 “… THE MOST DISAGREEABLE SERVICE…”: the West Coast of Africa Station

The 1807 Act marked Britain’s withdrawal from the slave trade, but it scarcely dented the numbers of slaves being transported across the Atlantic annually.  Other nations stepped in to supply the demand from the plantations and mines in the New World.  As Churchill might have put it, it was not the end, nor even the beginning of the end, for the transatlantic slave trade.  For the Royal Navy in particular, it was only the beginning of a   campaign that would ultimately be fought right across the globe and through several generations; but during the half century that followed, its epicentre would be the west coast of Africa, a naval station like no other.

In 1807, that coastline was not well charted, nor supplied with naval bases, nor generally hospitable to Europeans.  The climate was unhealthy, the coastal areas often swampy, infested with malaria, yellow fever, and other diseases. Warships had been only occasional visitors to the coast, but if they were to remain there for months and years together, they would need not only basic supplies such as food and water, but also reliable bases with docks where repairs could be made, and hospitals where they could land the sick or injured. 

The settlement of Sierra Leone, which had been founded as a safe haven for liberated slaves, was taken over by the British Government to be the centre of the anti-slavery struggle; and the first warships were active before the end of 1807, on both sides of the Atlantic.   A Vice-Admiralty court was set up in Sierra Leone to adjudicate on the cases of captured slave ships and opened in March 1808. It should perhaps be said that a vice-admiralty court is subsidiary to the High Court of Admiralty, and that neither had anything to do with the Navy’s executive body.   The Royal Navy was never empowered to liberate slaves: only a court of law could do that.  The Navy had only police powers, to arrest suspected slavers and bring them before the court, and at first its powers were restricted to arresting slave ships under the British flag.  Powers to arrest the ships of other nations followed  as the Foreign Office negotiated a series of bilateral anti-slavery treaties.  By 1819 it was clear that the campaign was going to be a long haul, and a separate West Coast of Africa Squadron was formed.  

But the first experience that Royal Navy officers and seamen had of the slave trade was often not on the coast of Africa at all.  In November 1833, HMS SNAKE was patrolling off the coast of Brazil, not far from Rio de Janeiro.  When she sighted a ship which immediately changed course, she gave chase.  The strange ship proved to be the MARIA DA GLORIA, with 423 slaves crammed beneath her decks.  She was under Portuguese colours, but she belonged to a Spanish slave-trader resident in Brazil, and the SNAKE’s captain concluded that the ship’s Portuguese papers were spurious.  He put a prize crew on board, under the command of a young lieutenant named Joseph Denman, and sent her into Rio de Janeiro, expecting the ship to be condemned and the slaves liberated by the courts there.  

Denman would have known more about the slave trade than most.  He was the son of a High Court judge, Thomas Denman, who was also a leading Abolitionist currently one of their Parliamentary spokesmen.  This was the year when the Abolitionists won their second great Parliamentary victory, the year when the West Indies Emancipation Act finally put an end to slavery in the British colonies.  But in Rio de Janeiro the younger Denman was having considerably less success.  The court took one look at the MARIA DA GLORIA’s papers, and insisted that she must be tried as Portuguese.  There was no court in Brazil with jurisdiction over Portuguese ships, so the MARIA DA GLORIA must be taken to one that did.  That meant all the way back across the Atlantic to Sierra Leone.  This seems to have been Denman’s first direct experience of the full horrors of the slave trade.

It was notorious that a slave-ship could be smelt a long way downwind – three miles and more by some accounts – and that seamen boarding one were often quite literally sickened.  Evidence given before Parliament explained how slaves were packed so tightly into the holds that some died of asphyxiation. Disease was rife, with dysentery being almost inevitable and ophthalmia common, causing temporary and sometimes permanent blindness. Head-room of three feet was exceptionally generous. In 1816 the seamen of HMS BANN, when they captured the SANTA ANTONIO MILAGROSA, found a decomposing corpse amongst the living slaves.  In 1819, when HMS PHEASANT captured the NOVO FELICIDADE, she found 17 men and 20 boys shackled in a space measuring 17 foot by less than eight, and only one foot eight inches high, with the yams for their food stowed beneath them.  At least one slave was in the last stages of dysentery, creating what the ship’s commander called “an effluvium too dreadful for description”. 

The MARIA DA GLORIA was much larger, her passage across the Atlantic had been reasonably swift, and only seven of the slaves on board had died.  But now she faced the long voyage again, with dwindling supplies, and as they put to sea a storm hit, causing many injuries in the cramped conditions.  Denman said that the despair of the slaves on finding themselves at sea again was worse.  Communication with them was difficult – they were drawn from many tribes, and did not all speak the same language, let alone any that was known to the seamen.

It took 46 days to reach Sierra Leone, and another four months before the Anglo-Portuguese court there reached its conclusion, during all of which time disease was spreading. One hundred and four slaves died.  The news for the survivors was bad, because the court judged the slave ship, however dubious her papers, to be Portuguese, and she had been seized just south of the Equator.  A few miles further north and she would have been condemned and the slaves freed, but south of the line slave trading was still allowed under Portuguese law.  Denman and his prize crew had to stand by whilst the ship was handed back to her owner and crew, and, leaky, ill-found, “a floating charnel-house”, set out for Brazil again. 

To be fair to the lawyers, they wrote to the Foreign Office, citing this case in support of the need for a much stronger anti-slavery treaty with Portugal.  The failure to obtain international agreement, and the necessity to negotiate every anti-slavery treaty individually, offered slavers numerous loopholes to exploit.  Denman, like his fellow officers, would encounter these problems again and again. 

On the 8th September 1840, a black washerwoman named Fry Norman wrote a desperate letter to Rosanna Gray, a white woman living in Sierra Leone.  Fry Norman and her baby son had been taken hostage by Manna, the son of a local chief in the Gallinas, the area round a river of that name near what is now the southern border of Sierra Leone, and which was then notorious as the greatest slave-market on the north-west coast.  Manna had recognised Fry Norman as a former servant of Mrs Gray, and he was demanding money that he claimed Mrs Gary owed him.  Mrs Gray went straight to the governor of Sierra Leone.  Fry Norman and her child were citizens of Sierra Leone and British subjects, and the governor called on the senior naval officer in the area to effect their release, by force if necessary.  That officer was Joseph Denman.  He took his three ships to the Gallinas, went ashore with an ample number of armed seamen at his back and opened negotiations with Manna and his father King Siacca in no uncertain terms.  He was successful in recovering Fry Norman and her son safe and well, and he also induced Siacca to sign a treaty that authorised him to destroy the barracoons, part warehouses, part prisons, where slaves were held pending sale.  Denman’s ships had been blockading the river for ten months; so the barracoons were crowded with slaves awaiting embarkation.  841 were handed over to be taken to safety in Sierra Leone, and the barracoons were burned down.  In themselves they were of little value and easily rebuilt, but they had also contained the trade goods and business records of the slave dealers (who had already paid for many more slaves than the barracoons had room for), and the loss was catastrophic.  The Spanish slave dealers found themselves bankrupt and in fear for their lives, and appealed to Denman for safe passage out of the Gallinas.  Agreeing to that request was probably a critical mistake. We will come back to the reason why.

Life in the West African squadron was never easy. The commodore had over 2,000 miles of difficult coastline to patrol.  It was inhabited by a complex patchwork of tribes and small kingdoms, with changing boundaries and politics, and numerous different languages.  Slaves were brought down to the coast from the interior, and the many rivers provided hundreds of sites where slave ships could take cover, and where they could load the slaves. The shallow waters and dangerous surf meant that most of the work of searching the rivers and seizing slavers was necessarily done in small craft, principally the ships’ boats.

The slavers were usually armed and sometimes fought back; but the surf killed more seamen than the slavers; and disease killed more than the surf.  Long stretches of the coast were swampy, the estuary waters often stagnant, and mosquitoes bred there in abundance.  On some parts of the coast the harmattan blew hot and dry off the Sahara; on others the wet season brought rain of a force and intensity that most Europeans had never encountered.  Boats might be away from their parent ship for days and sometimes weeks, and could carry only a small quantity of provisions.  The crew might have to row long distances and through heavy surf, adding fatigue to poor diet and what Alexander Bryson, one of the squadron’s surgeons, called ‘atmospherical vicissitudes.’  Torrential rain, thunder and lightning, dense vapour saturating clothes and everything else; followed within hours by extremes of heat.  

Bryson describes a typical expedition made by the boats of HMS OWEN GLENDOWER, which lasted nine days in just such conditions, with the men being asked to row upwards of 40 miles at a stretch, in weather that alternated between violent storms, fogs, and temperatures of 80 degrees in the shade.  A Spanish slave schooner was captured, but went aground amongst the breakers when trying to cross the bar of the river.  The seamen spent all afternoon trying to get the schooner off, abandoning the attempt about midnight when they had to switch their efforts to getting the slaves on board safely out of the wreck.  They succeeded in getting them out via the jib-boom, just before the schooner broke up, taking with her all their provisions and water.  The boats were now severely overcrowded and dangerously low in the water. It took over twenty-four hours to reach the OWEN GLENDOWER and safety.  

Such expeditions were often followed by outbreaks of fever.  The Africa station was by far the most dangerous on which to serve.  In the 1830s, the death rate was under 1% on most stations, and under 2% even in the East and West Indies.  18 men out of every thousand might be expected to die annually in the West Indies, but on the coast of Africa it was over 50, mostly from yellow fever and malaria.  In a few cases almost the whole of a ship’s crew were wiped out. Many more had to be invalided home, and very few escaped sickness altogether.  Surgeon General Sir James Watt has estimated that around 80% of those who served on the station for any length of time had their health permanently impaired.  

The efforts of Bryson and his fellow surgeons established the effectiveness of quinine, the value of mosquito nets, and other practical precautions, and brought the death rate down to a similar level to other stations by the mid 1850s, although it was not until the 1890s that the mosquito was finally identified as the vector for malaria.  

The Royal Navy’s relations with Africans on the west coast was not simply one between captives and liberators.  Africans formed a considerable part of the crews on the station, anything up to a third of a ship’s complement.  

Most of these came from a coastal tribe appropriately known as the Kroo, experienced seamen, with a reputation for hard work and reliability, and generally knowing enough English for at least basic communication. They were inured to the climate and far more resistant to its diseases than the Europeans.  Where European seamen would frequently be stricken with fever after even a short time ashore or on boat service, the Kroo were normally unaffected.  They knew the coast and could act as pilots, and as interpreters; and made themselves invaluable to merchant ships and warships alike.  Freed slaves also sometimes found employment on board (and no doubt relished the opportunity to fight back against the slavers) but this was rare, simply because most of the slaves were landsmen from the interior, speaking no English and without the needed skills.  

The squadron was supported by many more Africans ashore, especially in Sierra Leone, where the ships obtained most of their supplies and where there were dockyard facilities. And the Navy in turn took an interest in the well-being of the colony.  In the 1830s George Bedford reported that every warship “was obliged to take six of the liberated African boys … and to put them under the charge and tuition of the various artificers onboard, that they may acquire a knowledge of these trades and be enabled to make themselves useful members of society, and to propagate their art among their countrymen.”  It was strictly forbidden to employ the boys as servants – they were there to gain more valuable skills.  

Arrival in Sierra Leone with captured slave ships was anything but triumphant, since it was usually the precursor to lengthy court cases.  For Denman in 1840, initially all seemed well.  His rescued slaves were freed by the court, and other British commanders on the coast hastened to follow his example in attacking barracoons.  The slave trade of the entire region was thrown into disarray; and the Foreign Secretary, Lord Palmerston, wrote in terms of strong commendation.  

But a few months later there was a change of administration, and the new Foreign Secretary, Lord Aberdeen wrote to the Admiralty to say that the Advocate-General, could not “take upon himself to advise that all the proceedings described as having taken place at Gallinas .. are strictly justifiable .. or are such as can with perfect legality be carried into execution”.   The news reached Africa with astonishing speed.  Not only were the destroyed barracoons rebuilt, but the Spanish slave traders who had been rescued from the Gallinas, led by a man named Tomas Rodriguez Buron, decided to sue Denman personally for damages, Buron for no less than £180,000, the others for sums amounting to a further £190,000.  The case was brought in London and Denman, of course, had to go too.

The law took its time, not reaching a verdict until 1848.  Ultimately, Palmerston’s letter helped to win the case for Denman, and establish the legal doctrine of the ‘act of state’.  Denman had gone beyond the strict letter of his instructions, but as the Foreign and Colonial Secretaries, and the Admiralty, on being fully informed of the events, had expressed their approbation of his actions, it was deemed that responsibility for them had been adopted by the Crown.  Buron could therefore claim no personal redress from Denman for his losses.  The case is still  a key precedent in international law.  

Denman did not entirely waste his years in London.  A small committee was formed, consisting of Denman and three lawyers, to write special Instructions for officers engaged in the suppression of the slave trade.  

It was to be a substantial tome, including the texts of every relevant treaty with European powers and African chiefs.  Treaties with European countries had all been negotiated by diplomats, the language was formal and the clauses many. Treaties with African chiefs had, of necessity, mostly been negotiated by naval officers, and these were short and direct. The first edition of the Instructions was issued in 1844, and must have been well thumbed by Denman’s successors on the coast of Africa. 

Denman also lobbied the Admiralty on the subject of tactics, convinced that the close blockade of points of embarkation and the destruction of barracoons (if the lawyers would allow it) was far more effective than the distant off-shore cruising, championed by men like Charles Hotham, which preserved the health of the seamen - and gave the slavers excellent opportunities for slipping past the warships. Hotham was a conscientious and a brave officer, but not the brightest the Navy has ever had. When the Admiralty sent out a circular letter to officers who had served on the coast of Africa, it received an energetic response and strong support for Denman’s ideas.  

Denman also became one of the principal witnesses before Parliamentary committees from both the Commons and the Lords, then busy arguing over whether the West Coast of Africa Squadron was wasting its time, the lives of seamen, and the public’s money in a campaign that could never succeed.  When the courts finally gave judgement in Denman’s favour in 1848, he did one thing more – writing to the Foreign Secretary to ask for a clarification of Sir John Dodson’s legal opinion on the Gallinas raid.  Dodson’s reply made clear that he considered that such an action was lawful if authorised by a treaty with the local chief – as Denman’s had been.  

This news was also quick to reach Africa. Commodore Hotham acted on it, and burned down the new barracoons at the Gallinas, with gratifying effect.

By this time the Navy had a strong, experienced, and well-equipped force on the African coast, with tested and effective tactics against the slavers; but it was still constrained by the limitations of Britain’s anti-slave trade treaties.  The tortuous diplomacy of abolition is outside the scope of this paper, but when in 1850 Parliament finished deliberating on the future of the West Coast of Africa Squadron by deciding that the campaign should continue, it was closer to success than anyone who took part in the debates could probably have guessed.  The accession of America to the web of treaties so painfully constructed by the Foreign Office was the true beginning of the end for the transatlantic trade.  In 1866 the courts in Sierra Leone were closed for lack of cases to adjudicate, and in 1869 it was deemed that the need for a separate West Coast of Africa Squadron was over.  The Navy was not done with fighting slavery, but “the most disagreeable, arduous, and unhealthy service that falls to the lot of British officers and seamen” had won its longest battle.
