
Name: Class:

"Olaudah Equiano" by Unknown is in the public domain.

Olaudah Equiano Recalls the Middle Passage
By Olaudah Equiano

1789

Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797), known by people as Gustavus Vassa, was a freed slave turned prominent
African man in London. Equiano become an abolitionist and began to record his life story after being freed.
The following text is an excerpt from Equiano’s autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, in which Equiano tells the tale of his brutal voyage across the Atlantic to the Caribbean.
As you read, take note of Equiano’s use of imagery and figurative language to depict his experience on the
ship.

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 or 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 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...

[1]
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Soon after this the blacks who brought me onboard 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 slavery1 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,2 and tied my feet,
while the other flogged3 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,4 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...

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 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, 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...

[5]

1. Possibly a reference to Equiano’s earlier kidnapping in Nigeria, before being sold into slavery.
2. Windlass (noun): an apparatus used especially on ships for moving heavy weights, such as an anchor
3. Flog (verb): to beat somebody publicly
4. Others from the Igbo ethnic group of Nigeria
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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.5 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 died, thus falling victims to the
improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated
by the galling of the chains, now become 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 horror almost inconceivable. Happily perhaps for myself I was
soon reduced so low here that it was thought necessary to keep me almost always on deck; and from
my extreme youth I was not put in fetters...6

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,7 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...

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 harbor, and other ships of different kinds and sizes; and we soon anchored
amongst them off Bridge Town. 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...

5. Pestilential (adjective): deadly
6. Fetters (noun): shackles for ankles
7. A reference to the ship.
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Olaudah Equiano Recalls the Middle Passage by Olaudah Equiano is in the public domain.

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
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.

[10]
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[RI.2]

[RI.6]

[RI.1]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. Summarize “Olaudah Equiano Recalls the Middle Passage” in no more than two
complete sentences.

2. PART A: What is the author’s likely purpose for including the dialogue in paragraph 5?
A. To demonstrate Equiano’s lack of knowledge about European customs due to

living in an isolated part of the continent.
B. To suggest that Equiano was impressed by the Europeans’ advanced technology.
C. To illustrate how much the slaves were torn from their own culture and forced

into a brutal and unfamiliar one.
D. To highlight the Europeans’ lack of concern in explaining their intentions for the

slaves and the plan for their transport.

3. PART B: Which of the following quotations supports the answer to Part A?
A. “my native country, or even the least glimpse of hope of gaining the shore,

which I now considered as friendly” (Paragraph 3)
B. “my present situation, which was filled with horrors of every kind, still

heightened by my ignorance of what I was to undergo” (Paragraph 3)
C. “I therefore wished much to be from amongst them” (Paragraph 5)
D. “We did not know what to think of this” (Paragraph 9)
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[RI.4]

[RI.1]

[RI.3]

[RI.1]

4. Why do slave owners beat the slaves for not eating? Cite evidence from the text to
support your answer.

5. PART A: As it is used in paragraph 6, the phrase “improvident avarice” most nearly
means:

A. Rancid stench
B. Terrible cruelty
C. Reckless greed
D. Oblivious carelessness

6. PART B: Which evidence provides the best support to the answer to Part A?
A. The reference to the slaves as mere “cargo.”
B. The reference to the room the slaves were forced to stay in as “intolerably

loathsome.”
C. The phrase “horror most inconceivable.”
D. The descriptions of the “groans of the dying.”

7. PART A: How is Equiano’s emphasis on the smells aboard the ship important to the
development of his central ideas?

A. It suggests that sanitation on the ship was not as much a priority for the
Europeans as was profit.

B. It implies that the slaves were kept dirty so as to degrade their sense of self-
worth and make enslavement easier.

C. It highlights how primitive hygienic standards were in the 18th century.
D. It emphasizes the inhumane conditions the slaves were forced to endure at the

hands of European cruelty.

8. PART B: Which paragraph provides the best support for the answer to Part A?
A. Paragraph 2
B. Paragraph 4
C. Paragraph 6
D. Paragraph 8
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[RI.3]

[RI.1]

9. PART A: Reread the following quotation from paragraph 9: “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…” How does the author’s use of figurative
language here contribute to the central ideas of the text?

10. PART B: Which detail from the passage has a similar effect as the answer to Part A?
A. How the whites on board “gave a great shout, and made many signs of joy.”
B. How Equiano believed “we should be eaten by these ugly men.”
C. How “the white people got some old slaves from the land to pacify” them.
D. How the merchants put the slaves in “parcels” and forced them to “jump.”
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Based on the excerpt, how did the slaves find different ways of getting through – or
escaping – this experience?

2. Equiano’s descriptions of his experience on the Middle Passage are clearly graphic and
difficult to read. How do you think the slave traders rationalized their cruelty?

3. In the context of this excerpt from Olaundah Equiano’s autobiography, how does prejudice
emerge?
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