meeting-house.3 
The doors being open, and the house full of people, 
it excited my curiosity to go in. When I entered the 
house, to my great surprise, I saw a very tall woman 
standing in the midst of them, speaking in an audible 
voice something which I could not understand. Having 
never seen anything of this kind before, I stood and 
stared about me for some time, wondering at this odd 
scene. As soon as it was over I took an opportunity to 

1 got within the Capes Delaware Bay (which leads to the Delaware 
river and the city of Philadelphia) is entered as one passes between 
Cape May to the north and Cape Henlopen to the south. 
2 impose on me Treat me unfairly or dishonestly.
3 meeting-house In early America churches were often referred to 
as meeting houses. 

make inquiry about the place and people, when I was 
informed they were called Quakers. I particularly asked 
what that woman I saw in the midst of them had said, 
but none of them were pleased to satisfy me; so I quit-
ted them, and soon after, as I was returning, I came to a 
church crowded with people; the church-yard was full 
likewise, and a number of people were even mounted 
on ladders, looking in at the windows. I thought this 
a strange sight, as I had never seen churches, either in 
England or the West Indies, crowded in this manner 
before. I therefore made bold to ask some people the 
meaning of all this, and they told me the Rev. Mr. 
George Whitfield4 was preaching. I had often heard 
of this gentleman, and had wished to see and hear 
him; but I had never before had an opportunity. I now 
therefore resolved to gratify myself with the sight, and 
I pressed in amidst the multitude. When I got into 
the church, I saw this pious man exhorting the people 
with the greatest fervour and earnestness, and sweating 
as much as I ever did while in slavery on Montserrat 
beach. I was very much struck and impressed with 
this; I thought it strange I had never seen divines exert 
themselves in this manner before, and I was no longer 
at a loss to account for the thin congregations they 
preached to. 

When we had discharged our cargo here, and were 
loaded again, we left this fruitful land once more, and 
set sail for Montserrat. My traffic had hitherto suc-
ceeded so well with me, that I thought, by selling my 
goods when we arrived at Montserrat, I should have 
enough to purchase my freedom. But, as soon as our 
vessel arrived there, my master came on board, and 
gave orders for us to go to St. Eustatia, and discharge 
our cargo there, and from thence proceed for Georgia. 
I was much disappointed at this; but thinking, as 
usual, it was of no use to encounter with the decrees 
of fate, I submitted without repining, and we went to 
St. Eustatia. After we had discharged our cargo there 
we took in a live cargo, as we call a cargo of slaves. 
Here I sold my goods tolerably well; but, not being 
able to lay out all my money in this small island to 
as much advantage as in many other places, I laid out 
4 Rev. Mr. George Whitfield Whitfield (also spelled Whitefield) 
(1714–70) was originally an Anglican minister; renowned for his 
charismatic preaching, he became one of the founders of Methodism 
and one of the leaders of the Great Awakening of the 1730s and 
1740s. 
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only part, and the remainder I brought away with me 
net.1 We sailed from hence for Georgia, and I was glad 
when we got there, though I had not much reason to 
like the place from my last adventure in Savannah; but 
I longed to get back to Montserrat and procure my 
freedom, which I expected to be able to purchase when 
I returned. …

We set sail once more for Montserrat, and arrived 
there safe; but much out of humour with our friend 
the silversmith. When we had unladen the vessel, and 
I had sold my venture, finding myself master of about 
forty-seven pounds, I consulted my true friend, the 
Captain, how I should proceed in offering my master 
the money for my freedom. He told me to come on 
a certain morning, when he and my master would be 
at breakfast together. Accordingly, on that morning I 
went, and met the Captain there, as he had appointed. 
When I went in, I made my obeisance to my master, 
and with my money in my hand, and many fears in 
my heart, I prayed him to be as good as his offer to 
me, when he was pleased to promise me my freedom 
as soon as I could purchase it. This speech seemed to 
confound him; he began to recoil: and my heart that 
instant sunk within me. “What,” said he, “give you 
your freedom? Why, where did you get the money? 
Have you got forty pounds sterling?” “Yes, sir,” I 
answered. “How did you get it?” replied he. I told him, 
very honestly. The Captain then said he knew I got 
the money very honestly and with much industry, and 
that I was particularly careful. On which my master 
replied, I got money much faster than he did; and said 
he would not have made me the promise he did if he 
had thought I should have got money so soon. “Come, 
come,” said my worthy Captain, clapping my master 
on the back, “Come, Robert, (which was his name) 
I think you must let him have his freedom; you have 
laid your money out very well; you have received good 
interest for it all this time, and here is now the principal 
at last. I know Gustavus has earned you more than an 
hundred a-year, and he will still save you money, as he 
will not leave you—Come, Robert, take the money.” 
My master then said he would not be worse than his 
promise; and, taking the money, told me to go to the 

1 net Without having made any additional payments. 

Secretary at the Register Office, and get my manumis-
sion2 drawn up. 

These words of my master were like a voice from 
heaven to me: in an instant all my trepidation was 
turned into unutterable bliss; and I most reverently 
bowed myself with gratitude, unable to express my 
feelings, but by the overflowing of my eyes, while my 
true and worthy friend, the Captain, congratulated us 
both with a peculiar degree of heartfelt pleasure. 

As soon as the first transports of my joy were over, 
and that I had expressed my thanks to these my worthy 
friends in the best manner I was able, I rose with a 
heart full of affection and reverence, and left the room, 
in order to obey my master’s joyful mandate of going to 
the Register Office. As I was leaving the house I called 
to mind the words of the Psalmist, in the 126th Psalm, 
and like him, “I glorified God in my heart, in whom 
I trusted.”3 These words had been impressed on my 
mind from the very day I was forced from Deptford 
to the present hour, and I now saw them, as I thought, 
fulfilled and verified. My imagination was all rapture 
as I flew to the Register Office, and, in this respect, 
like the apostle Peter,4 (whose deliverance from prison 
was so sudden and extraordinary, that he thought he 
was in a vision) I could scarcely believe I was awake. 
Heavens! who could do justice to my feelings at this 
moment! Not conquering heroes themselves, in the 
midst of a triumph—Not the tender mother who has 
just regained her long-lost infant, and presses it to her 
heart—Not the weary hungry mariner, at the sight 
of the desired friendly port—Not the lover, when he 
once more embraces his beloved mistress, after she had 
been ravished from his arms!—All within my breast 
was tumult, wildness, and delirium! My feet scarcely 
touched the ground, for they were winged with joy, 
and, like Elijah, as he rose to heaven,5 they “were with 
lightning sped as I went on.” Every one I met I told of 
my happiness, and blazed about the virtue of my ami-
able master and captain.

2 manumission Release from enslavement. 
3 the Psalmist … trusted The words quoted by Equiano do not 
appear in this psalm; it is not entirely clear what passage he may have 
had in mind—possibly Psalm 28.  
4 [Equiano’s note] Acts, Ch. 12, verse 9.
5 rose to heaven See 2 Kings 2.1–18.
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When I got to the office and acquainted the Register 
with my errand he congratulated me on the occasion, 
and told me he would draw up my manumission for 
half price, which was a guinea. I thanked him for his 
kindness; and, having received it and paid him, I has-
tened to my master to get him to sign it, that I might 
be fully released. Accordingly, he signed the manumis-
sion that day, so that, before night, I who had been a 
slave in the morning, trembling at the will of another, 
was become my own master, and completely free. I 
thought this was the happiest day I had ever experi-
enced; and my joy was still heightened by the blessings 
and prayers of the sable race, particularly the aged, to 
whom my heart had ever been attached with reverence.

As the form of my manumission has something 
peculiar in it, and expresses the absolute power and 
dominion one man claims over his fellow, I shall beg 
leave to present it before my readers at full length:

Montserrat—To all men unto whom these pres-
ents shall come:1 I Robert King, of the parish of St. 
Anthony in the said island, merchant, send greeting: 
Know ye, that I, the aforesaid Robert King, for and in 
consideration of the sum of seventy pounds current 
money of the said island, to me in hand paid, and to 
the intent that a negro man-slave, named Gustavus 
Vassa, shall and may become free, have manumit-
ted, emancipated, enfranchised, and set free, and by 
these presents do manumit, emancipate, enfranchise, 
and set free, the aforesaid negro man-slave, named 
Gustavus Vassa, for ever, hereby giving, granting, and 
releasing unto him, the said Gustavus Vassa, all right, 
title, dominion, sovereignty, and property, which, as 
lord and master over the aforesaid Gustavus Vassa, I 
had, or now I have, or by any means whatsoever I may 
or can hereafter possibly have over him the aforesaid 
negro, for ever. In witness whereof I the abovesaid 
Robert King have unto these presents set my hand 
and seal, this tenth day of July, in the year of our Lord 
one thousand seven hundred and sixty-six.
Robert King

Signed, sealed, and delivered in the presence of 
Terrylegay, Montserrat.

1 these presents shall come The present words shall be shown. 

Registered the within manumission at full length, this 
eleventh day of July, 1766, in liber2 
D. Terrylegay, Register.

In short, the fair as well as black people immediately 
styled me by a new appellation, to me the most desir-
able in the world, which was Freeman, and at the 
dances I gave,3 my Georgia superfine blue clothes 
made no indifferent appearance, as I thought. Some 
of the sable females, who formerly stood aloof, now 
began to relax and appear less coy; but my heart was 
still fixed on London, where I hoped to be ere long. So 
that my worthy captain and his owner, my late master, 
finding that the bent of my mind was towards London, 
said to me, “We hope you won’t leave us, but that you 
will still be with the vessels.” Here gratitude bowed me 
down; and none but the generous mind can judge of 
my feelings, struggling between inclination and duty. 
However, notwithstanding my wish to be in London, 
I obediently answered my benefactors that I would 
go in the vessel, and not leave them; and from that 
day I was entered on board as an able-bodied sailor, at 
thirty-six shillings per month, besides what perquisites 
I could make. My intention was to make a voyage or 
two, entirely to please these my honoured patrons; but 
I determined that the year following, if it pleased God, 
I would see Old England once more, and surprise my 
old master, Capt. Pascal, who was hourly in my mind; 
for I still loved him, notwithstanding his usage of me, 
and I pleased myself with thinking of what he would 
say when he saw what the Lord had done for me in so 
short a time, instead of being, as he might perhaps sup-
pose, under the cruel yoke of some planter. 

With these kind of reveries, I used often to entertain 
myself, and shorten the time till my return; and now, 
being as in my original free African state, I embarked 
on board the Nancy, after having got all things ready 
for our voyage. In this state of serenity, we sailed 
for St. Eustatia; and, having smooth seas and calm 
weather, we soon arrived there: after taking our cargo 
on board, we proceeded to Savannah in Georgia, in 
August, 1766. …

2 liber Latin: book. 
3 gave Attended.
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from Chapter 8

The author, to oblige Mr. King, once more embarks 
for Georgia in one of his vessels—A new captain is 
appointed—They sail, and steer a new course—Three 
remarkable dreams—The vessel is shipwrecked on 
the Bahama bank, but the crew are preserved, princi-
pally by means of the author—He sets out from the 
island with the captain, in a small boat, in quest of 
a ship—Their distress—Meet with a wrecker—Sail 
for Providence—Are overtaken again by a terrible 
storm, and are all near perishing—Arrive at New 
Providence—The author, after some time, sails from 
thence to Georgia—Meets with another storm, 
and is obliged to put back and refit—Arrives at 
Georgia—Meets new impositions—Two white men 
attempt to kidnap him—Officiates as a parson at a 
funeral ceremony—Bids adieu to Georgia, and sails 
for Martinico.

… We stayed in New Providence1 about seventeen or 
eighteen days; during which time I met with many 
friends, who gave me encouragement to stay there 
with them: but I declined it; though, had not my heart 
been fixed on England, I should have stayed, as I liked 
the place extremely, and there were some free black 
people here who were very happy, and we passed our 
time pleasantly together, with the melodious sound of 
the catguts,2 under the lime and lemon trees. At length 
Captain Phillips hired a sloop to carry him and some 
of the slaves that he could not sell to Georgia; and I 
agreed to go with him in this vessel, meaning now to 
take my farewell of that place. When the vessel was 
ready, we all embarked; and I took my leave of New 
Providence, not without regret. We sailed about four 
o’clock in the morning, with a fair wind, for Georgia; 
and about eleven o’clock the same morning a short and 
sudden gale sprung up and blew away most of our sails; 
and, as we were still amongst the keys, in a very few 
minutes it dashed the sloop against the rocks. Luckily 
for us the water was deep; and the sea was not so angry 
but that, after having for some time laboured hard, and 
being many in number, we were saved through God’s 

1 New Providence The largest of the Bahama Islands. 
2 the melodious sound of the catguts Catgut was commonly used 
to make strings for stringed instruments (such as fiddles). 

mercy; and, by using our greatest exertions, we got the 
vessel off. The next day we returned to Providence, 
where we soon got her again refitted. Some of the 
people swore that we had spells set upon us by some-
body in Montserrat; and others that we had witches 
and wizards amongst the poor helpless slaves; and that 
we never should arrive safe at Georgia. But these things 
did not deter me; I said, “Let us again face the winds 
and seas, and swear not, but trust to God, and he will 
deliver us.” We therefore once more set sail; and, with 
hard labour, in seven days’ time arrived safe at Georgia.

After our arrival we went up to the town of 
Savannah; and the same evening I went to a friend’s 
house to lodge, whose name was Mosa, a black man. 
We were very happy at meeting each other; and after 
supper we had a light till it was between nine and ten 
o’clock at night. About that time the watch or patrol 
came by; and, discerning a light in the house, they 
knocked at the door: we opened it; and they came in 
and sat down, and drank some punch with us: they 
also begged some limes of me, as they understood I had 
some, which I readily gave them. A little after this they 
told me I must go to the watch-house with them: this 
surprised me a good deal, after our kindness to them; 
and I asked them, why so? They said that all negroes 
who had light in their houses after nine o’clock were to 
be taken into custody, and either pay some dollars or 
be flogged. Some of those people knew that I was a free 
man; but, as the man of the house was not free, and 
had his master to protect him, they did not take the 
same liberty with him they did with me. I told them 
that I was a free man, and just arrived from Providence; 
that we were not making any noise, and that I was not 
a stranger in that place, but was very well known there: 
“Besides,” said I, “what will you do with me?”—“That 
you shall see,” replied they, “but you must go to the 
watch-house with us.” Now whether they meant to get 
money from me or not I was at a loss to know; but I 
thought immediately of the oranges and limes at Santa 
Cruz: and seeing that nothing would pacify them I 
went with them to the watch-house, where I remained 
during the night. Early the next morning these impos-
ing ruffians flogged a negro man and woman that they 
had in the watch-house, and then they told me that I 
must be flogged too. I asked why? and if there was no 
law for free men? And told them if there was I would 
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have it put in force against them. But this only exas-
perated them the more; and instantly they swore they 
would serve1 me as Doctor Perkins had done; and they 
were going to lay violent hands on me; when one of 
them, more humane than the rest, said that as I was 
a free man they could not justify stripping me by law. 
I then immediately sent for Doctor Brady, who was 
known to be an honest and worthy man; and on his 
coming to my assistance they let me go.

This was not the only disagreeable incident I met 
with while I was in this place; for, one day, while I was 
a little way out of the town of Savannah, I was beset by 
two white men, who meant to play their usual tricks 
with me in the way of kidnapping. As soon as these 
men accosted me, one of them said to the other, “This 
is the very fellow we are looking for that you lost”: and 
the other swore immediately that I was the identical 
person. On this they made up to me, and were about 
to handle me; but I told them to be still and keep off; 
for I had seen those kind of tricks played upon other 
free blacks, and they must not think to serve me so. At 
this they paused a little, and one said to the other—it 
will not do; and the other answered that I talked too 
good English. I replied, I believed I did; and I had also 
with me a revengeful stick equal to the occasion; and 
my mind was likewise good. Happily however it was 
not used; and, after we had talked together a little in 
this manner, the rogues left me. I stayed in Savannah 
some time, anxiously trying to get to Montserrat once 
more to see Mr. King, my old master, and then to take 
a final farewell of the American quarter of the globe. 
At last I met with a sloop called the Speedwell, Captain 
John Bunton, which belonged to Grenada, and was 
bound to Martinico, a French island, with a cargo of 
rice, and I shipped myself on board of her. Before I left 
Georgia a black woman, who had a child lying dead, 
being very tenacious of the church burial service,2 and 
not able to get any white person to perform it, applied 
to me for that purpose. I told her I was no parson; and 
besides, that the service over the dead did not affect the 
soul. This, however, did not satisfy her; she still urged 
me very hard: I therefore complied with her earnest 
entreaties, and at last consented to act the parson for 

1 serve Treat. 
2 very tenacious of the church burial service Determined to have a 
church burial service for her child. 

the first time in my life. As she was much respected, 
there was a great company both of white and black 
people at the grave. I then accordingly assumed my 
new vocation, and performed the funeral ceremony to 
the satisfaction of all present; after which I bade adieu 
to Georgia, and sailed for Martinico.

from Chapter 93

The author arrives at Martinico—Meets with new 
difficulties—Gets to Montserrat, where he takes 
leave of his old master, and sails for England—Meets 
Capt. Pascal—Learns the French horn—Hires him-
self with Doctor Irving, where he learns to freshen 
sea water—Leaves the doctor, and goes a voyage to 
Turkey and Portugal; and afterwards goes a voyage 
to Grenada, and another to Jamaica—Returns to the 
Doctor, and they embark together on a voyage to 
the North Pole, with the Hon. Capt. Phipps—Some 
account of that voyage, and the dangers the author 
was in—He returns to England.

I thus took a final leave of Georgia; for the treatment 
I had received in it disgusted me very much against 
the place; and when I left it and sailed for Martinico 
I determined never more to revisit it. My new captain 
conducted his vessel safer than my former one; and, 
after an agreeable voyage, we got safe to our intended 
port. While I was on this island I went about a good 
deal, and found it very pleasant: in particular I admired 
the town of St. Pierre, which is the principal one in the 
island, and built more like an European town than any 
I had seen in the West Indies. In general also, slaves 
were better treated, had more holidays, and looked 
better than those in the English islands. After we had 
done our business here, I wanted my discharge, which 
was necessary; for it was then the month of May, and I 
wished much to be at Montserrat to bid farewell to Mr. 
King, and all my other friends there, in time to sail for 
Old England in the July fleet. …

We had a most prosperous voyage, and, at the end 
of seven weeks, arrived at Cherry-Garden stairs.4 Thus 

3 A longer selection of excerpts from this chapter is included as 
part of the website component of this anthology.
4 Cherry-Garden stairs Landing area on the Thames, in London’s 
east end. 
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were my longing eyes once more gratified with a sight 
of London, after having been absent from it above four 
years. I immediately received my wages, and I never 
had earned seven guineas so quick in my life before; I 
had thirty-seven guineas in all, when I got cleared of 
the ship. I now entered upon a scene, quite new to me, 
but full of hope. 

In this situation my first thoughts were to look out 
for some of my former friends, and amongst the first 
of those were the Miss Guerins. As soon, therefore, as I 
had regaled myself I went in quest of those kind ladies, 
whom I was very impatient to see; and with some dif-
ficulty and perseverance, I found them at May’s-hill, 
Greenwich. They were most agreeably surprised to see 
me, and I quite overjoyed at meeting with them. I told 
them my history, at which they expressed great wonder, 
and freely acknowledged it did their cousin, Capt. 
Pascal, no honour. He then visited there frequently; 
and I met him four or five days after in Greenwich 
Park. When he saw me he appeared a good deal sur-
prised, and asked me how I came back? I answered, 
“In a ship.” To which he replied dryly, “I suppose you 
did not walk back to London on the water.” As I saw, 
by his manner, that he did not seem to be sorry for 
his behaviour to me, and that I had not much reason 
to expect any favour from him, I told him that he 
had used me very ill, after I had been such a faithful 
servant to him for so many years; on which, without 
saying any more, he turned about and went away. A 
few days after this I met Capt. Pascal at Miss Guerin’s 
house, and asked him for my prize-money.1 He said 
there was none due to me; for, if my prize-money had 
been £.10,000, he had a right to it all. I told him I was 
informed otherwise; on which he bade me defiance; 
and, in a bantering tone, desired me to commence a 
lawsuit against him for it: “There are lawyers enough,” 
said he, “that will take the cause in hand, and you had 
better try it.” I told him then that I would try it, which 
enraged him very much; however, out of regard to the 
ladies, I remained still, and never made any farther 
demand of my right. 

Some time afterwards these friendly ladies asked me 
what I meant to do with myself, and how they could 
assist me. I thanked them, and said, if they pleased, 

1 prize-money Share of the valuables seized when capturing other 
vessels.

I would be their servant; but if not, as I had thirty-
seven guineas, which would support me for some time, 
I would be much obliged to them to recommend me to 
some person who would teach me a business whereby I 
might earn my living. They answered me very politely, 
that they were sorry it did not suit them to take me as 
their servant, and asked me what business I should like 
to learn? I said, hair-dressing. They then promised to 
assist me in this; and soon after they recommended me 
to a gentleman whom I had known before, one Capt. 
O’Hara, who treated me with much kindness, and pro-
cured me a master, a hair-dresser, in Coventry-court, 
Haymarket, with whom he placed me. I was with this 
man from September till the February following. 

In that time we had a neighbour in the same court 
who taught the French horn. He used to blow it so 
well that I was charmed with it, and agreed with him 
to teach me to blow it. Accordingly he took me in 
hand, and began to instruct me, and I soon learned all 
the three parts. I took great delight in blowing on this 
instrument, the evenings being long; and besides that, 
I was fond of it. I did not like to be idle, and it filled up 
my vacant hours innocently. 

At this time also I agreed with the Rev. Mr. Gregory, 
who lived in the same court, where he kept an academy 
and an evening-school, to improve me in arithmetic. 
This he did as far as barter and alligation; so that all the 
time I was there I was entirely employed. In February 
1768 I hired myself to Dr. Charles Irving, in Pall Mall, 
so celebrated for his successful experiments in making 
sea water fresh; and here I had plenty of hair-dressing 
to improve my hand. This gentleman was an excellent 
master; he was exceedingly kind and good tempered; 
and allowed me in the evenings to attend my schools, 
which I esteemed a great blessing; therefore I thanked 
God and him for it, and used all my diligence to 
improve the opportunity. 

This diligence and attention recommended me to 
the notice and care of my three preceptors, who on 
their parts bestowed a great deal of pains in my instruc-
tion, and besides were all very kind to me. My wages, 
however, which were by two thirds less than I ever had 
in my life (for I had only £.12 per annum) I soon found 
would not be sufficient to defray this extraordinary 
expense of masters, and my own necessary expenses; 
my old thirty-seven guineas had by this time worn all 
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away to one. I thought it best, therefore, to try the sea 
again in quest of more money, as I had been bred to it, 
and had hitherto found the profession of it successful. 
I had also a very great desire to see Turkey, and I now 
determined to gratify it. Accordingly, in the month of 
May, 1768, I told the doctor my wish to go to sea again, 
to which he made no opposition; and we parted on 
friendly terms. 

The same day I went into the city in quest of a 
master. I was extremely fortunate in my inquiry; for I 
soon heard of a gentleman who had a ship going to 
Italy and Turkey, and he wanted a man who could dress 
hair well. I was overjoyed at this, and went immediately 
on board of his ship, as I had been directed, which I 
found to be fitted up with great taste, and I already fore-
boded no small pleasure in sailing in her. Not finding 
the gentleman on board, I was directed to his lodgings, 
where I met with him the next day, and gave him a 
specimen of my dressing. He liked it so well that he 
hired me immediately, so that I was perfectly happy; 
for the ship, master, and voyage, were entirely to my 
mind. The ship was called the Delawar, and my mas-
ter’s name was John Jolly, a neat smart good-humoured 
man, just such a one as I wished to serve. We sailed 
from England in July following, and our voyage was 
extremely pleasant. We went to Villa Franca, Nice, and 
Leghorn;1 and in all these places I was charmed with 
the richness and beauty of the countries, and struck 
with the elegant buildings with which they abound. 
We had always in them plenty of extraordinary good 
wines and rich fruits, which I was very fond of; and 
I had frequent occasions of gratifying both my taste 
and curiosity; for my captain always lodged on shore 
in those places, which afforded me opportunities to see 
the country around. I also learned navigation of the 
mate, which I was very fond of. When we left Italy we 
had delightful sailing among the Archipelago islands, 
and from thence to Smyrna in Turkey. This is a very 
ancient city; the houses are built of stone, and most 
of them have graves adjoining to them; so that they 
sometimes present the appearance of church-yards. 
Provisions are very plentiful in this city, and good wine 
less than a penny a pint. The grapes, pomegranates, 
and many other fruits, were also the richest and largest 
I ever tasted. The natives are well looking and strong 

1 Leghorn Livorno (a seaport in northwest Italy). 

made, and treated me always with great civility. In gen-
eral, I believe they are fond of black people; and several 
of them gave me pressing invitations to stay amongst 
them, although they keep the franks, or Christians,2 
separate, and do not suffer them to dwell immediately 
amongst them. I was astonished in not seeing women 
in any of their shops, and very rarely any in the streets; 
and whenever I did they were covered with a veil from 
head to foot, so that I could not see their faces, except 
when any of them out of curiosity uncovered them to 
look at me, which they sometimes did. I was surprised 
to see how the Greeks are, in some measure, kept under 
by the Turks,3 as the negroes are in the West Indies 
by the white people. The less refined Greeks, as I have 
already hinted, dance here in the same manner as we 
do in my nation. On the whole, during our stay here, 
which was about five months, I liked the place and the 
Turks extremely well. I could not help observing one 
very remarkable circumstance there: the tails of the 
sheep are flat, and so very large, that I have known the 
tail even of a lamb to weigh from eleven to thirteen 
pounds. The fat of them is very white and rich, and is 
excellent in puddings, for which it is much used. Our 
ship being at length richly loaded with silk, and other 
articles, we sailed for England.

In May 1769, soon after our return from Turkey, our 
ship made a delightful voyage to Oporto in Portugal, 
where we arrived at the time of the carnival.4 On our 
arrival, there were sent on board to us thirty-six articles 
to observe, with very heavy penalties if we should 
break any of them; and none of us even dared to go on 
board any other vessel or on shore till the Inquisition 
had sent on board and searched for every thing ille-
gal, especially bibles.5 Such as were produced, and 

2 franks, or Christians “Frank,” originally a term for members of the 
ancient tribes that inhabited what is now France, came in medieval times 
to be widely used in the Middle East as a term for Western European 
Christians; this usage persisted into the eighteenth century and beyond.
3 the Greeks … the Turks Greece was under the control of the 
Turkish Ottoman Empire from late medieval times until Greek inde-
pendence was declared in 1832. 
4 the carnival Probably the festival of São João (St. John), a 
major celebration held in Porto in June.
5 Inquisition … bibles From the thirteenth until the early nine-
teenth centuries the Roman Catholic church operated a set of insti-
tutions known collectively as the “Holy Inquisition,” the purpose 
of which was to combat heresy. Roman Catholic [continued …] 
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certain other things, were sent on shore till the ships 
were going away; and any person in whose custody a 
bible was found concealed was to be imprisoned and 
flogged, and sent into slavery for ten years. I saw here 
many very magnificent sights, particularly the garden 
of Eden, where many of the clergy and laity went in 
procession in their several orders with the Host,1 and 
sung Te Deum.2 I had a great curiosity to go into 
some of their churches, but could not gain admit-
tance without using the necessary sprinkling of holy 
water at my entrance. From curiosity, and a wish to 
be holy, I therefore complied with this ceremony, but 
its virtues were lost on me, for I found myself nothing 
the better for it. This place abounds with plenty of all 
kinds of provisions. The town is well built and pretty, 
and commands a fine prospect. Our ship having taken 
in a load of wine, and other commodities, we sailed 
for London, and arrived in July following. Our next 
voyage was to the Mediterranean. The ship was again 
got ready, and we sailed in September for Genoa. This 
is one of the finest cities I ever saw; some of the edi-
fices were of beautiful marble, and made a most noble 
appearance; and many had very curious fountains 
before them. The churches were rich and magnificent, 
and curiously adorned both in the inside and out. 
But all this grandeur was in my eyes disgraced by the 
galley slaves,3 whose condition both there and in other 
parts of Italy is truly piteous and wretched. After we 
had stayed there some weeks, during which we bought 
many different things which we wanted, and got them 
very cheap, we sailed to Naples, a charming city, and 
remarkably clean. The bay is the most beautiful I ever 
saw; the moles4 for shipping are excellent. I thought it 
extraordinary to see grand operas acted here on Sunday 
nights, and even attended by their majesties. I too, like 

practice did not encourage private study of the Bible by individuals; 
preferred practice was for the clergy to interpret the Bible to the laity. 
(Protestant denominations, in contrast, encouraged individuals to 
read and study the Bible on their own.) 
1 the Host Communion wafers. 
2 Te Deum Latin: To God. The Te Deum prayer is recited or sung 
during Catholic services. 
3 galley slaves Galleys were ships propelled either by sail or by 
oars—with the rowing done by enslaved people (generally, war 
captives). 
4 moles Stone structures forming breakwaters or piers. 

these great ones, went to those sights, and vainly served 
God in the day while I thus served mammon effectu-
ally at night. While we remained here there happened 
an eruption of Mount Vesuvius, of which I had a per-
fect view. It was extremely awful; and we were so near 
that the ashes from it used to be thick on our deck. 

After we had transacted our business at Naples we 
sailed with a fair wind once more for Smyrna, where 
we arrived in December. A seraskier5 or officer took a 
liking to me here, and wanted me to stay, and offered 
me two wives; however I refused the temptation. The 
merchants here travel in caravans or large companies. 
I have seen many caravans from India, with some 
hundreds of camels, laden with different goods. The 
people of these caravans are quite brown. Among other 
articles, they brought with them a great quantity of 
locusts,6 which are a kind of pulse, sweet and pleasant 
to the palate, and in shape resembling French beans, 
but longer. Each kind of goods is sold in a street by 
itself, and I always found the Turks very honest in their 
dealings. They let no Christians into their mosques or 
churches, for which I was very sorry; as I was always 
fond of going to see the different modes of worship 
of the people wherever I went. The plague broke out 
while we were in Smyrna, and we stopped taking goods 
into the ship till it was over. She was then richly laden, 
and we sailed in about March 1770 for England. One 
day in our passage we met with an accident which was 
near burning the ship. A black cook, in melting some 
fat, overset the pan into the fire under the deck, which 
immediately began to blaze, and the flame went up 
very high under the foretop. With the fright the poor 
cook became almost white, and altogether speechless. 
Happily however we got the fire out without doing 
much mischief. After various delays in this passage, 
which was tedious, we arrived in Standgate Creek7 in 
July; and, at the latter end of the year, some new event 
occurred, so that my noble captain, the ship, and I all 
separated. 

In April 1771 I shipped myself as a steward with 
Capt. Wm. Robertson of the ship Grenada Planter, 

5 seraskier High-ranking military official. 
6 locusts Locust beans (also known as iru beans), legumes from a 
tree common in much of West Africa. 
7 Standgate Creek Harbor located near the mouth of the Thames 
in southeast England.
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once more to try my fortune in the West Indies; and 
we sailed from London for Madeira, Barbadoes, and 
the Grenades. …

[At the end of the voyage] we arrived in England, 
and I got clear of this ship. But, being still of a roving 
disposition, and desirous of seeing as many different 
parts of the world as I could, I shipped myself soon 
after, in the same year, as steward on board of a fine 
large ship, called the Jamaica, Captain David Watt; 
and we sailed from England in December 1771 for 
Nevis and Jamaica. I found Jamaica to be a very fine 
large island, well peopled, and the most considerable 
of the West India islands. There was a vast number 
of negroes here, whom I found as usual exceedingly 
imposed upon by the white people, and the slaves pun-
ished as in the other islands. There are negroes whose 
business it is to flog slaves; they go about to different 
people for employment, and the usual pay is from one 
to four bits. I saw many cruel punishments inflicted 
on the slaves in the short time I stayed here. In par-
ticular I was present when a poor fellow was tied up 
and kept hanging by the wrists at some distance from 
the ground, and then some half hundred weights were 
fixed to his ancles, in which posture he was flogged 
most unmercifully. There were also, as I heard, two 
different masters noted for cruelty on the island, who 
had staked up two negroes naked, and in two hours 
the vermin stung them to death. I heard a gentleman I 
well knew tell my captain that he passed sentence on a 
negro man to be burnt alive for attempting to poison 
an overseer. I pass over numerous other instances, in 
order to relieve the reader by a milder scene of roguery. 

Before I had been long on the island, one Mr. Smith 
at Port Morant bought goods of me to the amount of 
twenty-five pounds sterling; but when I demanded 
payment from him, he was going each time to beat 
me, and threatened that he would put me in jail. One 
time he would say I was going to set his house on fire, 
at another he would swear I was going to run away 
with his slaves. I was astonished at this usage from a 
person who was in the situation of a gentleman, but I 
had no alternative; I was therefore obliged to submit. 
When I came to Kingston, I was surprised to see the 
number of Africans who were assembled together on 
Sundays; particularly at a large commodious place, 
called Spring Path. Here each different nation of Africa 
meet and dance after the manner of their own coun-
try. They still retain most of their native customs: they 
bury their dead, and put victuals, pipes and tobacco, 
and other things, in the grave with the corpse, in the 
same manner as in Africa. Our ship having got her 
loading we sailed for London, where we arrived in the 
August following. On my return to London, I waited 
on my old and good master, Dr. Irving, who made me 
an offer of his service again. Being now tired of the sea 
I gladly accepted it. I was very happy in living with 
this gentleman once more; during which time we were 
daily employed in reducing old Neptune’s dominions 
by purifying the briny element and making it fresh. 
Thus I went on till May 1773, when I was roused by 
the sound of fame, to seek new adventures, and to 
find, towards the North Pole, what our Creator never 
intended we should, a passage to India. …
—1789 
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