
Source 3: Excerpt from William Snelgrave's "New Account of Some Parts of Guinea, and 
the Slave Trade" (1734) 
 
 
William Snelgrave was an Englishman who served as the captain of a slave ship, and operated as a trader in 
Dahomey, a powerful West African kingdom. In his 1734 narrative, Snelgrave describes several mutinies aboard his 
slave ships that became powerful tools of slave trading advocates throughout the remainder of the eighteenth century. 
 
I come now to give an Account of the Mutinies that have happened on board the Ships where I 
have been. 
 
These Mutinies are generally occasioned by the Sailors ill usage of these poor People, when on board 
the Ship wherein they are transported to our Plantations. Wherever therefore I have commanded, it 
has been my principal Care, to have the Negroes on board my Ship kindly used; and I have always 
strictly charged my white People to treat them with Humanity and Tenderness; In which I have 
usually found my Account, both in keeping them from mutinying, and preserving them in health. 
 
And whereas it may seem strange to those that are unacquainted with the method of managing 
them, how we can carry so many hundreds together in a small Ship, and keep them in order, I shall 
just mention what is generally practiced. When we purchase grown People, I acquaint them by the 
Interpreter, "That, now they are become my Property, I think fit to let them know what they are 
bought for, that they may be easy in their Minds: (For these poor People are generally under terrible 
Apprehensions upon their being bought by white Men, many being afraid that we design to eat 
them; which, I have been told, is a story much credited by the inland Negroes;) So after informing 
them, That they are bought to till the Ground in our Country, with several other Matters; I then 
acquaint them, how they are to behave themselves on board towards the white Men; that if any one 
abuses them, they are to complain to the Linguist, who is to inform me of it, and I will do them 
Justice; But if they make a Disturbance, or offer to strike a white Man, they must expect to be 
severely punished." 
 
... When we purchase the Negroes, we couple the sturdy Men together with Irons; but we suffer the 
Women and Children to go freely about: And soon after we have sail'd from the Coast, we undo all 
the Mens Irons. 
 
They are fed twice a day, and are allowed in fair Weather to come on Deck at seven a Clock in the 
Morning, and to remain there, if they think proper, till Sun setting. Every Monday Morning they are 
served with Pipes and Tobacco, which they are very fond of. The Men Negroes lodge separate from 
the Women and Children: and the places where they all lye are cleaned every day, some white Men 
being appointed to see them do it... 
 
I have been several Voyages, when there has been no Attempt made by our Negroes to mutiny; 
which, I believe, was owing chiefly, to their being kindly used, and to my Officers Care in keeping a 
good Watch. But sometimes we meet with stout stubborn People amongst them, who are never to 
be made easy; and these are generally some of the Cormantines, a Nation of the Gold Coast. I went in 
the year 1721, in the Henry of London, a Voyage to that part of the Coast, and bought a good many 
of these People. We were obliged to secure them very well in Irons, and watch them narrowly: Yet 
they nevertheless mutinied, tho' they had little prospect of succeeding. I lay at that time near a place 
called Mumfort on the Gold-Coast, having near five hundred Negroes on board, three hundred of which 



were Men. Our Ship's Company consisted of fifty white People, all in health: And I had very good 
Officers; so that I was very easy in all respects. 
 
After we had secured these People, I called the Linguists, and ordered them to bid the Men-Negroes 
between Decks be quiet; (for there was a great noise amongst them.) On their being silent, I asked, 
"What had induced them to mutiny?" They answered, "I was a great Rogue to buy them, in order to 
carry them away from their own Country, and that they were resolved to regain their Liberty if 
possible." I replied, "That they had forfeited their Freedom before I bought them, either by Crimes 
or by being taken in War, according to the Custom of their Country; and they being now my 
Property, I was resolved to let them feel my Resentment, if they abused my Kindness: Asking at the 
same time, Whether they had been ill used by the white Men, or had wanted for any thing the Ship 
afforded?" To this they replied, "They had nothing to complain of." Then I observed to them, "That 
if they should gain their Point and escape to the Shore, it would be no Advantage to them, because 
their Countrymen would catch them, and sell them to other Ships." This served my purpose, and 
they seemed to be convinced of their Fault, begging, "I would forgive them, and promising for the 
future to be obedient, and never mutiny again, if I would not punish them this time." This I readily 
granted, and so they went to sleep. When Daylight came we called the Men Negroes up on Deck, 
and examining their Irons, found them all secure. So this Affair happily ended, which I was very glad 
of; for these People are the stoutest and most sensible Negroes on the Coast: Neither are they so 
weak as to imagine as others do, that we buy them to eat them; being satisfied we carry them to 
work in our Plantations, as they do in their own Country... 
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