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                                                     Kenneth Morgan

The Igbo diaspora in the trans-Atlantic slave trade emanated from the Lower Guinea region of the Bight of Biafra, stretching from the River Nun on the Niger delta in the west to Cape Lopez in the south. This was one of seven regional coastal areas in West Africa from which slaves were gathered.
 This sector of the trans-Atlantic slave trade was important for the extent of the Igbo contribution, for its magnitude over time, and for its significance to British trans-Atlantic slaving in particular.
 Historians disagree over the relationship of the ethnic label Igbo to changing social identities; over whether the Igbo were a cohesive people in terms of manners and customs; and over the proportion of Igbo-speaking people among slave exports from the Bight of Biafra.
 But there is no dispute that Igbo society kept slaves, and that a large proportion of captives in the eastern Niger delta came from Igbo areas.
 There is also no doubt that Igbo speakers comprised the majority of the captives dispatched into the Middle Passage from the Bight of Biafra.
 A contemporary source from the 1780s reckoned that 80 percent of the slaves exported from Bonny were Igbo.
  A modern appraisal argues for the same share of Igbos among slave exports from the Bight of Biafra as a whole.
 After the end of the British slave trade in 1807, Sierra Leone registers of slaves captured by the British Navy show that Igbos comprised 60 percent of the captives on ships bound from the Bight of Biafra.
 The high proportion of Igbos exported as slaves meant that non-Igbos would have picked up some of the linguistic baggage of the majority. This would have increased the Igbo influence over slave cargoes from this West African coastal region. The Igbo themselves had numerous dialects but they were broadly understood among all people in that group.
 
        
During the era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade (1519-1867) West Central Africa was the leading departure region for captives, accounting for nearly 5.7 million slave embarkations (c. 48 percent share). In second place came the Bight of Benin, which dispatched 2 million Africans (17 percent). The Bight of Biafra assumed third place, with 1.6 million slave embarkations (13 percent).
 The contribution of the Bight of Biafra to the “Guinea” traffic was achieved despite the area having mixed potential for slave trading. On the one hand, the Bight of Biafra was the most densely populated region along the West African coast in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. High population densities in the Igbo heartland, sustained by a balance between the sexes and good reproductive capacity, meant that large numbers of slaves could be supplied to ships without depleting the demographic stock. This appears to have remained the case for most of the two centuries (1650-1850) when the slave trade was conducted from the Bight of Biafra.
 On the other hand, the Biafran coast had many creeks and mangrove swamps, where it was difficult to moor ships; reefs posed problems for navigation; malaria was rife; and local rulers forbade European settlements there. The Bight of Biafra had a higher mean loss rate for slaves exported than any other West African region, though, as with those regions, there was a significant decline in slave mortality on the Middle Passage between 1650 and 1850. Contemporaries realized the propensity to loss of life on voyages from the main Biafran ports, Bonny, Old Calabar, and New Calabar. In the late seventeenth century, for example, it was noted that, “whosoever carries slaves from New Calabar River to the West-Indies, had need pray for a quick passage, that they may arrive there alive and in health.”
 Old Calabar was the West African port of departure with the highest overall mean loss rate of slaves on the Middle Passage between 1597 and 1864, and Bonny was in second place.

       
Britain dominated the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra, which was, by a considerable margin, the most important West African region for slave departures on British ships. Between 1525 and 1859, Britain accounted for more than two-thirds of the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra. Portugal, mainly via the Luso-African trade from Bahia, lagged a long way behind in second place. France and Spain/Uruguay were the flags in third and fourth place.
 During the eighteenth century, when the British slave trade peaked, more than four out of every five Africans exported from the Bight of Biafra were carried in British ships. Two out of every three of these migrants ended up in the British Caribbean.
 The dominance of British trading in the Bight of Biafra made the area less cosmopolitan before 1807 in attracting different Europeans than other parts of coastal West Africa, such as the Bight of Benin, the Gold Coast or West Central Africa. The Bight of Biafra was an important trading region for British slave merchants because they did not establish such an ascendancy consistently elsewhere in Atlantic Africa.
 
              To provide a broad context for the other contributions to this volume on the Igbo experience in the Atlantic world, this chapter offers an overview of the volume, distribution, and organization of the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra during its entire existence. British domination in this branch of the trade determines that most of the analysis falls upon that national sector of trans-Atlantic slaving.
 The chapter is divided into three chronological phases to emphasize changing features of this sector of the slave trade over time. The first phase covers the long period before 1730 when the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra experienced slow beginnings for well over a century followed by a marked rise after the mid-seventeenth century. The second period, from 1730 to 1810, deals with the peak years of the Biafran slave trade. This was the era when the Bight of Biafra was closely tied to the fortunes of the British slave trade as a whole until that national sector of the trade was abolished. The eighty years after 1730 was also the period when the commercial organization of the trade in the Niger delta became highly coordinated. The third phase considers the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra between 1810 and the trade’s demise in the 1850s. During this period, Spanish, Portuguese, and French traders increased their slave trade at the Bight of Biafra, and British naval and diplomatic activity impinged significantly on the shipment of enslaved Africans from that region.
1500-1730
During the sixteenth century, the trans-Atlantic slave trade was overwhelmingly in the hands of the Iberian powers who dispatched enslaved Africans to their possessions in South America and the Caribbean. During that period West Central Africa and Senegambia, the two main slave provenance regions before 1600, far exceeded the Bight of Biafra in terms of slave exports: only 8,458 slaves were dispatched from the Biafran coast in the sixteenth century.
 The early slave trade of the Bight of Biafra was more frequently conducted from the Gulf of Guinea islands than from the mainland. The Portuguese island possessions of São Tomé and Principé, situated north of the Equator about 170 miles from the African mainland, took some slaves from the Bight of Biafra in exchange for gold, notably from the Rio Real and the Cameroon River, but much fewer than came from West Central Africa. This trade was often conducted in ships under Spanish auspices.
 
       British traders shipped more than 90 percent of the enslaved from the Bight of Biafra between 1662 and 1713. The Dutch, Portuguese, and French, by contrast, had a much smaller interest in this branch of the slave trade, embarking less than 8 percent of the African captives supplied to ships in the same period.
 These continental European powers already had established commercial arrangements with other parts of West Africa—the Dutch in the Bight of Benin, the Gold Coast, and West Central Africa, the Portuguese in Senegambia and Angola, and the French in Senegambia and the Bight of Benin.
 England also had a considerable slave trade with various regions of West Africa in the late seventeenth century, notably the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin.
 English traders had a commercial advantage over other European trading powers in the Bight of Biafra, however, because 80 percent of the merchandise carried by English chartered companies to that region comprised metal goods, notably copper and iron products. The supply of semi-processed metals became an essential continuing part of trade transactions between the British and African suppliers of Biafran slaves.
 Apart from supplying enslaved Africans, British ships also took produce from the Bight of Biafra, including ivory, palm oil, redwood, and pepper.
  
       Slave exports from the Bight of Biafra never exceeded 2,500 people in any decade before the 1640s but increased significantly thereafter. Between 1641 and 1650, some 31,442 Africans embarked on vessels at the Bight of Biafra, which placed the region second after West Central Africa for slave exports. The slave trade from the Bight of Biafra increased in the three decades after 1650, when it provided 96,853 (16.5 percent) of the enslaved West Africans dispatched to the New World. This was closely connected to the emergence of an English slave trade on a significant scale and to the demand for Africans as plantation workers in the Americas, notably in Barbados, the Leeward Islands, and Jamaica.
  A deceleration then followed in the relative level of slave exports from the Bight of Biafra. In the period 1680-1730 slave embarkations from that region totaled 151,432, only 7.7 percent of the 1,970,345 slaves dispatched from West Africa. 
       Several possible reasons account for this relative decline. First, the period 1680-1730 witnessed substantial growth in slave exports from the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin, the continued rise of slave exports from West Central Africa, and the entry of Sierra Leone and the Windward Coast into slave exportation on a modest but rising trajectory. The Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin had forts and factories maintained by European trading companies, including the Royal African Company, based in London, and this boosted slave trading activity in those regions.
 Thus the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra in the half century after 1680 declined partly because of competition in slave deliveries from other West African regions. Second, high mortality among slaves exported from the Bight of Biafra was a factor, and thus European slave traders found it unattractive to trade there. Nearly one third of the slaves embarked from the Bight of Biafra between 1663 and 1713 died on the Middle Passage, whereas in no other region did as many as 20 percent die.
 Third, the Bight of Biafra was the only region of slave provenance where women outnumbered men at a time when most planters in the New World preferred males for their plantation labor force.
 Fourth, slaves from the Bight of Biafra were held in low esteem by many settlers in the Americas. “Old and New Calabar yields plenty of slaves,” it was claimed in 1714, “but they are not much esteemed by the English.” The alleged reasons for the low esteem included lethargic behavior and unwillingness to work among Biafran slaves.
 These problems may have influenced some traders against full-scale slaving from the Bight of Biafra in the later seventeenth century, but the weight one should attach to each of these factors needs further research.
       
Disembarkation points for slaves taken across the Atlantic from the Bight of Biafra before 1650 are known in only a relatively small number of cases, but they were mainly in the English Caribbean, Spanish America, and Brazil. In the second half of the seventeenth century Barbados was the main destination for slaves from the Bight of Biafra taken on British vessels, followed by Jamaica and the British Leeward islands. Barbados took the lead because it was the first English colony in the West Indies to undergo a transition to sugar cultivation on a significant scale. After the English capture of Jamaica in 1655 and the subsequent decade when the island became a society based mainly on sugar production, Biafran slaves were dispatched to the western Caribbean. The number of slaves disembarked from the Bight of Biafra in Jamaica increased between 1661 and 1690 but then declined: more “saltwater” slaves arrived in Jamaica from the Gold Coast and the Bight of Benin than from the Bight of Biafra between 1695 and 1725.
  The supply of slaves to the British Leewards experienced a surge in the 1670s before declining to a more modest level. Slave imports from the Bight of Biafra to the Chesapeake increased after the transition from the use of indentured servants to the deployment of slaves on tobacco plantations at the turn of the eighteenth century.  
       
In the second half of the seventeenth century, the number of slaves disembarked from the Bight of Biafra at non-British territories included 5,508 in the Dutch Guianas and Dutch Caribbean, 2,961 in Spanish Mainland America, and 7,537 in Brazil (mainly Bahia but also in Pernambuco).
 The Dutch West India Company’s slave trade with the Bight of Biafra declined from the 1680s, however, because Surinam planters cut back slave purchasing in that region; within thirty years, this branch of the Dutch slave trade was virtually extinct.
 The number of Africans ending up in Dutch and, especially, Spanish America was probably higher than surviving statistics indicate because contemporary reports point to a considerable Dutch presence in the Bight of Biafra in the 1660s and holders of the asiento (contract) to ship slaves to Spanish America were buying slaves from Jamaica and Barbados.

       London merchants began to trade with the Bight of Biafra in the 1640s and dominated the slave trade with that region before 1730. The merchants involved included members of the Company of Adventurers of London Trading to the Parts of Africa (usually known as the “Guinea Company”), which held a monopoly of trade in Africa.
 From 1662 until 1671 the Company of Royal Adventurers into Africa, with headquarters in London, was active in the trade, though it was mainly concerned with acquiring gold. The Royal African Company dominated the British slave trade from 1672 to 1698—the years when it held, in theory, a monopoly over English slave trading. Some of its vessels acquired slaves from the Bight of Biafra, though most of its trade concentrated on the coast from Senegambia to the Bight of Benin where fortified establishments were the norm.
 Between 1645 and 1730, London ships embarked 47,695 slaves at the Bight of Biafra. This comprised two-thirds of the British slave traffic there in that period.

       The slave trade in the Bight of Biafra was partly determined by the geography of the region. All along the coast, trade was conducted on rivers and creeks, with ship captains and crew liaising with black middlemen and canoe men. The inland rivers could be navigated safely on canoes. Coastal towns became firmly established as the conduits through which slaves were exported. As with the rest of West Africa, slaves were embarked at a limited number of ports in the region.
 The Cross River people resident near Old Calabar forbade European trading factors from living on shore. There were no European forts or fixed factories anywhere in the Cross River region until 1846—a marked contrast to other parts of coastal West Africa, where such establishments flourished.

       
Most slaves from the Bight of Biafra were drawn from outlets that became major supply centers for the entire Atlantic slave trade: Bonny and Old Calabar, both in the central portion of the Niger delta, and New Calabar (Efem Kalabari) on the eastern edge of the delta. These relatively small ports were located within 100 miles of each other.
 They were easily accessible from the ocean and their river channels were deep. Old Calabar was the generic name for a collective group of settlements situated five miles upstream from the Calabar River’s entrance into the Cross River estuary, which was forty miles from the Gulf of Guinea. Settled in the early seventeenth century by an Efik branch of the Ibibio people, it was originally a fishing community before it became involved in the slave traffic after 1650.
 Bonny was located on the Bonny River, an eastern distributary of the Niger River, six miles upstream from the Atlantic coast and to the west of Old Calabar. New Calabar, which had no connection with Old Calabar, lay to the west of Bonny. 
       In the second half of the seventeenth century Old Calabar was the main point of departure for slaves in the Bight of Biafra, with New Calabar in second place. Bonny, by contrast, appears to have been a relatively small port for slave embarkation: between 1601 and 1700, seventeen times as many slaves were embarked at Old Calabar and eleven times as many at New Calabar as were dispatched from Bonny. Jean Barbot, drawing on observations made on voyages to Africa in the late 1670s and early 1680s, noted that the English conducted their main slave trade in the Bight of Biafra at Old and New Calabar, “and they do more there than do any other Europeans.”
 In 1672, Royal African Company traders found that slaves and ivory were available at Old and New Calabar “in great plenty.”
 In the period 1701-30, Old Calabar remained the chief port for embarking slaves in the Bight of Biafra, New Calabar’s contribution declined significantly, and Bonny began to increase its share of slaves exported. In these ports, black traders took European goods to upland blacks and brought back from the hinterland slaves for British and European vessels. The Calabar blacks carried out these transactions in two or three days, whereas Bonny traders, lying near the coast, took between eight and ten days to gather slaves.
 Slave trading on the southeastern fringes of the Bight of Biafra was limited in extent before the mid-eighteenth century. The Gabon estuary, for instance, had a low volume of external trade in the seventeenth century, when it had a minuscule slave trade. This was partly because of the prevalence of violence in the region, with examples of European vessels being subject to panyarring (i.e., forcible seizure of persons as temporary slaves) in the 1680s.
     
                                                              1730-1810
Britain continued to dominate the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra from c.1730 until the British abolition of the slave trade. Between 1730 and 1810 the national contribution to slave departures at the Bight of Biafra was as follows. Britain shipped 663,833 (87 percent) of the 759,512 embarked slaves. Other flags lagged well behind. France was the next European power in rank order, with 51,928 embarked slaves (7 percent). Luso-Brazilian traders, mainly based in Bahia, were the only other group to take numerous Biafrans; they dispatched 39,832 slaves (5 percent) to the Americas. In the second half of the eighteenth century, Luso-Brazilian traders curtailed their trade in the Bight of Biafra and concentrated more on slave shipments from the Bight of Benin and West Central Africa, which were major supply areas for slave exports. American and Dutch slave traders each took less than 0.5 percent of the slaves embarked from the Bight of Biafra between 1730 and 1810.
 
       After 1730 the Bight of Biafra substantially increased its volume of slave exports from Africa. In each decade between 1730 and 1790 the volume of slaves embarked there rose, apart from the 1770s when slave voyages were reduced during the American War of Independence. A three-fold growth in slaves exported from the Bight of Biafra occurred between 1731-40, when 56,583 Africans embarked there on slave voyages, and 1791-1800, when slave departures amounted to 154,642. The slave trade at the Bight of Biafra continued to flourish through to the end of the British slave trade: in the first decade of the nineteenth century, some 140,385 captives were loaded on board British ships in that region.
       The growth of slave exports from the Bight of Biafra reflected the increased volume and intensity of trans-Atlantic slaving during the eighteenth century. This was based on a growing international demand for slaves as plantation economies expanded in the Caribbean and South America. A distinctive feature of the eighteenth-century Biafran slave trade was the higher proportion of women who entered that traffic compared with other African regions. This reflected different gender conceptions of work in Igboland, with men there having an important laboring and cultural role in agriculture and therefore being retained to a considerable degree rather than made available for export.
 As in other periods of trans-Atlantic slaving, Biafran captives experienced relatively high levels of mortality during the Middle Passage. The average slave mortality rate on British vessels leaving the Bight of Biafra between 1791 and 1797, for instance, was 10.6 percent, more than twice as high as any other West African coastal region of embarkation.
 But this potential disadvantage was outweighed by positive factors that suited British merchants and American planters. Well-coordinated trade connections between British captains and African intermediaries and swift turnaround times for vessels—both discussed below—facilitated the relatively quick and efficient loading of slaves on board ship at Bonny and the Calabars. Planters also bought slaves from the Bight of Biafra for cheaper nominal prices than Africans from other provenance regions.
          
       
Between 1730 and 1810, Jamaica, the largest British sugar island in the Caribbean, was easily the most important delivery area for Biafran slaves. Jamaica took 218,404 (almost 35 percent) of the 629,200 disembarked slaves from the Bight of Biafra in that period.
 The Jamaican market for slaves was sufficiently large to absorb Africans from various West African supply zones. Therefore slaves arriving in Jamaica were heterogeneous in their ethnic origins in most decades when the British slave trade was under way.
 Virginia, the Carolinas, and various British Caribbean islands also imported Igbo slaves during the eighteenth century but on a much smaller scale than Jamaica.
 Barbados and the British Leeward Islands together imported 70,657 slaves from the Bight of Biafra in 1751-80 but declined as importers thereafter as their plantation sectors experienced relatively good demographic growth: in the thirty years after 1781 they collectively imported 9,254 slaves from the Bight of Biafra.
 
       
Other Caribbean territories imported Biafran slaves. Three Windward or “Ceded” islands acquired by Britain at the Peace of Paris (1763)—Grenada, Dominica and St. Vincent—emerged as significant import centers for slaves from the Bight of Biafra. These islands were populated rapidly by British settlers in the era of the American Revolution, and sugar cultivation spread rapidly.
 Between 1751 and 1800—but effectively after 1763—the Bight of Biafra embarked nearly two-thirds of the slaves for these relatively small Windward Islands that the region sent to the much larger and longer established slave market in Jamaica. New destinations for Igbo slaves appeared during the French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. Trinidad (captured from Spain in 1797 and ceded to Britain in 1802) and Demerara, Berbice, and Essequibo (taken from Spain in 1796 and formally acquired by Britain in 1814) together absorbed 25,063 Biafran slaves between 1776 and 1810.
 The French Caribbean received 53,282 slaves from the Bight of Biafra between 1730 and 1810; over half arrived at the largest French sugar colony, Saint-Domingue.
 Some 27,012 Biafran slaves disembarked in Bahia between 1730 and 1810. Nearly half arrived there in the first decade of the nineteenth century, when planters bought large numbers of Africans in response to rising sugar production and sugar exports from that region.
     

       Bristol and, more particularly, Liverpool merchants dominated the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra between 1730 and 1810. London merchants, by contrast, gradually whittled down their trading interest in this region, especially in the late eighteenth century. They concentrated instead on the slave trade with the Gold Coast where they had patronage and commercial connections stemming originally from the Royal African Company’s presence there in the late seventeenth century.
 Bristol merchants found a ready market for locally-produced copper and brass goods in Bonny and the two Calabars.
 Bristol dominated the shipments of slaves from the Bight of Biafra to Virginia between 1716 and 1755, accounting for over 60 percent of the slave deliveries from that region to the Old Dominion, especially to the Rappahannock and York rivers.
 The contribution of Liverpudlians to the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra was even more impressive. From 1730 to 1810 Liverpool slavers gathered 476,880 (72 percent) of the 662,396 Africans sent from the Bight of Biafra from British ports. In the same period Bristol slave ships picked up 149,842 (23 percent) and London vessels 32,146 (5 percent) of the remaining Biafran slaves taken on British-based ships. Liverpool gained the ascendancy over Bristol in this branch of the slave trade in the 1750s. Until the British abolition of the slave trade, it remained the leading port involved in slaving with the Bight of Biafra and, in fact, it extended its lead over Bristol and London in each subsequent decade. In 1791-1800, Liverpool accounted for 85 percent of the slaves loaded on British vessels in the Bight of Biafra; in 1801-8, the proportion was 94 percent.
  
       
From the 1740s onward, Bonny superseded Old Calabar as the leading port for slave exports in the Bight of Biafra. Bonny had a more central location in that region and benefited from the growth and consolidation of royal authority and a sophisticated credit system between Africans and Europeans.
 During the subsequent extensive growth in the Biafran slave trade, the export of captives was mainly concentrated at Bonny, Old Calabar, and New Calabar: between 1730 and 1810 these three ports embarked over 600,000 enslaved Africans. Other ports in the Bight of Biafra handled far fewer slaves. Before 1750 the Gabon estuary, at the southern limits of the region, mainly traded in wood, water, and provisions. It was not until the 1760s that Gabon’s slave exports reached decadal figures of thousands rather than hundreds. More French slavers called at Gabon between 1763 and 1792 than at any other point on the West African coast south of Calabar, but British merchants surpassed those from the French ports thereafter.
 The Cameroon rivers were even smaller suppliers of slaves than the Gabon River, but attracted Liverpool merchants after 1750.
 Most of the slave trade on the Cameroon rivers occurred in the period in and after the 1760s, but the number exported was a fraction of those emanating from Bonny and the two Calabars.

       The growth of the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra was connected to the political reorganization of that region from the 1730s onward. Stronger political communities emerged around this time among the states of Bonny and Kalabari and among the Efik traders of the lower Cross River, who began to dominate trade there by 1720.
 The rise of strong leaders such as King Amakiri in New Calabar, King Pepple in Bonny, and Duke Ephraim of Old Calabar enabled different Biafran communities to focus their energies on the movement of goods and slaves into and out of their areas. The size, wealth, and power of African communities trading with Europeans expanded considerably during the eighteenth century. Economic rents were common in the Bight of Biafra, where slaves were acquired from near the coast.
 These rents reflected the wealth and status of Africans who traded in slaves. In the 1780s Captain John Adams reported that some local traders at Bonny and Calabar had become “extremely opulent in consequence of the great extent to which the trade in slaves has been carried on by them, and are in possession of European articles to a considerable amount.”
 European ships paid “comey” to the Efik traders. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, this customs duty based on the ship’s tonnage amounted to about £400 per ship in Bonny and £250 at Old Calabar.

       Efik traders devised effective ways of supplying slaves to the coast without necessarily relying on violence or warfare. Wealthy merchants making use of trade canoes, which could transport up to 120 people and provisions on a single voyage, dominated the business of supplying slaves to coastal areas. The introduction of the secret male-only Ekpe society at Calabar enforced commercial laws and oversaw debt payments, thereby aiding the supply of slaves from the interior to the shore. This society determined who could be enslaved and who could not. It imposed strict sanctions against those who failed to meet commercial obligations. British traders were particularly successful in forging links with Efik traders, who could often read and write English, which helped them to communicate effectively. The one surviving diary of an Efik trader on the coast, Antera Duke, who was active in the 1780s, illustrates the ability to write in English.
 The traders of the Bight of Biafra maintained close relations with known English merchants through letters and through accommodation of English customs and conventions to facilitate trade. They were expert at talking in the languages of their own countries and those of the Europeans.
 Effective credit relations were forged to facilitate trade between British merchants and traders in the Bight of Biafra.

       Itinerant Aro traders and their allies had well-established interior trading routes in the Bight of Biafra by the 1720s at the latest.
 The Aro, an Igbo clan, used their position of leadership to coordinate slave trading from all parts of Igbo country and to supply them to the Cross River delta and to ports of the Niger delta. With their armed porters they marched captives over distances of 100-150 miles to coastal towns for export. The Aro commercial fair at Bende, about three days’ march north of Bonny and held at twenty-four day intervals, was one of the main market towns where they acquired slaves. By the middle of the eighteenth century, large inland fairs at Bende and Uburu were handling many slaves destined for the Middle Passage at the Bight of Biafra. The Aro were protected in slave gathering throughout the Igbo hinterland by the divine sanction of a supreme deity (Chukwa). They called themselves Umuchukwu (children of God) hailing from the oracle of Arochukwu. These sanctions were universally respected throughout Igboland, and they enabled the Aro to move without interference through the hinterland of the Cross River and Cameroon.
 Near the coast, competition between merchant communities existed over the supply of slaves. Occasionally the competition had violent results, the most notable example being the massacre in 1767 when Duke Town warriors, aided by British ship captains, killed around 300-400 notables at Old Town and thereby emerged as the most prominent traders in Old Calabar. 
 
       The supply of slaves in the Bight of Biafra was both regular and quickly obtained. The abolitionist Thomas Clarkson noted that, “the regularity…of the trade and the small space of time in which a cargo may be completed, are considerations, which have made these places more resorted to than any other upon the coast.”
 This emphasis on the speed at which slave cargoes were loaded at the Bight of Biafra is confirmed by modern research showing that this was the region, along with West Central Africa, where coastal loading of slaves was fastest.
 In the second half of the eighteenth century, the loading rates of Liverpool ships at Bonny, which dominated slaving there, were double those of ships at Old Calabar and usually higher than for Liverpool vessels visiting other places. Quick loading was possible because Africans were supplied to a few locations to supply a full complement of slaves, whereas in Sierra Leone and the Windward Coast delays occurred in slaving because cargoes were gathered from several coastal locations.
 
       Successful conduct of the trade at Bonny and Old Calabar relied on restrictive trade practices. Credit was tightly controlled and granted by British merchants to the heads of the canoe organizations that fetched the slaves from the interior. In Old Calabar, credit involved the use of pawns for debt bondage. The earliest known instance of pawning at Old Calabar dates from 1702, but evidence about its practice before 1750 is limited.
 Pawns were black people lodged with British ship captains as pledges against the delivery of slaves: they were not in themselves slaves. This was a mechanism for ensuring that European commodities were bartered for slaves, and that both the vending of goods and gathering of slaves were carried out effectively. Efik people and European traders became familiar with this mode of trade. The system continued in the nineteenth-century palm oil trade.
 Pawning as an institutional mechanism has been seen as a crucial “way of securing credit until Britain abolished its slave trade in 1807.” Between 1770 and 1800 there were around thirty local traders in Old Calabar with whom British ship captains conducted business in this way. 
 

       Bonny did not make much use of pawns as a mechanism for securing credit. Royal authority, based on lineage, was much stronger there than at Old Calabar. In particular, the Pepple dynasty had assumed leadership in Bonny by the late seventeenth century, and regulated trade with Europeans on the coast, working out exchange rates and customs dues in negotiations with ship captains. Royal authority served to enforce local people to carry out their contracts to supply slaves to ships. Kings at Bonny had fiscal and political authority, commercial acumen in dealing with Europeans, strong connections with local Aro traders and their inland networks, and military power. The death of a king in Bonny, such as happened in 1792, could bring trade relations between Europeans and Africans to a halt. Therefore royal authority was essential for ensuring trust in trade relations between ship captains and local traders in Bonny. This was achieved more successfully than through the pawnship found at Old Calabar: the institutions associated with the monarch’s authority were impersonal rather than reliant on personal connections and therefore compliance was better guaranteed.
 
                                                            1810-1860 
The British and American abolition of their respective slave trades in 1807 and 1808 largely decimated the Anglophone involvement in the slave trade at the Bight of Biafra. But this did not stop slave trafficking in that region by other flags to supply the sugar and coffee plantations of Brazil, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the French Caribbean. Between 1810 and 1860, the contribution of various flags to slave exports at the Bight of Biafra was as follows: Portugal/Brazil accounted for 65,688 embarked slaves out of a total of 186,276 shipped from the region (35 percent); Spain/Uruguay accounted for 62,215 (33 percent); and France shipped 55,306 (30 percent).
 During the nineteenth century, the commercial organization of the slave trade at the Bight of Biafra extended the methods used in earlier periods. Aro traders continued their role as intermediaries and undertook wars and raids in central and northern Igbo areas to procure slaves. They hired mercenaries as warriors, and plundered villages for slaves both for internal use and for the trans-Atlantic slave trade. They retained links with canoemen and connections with traders near the coast who liaised with European slave ship captains.
 
       In the nineteenth century, the Bight of Biafra supplied fewer women slaves than had been the case previously. This was partly the result of the growth of the palm oil trade (see below) in which women played an important role and were therefore retained in the Niger delta and Cross River areas.
 On the other hand, the proportion of children among enslaved Africans rose significantly from the Bight of Biafra in the first half of the nineteenth century. Merchants were willing to take more children on trans-Atlantic slaving voyages when preferred adult slaves were unavailable, and planters in countries such as Brazil employed them as cheap laborers in coffee production.
 
       Between 1811 and 1830, some 229,395 slaves were dispatched from the Bight of Biafra. This comprised 17 percent of the African captives embarked in West Africa in those twenty years. Slave prices collapsed in the Bight of Biafra after 1807-8, but coastal middlemen could gather a plentiful supply of slaves from Igbo hinterland regions. The Americas still demanded slaves, and the Niger delta could supply them.
 Other areas of the West African coast, by contrast, declined significantly as slave supply centers after the British abolition of the trade, notably Senegambia and the Gold Coast.
  The nineteenth-century slave trade from the Bight of Biafra was accompanied by growth in the trade in African products, notably vegetable oils cultivated and processed by slaves. These products were intended primarily for the British market and used for lubricating machinery and manufacturing candles and soap. Biafran ports were prominent in the expansion of palm oil exports after 1807. Liverpool merchants who had been slave traders transferred their African trading interests to the palm oil trade.
 African traders carried on the slave and palm oil trades simultaneously, although the land-based Aro were not involved in the bulky transportation of palm oil by water. Exporters shifted partly towards palm oil from slave trading because of lower earnings in supplying slaves than before 1807. Bonny and New Calabar became significant exporting ports for palm oil, accounting for about half of West Africa’s exports in that commodity between the 1830s and the early 1850s.

       Between 1831 and 1867 the Bight of Biafra dispatched 125,385 slaves but its relative share of slave exports among West African regions declined to 10 percent. After 1840 the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra plummeted to levels from which it never recovered. The most dramatic fall occurred in the 1840s when slave exports from the Bight of Biafra were just over a quarter of the volume achieved in the 1830s. The decline continued, and it never recovered. The last known slave vessel to depart from the region with slaves was the brig Juliet, registered in the United States, which left Havana, embarked 673 Africans in River Brass in 1859, delivered 558 to Cuba, but was then shipwrecked or destroyed.

       After 1807 the slave trade from the Bight of Biafra became more cosmopolitan as the gap left by the British was filled by Spanish, Portuguese, Brazilian, and French traders. The markets for delivery of Igbo slaves shifted to the non-Anglophone world, especially to Brazil between 1811 and 1820, with the French Caribbean as a secondary market. But the Brazilian market for slaves from the Bight of Biafra declined significantly in the 1820s and only recovered modestly thereafter and disembarkations of slaves in the French Caribbean collapsed in the 1830s. During the 1820s and 1830s nearly 26,000 Igbo slaves ended up in Sierra Leone—over twice the number reaching the French Caribbean.
 These were slaves carried on vessels intercepted by Britain’s West Africa Squadron, which patrolled the West African coast in search of illegal slave shipments. The squadron escorted captured vessels from Bonny and the Calabars to Freetown in the British Crown Colony of Sierra Leone, where the multinational Courts of Mixed Commission were established in 1819. There were three courts: Anglo-Dutch, Anglo-Spanish, and Anglo-Portuguese. There the slaves were registered, freed, and resettled.
       Havana, Nantes, and Rio de Janeiro, in descending order, were the three leading ports of origin for slaves loaded at the Bight of Biafra after 1810, when Cuban-based Spanish slave traders emerged as the largest merchants trading with Biafran ports.
 Often these were engaged in clandestine trading, using São Tomé as a collection point for slaves. Between 1791 and 1865, just over a quarter of the slaves arriving in Cuba came from the Bight of Biafra. The fact that Biafran ports continued as effective suppliers of Africans to Cuba until about 1840 partly resulted from by the difficulties faced by the West Africa Squadron while intercepting slave ships. Helped by shallow creeks and lagoons near the coast of the Bight of Biafra, and by the length of the Cuban coast and the still legal inter-island slave trade in the Spanish Caribbean, slavers taking captives from the Biafran coast to Cuba stood a reasonably good chance of landing and selling their cargoes without British naval interference. After the Anglo-Spanish treaty of 1835, it was more feasible for the British to intercept slavers from the Bight of Biafra through setting up a blockade to cut off ships from the African coast. This contributed to the decline of Igbo slave exports to Cuba after 1840.
 

       Bonny continued its prominence as the major port for slave embarkations from the Bight of Biafra between 1810 and 1860. During that final half century of the slave trade from the eastern Niger Delta, it accounted for 55,272 slave exports whereas Old Calabar shipped 27,435 slaves and New Calabar only 1,826. Other Biafran ports, such as the Cameroon Rivers and Gabon, played a more minor role in the slave trade, just as they had done in the eighteenth century.
 Bonny was the leading Biafran port supplying slaves to the Cuban market between 1810 and 1840.
 Its continuing importance as a supplier of slaves to trans-Atlantic destinations in the nineteenth century was such that it can be considered “the most successful slave port in sub-Saharan Africa.” Bonny’s flexible mechanisms for credit protection helped it to maintain its role as a supplier of slaves by transferring the practices to non-British traders after 1807.
 
       Political and naval policies played a major part in the decline of the nineteenth-century slave trade from the Bight of Biafra. British foreign policy opposed the continuation of slavery and the slave trade in Portuguese Brazil and Spanish Caribbean territories such as Puerto Rico and Cuba. The British navy stopped Spanish and Portuguese ships whether or not they were carrying slaves. Slaving vessels avoided Old Calabar and the Cameroon estuary between 1829 and 1832 because British naval activities in those years were based at the nearby island of Fernando Po (occupied after gaining permission from Spain).
 The Portuguese and Latin American slave trade then shifted its center of operations in the Bight of Biafra to the Brass River, which was hidden in the recesses of the Niger Valley and approached by creeks with no outlet into the Atlantic Ocean. These geographical features made it easier for illegal slave trading in that area to escape the attentions of the naval blockade.
 Throughout the 1840s and into the 1850s, Spanish factors continued to take slaves from the Brass River, which was less open to inspection than Old Calabar and Bonny.
 New Calabar also avoided this impediment to shipping, but its slave exports were small by 1840.

       British treaties with France (in 1833) and Spain (in 1835) allowed the naval squadron to seize violators by allowing them to capture ships with equipment for slaving. This appears to have been effective, for the Royal Navy freed 17,622 slaves from the Bight of Biafra in the 1830s. Britain followed up this strategy for ending illegal slave trading by signing several suppression treaties with kings and chiefs in the Bight of Biafra. Subsidies (effectively bribes) were given as a reward for cessation in slave trading. The first suppression treaty was signed in May 1841 with the Cameroons. Three treaties were signed with the kingdom of Bonny in 1839, 1841, and 1848. Further treaties were agreed with New Calabar in 1851, which entitled the king there to compensation of 1,000 dollars for three years, and with Brass in 1856. These policies drove the external slave trade away from the Bight of Biafra to the Bight of Benin.
 In 1840 the capture of two ships with slaves from Old Calabar and the wreck of two more in the mouth of the Calabar River brought the slave trade there to an end. The two kings of Old Calabar signed treaties with Britain on 6 December 1841 against selling slaves in exchange for five annual payments of 2,000 Spanish dollars.
 The last slaving venture from Old Calabar was the illegal voyage of the French ship Luis d’Albuquerque, which disembarked 277 slaves in 1843.
 The major Biafran slave ports did not pursue further slave trading at this time because palm oil exports were thriving.

              By 1860 the Bight of Biafra had been involved in slave trading on a significant scale for over two centuries. The early slave trade at the Bight of Biafra was dominated by English slave merchants. This dominance continued between 1730 and 1810 as British slave merchants consolidated connections with suppliers in the hinterland of Bonny and the Calabars. After 1810, the Bight of Biafra’s slave trade continued through the contribution of Spanish, Luso-Brazilian, and French traders gathering slave supplies for their colonies in the Americas. But this trade gradually declined in the first half of the nineteenth century, partly because Africans in the Bight of Biafra transferred some of their commercial activities to palm oil rather than slaves and partly because naval and diplomatic pressure was brought to bear to curtail its slave trade. The decline of the external slave trade and the growth of the palm oil trade did not mean, however, that slavery vanished from the Bight of Biafra. Slavery has always been an adaptive institution, resurrected in new forms just as its old forms decline. This was the case in the Bight of Biafra, for slaves were used there to cultivate and process agricultural products for internal consumption and external sale well into the twentieth century. In the second half of the nineteenth century the Biafran hinterland absorbed thousands of slaves into the domestic economy. It was not until the 1930s that slavery disappeared in the Bight of Biafra, now absorbed into Nigeria, where an internal slave trade continued until after the Second World War.
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