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8 - Introduction

to the crooked lines (social, cultural, epistemological) that shay
their Atlantic world. It affords an analytical and conceptual cate.
_gory that defines the Atlantic in historical time and place in a fregh
‘way. It places the emphasis not on the African “background” o
_ American slavery, on migration (focusing on captive Africans 3
~ “migrants” instead of “slaves”), or on the “middle passage” ag

metaphor for all that was wrong with New World slavery. Instead,
the concept of saltwater slavery illuminates what forced migration

entailed.

The social geography of black life in the Atlantic arena was de-
marcated by the blurred and bloodied boundaries between captiv-
ity, commodification, and diaspora. Slaves did not so much leave
one behind and enter another as proceed involuntarily, propelled
always by agendas and agents other than themselves. With no itin-
erary and no directional control over their movement, captives had
no clear cognitive map to guide them through the transition from
land to water, the shift from smaller to larger ships, or the passage
from coastal waters to open sea. The migration of the black cap-
tives was an unforgiving journey into the Atlantic market that never
drew to full closure.

Considering the “saltwater” dimension of slaves’ lives allows us
to piece together a picture of a place, a time, and an expérience that
does not otherwise figure in the archival record. Such an analysis of
what happened to captive Africans in the Atlantic offers something
we cannot get at simply by including Africa in our histories of Afri-
can America or by singling out African captives as involuntary mi-
grants or by naming the Atlantic crossing the middle passage. Here
is a history of American slavery that begins in Africa and the Atlan-
tic, in the saltwater slavery of peoples in motion, a diaspora shaped
by violence encompassing the African, Atlantic, and American are-
nas of captivity, commodification, and enslavement.

The Gold Coast and the
Atlantic Market in People

When the captives boarded the Sarah in the winter months of 1721,
_ at least some of those consigned to the ship had an idea where they

were headed.! After several centuries of commercial and cultural
exchange with Europeans, people from the coastal polities of the
Gold Coast possessed an understanding of the wider Atlantic world
unmatched in other African regions. Whereas many other Africans
feared that their captors had cannibalistic intentions, most residents
of the Gold Coast understood that Europeans planned not to eat
them but rather to put them to work in distant homelands. No less
than for Europeans, the “world” had become, for coastal Africans
at least, Atlantic in scope.?

Even “sensible” captives from the Gold Coast, however, would
find their geography of the Atlantic world woefully inadequate
when it came to following its slave routes. By the eighteenth cen-
tury, the practices of forced Atlantic migration and chattel slav-
ery had grown to such proportions, that departure from the Gold
Coast aboard a slave ship in 1721 could lead a captive to no fewer
than fourteen American destinations. Topping the list was Jamaica:
a third of ships sailing from the Gold Coast in the period between
1721 and 1725 delivered their human cargoes to work in the cane
fields of England’s premier sugar-producing colony. Next in the line
of likely destinations were the mainland Dutch Guiana colonies
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