
Life of Gustavus Vassa  

 

The Life of Gustavus Vassa , by Olaudah Equiano was the first first-ever slave autobiography, 

using his slave name, written after he was freed and living living in England. The autobiography 

covers all of Equiano's life - his boyhood in the Gold Coast , his capture and transportation to 

the West Indies, and his success in business - a success which enabled him to buy his freedom. 

Chapter Two, given here, relates his capture and transportation in Africa. Chapter 5 relates the 

abuse of slaves in the West Indies.  

The autobiography was a success. It helped open us the opposition to slavery which began to 

gather force towards the later 18th century.  

The Life of Gustavus Vassa 

Chapter 2 

The Atlantic Voyage  

The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast, was the sea, and a slave ship, 

which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, 

which was soon converted into terror, when I was carried on board. I was immediately handled, 

and tossed up to see if I were sound, by some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had 

gotten into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their complexions, too, 

differing so much from ours, their long hair, and the language they spoke, (which was very 

different from any I had ever heard) united to confirm me in this belief. Indeed, such were the 

horrors of my views and fears at the moment, that, if ten thousand worlds had been my own, I 

would have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my condition with that of the meanest 

slave in my own country. When I looked round the ship too, and saw a large furnace 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 motionless on the deck and fainted. When I 

recovered a little, I found some black people about me, who I believed were some of those who 

had brought me on board, and had been receiving their pay; they talked to me in order to cheer 

me, but all in vain. I asked them if we were not to be eaten by those white men with horrible 

looks, red faces, and long 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, throw me into the greatest 

consternation at the strange feeling it produced, having never tasted any such liquor before. Soon 

after this, the blacks who brought me on board went off, and left me 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 any thing. 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 eat, one of them held me fast 

by the hands, and laid me across, I think the windlass, and tied my feet, while the other flogged 

me severely. I had never experienced any thing 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. 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 there was cloth 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, for I expected they would sacrifice me; but my wishes were 

vainÑ-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 confined together, it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of the place, and the heat 

of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely 

room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that the air 

soon became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness 

among the slaves, of which many diedÑ-thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may 

call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling of the 

chains, now became insupportable; and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children 

often fell, and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, 

rendered the whole a scene of borror almost inconceivable. Happily perhaps, for myself, I was 

soon reduced so low here that it was thought necessary to keep me almost always on deck; and 

from my extreme youth I was not put in fetters. 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 heightened 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 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 opportunity, 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 moderate 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 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 attempting to prefer death to slavery. In this 

manner we continued to undergo more hardships than I can now relate, hardships which are 

inseparable from this accursed trade. 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; I had often with astonishment seen the mariners make observations 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 every thing about 

me was magic. At last, we came in sight of the island of Barbadoes, 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 harbor, and other ships of different kinds and sizes, 

and we soon anchored amongst them, off Bridgetown. Many merchants and planters now came 

on board, though it was in the evening. They put us in separate parcels, and examined us 

attentively. They also made us jump, and pointed to the land, signifying we were to go there. We 

thought by this, we should be eaten by these ugly men, as they appeared to us; and, when soon 

after we were all put down under the deck again, there was much dread and trembling among us, 

and nothing but bitter cries to be heard all the night from these apprehensions, insomuch, that at 

last the white people got some old slaves from the land to pacify us. They told us we were not to 

be eaten, but to work, and were soon to go on land, where we should see many of our country 

people. This report eased us much. And sure enough, soon after we were landed, there came to 

us Africans of all languages.  

We were conducted immediately to the merchant's yard, where we were all pent up together, like 

so many sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age. As every object was new to me, every 

thing I saw filled me with surprise. What struck me first, was, that the houses were built with 

bricks and stories, and in every other respect different from those I had seen 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, ahout 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 

clamor with which this is attended, and the eagerness visible in the countenances of the buyers, 

serve not a little to increase the apprehension of 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! might not an African 

ask youÑ-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? Must every tender feeling be likewise sacrificed to your 

avarice7 Are the dearest friends and relations, 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 sufferings and sorrows? 

Why are parents to lose their children, brothers their sisters, husbands their wives? Surely, this is 

a new refinement in cruelty, which, while it has no advantage to atone for it, thus aggravates 

distress; and adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery.  

  

Chapter 5 

The Abuse of Slaves in the West Indies 

While I was thus employed by my master, I was often a 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 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 vessel, to carry them to other islands, or to 

America, I have known oar 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 practiced 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 sbockingly, and then his ears Ccut 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 color, though the most abandoned woman of her species.  

One Mr. D--- told me that he had sold 41,000 negroes, and that he once cut of a negro man's leg 

for running 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, 

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 

effectÑ-it cured that man and some others of running away.  

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 stil 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 

gentlemen, but 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 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 toils 

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 profited. To the honor 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 tbe islands, I knew one in 

Montserrat 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 judicious 

treatment, need no fresh stock of negroes at any time. I have the honor of knowing a most worthy 

and humane gentleman, who is a native of Barbadoes, and has estates there. This gentleman has 

written a treatise on tbe usage of his own slaves. He allows them two hours of refreshment at 

mid-day, and many other indulgencies and comforts, particularly in their lodging; and, besides 

this, he raises more provisions on his estate than they can destroy; so that by these attentions 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, managed 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, therefore, of such care and 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 1,000 

negroes annnally to keep up the original stock, which is only 90,000. So that the whole term of a 

negro's life may be said to be there but sixteen years! Also yet the climate here in every respect is 

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 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 endeavored to 

escape from his miserable bondage, by concealing himself on board of a London ship, but fate 

did not favor 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. 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, particularly 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, &c., 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 of his bones were broken, for only letting a pot boil over. Is it surprising that 



usage like this should drive the poor creatures to despair, and make them seek a refuge in death 

from those evils which render their lives intolerable? while,  

With shudd'ring horror pale, and eyes aghast, 

They view their lamentable lot, and find 

No rest?' 

This they frequently do. A negro man, on board a vessel of my master, while I belonged to her, 

having been put in irons for some trifling misdemeanor, and kept in that state for some days, 

being weary of life, took an opportunity of jumping orerboard into the sea; however, he was 

picked up without being drowned. Another, whose life was also a burden to him, resolved to 

starve himself to death, and refused to eat any victuals. This procured him a severe flogging; and 

he also, on the first occasion which offered, jumped overboard at Charleston, but was saved.  

Nor is there any greater regard shown to the little property, than there is to the persons and lives 

of the negroes. I have already related an instance or two of particular oppression out of many 

which I have witnessed; but the following is frequent in all the islands. The wretched field-

slaves, after toiling all the day for an unfeeling owner, who gives then but little victuals, steal 

sometimes a few moments from rest or refreshment to gather some small portion of grass, 

according as their time will admit. This they commonly tie up in a parcel; either a bit's worth 

(sixpence) or half a bit's worth, and bring it to .town, or to the market, to sell. Nothing is more 

common than for the white people on this occasion to take the grass from them without paying 

for it; and not only so, but too often also, to my knowledge, our clerks, and many others, at the 

same time have committed acts of violence on the poor, wretched, and helpless females; whom I 

have seen for hours stand crying to no purpose, and get no redress or pay of any kind. Is not this 

one common and crying sin enough to bring down God's judgment on the islands? He tells us the 

oppressor and the oppressed are both in his hands; and if these are not the poor, the broken-

hearted, the blind, the captive, tbe bruised, which our Saviour speaks of, who are they? . . .  

The small account in which the life of a negro is held in the West Indies, is so universally 

known, that it might seem impertinent to quote the following extract, if some people had not 

been hardy enough of late to assert that negroes are on the same footing in that respect as 

Europeans. By the 329th Act, page 125, of the Assembly of Barbadoes, it is enacted 'That if any 

negro, or other slave, under punishment by his master, or his order, for running away, or any 

other crime or misdemeanor towards his said master, unfortunately shall suffer in life or member, 

no person whatsoever shall be liable to a fine; but if any person shall, out of wantonness, or only 

of bloody-mindedness, or cruel intention, wilfully kill a negro, or other slave, of his own, he 

shall pay into the public treasury fifteen pounds sterling.' And it is the same in most, if not all of 

the West India islands. Is not this one of the many acts of the islands which call loudly for 

redress? And do not the assembly which enacted it deserve the appellation of savages and brutes, 

rather than of Christians and men? It is an act at once unmerciful, unjust, and unwise; which for 

cruelty would disgrace an assembly of those who are called barbarians; and for its injustice and 

insanity would shock the morality and common sense of a Samaide or Hottentot.  

Shocking as this and many other acts of the bloody West India code at first view appear, how is 

the iniquity of it heightened when we consider to whom it may be extended! Mr. James Tobin, a 

zealous laborer in the vineyard of slavery, gives an account of a French planter of his 



acquaintance in the island of Martinico, who showed him many mulattoes working in the field 

like beasts of burden; and he told Mr. Tobin these were all the produce of his own loins! And I 

myself have known similar instances. Pray, reader, are these sons and daughters of the French 

planter less his children by being the progeny of black wornen? And what must be the virtue of 

those legislators, and the feelings of those fathers, who estimate the lives of their sons, however 

begotten, at no more than fifteen pounds; though they should be murdered, as the act says, out of 

wantonness and bloody-mindedness! But is not the slave trade entirely at war with the heart of 

man? And surely that which is begun by breaking down the barriers of virtue, involves in its 

continuance destruction to every principle, and buries all sentiment in ruin!  

I have often seen slaves, particularly those who were meagre, in different islands, put into scales 

and weighed, and then sold from three pence to six pence or nine pence a pound. My master, 

however, whose humanity was shocked at this mode, used to sell such by the lumps And at or 

after a sale, it was not uncommon to see negroes taken from their wives, wives taken from their 

husbands, and children from their parents, and sent off to other islands, and wherever else their 

merciless lords choose; and probably never more during life see each other! Oftentimes my heart 

has bled at these partings, when the friends of the departed have been at the water side, and with 

sighs and tears, have kept their eyes fixed on the vessel, till it went out of sight.  

A poor Creole negro, I knew well, who, after having been often thus transported frorn island to 

island, at last resided in Montserrat. This man used to tell me many melancholy tales of himself. 

Generally, after he had done working for his master, he used to employ his few leisure moments 

to go a fishing. When he had caught any fish, his master would frequently take them from him 

without paying him; and at other times some other white people would serve him in the same 

manner. One day he said to me, very movingly, 'Sometimes when a white man take away my 

fish, I go to my maser, and he get me my right; and when my maser by strength take away my 

fishes, what me must do? I can't go to any body to be righted; then,' said the poor man, looking 

up above, I must look up to God Alighty, in the top, for right.' This artless tale moved me much, 

and I could not help feeling the just cause Moses had in redressing his brother against the 

Egyptian. I exhorted the man to look up still to the God on the top, since there was no redress 

below. Though I little thought then that I myself should more than once experience such 

imposition, and need the same exhortation hereafter, in my own transactions in the islands, and 

that even this poor man and I should some time after suffer together in the same manner, as shall 

be related hereafter.  

Nor was such usage as this confined to particular places or individuals; for, in all the different 

islands in which I have been, (and I have visited no less than fifteen,) the treatment of the slaves 

was nearly the same; so nearly, indeed, that the history of an island, or even a plantation, with a 

few such exceptions as I have mentioned, might serve for a history of the whole. Such a 

tendency has the slave trade to debauch men's minds, and harden them to every feeling of 

humanity! For I will not suppose that the dealers in slaves are born worse than other menÑ-No; 

such is the fatality of this mistaken avarice, that it corrupts the milk of human kindness and turns 

it into gall. And, had the pursuits of those men been different, they might have been as generous, 

as tender-hearted and just, as they are unfeeling, rapacious, and cruel. Surely this traffic cannot 

be good, which spreads like a pestilence, and taints what it touches! which vioiates that first 

natural right of mankind, equality and independency, and gives one man a dominion over his 



fellows which God could never intend! For it raises the owner to a state as far above man as it 

depresses the slave below it; and, with all the presumption of human pride, sets a distinction 

between them, immeasurable in extent, and endless in duration! Yet how mistaken is the avarice 

even of the planters. Are slaves more useful by being thus humbled to the condition of brutes, 

than they would be if suffered to enjoy the privileges of men? The freedom which diffuses health 

and prosperity throughout Britain answers youÑ-No. When you make men slaves, you deprive 

them of half their virtue, you set them, in your own conduct, an example of fraud, rapine, and 

cruelty, and compel them to live with you in a state of war; and yet you complain that they are 

not honest or faithful! You stupify them with stripes, and think it necessary to keep them in a 

state of ignorance. And yet you assert that they are incapable of learning; that their minds are 

such a barren soil or moor, that culture would be lost on tbem; and that they come from a 

climate, where nature, though prodigal of her bounties in a degree unknown to yourselves, has 

left man alone scant and unfinished, and incapable of enjoying the treasures she has poured out 

for him! An assertion at once impious and absurd. Why do you use those instruments of torture? 

Are they fit to be applied by one rational being to another? And are ye not struck with shame and 

mortification, to see the partakers Of your nature reduced so low? But, above all, are there no 

dangers attending this mode of treatment? Are you not hourly in dread of an insurrection? Nor 

would it be surprising; for when  

No peace is given To us enslav'd, but custody severe, 

And stripes and arbitrary punishment 

InflictedÑ-Wbat peace can we return? 

But to our power, hostility and hate; 

Untam'd reluctance, and revenge, though slow. 

Yet ever plotting how the conqueror least 

May reap his conquest, and may least rejoice 

In doing what we most ill suffering feel.' 

But by changing your conduct, and treating your slaves as men, every cause of fear would be 

banished. They would be faithful, honest, intelligent, and vigorous; and peace, prosperity, and 

happiness would attend you. 

 


