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A B S T R A C T : This article suggests that diﬀerences in local political structures and
credit protection regimes largely account for Bonny’s displacement of Old Calabar
as the principal slave port of the Bight of Biafra in the eighteenth century, despite
Bonny’s reputation for being particularly unhealthy for Europeans. We argue that
this displacement occurred in the 1730s, several decades earlier than previously
thought. We suggest that this was made possible by the early growth and consolidation of royal authority at Bonny. The use of state authority to enforce credit
arrangements in Bonny proved more eﬀective than the mechanisms adopted at its
closest rival, Old Calabar, where, in the absence of a centralized political authority
similar to the monarchy at Bonny, credit protection before 1807 was based on
pawnship.
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R E C E N T developments in the study of international trade relations in both
the medieval and post-medieval periods have been characterized by an
emphasis on trust and on the cultural and institutional foundations upon
which this was based.1 Long-distance trade in particular depended upon
credit and the mechanisms by which it was protected or secured at places
geographically remote from merchants’ home bases, including those unattractive to European settlement or residence, are seen to have been vital to
* Earlier versions of this article were delivered at the conference, ‘ Repercussions of the
Atlantic slave trade: the Bight of Biafra and the African diaspora ’, Nike Lake, Nigeria,
July 2000, and the Harriet Tubman Seminar, York University, March 2004. We are
grateful for the comments of those who attended the conference and the seminar. We also
wish to thank Olatunji Ojo and David Eltis for their comments. We are pleased to
acknowledge the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada, the York/UNESCO ‘Nigerian Hinterland Project ’ at York University, Canada,
and the University of Hull Research Support Fund, which allowed us to undertake the
research for this paper as part of a wider study of the Atlantic slave trade and the Bight
of Biafra.
1
Avner Greif, ‘ Institutions and international trade : lessons from the commercial
revolution ’, American Economic Review, 82 (1992), 128–33 ; idem, ‘ On the political
foundations of the late medieval commercial revolution : Genoa during the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries ’, Journal of Economic History, 54 (1994), 271–97; Douglas C. North,
‘ Institutions, transactions costs, and the rise of merchant empires’, in James D. Tracy
(ed.), The Political Economy of Merchant Empires: State Power and World Trade
1350–1750 (Cambridge, 1997), 22–41.
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patterns of trade growth.2 Put simply, levels of international trade would
have been lower without the establishment of credit protection mechanisms.
This was especially the case at the West African port of Bonny, which
emerged in the eighteenth century as one of the leading slave trading ports
on the African coast, despite having a reputation as a ‘horrid hole’.3
This article examines the process by which Bonny, despite its unhealthy
reputation, emerged as the principal port of embarkation of slaves in the Bight
of Biafra, outpacing its competitors at nearby Elem Kalabari to the west and
Old Calabar on the Cross River to the east. Speciﬁcally, we argue that Bonny
became the leading Biafran port in the 1730s, several decades earlier than
previously thought, and that its ascendancy largely accounts for the fact
that the Bight of Biafra was a major source of enslaved Africans for the
Americas from that time. Moreover, we suggest that Bonny’s reliance on
royal authority to enforce credit arrangements proved more eﬀective than the
mechanisms adopted at its closest rival, Old Calabar. There, in the absence
of a centralized political authority similar to the monarchy at Bonny, the local
institution of pawnship was adapted to underpin credit before 1807; and
thereafter, further adaptations of local institutions, notably the Ekpe society,
took place when it became no longer feasible to hold pawns as collateral
for goods advanced on credit.4 In sum, we suggest that diﬀerences in local
political structures and credit protection regimes largely account for Bonny’s
displacement of Old Calabar as the principal slave port of the Bight of Biafra
in the eighteenth century.
Security of credit can depend on personal or cultural ties between the
parties involved, or on more impersonal institutional or political forms of
protection. Reliance on personal or cultural ties was essential to trade growth
where other forms of credit protection were weak or non-existent, but the
scale of trade achievable through reliance on personal or cultural ties proved
to be less than that possible where more impersonal forms of credit protection developed.5 Our analysis suggests that whichever mechanism evolved,
other things being equal, those ports providing the greatest security of credit
were more likely to attract trade, especially that of a long-distance character.
This also implies that, where ports shared similar geographical advantages
in terms of developing trade, diﬀerences in the eﬃciency of local arrangements to protect credit could prove decisive in determining the relative
capacity of ports within a region to share in trade expansion with the outside
world.
2
On cross-cultural trade aspects of this, see Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in
World History (Cambridge, 1984).
3
R. M. Jackson, Journal of a Residence in Bonny River on Board the Ship Kingston
during the Months of January, February and March 1826 (Letchworth, 1934), 133. Jackson
was ship surgeon on the Kingston.
4
On Old Calabar, see Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson, ‘ Trust, pawnship, and
Atlantic history : the institutional foundations of the Old Calabar slave trade ’, American
Historical Review, 104 (1999), 333–55 ; and idem and idem,‘ From slaves to palm oil : AfroEuropean commercial relations in the Bight of Biafra, 1741–1841 ’, in David Killingray,
Margarette Lincoln and Nigel Rigby (eds.), Maritime Empires (Manchester, 2004),
13–29.
5
For one example of personal ties and their limitations, see Kenneth Morgan, Bristol
and the Atlantic Trade in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1993), 145–6.
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The African slave trade was one of the principal long-distance trades of
the early modern Atlantic world. Entailing at least two, and in most cases
three, sea passages as well as stays in Africa and the Americas, slaving
voyages often took twelve to eighteen months or even longer. This excluded
time spent reﬁtting ships in the homeport between voyages. At least half the
time of most slaving voyages was normally spent in African waters awaiting
delivery of slaves and in American ports awaiting payment for slaves sold.
Although recovering remittances for slaves in America took time, the most
important single factor determining variations in the overall length of
voyages was the turnaround times of ships in Africa. The rate at which ships
were able to load slaves was also crucial in determining the relative importance of places and regions in Africa as suppliers of slaves. Such places were
often very unhealthy to Europeans and seen as terrible.
Although located in mangrove swamps, infested by mosquitoes and other
disease-carrying insects, and frequently oppressively hot and humid, Bonny
was able to achieve a dominant position in the trade of the Bight of Biafra
because of the quick turnaround time for ships that more than compensated
for its reputation as ‘this horrid hole’. At Bonny, there was almost no land
available for farming, although salt continued to be produced and ﬁsh was a
staple of local consumption and export into the interior.6 The town, which
had an estimated population of 25,000 in the 1790s, including dependent
villages within a few miles radius of the principal settlement, was almost
entirely focused on trade.7
Previously, eﬀorts to understand how expansion of the slave trade was
funded have largely focused on outlays on voyages in Europe and on the
ﬁnancing of slave purchases in the Americas. In both cases, credit was important. Some of the best available evidence relates to the British slave trade.
It shows that up to a half or more of the cost of trade goods dispatched from
Liverpool to Africa by 1770 was covered by credit, mostly of twelve months
and largely provided by London, Birmingham and Manchester suppliers
of goods.8 It is likely that purchase of slaves in British America was even
more heavily dependent on credit at this time, most of it supplied by London
ﬁnance houses in the form of guarantees of post-dated bills of exchange.9
Once accepted or endorsed by the ﬁrm upon which they were drawn,
Liverpool traders might use such bills to fund further voyages. The indications are that both these spheres of the British trade in slaves were marked
6

As E. J. Alagoa has observed, trade between the delta and the interior was long
standing ; see ‘ Long-distance trade and states in the Niger Delta ’, Journal of African
History, 11 (1970), 319–29.
7
For descriptions of Bonny town, see John Adams, Remarks on the Country Extending
from Cape Palmas to the River Congo, with an Appendix Containing an Account of the
European Trade with the West Coast of Africa (London, 1823 ; Cass reprint, 1966), 136–7;
Jackson, Journal of a Residence, 68, 143–4.
8
David Richardson, ‘ Proﬁts in the Liverpool slave trade : the accounts of William
Davenport, 1757–1784 ’, in Roger Anstey and P. E. H. Hair (eds.), Liverpool, the African
Slave Trade, and Abolition (Liverpool, 1976), 71–2.
9
Richard B. Sheridan, ‘ The commercial and ﬁnancial organisation of the British slave
trade, 1750–1807 ’, Economic History Review, 11 (1958–9), 249–63 ; Jacob Price, ‘ Credit in
the slave trade and plantation economies ’, in Barbara L. Solow (ed.), Slavery and the Rise
of the Atlantic System (Cambridge, 1991), 313–17.
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by important ﬁnancial innovations based on the guaranteed bill system,
which improved eﬃciency in credit management and ﬂexibility in credit
expansion. Such innovations were apparently more evident in the British
trade in slaves than those of other nations and helped to sustain British
supremacy in the slave-carrying trade until 1807.
Writing over forty years ago, K. O. Dike argued that credit (or ‘ trust’) was
central to Afro-European relations in the Niger Delta in the nineteenth century and, by extension, in earlier periods.10 The contemporary shipmaster,
John Adams, writing about trade at Bonny in the 1790s, noted that the
natives of Bonny are expert traders, and obtain from masters of vessels very
extensive credits, who grant them this indulgence, in order to bind them to their
interests, and the great secret of the trade, both here and at Old Calabar, where
credit is even more extensively given, is to discriminate properly in whom to
place conﬁdence ; for many of them are so unprincipled, that, after having
obtained in this way a large amount of goods from one captain, they take their
native produce for sale to another. Others, however, are very punctual in their
dealings; and when they see a captain too liberal in lending or giving, advise him
to be more circumspect, or, to speak in one of their metaphors, to keep his hand
shut.11

Despite the importance of credit, the amount of goods advanced to African
slave merchants remains impossible to quantify ; there is evidence that
credit was regularly employed in slave dealings by the late seventeenth
century, at least on some parts of the coast.12 There are also indications
that the extension of credit became increasingly important, especially after
1750 when the Atlantic slave trade reached its peak. The pressures on
African slave supply networks at this time were reﬂected in a rise in loading
times of ships in Africa in general, from three to six months between 1730
and 1775, as well as inﬂation in the real price of slaves relative to imported
trade goods after 1760.13 Bonny stands out, as we shall see, in its ability to
keep loading times down. Nonetheless, pressures on slave supply encouraged extensions of frontiers of enslavement both coastwise and inland.
It is diﬃcult to envisage such trends taking place without reallocations of
resources within African slave supply regions and infusions of external

10
K. O. Dike, Trade and Politics in the Niger Delta, 1830–1885 (Oxford, 1956). Others
have since extended Dike’s insight with respect to trade in both the Delta and other
regions. For the Bight of Biafra, see A. J. H. Latham, ‘ Currency, credit and capitalism
on the Cross River in the pre-colonial era ’, Journal of African History, 12 (1971), 600–5.
For other regions, see, for example, Ray Kea, Settlements, Trade and Politics in the
Seventeenth-Century Gold Coast (Baltimore, 1982), and Joseph C. Miller, Way of Death :
Merchant Capitalism and the Angolan Slave Trade, 1730–1830 (Madison, 1988).
11
Adams, Remarks, 245. Emphasis in the original. Though we recognize Adams’s
insight on the role of trust in giving credit, we are sceptical of his claims about the levels of
credit advanced at Old Calabar relative to Bonny, at least by the 1790s.
12
See Kea, Settlements, Trade and Politics.
13
On coastal loading times, see David Eltis and David Richardson, ‘ Productivity in the
transatlantic slave trade ’, Explorations in Economic History, 32 (1995), 477–8. On coastal
prices of slaves, see David Richardson, ‘ Prices of slaves in West and West Central Africa :
toward an annual series, 1698–1807 ’, Bulletin of Economic Research, 43 (1991), 21–56.
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14

credit. At least a century before the period of ‘legitimate ’ commerce on
which Dike concentrated, credit or ‘trust ’ was a central issue in AfroEuropean commercial relations, one that the merchants of Bonny seem to
have addressed more successfully than most.
Although awareness of the importance of credit in slave transactions in
Africa has increased, the impact of credit management or, more speciﬁcally,
of credit security, on levels of Afro-European trade at particular places
remains largely unexplored. Security of credit (or eﬃcient debt recovery
mechanisms) aﬀected the ability of ports or particular groups of merchants
to compete for and attract external credit and thereby expand their trade
relative to other ports or groups. The relationship between credit, risk and
trade growth has been an important theme in the application of modern
microeconomic theory to economic history, though not in Afro-European
trade relations.15 It is on these aspects of credit that we concentrate in this
paper.
We focus on the Bight of Biafra, which emerged as a major source of slaves
by the 1730s as the Atlantic traﬃc reached its peak and remained so through
to 1841. Slave exports from the region were very largely dominated by
British merchants before 1807, and, insofar as they depended on advances
of credit, were thus dependent up to that time on British credit. The region’s
participation in the slave trade also centred on a small number of ports,
among which two – Old Calabar and Bonny – were dominant by the early
eighteenth century, with the latter operating a diﬀerent credit management
regime from and increasingly overshadowing the former as the century wore
on. The article provides insights therefore not only into how credit relations
worked in the Bight of Biafra at a time when the region’s relative importance
as a source of slaves was growing, but also why that growth of slave shipments centred largely on Bonny rather than Old Calabar. In this respect,
it sheds light on the impact of credit relations on the relative standing of
two major African slave-trading ports. The value of the analysis is enhanced
by the fact that before 1807 both ports were almost completely dependent
on slaves for export earnings.
B O N N Y ’S R I S E T O P R E - E M I N E N C E A M O N G T H E B I A F R A N S L A V E P O R T S

The Bight of Biafra emerged as a supplier of slaves to America in the seventeenth century or even earlier, but remained a modest one until the 1730s.
During the following century its importance expanded absolutely and
relatively, largely as a result of the trade of British, particularly Bristol and
Liverpool, merchants with the region. As Table 1 shows, numbers of slaves
14

There is a possible parallel here with inland expansion of the frontier of white
settlement in the United States in the nineteenth century, the rate of which seems to have
been related, among other things, to movements in international commodity prices
(in this case for raw cotton and for wheat), to shifts in terms of trade, and to inﬂows of
international capital (Douglass C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States,
1790–1860 [Englewood Cliﬀs NJ, 1961], 70; idem, ‘ International capital ﬂows and the
development of the American West ’, Journal of Economic History, 16 [1956], 493–505).
15
In addition to the articles by Greif cited earlier, see Oliver E. Williamson, The
Economic Institutions of Capitalism (New York, 1985) ; Francis Fukuyama, Trust : The
Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (New York, 1995).
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Table 1. Slave exports from the Bight of Biafra, 1701–1810.
Period
1701–10
1711–20
1721–30
1731–40
1741–50
1751–60
1761–70
1771–80
1781–90
1791–1800
1801–10

Number of slaves

Proportion of total
trade (%)

10,867
21,956
38,295
34,069
99,870
97,968
152,076
119,005
175,428
151,365
100,567

3.4
5.5
7.1
6.6
18.5
15.7
18.2
16.3
20.4
19.6
14.7

Source: Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson, ‘Trust, pawnship, and Atlantic
history’, 337.

sent from the Bight totalled less than 4,000 a year in most years before 1740,
with its regional share of all slave shipments to America being no more than
7.1 per cent. Shipments of slaves from the Bight, however, almost tripled
between the 1730s and 1750s and then nearly doubled again by the 1780s. As
a result, the region’s portion of the Atlantic slave trade rose to over one ﬁfth,
almost all the increase since the 1730s being attributable to British shipping
and heavily concentrated at Bonny. After the 1780s, the level of slave shipments from the Bight fell back and by the time Britain abolished its slave
trade in 1807 amounted to some 10,000 a year. British abolition caused an
immediate and sharp decline in slave shipments, but the collapse was not
permanent. Within a decade, the resurgence in the slave trade was underway,
as French, Portuguese and Spanish carriers ﬁlled the void left by the British,
and by the 1820s slave shipments had returned to levels only moderately
lower than those attained at the height of British slaving activity. This revival
in slave exports, moreover, was largely sustained until 1841, when direct
British action brought the traﬃc to an end. Overall, between 1660 and 1841,
some 1.5 million slaves were probably shipped from the Bight of Biafra, twothirds of them between 1740 and 1807,16 when British traders accounted
for over 85 per cent of those shipped. Besides Portugal’s control of the
slave trade south of the River Congo, few European nations achieved such
continuing dominance of slave trading in a particular region of Atlantic
Africa as the British did in the Bight of Biafra.
Three ports – Elem Kalabari (New Calabar), Bonny and Old Calabar –
dominated shipments of slaves from the Bight of Biafra, but the relative
importance of the three ports shifted through time. The westernmost, Elem
Kalabari, was probably the most important before 1700 but thereafter
16

David Eltis, Stephen D. Behrendt, David Richardson and Herbert S. Klein, The
Atlantic Slave Trade: A Database on CD-Rom (Cambridge, 1999).
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Table 2. Distribution of slave shipments by port, 1660–1840 (percentages).
Period
Pre-1730
1730–79
1780–1807
1780–1840
1660–1840

Bonny

Old Calabar

Elem Kalabari

13.2
58.2
66.3
66.8
61.0
(304,309)

63.8
33.4
21.9
21.9
28.5
(142,393)

22.9
8.4
11.9
11.2
10.5
(52,498)

(21,011)
(209,563)
(249,332)
(268,626)
(499,200)
(499,200)

Source: Eltis et al., The Atlantic Slave Trade : A Database on CD-Rom (Cambridge, 1999), based on 1,405 voyages (an estimated 499,200 slaves).

was overshadowed by its two eastern rivals. By the end of the eighteenth
century, if not earlier, Elem Kalabari’s trade was closely associated, if not
mostly subsumed, by neighbouring Bonny.17 Figures on the embarkation of
slaves at the three ports (based on a sample of nearly 500,000 slaves) are
presented in Table 2.18 These show that before 1730 nearly two-thirds of
the slaves loaded at the three ports boarded ship at Old Calabar on the
Cross River, with Elem Kalabari loading most of the rest. Old Calabar’s
ascendancy in the Biafran slave trade, however, was under threat by 1730,
and as Table 2 reveals, between 1730 and 1779 almost six in ten of the slaves
taken from the three ports were loaded at Bonny, Old Calabar accounting
for most of the remainder. The dominance established by Bonny over its
rivals at this time was, moreover, sustained during the remaining years of
the region’s involvement in the Atlantic slave trade, with two out of three
slaves loaded at the three ports in 1780–1840 embarking at Bonny.19 By
contrast, Old Calabar’s share of slave exports continued to decline, falling
to just over one in ﬁve in the same period. Overall, more than twice as
many slaves entered the Atlantic slave trade through Bonny than at Old

17

David Northrup (Trade without Rulers : Pre-Colonial Economic Development in
South-Eastern Nigeria [Oxford, 1978], 52–3) suggests that Elem Kalabari held its premier
position for most of the seventeenth century, but also notes that, of the two, Bonny was
‘ the dominant port ’ by the end of the century. On the ﬁgures produced by Northrup, Old
Calabar was the leading port in the Bight by 1700. Also see John Thornton, ‘African
background of the slave cargo of the Henrietta Maria ’, unpublished paper. Thornton
draws on Dutch and Portuguese sources on Elem Kalabari in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it emerged as the principal port in the eastern Niger delta.
18
Table 2 overstates the share of each of the three ports, since slaves were shipped
at other places in the region such as Andoni, Cameroons, Gabon, Nazareth and Cape
Lopez. These were all smaller slave ports than Elem Kalabari, though the growth of
slave shipments from places east of the Cross River means that Table 2 gives a slightly
exaggerated view of the relative importance of slave embarkation in the delta, especially
after 1750.
19
These ﬁgures may understate Bonny’s dominance, especially from the 1790s, since it
appears that by this time Elem Kalabari had lost its status as ‘an independent state ’, its
inhabitants being ‘ compelled to take their merchandize to Bonny for sale, yet are not
permitted to have any communication with the shipping ’ (Adams, Remarks, 136).
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Calabar, despite Old Calabar’s evident early advantage in attracting European slave carriers.20
The ﬁgures on the distribution of slave shipments by port in Table 2 are
consistent with contemporary views of the relative standing of Bonny and
Old Calabar as slaving ports.21 In evidence included in the Parliamentary
report on the African trade in 1789, Robert Norris presented ﬁgures that
showed that some 14,500 slaves a year were shipped from Bonny and Elem
Kalabari by European carriers at that time, more than twice as many as
from Old Calabar and the Cameroons.22 The source of Norris’s data is
unknown but they are compatible with those underlying Table 2. John
Adams, who travelled to Africa in 1794 and published recollections of his
voyage thirty years later, also highlighted Bonny’s dominance of the Biafran
slave trade. Adams claimed that ‘ for a long time ’ Old Calabar had ‘dealt
in the productions of the soil ’, largely ‘in consequence of Bonny becoming
the great slave market, and monopolizing the trade in slaves, which Old
Calabar carried on to a considerable extent before it’.23 Adams exaggerated
Old Calabar’s loss of interest in the slave trade and was not as precise as
one would wish about when this shift occurred, but it seems reasonable

20
Bonny dealers sometimes traded at other ports. In 1727, Captain White ‘ of Banny ’
supplied slaves at Andoni to the Bristol ship Castle (Ship Castle Day Book, National
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, AMS/4).
21
In 1762 a report to the Chamber of Commerce of Nantes suggested that Bonny was
part of Elem Kalabari and was ‘ l’endroit don[t] les Anglais tirent le plus de captifs ’,
shipping each year some 12,000 slaves in some 30 ships. It was observed that ‘ il n’y a
point dendroit ou la traite sois plus faciles et plus commodes’ (Archives Départmentales
de la Loire-Atlantique, Nantes, C 738, fo. 76, extrait de mémoire donne par M Lepinay
en septembre 1762). Liverpool and Bristol merchants were aware of Bonny’s importance
in the slave trade before the 1780s. As noted in 1772, while there were ‘ two Liverpool &
1 Bristol Vessel at Newtown & 1 Liverpool man at old Town ’ in Old Calabar in June
1772, in August ‘ there were thirteen Sail at Bonny giving about £20 Ster[ling] a head for
Slaves ’ (15 Dec. 1772, David Tuohy to John Chilcott, Tuohy papers, 380 TUO 2/1,
Liverpool Record Oﬃce). Similarly, Joseph Banﬁeld, who was involved in 12 voyages to
Africa, mainly from Bristol, noted that on his voyage to Elem Kalabari in the John in 1771
there were ‘ at that time in the river 15 sail of vestles and as many more at Bonny ’. He also
noted that, as a result, ‘ the natives had rose the Slaves to such an Exorbitant price that
the Vestles in General short of their purchase neare One half ’ (Joseph Banﬁeld MSS,
Huntington Library, San Marino, California). The competition presented by Bonny was
also understood by 1780 by the traders of Old Calabar, who in seeking to attract more
interest from Liverpool merchants, observed that they ‘ have Slaves Same a[s] Bonny or
other place’ (Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson, ‘Letters of the Old Calabar slave
trade 1760–1789 ’, in Vincent Carretta and Philip Gould [eds.], Genius in Bondage :
Literature of the Early Black Atlantic [Lexington KY, 2001], 109).
22
Sheila Lambert (ed.), House of Commons Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth Century
(145 vols.) (Wilmington DE, 1975), LXIX, Report of the Lords of Trade Committee of
Council on the Present State of the African Trade, 1789, 39. According to Norris’s
ﬁgures, at this time Bonny and Elem Kalabari were the most important single sources of
slaves shipped throughout Atlantic Africa, accounting for just under one ﬁfth of the
estimated total shipment of 74,200 slaves a year. Norris claimed that 38,000 slaves a year
were carried away in British ships. In the same report, another trader, James Penny, also
of Liverpool, suggested that shipments from Bonny and Elem Kalabari totalled 14,000
annually at this time, with 11,000 being carried in British ships and the rest in French.
23
Ibid. 47.
Adams, Remarks, 143.
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to assume that he believed it was well before 1794. This assumption is
supported by Adams’s suggestion that ‘ the chiefs of Old Calabar’ lost
their trade in slaves ‘by exacting from trading vessels exorbitant duties
or customs ’.24 This claim was echoed in remarks by British traders
about the high levels of ‘comey ’ (duties) at Old Calabar in the 1760s and
1780s.25
While Table 2 conﬁrms the reliability of contemporary assessments of the
relative standing of Bonny and Old Calabar, it suggests that historians have
been over-conservative in estimating when Bonny superseded Old Calabar as
the leading slave port of the Bight of Biafra. Suggestions that Bonny achieved
ascendancy under King Opubo Pepple, whose reign some have argued began
after 1792, can be disregarded, but it is still not appreciated how early Bonny
overtook Old Calabar as a slave port. Drawing on Liverpool data for certain
years between 1752 and 1799, Latham has suggested that ‘ Bonny apparently
did handle more Liverpool ships than Old Calabar in most years, and in the
late 1790s considerably more ’.26 More recently, Hargreaves has claimed that
‘for at least the thirty to forty years before Opubo became king’, which she
claims took place in 1816, ‘Bonny had enjoyed a trading advantage over
its neighbours ’. Although Hargreaves admits that the date when Opubo
Pepple became king is uncertain, her chronology implies that, in her view,
Bonny achieved ascendancy probably no earlier than the 1770s.27 The shipping data reveal, however, that Bonny emerged as the region’s leading slave
port some forty years earlier. In this respect, we are suggesting a radical
revision of existing assumptions about the relative standing of Bonny and
24
Ibid. According to Adams (245, 248), duties on ships at Old Calabar were £250, or
£100 more than at Bonny. At Old Calabar, moreover, duties depended on the size of ship,
whereas at Bonny all ships paid the same rate. A contemporary of Adams, the Bristol
merchant, James Jones, complained in 1788 that duties at Bonny and Elem Kalabari were
‘ very high being much more than at any other part of the Coast ’ but also acknowledged
that the tax was ‘ on every Ship alike without distinction as to size ’, encouraging the
employment of ships in the Bonny trade of 200–50 tons or more and capable of carrying
shiploads of 400–600 slaves (26 July 1788, James Jones to Lord Hawkesbury, in Elizabeth
Donnan [ed.], Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade to America [4 vols.]
[Washington DC, 1930–5], II, 589). As loadings of 400–600 slaves were much less
common at Old Calabar, Jones’s remarks may not have been inconsistent with those of
Adams.
25
As he sailed for Old Calabar in 1762, the master of the Marquis of Granby, Ambrose
Lace, was told to ‘ use your utmost endeavours to keep down the Coomeys which in
Generall are to extravagant there and For which you have no Return at least not worth
any thing to the Ownery ’; Gomer Williams, History of the Liverpool Privateers and Letters
of Marque, with an Account of the Liverpool Slave Trade (London, 1897 ; 1966 edn.), 486.
For complaints about sharp rises in comey at Old Calabar in the late 1780s, see Public
Record Oﬃce (hereafter PRO), Chancery Masters Exhibits C 107/12, Richard Rogers to
James Rogers, 29 Oct. 1787.
26
A. J. H. Latham, Old Calabar 1600–1891 : The Impact of the International Economy
upon a Traditional Society (Oxford, 1973), 20–1. The ﬁgures cited by Latham actually
show that in four of the ﬁve years covered up to and including 1787 more Liverpool ships
expected to trade at Elem Kalabari and Old Calabar together and to carry away as many,
if not more, slaves than at Bonny.
27
Susan M. Hargreaves, ‘The political economy of nineteenth century Bonny : a study
of power, authority, legitimacy and ideology in a delta trading community 1790–1914 ’
(Ph.D. thesis, University of Birmingham, 1987), 143, 181–2.
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Old Calabar as slave ports. In short, Bonny became the leading port in the
Bight of Biafra a generation or more earlier than historians have previously
assumed.28
What advantages did Bonny possess over its rivals that enabled it to
dominate slave shipments from the Bight of Biafra during the century after
1730? Put slightly diﬀerently, why was Bonny better able to compete for
British commercial credit than not only other Biafran ports but also most
other ports in western Africa with which the British traded in 1730–1807 ?
A paucity of data on Anglo-Biafran trade relations and lacunae in the
political history of Bonny make these questions diﬃcult, but some tentative
suggestions can be made on the basis of available data on trade at Bonny and
Old Calabar. This evidence reveals some similarities while also exposing
signiﬁcant diﬀerences in trade performance that point towards important
political advantages at Bonny in credit security, commercial eﬃciency and
the promotion of impersonal exchange.29 These, it is argued, were crucial
in allowing Bonny to attract more British capital than Old Calabar by the
1730s.
B R I T I S H -A F R I C A N T R A D I N G A N D P E R S O N A L R E L A T I O N S

British merchants achieved their dominance of the Atlantic slave trade by
shipping slaves from various regions of Africa, of which the Bight of Biafra
was one of the most important. Elsewhere we have examined British trade
with Old Calabar, arguing that British commercial and credit relations
with the port were largely a story of evolving institutional adjustments to
changing economic and political parameters of trade.30 Our analysis highlighted a number of features of the personal and commercial relations of
British and local merchants. It also suggested that the adaptation by British
and Old Calabar merchants of the local institution of debt bondage or
‘pawnship’ was crucial as a way of securing credit until Britain abolished
its slave trade in 1807. This institutional adjustment brought some alleviation of the risks to British traders of advancing credit at Old Calabar while
allowing local merchants to compete for access to British credit through
loans of trade goods. These goods in turn were sent to interior markets
scattered through the Igbo and Ibibio country and controlled by traders
from Aro Chukwu. While not unique to Old Calabar, pawnship thus
underpinned and promoted the expansion of slave exports from Old Calabar

28

Bonny’s challenge to Old Calabar’s supremacy was implicitly acknowledged as early
as 1729 when the Bristol merchant, Isaac Hobhouse, was informed that while four ships
were reported trading at Old Calabar, ‘ four or ﬁve Ships were at Bonny, but no p[ar]ticular acco[un]t ’ ; 3 Jan. 1729, Tyndall & Assheton to Isaac Hobhouse, Hobhouse
papers, Avon County Library. Ongoing research relating to extending and revising the
dataset of slave voyages published by Eltis et al. (Slave Trade Database) suggests that
the data presented in Table 2 may well understate the importance of Bonny before the
mid-1730s.
29
On the shift from personal to impersonal exchange, and the institutional and political
conditions necessary to support it, see Douglass C. North, Understanding the Process of
Economic Change, Institute of Economic Aﬀairs, Occasional Paper 106 (London, 1999),
30
21–2.
Lovejoy and Richardson, ‘ Trust, pawnship, and Atlantic history ’.
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31

as long as Britain remained in the trade. Once Britain abolished its slave
trade and sought to promote other forms of commercial exchange at Old
Calabar, other mechanisms were adopted in order to secure Euro-African
credit relations at the port. These included membership by Europeans in
local debt-enforcing agencies and the use of notes of credit.32
As at Old Calabar, Bonny’s economic fortunes revolved around the
export slave trade relations with British merchants.33 Though the evidence
is less detailed for Bonny, there were similarities in the structure of AngloAfrican trade at Old Calabar and Bonny before 1807. As at Old Calabar, a
small number of commercial houses tended to control eighteenth-century
British trade at Bonny, with Liverpool houses outnumbering Bristol ones
by some margin. For example, in the mid-eighteenth century, ﬁrms involving Thomas Kendall and Arthur and Benjamin Heywood accounted
for over 40 per cent of Liverpool ships trading to Bonny, while towards
the end of the century, three ﬁrms – William Boats and John Dawson of
Liverpool and James Jones of Bristol – accounted for over half of all
British slave shipments from Bonny.34 The commercial expertise that
such houses possessed in relation to trade at Bonny was central to their
success and in some cases seems to have been passed down through marriage and other forms of personal association from one generation to
another.35
On the African side, in 1826 R. M. Jackson claimed that there were nearly
one hundred ‘principal Traders ’ at Bonny located in the ‘principalities ’ that

31
On the adoption of pawnship as a credit security mechanism in other places, including the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone, the Windward Coast, Cameroons, Gabon and the
Loango Coast, see Paul E. Lovejoy and David Richardson, ‘ The business of slaving :
pawnship in Western Africa, c. 1600–1810 ’, Journal of African History, 42 (2001), 67–89.
32
Lovejoy and Richardson, ‘ Slaves to palm oil ’.
33
Referring to Bonny, Jackson suggested in 1826 that ‘ from the middle of the last
century to its close, the English held exclusive possession of its traﬃc, which consisted
entirely of Slaves ’. He drew particular attention to Liverpool traders who were said to
have carried away 15,000 slaves a year from Bonny at the end of the eighteenth century.
See Jackson, Journal of a Residence, 144–5.
34
For data on Liverpool ships trading to Bonny in 1751–5, see Eltis et al., Slave Trade
Database. For late eighteenth-century data, see Stephen D. Behrendt, ‘ The British slave
trade, 1785–1807 : volume, proﬁtability, and mortality ’ (Ph.D. thesis, University of
Wisconsin–Madison, 1993), 302. Behrendt’s data also show, however, that the spread of
ﬁrms involved in British trade to Bonny increased in the decade before abolition in 1807.
Interestingly, three ﬁrms also dominated British trade to Bonny’s neighbour, Elem
Kalabari, around 1790, though they were not the same as the ones that controlled the
trade to Bonny (Behrendt, ‘ Slave trade ’, 301).
35
The importance of such knowledge is revealed by the correspondence of the Bristol
merchant, James Rogers, who was a major investor in voyages to Old Calabar in 1783–93
but also ﬁnanced occasional voyages to Bonny. In the latter case, Rogers sometimes
sought advice from experienced Liverpool traders, and on one occasion even bought an
appropriate ship and ﬁtted it out at Liverpool. On this occasion, however, he appears to
have disregarded advice from his Liverpool correspondent relating to the season of trade
at Bonny, an oversight that seems to have cost him dearly. PRO, C 107/13, correspondence with Captain William Woodville 1789–91. Data on British merchant involvement
in the slave trade to each of the ports of the Bight of Biafra in 1750–1807 may be found in
Eltis et al., Slave Trade Database.
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comprised the port.36 It appears, however, that when Jackson wrote – and
earlier – the port’s export slave trade was concentrated in the hands of a
relatively small group of merchant houses. This pattern is ﬁrst discernible in
the 1690s.37 Internal rivalry and variations in commercial skills meant that
there was some shifting in the relative standing of diﬀerent houses during the
following century, with new houses emerging and some older ones falling
into debt, becoming depleted in membership, or even being absorbed by
their rivals. As at Old Calabar, however, a small proportion of the community at Bonny seems to have retained control of the export slave trade.38
At the end of the eighteenth century a few trading houses or ﬁrms held quite
large shares of slave exports, though apparently without any one being able
consistently to dominate the trade. In 1790, six ﬁrms – Trade Boy, Jacques
Paul, Faine Bonne (Finebone ?), Bonifesse (Boniface?), Aﬀriqua and Yongue
Faubra – supplied all but 19 of the 228 slaves bought by the ship Guerrier of
Nantes, one of the few French ships to visit Bonny at this time. The ‘king ’
and Prince George supplied the remainder of the slaves sold to this ship.39
Two years later, two traders – Allison and John Africa, the latter possibly
being the Aﬀriqua that dealt with the Guerrier in 1790 – supplied 102 of
the 334 slaves purchased by the Rodney of Bristol, with the remaining
232 slaves being supplied by a further 26 traders. The latter included King
Pepple.40 Another account of slave transactions for the following year, this
time relating to the ship Jupiter, also of Bristol, shows that many of those
who had dealt with the Rodney in 1792 supplied slaves to its fellow Bristol
ship.41 They included Allison and John Africa again, as well as King Pepple
and his sons Prince Will and Prince Frederick. On this occasion, however,
of over 40 suppliers of slaves, the largest were Finebone and Boniface,
houses that seem to have been among the leading suppliers of slaves to
the Guerrier in 1790. Together with ‘JuJ[u] House ’, ‘JuJ[u] Boy ’ and ‘King
Stu’ or ‘R Stwd’ (Royal Steward ?), Finebone and Boniface supplied 146
of the 368 slaves loaded by the Jupiter. As at Old Calabar, therefore, the
political elite of Bonny, notably the king, his sons and some of his subordinates, were directly involved in slave trading, but others were heavily
involved too. Scattered evidence suggests, moreover, that some of the ﬁrms
36

Jackson, Journal of a Residence, 144 ; Jackson observed that each of the ‘ principal
Traders ’ at Bonny kept ‘ a large establishment, having at least from ﬁve to ten Wives &
perhaps thirty Slaves or more’ (148–9).
37
For an earlier description of the principal merchants of Bonny and its component
principalities, see P. E. H. Hair, Adam Jones and Robin Law (eds.), Barbot on Guinea :
The Writings of Jean Barbot on West Africa 1678–1712 (2 vols.) (London, 1992) (hereafter
Barbot, West Africa), II, 675. According to Barbot, the ‘ Town of Great Bandy ’ consisted
around 1700 of about 300 houses and was ‘ well Peopled with Blacks, who employ themselves in trade ’. Barbot listed several of the leading traders.
38
Ebiegberi J. Alagoa and Adadonye Fombo, A Chronicle of Grand Bonny (Ibadan,
1972), 45–9. On patterns of control at Old Calabar after 1750, see Lovejoy and Richardson, ‘ Trust, pawnship and Atlantic history ’. Although the relative standing of merchant
families at Old Calabar shifted between the 1720s and c. 1770, there is evidence of similar
patterns earlier in the century ; see Stephen D. Behrendt and Eric J. Graham, ‘ African
merchants, notables and the slave trade at Old Calabar, 1720 : evidence from the National
Archives of Scotland ’, History in Africa, 30 (2003), 37–61.
39
Brouillard de traite 1790, 1 J 679, Archives Départementales de la Loire-Atlantique,
40
41
Nantes.
PRO, C 107/15.
PRO, C 107/59.
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of the early 1790s, as well as their descendants, retained substantial inﬂuence
over external trade two decades or more later.42
Since the British dominated trade, it is perhaps unsurprising that, like
their Old Calabar counterparts, traders at Bonny were often ﬂuent in
English, or at least pidgin or creole versions of it. William James observed
in 1789 that the ‘Black Traders of Bonny and Calabar’ were multi-lingual,
having both local and European languages.43 Bonny traders were literate as
well. Some carried ivory disks on which British shipmasters had inscribed
notes of reference on behalf of those who had served them well.44 Thomas
Clarkson also provided testimony to their literary skills, noting
I must not forget here, that several of the African traders, or great men, are not
unacquainted with letters. This is particularly the case at Bonny and [Old] Calabar,
where they not only speak the English language with ﬂuency, but write it. These
traders send letters repeatedly to the merchants here [Liverpool and Bristol],
stating the situation of the markets, the goods which they would wish to be sent
out to them the next voyage, the number of slaves which they expect to receive by
that time, and such other particulars, as might be expected from one merchant
to another. These letters are always legible, void of ambiguity, and easy to be
understood. They contain of course, suﬃcient arguments to shew, that they are
as capable of conducting trade, and possess as good an understanding as those to
whom they write.45

The skills of Bonny traders also extended to reckoning, even when they were
unable to read or write. John Adams, who visited Bonny in 1794, claimed
that John Africa, to whom reference was made above, had ‘an extraordinary
memory ’ and was able to keep ‘open running accounts with fourteen or
ﬁfteen vessels at the same time’.46 According to Hugh Crow, who met him
42
Hugh Crow, for example, referred in his account of his last slaving voyage to Bonny
in 1807 to John Africa, who had been to Britain at least once. Crow claimed that John
Africa was nicknamed Billy Pitt by shipmasters on account of his ‘political abilities and
general acquirements ’, which included ‘ the favour or conﬁdence ’ of King Pepple. Hugh
Crow, Memoirs of the Late Captain Hugh Crow of Liverpool (London, 1830), 139. The
accounts of a ship that traded at Bonny c. 1810 reveal that John Africa, Tom Allison,
Finebones, Jew Jew Boy and Jew Jew House were involved in trade ; see Brig Stephen
trading accounts, Papers of John Leigh & Co., PRO, C 108/214. For a more general
listing of the names of the trading houses at Bonny in the nineteenth century, some of
which included names identical with or similar to those mentioned by European traders in
1790–3, see Alagoa and Fombo, Chronicle, 50–66.
43
Evidence of William James, in Lambert (ed.), Sessional Papers, LXIX, Report of
African Trade, 49.
44
One disk or bracelet was inscribed to ‘ Tom Buck of Grandy Bonny, an Honest
Trader, he sold me 20 Slaves ’ from the ship Liverpool, and was one of three such bracelets
given to local traders by the same ship, which made voyages to Bonny in 1782–5 (Albert
Dock, Liverpool, National Maritime Museum on Merseyside NMGM 1961.57 ; Eltis
et al., Slave Trade Database, voyage ids 82321, 82322, 82323). Other examples of inscribed
bracelets or disks, inscribed to ‘ John Pepper ’ and to ‘ Young West India of Grandy
Bonny ’ by Liverpool and Bristol ships are to be found, respectively, at National Maritime
Museum on Merseyside, NMGM 4427M, and at the Wisbech and Fenland Museum,
Thomas Clarkson collection, TCCI 282.
45
Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species,
particularly the African (London, 1788), 125–6. Emphasis in the original.
46
Adams, Remarks, 140.
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during his voyage to Bonny in 1807, John Africa could speak English ‘with
tolerable ﬂuency’, having been to England ‘several times’.47
Other Bonny merchants, like their counterparts at Old Calabar, doubtless
learned or improved their English through visits to Liverpool and Bristol,
where they would have met local slave traders and their families, thereby
helping to build friendship and trust.48 Most traders at Bonny, however,
probably learnt English and other skills through regular commercial and
social intercourse with British shipmasters.49 Some of the latter made several
voyages to Bonny,50 where they often participated in social and other events,
including feasts, visits to juju (or deity) shrines, and audiences with the king
or other important merchants.51 Such practices did little to soften the
disquiet expressed by Europeans for some African cultural practices and
rituals – trade continued to be conducted between agents of diﬀerent cultural
backgrounds and traditions – but participation in social gatherings represented an important investment by British shipmasters seeking to personalize and promote trade relations. A shared language as well as inherited
knowledge and personal connections thus seem to have underpinned British
trade at Bonny, as at Old Calabar. Elsewhere we have argued that these
personal relations were a necessary, though not suﬃcient, mechanism for the
eﬃcient operation of the trade at Old Calabar. The same, we would argue,
applied to Bonny, though the fact that the local traders there carried notes of
recommendation from British shipmasters inscribed on ivory disks points
also to a higher level of impersonality in trade relations at Bonny than at Old
Calabar. In neither case, however, were personal relations alone seen as
an eﬀective guarantee against malfeasance. At both ports, trust depended at
least as much on institutional mechanisms as on personal relations. Nowhere
was this more evident than in credit protection.
As we have demonstrated elsewhere, eighteenth-century British traders at
Old Calabar demanded human pawns as security for goods advanced on
47

Crow, Memoirs, 139.
The earliest known resident of Bonny to visit England was the so-called ‘ Duke of
Lorrain’, a nephew of the then ‘ King of Bandie ’, who voyaged to London in 1702, well
over a century before Crow put pen to paper on his memoirs. The visit was evidently
brief, the ‘ Duke ’ returning to Bonny within a year of his arrival in London, whereupon he
was expected to become a linguist (or ‘ linguister ’) in the service of the Royal African
Company. PRO, T 70/151, p. 292. Tradition suggests that in the sixteenth century a son
of King Asimini visited Portugal (Alagoa and Fombo, Chronicle, 7).
49
At least one French trading ﬁrm in the 1820s, however, thought it appropriate to
write a letter of introduction in French to the king of Bonny, reminding him of earlier
dealings (Serge Daget [ed.], Répertoire des expéditions négrières françaises à la traite illégale
(1814–1850) [Nantes, 1988], 423).
50
On Liverpool shipmasters, including those who traded at Bonny, see Stephen D.
Behrendt, ‘ The captains in the British slave trade from 1785 to 1807 ’, Transactions of the
Historic Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 140 (1991), 79–140.
51
For an early description of social gatherings of Europeans and Africans at Bonny,
see Barbot, West Africa, II, 675. Hugh Crow reported attending a similar meeting in 1807
at the ‘ Palavar or Parliament-house ’, attended by King Pepple, ‘ all the Jew-Jew-Men
[priests], and the Chiefs ’. The objective of meeting was to discuss the illness of one of the
wives of King Holiday (Halliday) (Crow, Memoirs, 139). Jackson noted a social meeting
with King Pepple in July 1826 where the king ‘ chatted with us, for more than two hours ’
(Jackson, Journal of a Residence, 135).
48
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credit. The earliest known instance of this practice dates from 1702 and later
reports indicate that it was commonplace by the middle of the eighteenth
century.52 Those pawned included relatives of local traders and, for this
reason, shipmasters were sometimes reluctant to foreclose on debts, preferring to adjust holdings of pawns among themselves rather than sailing away
with them. Nevertheless, there is evidence that ships took away pawns as
slaves when local dealers failed to meet their obligations within an agreed
time. Moreover, some dealers acknowledged their right to do so. In this
respect, credit arrangements at Old Calabar were based on private-order,
self-regulating contracts that had mutually accepted and recognized mechanisms of debt clearing that involved enslavement of those held as security.
Old Calabar was not alone in relying on pawns to attract credit from British
and other traders.53 The practice, however, was not universal, as more than
one witness before Parliament in 1790 testiﬁed.
Bonny was among the notable exceptions. One shipmaster claiming to
have twenty years’ experience of the slave trade, James Fraser, testiﬁed that,
‘to his own knowledge’, human pawns were used as pledges for credit at
Angola and the Windward Coast, ‘but seldom at Bonny’.54 Others corroborated Fraser’s views, and in the admittedly limited number of records so far
unearthed on slave transactions at Bonny no evidence has been found to
contradict them. In his memoirs, Hugh Crow, who regularly visited Bonny
before 1807, attests to the honesty of
the more respectable of the Bonnians, among whom I have on some voyages sold
goods on credit to the extent of £600 or £800, for which, when I reminded them of
payment by merely giving them notice by signal, in the course of three or four days
the whole of their debts would be punctually liquidated.55

Crow made no reference to pawns. At Bonny, therefore, credit appears to
have been protected in a diﬀerent way from at Old Calabar. Moreover,
relative to its rival, the protection oﬀered at Bonny to creditors enabled a
much larger traﬃc in slaves to be sustained.
Unfortunately, neither Fraser nor any other witness before Parliament was
asked how British traders sought to protect credit advances at Bonny, and nobody volunteered such information. By the end of the eighteenth century,
at least, there was suﬃcient local capital to fund slaving activities, in part at
least. Some Bonny merchants maintained warehouses full of trade goods
that appear to have facilitated the trade.56 Hugh Crow observed that on one
52

In 1702, the master of the ship Hunter took away from Old Calabar the brother ‘ of
a great man here ’, who had been ‘under Conﬁnemt. On board his ship for a Debt, that
he pretends of 11 slaves that is owing to him by another man ’ (15 Apr. 1702, Captain
William Read to the Royal African Company, PRO, T 70/175, fo. 23). This instance of
pawning in the export slave trade of Old Calabar pre-dates the earliest previously known
case of such pawning by some sixty years (Lovejoy and Richardson, ‘ Trust, pawnship and
Atlantic history ’, 350).
53
Pawning in the export slave trade of the Gold Coast pre-dates as far we know that at
Old Calabar, perhaps by as much as several decades. For a fuller discussion of the extent
of pawning, see Lovejoy and Richardson, ‘ Business of slaving ’, 25–50.
54
Lambert (ed.), Sessional Papers, LXXI, Minutes of Evidence, 1790, 17.
55
Crow, Memoirs, 225.
56
For reports of stocks of trade goods at Bonny, see Adams, Remarks, 139–40 ; Jackson,
Journal of a Residence, 74, 143–4.
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voyage in the 1790s, ‘ the town being full of slaves we soon completed our
cargo, and after a stay of only three weeks sailed to the westward ’.57 Such
local capital was almost certainly protected by internal mechanisms, perhaps
involving kinship or religion in the form of juju shrines. Despite the availability of local capital, however, it is plain that European ﬁrms advanced
credit to Bonny merchants throughout the port’s involvement in the slave
trade. Describing a voyage to Elem Kalabari and Bonny in 1699, James
Barbot reported that some at ‘ Great Bandy ’ acted ‘as factors, or brokers,
either for their own countrymen, or for the Europeans, who are often obliged
to trust them with their goods, to attend the upper markets, and purchase
slaves for them ’.58 Other visitors to Bonny, as we have seen, echoed Barbot’s
remarks on the importance of imported credit in lubricating trade during the
following century and a quarter.
These comments, together with data on the ethnic origins of slaves
shipped, suggest that credit, in the form of European trade goods, ﬂowed
from Bonny into the heart of the Igbo country as well as adjacent areas.
Although specialists disagree over the precise ethnic composition of slaves
shipped from the ports in the Bight of Biafra, there is agreement that the
proportion of Igbo was high, especially from Bonny, ranging from 60 to 80
per cent of all slaves, with Ibibio making up most of the rest.59 John Adams
claimed, on the basis of his voyage to Africa in 1794, that some 16,000
Igbo and several thousand Ibibio (or ‘ Quaws’) were annually shipped
from Bonny. The procurement of slaves on this scale, as Adams knew, was
impossible without local slave suppliers ‘obtaining from their friends, the
captains of the slave ships, a considerable quantity of goods on credit,
according to the extent of business they are in the habit of transacting’.60
What, however, motivated British traders to supply credit to the merchants
of Bonny at the level suﬃcient to sustain the large volume of slave shipments from the port not just in the 1790s but for most of the century after
1730?
B O N N Y ’S C O M P E T I T I V E A D V A N T A G E I N L O A D I N G S H I P S F A S T E R

The limited documentary evidence on the history of Bonny before the late
eighteenth century makes it diﬃcult to answer such questions, but new data
on shipping patterns of slaves at Bonny and other ports in Africa help to shed
57

Crow, Memoirs, pp. 60–1. In 1826 Jackson reported that King Pepple had given to
the king of Warri goods equivalent to three ships’ cargoes for the hand of his daughter
(Journal of a Residence, 135).
58
The practice of extending loans to the Bonny king and other local merchants is also
reported by Barbot (West Africa, II, 675, 689).
59
For the debate over the ethnicity of slaves leaving the Bight of Biafra, see Douglas
B. Chambers, ‘ ‘‘ My own nation ’’ : Igbo exiles in the diaspora ’, Slavery and Abolition,
18 (1997), especially 73–7, where it is argued that 80 per cent or more of slaves exported
were Igbo, and David Northrup, ‘ Igbo and Igbo myth : culture and ethnicity in the
Atlantic World, 1600–1850 ’, Slavery and Abolition, 21 (2000), 1–21, where it is argued
that in the century after 1730 Igbo-speakers accounted for ‘ perhaps 60 per cent ’ of slaves
leaving Bonny and much smaller proportions leaving Old Calabar (14). For data on
ethnicity in 1821–2, see Northrup, Trade without Rulers, 60–2.
60
Adams, Remarks, 130.
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Table 3. Daily loading rates, Liverpool ships on the African coast,
1750–1805 (slaves per day).
Place

1750–75

1791–7

1800–5

Gambia
Windward Coast
Gold Coast
Bight of Biafra
Bonny
Old Calabar
Angola

1.0 (23)
1.0 (135)
1.3 (61)

n.a.
1.5 (36)
2.2 (14)

n.a.
n.a.
3.0 (36)

3.1 (60)
1.5 (52)
1.7 (25)

5.0 (38)
2.6 (33)
3.4 (66)

5.7 (59)
2.6 (38)
4.1 (68)

Note : Figures in brackets refer to number of voyages. The data for 1791–7 are
derived from speciﬁc information on turnaround times of ships in Africa and
numbers of slaves loaded. Those for 1750–75 and 1800–5 are derived by adjusting
evidence of slave deliveries in America and of the time taken for ships to travel
from Liverpool via Africa to America to allow for slave mortality in the Atlantic
crossing and the sailing times of ships to Africa and from Africa to America. Based
on data for 1791–7, we assumed a combined sailing time of 145 days to Africa and
from Africa to America to calculate loading times in Africa. This ﬂat rate sailing
time tends to bias our calculation of daily slave loading rates of ships in favour of
regions to the west of the Bight of Biafra. In estimating slave loadings from slave
delivery data we assumed shipboard mortality levels tended to fall between 1750
and 1805 but also varied by trading destination in Africa, ships visiting the Bight of
Biafra often encountering slave losses in transit noticeably higher on average than
those visiting other places (Herbert S. Klein, Stanley L. Engerman, Robin Haines
and Ralph Shlomowitz, ‘ Transoceanic mortality : the slave trade in comparative
perspective ’, William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., 58 [2001], 114).
Source: Data derived from Eltis et al., Slave Trade Database.

light on them. Particularly signiﬁcant are estimates of daily loading rates
of slaves at diﬀerent African ports constructed from information contained
in a recently published voyage data set.61 A summary of some relevant data
for Liverpool ships is presented in Table 3, which shows daily loading
rates of slaves at diﬀerent places on the African coast between 1750 and
1805. The ﬁgures given in the table disguise variations in loading rates per
ship as well as some unevenness in slave purchases across individual
transactions. The data do, however, provide an indication of the eﬃciency
with which merchants at diﬀerent ports were able to supply ships with
slaves. It appears that Liverpool ships in particular became more eﬃcient
in loading their enslaved cargoes throughout much of Atlantic Africa between
1750 and 1805. In some cases, indeed, loading rates more than doubled
despite continuing high levels of slaves shipped. What the data also show is
that there were considerable variations among ports, with ships trading at
Bonny consistently achieving not only higher loading rates than those visiting the Gold Coast and Angola but also rates double those achieved at
Old Calabar. The diﬀerential between Bonny and Old Calabar reported
in Table 3, moreover, disguises the fact that Bonny ships tended to take in
61

Eltis et al., Slave Trade Database.
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proportionately more adults as well as possibly more healthy slaves in
general than those trading in the Cross River.62 Bearing in mind that the
number of slaves taken from Bonny was usually at least twice as great as that
from Old Calabar in 1750–1805, the merchants of Bonny were evidently
more eﬃcient in supplying greater numbers of slaves than their eastern
neighbours. This, in turn, suggests that, other things being equal, Liverpool traders advancing goods on credit at Bonny were more likely to obtain
a quicker and possibly more reliable return on their investment than at
Old Calabar.
Contemporaries were aware of the fact that loading rates of ships were
higher at Bonny, and also Elem Kalabari, than at other places. According to
Thomas Clarkson, ‘the regularity of the trade, and the small space of time in
which a cargo may be compleated, are considerations, which have made these
places more resorted to than any other upon the coast’.63 In 1788, James
Jones of Bristol claimed that ships trading to Bonny and Elem Kalabari
purchased slaves ‘ much quicker than at any other place’.64 The ability to load
ships quickly and therefore reduce the time spent on the African coast can be
attributed to a number of factors, including the availability of large canoes to
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Children comprised 29 per cent of the slaves taken from Old Calabar between 1730
and 1807 (N=81 voyages) ; this was almost exactly double the ratio of children on ships
leaving Bonny in the same period (N=92 voyages) (Eltis et al., Slave Trade Database). It
is diﬃcult to be precise about how children were deﬁned in eighteenth-century voyage
records, but it seems reasonable to assume an age of up to 14 years. There were contemporary suggestions that the health of slaves supplied at Bonny may have been better
than those at Old Calabar, with the result that Bonny slaves were perhaps more able to
survive the Atlantic crossing and even fetch higher prices in the Americas. One Liverpool
ﬁrm noted in 1762 that ‘ Callebar is Remarkable for great Mortality in Slaves ’ (14 Apr.
1762, Crosbies & Traﬀord & Co. to Ambrose Lace, in Williams, History of the Liverpool
Privateers and Letters of Marque, 486). Later, in 1788, James Jones of Bristol claimed that
he ‘ allways declined sending ’ ships to Old Calabar and Cameroons ‘ as they are Sickly,
and the Slaves inferior to any other, very Weakly and liable to great Mortality ’ (British
Library, Add. MSS 38416, fos. 154–5). Such views are corroborated to some extent by
mortality data for the middle passage. While passage times from Old Calabar and Bonny
to America were not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent, ships leaving Old Calabar in 1730–1807 lost
21.4 per cent of slaves shipped (N=93 voyages) compared to 15.5 per cent on ships
leaving Bonny (N=142 voyages); Eltis et al., Slave Trade Database. One merchant
noted in 1774 that a slave dealer of Kingston, Jamaica, had sold ‘ all his prime Cargoes of
Bonny and Gould Cost Cargoes in Town, and the bite and Calabar Ships he has sent to
Montegua bay ’, the implication being that the latter oﬀered a better market for poorer
quality slaves ; 30 July 1774, John Fletcher to Peleg Clarke, in Donnan (ed.), Documents
Illustrative of the History of the Slave Trade, III, 292.
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Clarkson, Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, 31. This important point was noted by Gwilym Iwan Jones in The Trading States of the Oil Rivers: A
Study of Political Development in Eastern Nigeria (London, 1963), 46: ‘ [Elem] Kalabari
and Bonny were in a position to supply slaves more speedily and in greater numbers than
any other Oil River port ’.
64
British Library, Add. MSS 38416, fos. 154–5. By this time, Jones’s claim was echoed
by others ; Minutes of Evidence to House of Lords on the State of the Trade to Africa,
1793, in F. W. Torrington (ed.), House of Lords Sessional Papers 1792–3 (Dobbs Ferry
NY, 1975), I, 304.
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ferry goods to and slaves from inland fairs and markets. As Falconbridge
observed in the 1780s,
The preparations made at Bonny by the black traders, upon setting out for the
fairs which are held up the country, are very considerable. From twenty to thirty
canoes, capable of containing thirty or forty negroes each, are assembled for the
purpose ; and such goods are put on board them as they expect will be wanted for
the purchase of the number of slaves they intend to buy. When their loading is
completed, they commence their voyage, with colours ﬂying and musick playing ;
in about ten or eleven days, they generally return to Bonny with full cargoes.65

Similarly, Clarkson learned that merchants went in a
large ﬂeet … into the inland country, to attend the fairs which are held there. They
are mostly absent about nine days. They return frequently with ﬁfteen hundred or
two thousand slaves at a time, who are thrown on the bottom of the canoes, their
hands and feet being conﬁned in mats, and other ligaments of the country.66

The principal route into the interior was the Imo River, which entered the
delta to the east of Bonny in the area inhabited by the Andoni. The major
river ports were at Obete, Ohambele, Azuogu, Akwete and other towns in
Ndoki, which were connected overland through the Ngwa region to the fair
at Bende, in the heart of Igbo country. Bonny had a long association with
Ndoki, even sharing claims of a common origin, which was consolidated
through marriage.67 Not all slaves came down the Imo River and through
Ndoki, but many did. Through alliances with Elem Kalabari and Warri to
the west, Bonny merchants also tapped markets from a wider interior.68 Most
of the slaves came from Igbo country to the north, and to a lesser extent from
Ibibio areas. Falconbridge learned that the
Slaves are bought by the black traders at fairs, which are held for that purpose,
at the distance of upwards of two hundred miles from the sea coast ; and these fairs
are said to be supplied from an interior part of the country.69

In fact, the Bonny merchants remained on the river and did not visit these
fairs, either the one at Bende, inland from the Imo River, or that at Uburu,
65

Alexander Falconbridge, An Account of the Slave Trade on the Coast of Africa
(London, 1788), 16.
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Clarkson, Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, 31.
67
Alagoa and Fombo, Chronicle, 3.
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For a brief discussion of Bonny’s commercial network, see Dike, Trade and Politics,
41 ; Northrup, Trade without Rulers, 129.
69
According to Falconbridge, the fairs were ‘ held at uncertain periods, but generally
every six weeks, [when] several thousands are frequently exposed to sale, who had been
collected from all parts of the country for a very considerable distance round ’ ; see Account
of the Slave Trade, 12. Adams (Remarks, 129–30) heard that Igbo slaves were purchased
at fairs held every ﬁve or six weeks at several villages on the banks and rivers of the
interior. In 1789, James Penny told the Parliamentary enquiry that goods were carried to
inland markets about 80 miles upstream (Lambert [ed.], Sessional Papers, LXIX, Report of
African Trade, 47). Others giving evidence before Parliament in 1788–90 made similar
comments. In 1826 Jackson described ‘the Eboe Country ’ as the ‘ principal resort for
Trade’ of Bonny traders (Jackson, Journal of a Residence, 151).
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the location of a salt lake further north.70 John Thornton has observed that
Elem Kalabari, Bonny and Andoni were part of a single trading system,
operating through the Rio Real entry to the delta.71 We would add that in the
eighteenth century this system became centralized at Bonny, allowing it to
beneﬁt from the great expansion in slave exports from the Bight of Biafra.
The ability to supply large numbers of slaves in a short period of time
depended upon a system of supply in the interior that was developed by
Aro merchants, whose place of origin was Aro Chukwu, on the escarpment
overlooking the Cross River on the border between the Igbo and Ibibio.72
By the end of the eighteenth century, the Aro had established a series of
satellite communities throughout much of Igbo and Ibibio country, and
stretching south to the banks of the Imo River where Bonny merchants
ventured. Through their monopoly of the slave trade, the Aro became the
principal suppliers of slaves to the coast, including both Bonny and Old
Calabar. The westward expansion of the Aro should be noted, because their
communities, in diaspora arranged through blood pacts with local village
‘republics’, were the bulking centres for slaves sent to Bonny ; and according
to Dike and Ekejiuba, many of these centres were established by the mideighteenth century. It is probably no coincidence that expansion of slave
exports from the Bight of Biafra from the 1730s probably occurred at the
same time as the consolidation of the Aro commercial diaspora. According
to Bonny tradition, the ibinukpabi (‘Long Juju ’) shrine at Aro Chukwu was
consulted before the installation of one of its earliest kings, and apparently
the Akpa, the ruling clan at Aro Chukwu, reserved for itself the trade
with the Rio Real, and hence with Bonny. Reputedly there was a shrine
dedicated to ibinukpabi at Bonny, and the oracle is credited with intervention when the source of fresh water for the town began to suﬀer from silting,
the problem apparently being resolved by the sacriﬁce of a daughter of the
king.73
Neither river-based trade nor access to the Aro trade diaspora, however,
was peculiar to Bonny. Old Calabar was similarly placed in both respects,
yet supplied fewer slaves and at slower rates than its western rival. Moreover,
the canoe system to which contemporaries drew attention at both places
70

For a discussion, see Northrup, Trade without Rulers, 106, 129. Northrup notes that
‘ the Ngwa–Ndoki area was a major nexus for trade since through it ran routes from Bende
and points north, from Ogua and Owerri, and from the Anang country ’. The fairs at
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historian, Adadony Fombo. See also Alagoa and Fombo, Chronicle, 6.
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was dependent economically on those using such transport having access to
plentiful supplies of European trade goods on credit. It would seem not
unreasonable, therefore, to assume that credit arrangements between British
and local traders at Bonny were a major factor in explaining the port’s
capacity to sustain a higher volume and more eﬃcient system of slave
delivery than at Old Calabar, giving Bonny traders an advantage over their
competitors on the Cross River in dealing with Aro merchants. It is also
perhaps more than a coincidence that the emergence of Bonny as the principal slave port in the Bight of Biafra coincided with the westward expansion of the Aro network, with the Imo River being the main route between
the coast and the interior. Understanding how, institutionally or politically,
credit was safeguarded at Bonny is the key, therefore, to explaining not
only the port’s ascendancy in slave exports but also the shifting economic
geography of slave supply within the Bight of Biafra from the 1730s
onwards.
ROYAL AUTHORITY AND CONTRACT ENFORCEMENT

Our attempt to explain Bonny’s success in attracting credit reaﬃrms the
view that politics and political institutions matter in terms of commercial
performance. Unlike Old Calabar where the decentralized and sometimes
unstable political environment in which pawnship became the instrument to
protect imported credit is well understood, we still have much to learn about
the political history of Bonny before the early nineteenth century. Some
aspects of that history seem, nevertheless, to be clear. One is the importance
of lineage. There is some dispute over the remote origins of the Ijawspeaking Ibani. According to some reported traditions, they came from the
Central Delta. Recent research, however, suggests that in the century or
two before the rise of the Atlantic slave trade, they already lived around
the eastern mouth of the Rio Real and along the creeks leading oﬀ it into the
Andoni country, and had forged commercial ties (via the Imo River) and
assimilated, culturally and linguistically, with Igbo-speaking Ndoki. An
expatriate group of these bilingual Ibani is believed then to have moved
downstream and resettled in their ancestral ‘homeland ’ near or at Bonny as
the export slave trade with the Portuguese began.74 Importantly from our
point of view, the Ibani, according to Alagoa and Tombo, ‘have had kings for
a long time ’ and before 1700 at least succession was closely linked to lineage,
age, supernatural power, and service through sacriﬁce. These principles,
they argue, achieved their fullest expression during the time of Asimini,
who is also credited with receiving the ﬁrst European traders at Bonny in
the sixteenth century.75 Such contact, in turn, is thought to have prompted
expansion and change of the wari, or lineage-centred house, an institution
that the Ibani brought with them during their migration from the Central
Delta, and that was to play a critical part in the external trade of Bonny in the
centuries after European contact. The institutions of kingship and trading
house (or wari), therefore, were apparently well established at Bonny by the
74
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end of the seventeenth century.76 At that time, however, Elem Kalabari
seems to have overshadowed Bonny as a supplier of slaves for export, despite
the latter’s location closer to the sea. What seems to have constrained
Bonny’s emergence as a signiﬁcant slave port was restricted access to inland
sources of slaves, a problem that its neighbour, Elem Kalabari, had seemingly resolved by success in war with Okrika in the seventeenth century.77
Bonny’s defeat around 1700 of its neighbour, Andoni, which ‘in alliance
with the Kalabari and Okrika ’ is said to have waged war on Bonny in the
1690s – a time when, because of war in Europe, few slave ships allegedly
came to trade – is commonly seen to have opened up to Bonny a route via the
Imo River to internal supplies of slaves.78 Thereafter Andoni remained
subordinate to Bonny, ultimately ceding its political autonomy in the 1840s.79
The repercussions of the Andoni war for Bonny, however, seem to have been
more far-reaching than simply opening up trade routes, important though
that was. It appears to have been instrumental in reshaping the community’s
political and institutional landscape in ways that proved highly conducive
to trade expansion and credit protection. According to Jones, in order to
survive during this ‘period of intense warfare, a much greater degree of centralized authority had to be accepted, so that the war leaders who became
their kings became, temporarily at least, all-powerful ’.80 Even more radical
claims are made by Alagoa and Fombo, who suggest that the Andoni war
eﬀectively initiated within Bonny a palace revolution in which a ﬁnancially
pressed and militarily ineﬀective Awusa (or Halliday) lineage was forced
to concede royal authority to the Perekule (or Pepples). The latter held the
title of amanyanabo (or military leader) and, having allegedly accumulated
great wealth through trade, was said to be better placed to lead Bonny to
success against its enemy. Described by Barbot in 1699 as ‘ a sharp blade,
and a mighty talking Black ’, Perekule is claimed to have been ‘a great war
leader’. His accession is also considered to have been ‘a turning point in
Bonny dynastic history ’, with subsequent succession to the title of amanyanabo being restricted to his descendants.81 This concentration of authority
in the hands of the Perekule was subsequently reinforced by controls over
oracles and shrines, over sexual liaisons with strangers and over other areas
of social life.82 Tradition suggests, furthermore, that Perekule’s accession
76
On his visit to Bonny in 1699, Barbot was somewhat dismissive of the use of the title
of king. Noting that, in common with other places in Guinea, Europeans used the title to
refer to the chiefs or captains of the villages near Bonny, he went on to suggest that they
‘ are at best such kings as the two and thirty that Joshua defeated at once ’ (West Africa, II,
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triggered other institutional changes that strengthened ideologically the
power of the amanyanabo, and thus the Perekule dynasty, while transforming
the operation of lineage houses, shifting the basis of their leadership from
descent to military prowess and economic ability. Perekule is alleged even to
have sanctioned the right of slaves to become heads of houses, some of which
subsequently became highly successful trading units in their own right and
absorbed their less successful rivals.83 In short, after the Andoni war, the
house evolved into a quasi-military, commercial unit centred on the canoes
that characterized river craft of the delta, its leadership being shaped by
merit as much as by ancestry. Such concentration of political authority and
increased meritocracy were seemingly features of eighteenth-century political and economic life that distinguished Bonny from Old Calabar.
The suggestion that the Andoni war promoted political centralization in
the hands of the Pepples is not without its critics. Hargreaves, for example,
argues that kingship was not uncontested in the eighteenth century and that
the concept of a shared monarchy, in which houses claiming descent from the
founding settlers were partners in government with the Pepples, was still
perhaps normal at this time.84 Such arguments appear to gain support from
scattered observations that continue to identify the Halliday lineage with
kingship and from the absence of a recognizable political narrative for Bonny
that chronicles the succession of kings in the eighteenth century.85 The last
reﬂects, among other things, a veil of silence over Bonny’s history that
was arranged. There were also shrines at Ayama, Fibiri and Kalaibiama, the one at Fibiri
being consulted on matters relating to canoe house aﬀairs, selection of the king and expeditions to interior markets (Hargreaves, ‘ Political economy ’, 35–9). Juju shrines also
regulated social behaviour, including miscegenation with whites. According to Jackson,
writing in 1826, whites were considered ‘ a superior race’, being reverenced ‘ as Jujews’,
and mixing of blood between Africans and whites was outlawed, mulattoes being
‘ instantly destroyed ’, a fate that also befell twins and their mothers (Jackson, Journal of
a Residence, 152).
83
Perekule’s nomination of the slave, Allison Nwaoju, as alabo is said to have initiated
the right of slaves to become heads of houses (or ama-alabo) (Alagoa and Tombo,
Chronicle, 46). When this happened is unknown, but as noted earlier, a trader named
Allison, possibly Allison Nwaoju or one of his descendants, was a major supplier of slaves
to ships visiting Bonny in 1790–3. Other reforms allegedly introduced by Perekule
included making aspirants to chieftaincy demonstrate military capability (or mgbi aki, win
a cannon ball) (ibid. 11). Such changes clearly challenged ancestry as a benchmark for
leadership of houses, while reinforcing Perekule’s own status as amanyanabo.
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and there remain until the dispute was adjusted by the intervention of the priests ’ (211).
The continuing pretensions of the Halliday family to authority may have rested on the
fact that when Perekule deposed Awusa, the latter allegedly retained an important item of
regalia – an ivory horn (or edu) – which in 1972 was said to be still in the custody of the
Halliday House (Alagoa and Tombo, Chronicle, 10). Alagoa and Tombo make some
attempt to establish a king list for Bonny, going back to the sixteenth century (ibid. chs.
2–5), but their chronology before 1800 is contested.
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commentators noted when the riddle of the Niger was a prominent subject
of debate in nineteenth-century Britain.86 A close reading of trade accounts,
nonetheless, suggests that despite the possibility that elections were contested, the amanyanabo, once elected, was a very powerful, even dominant,
ﬁgure in regulating external trade and that the Pepples probably asserted
dynastic control over this position earlier than Hargreaves assumes. In
this regard, we tend to agree with Jones and with Alagoa and Tombo in
identifying the consolidation of royal authority with the emergence of the
Pepples, even while accepting the problems of tracking the chronology of
kings. The key point methodologically is that a view through the trade
window suggests an earlier rather than later assumption of authority by the
Pepple lineage.
According to Jones, the Pepple dynasty ‘came into being in the eighteenth
century’, a view that is not inconsistent with that of Alagoa and Tombo, who
date the accession of Pepple after 1700.87 In a remarkable account of trade
protocols at Bonny in 1699–1704, however, Barbot reveals that Pepple was
already involved in regulating trade relations with Europeans by the end of
the seventeenth century, and equally important goes on to show how the
royal authority that Pepple subsequently assumed shaped trade relations at
the port. Barbot suggests that the ships arriving there ‘usually give a salute
of three, ﬁve or seven guns, according to the bigness of the ship, to the
king of Bandy ’, observing that the local people were ‘ very fond of such
civilities’ and that ‘ it contributes much to facilitate the trade’.88 He went on
to draw attention to the part played by the king, in consultation with ‘ the
principal natives of the country ’ and his brother ‘Pepprell’, in determining
the initial terms upon which slaves might be bought, including exchange
rates of trade goods and customs dues, ‘none of the natives having dared to
come aboard of us, or sell the least thing, till the king had adjusted the
trade with us ’. Only after these negotiations, according to Barbot, did the
king order ‘the publick cryer to proclaim the permission of trade with us ’.89
Negotiations with the king and his oﬃcials, including Pepple, seem to have
taken place at intervals during subsequent trade dealings, such meetings
culminating, as Barbot reported of a later voyage to Bonny in 1704, in a
gathering at which ‘we treated the king and his principal oﬃcers, with a goat,
a hog, and a barrel of punch’. This, Barbot observed, was ‘ an advertisement
to the Blacks ashore, to pay in to us what they owe us, or to furnish us with
all speed, what slaves and yams they have contracted to supply us with, else
the king compels them to it ’.90
Barbot’s account anticipates by more than a century similar descriptions
of the elaborate rituals that preceded the opening of trade at Bonny when
the Pepples unquestionably controlled trade with Europeans there.91 His
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reference to Pepple as the king’s brother almost gives him the status of a
king, though he is also described elsewhere, together with some other traders,
as a captain. Be this as it may, Barbot’s account also suggests that the
king – in this case, Awua, or William – not only proﬁted personally through
taxation and other means from the slave trade but also regulated the terms
upon which trade might proceed and, perhaps most remarkable of all, underwrote and enforced credit arrangements. In eﬀect, when Barbot visited
Bonny, there appears to have been a ceremony of royalty, a code of ethics
and mechanisms for self-regulation that, institutionally, provided a ﬁrm
foundation for international exchange and credit protection. Barbot was,
moreover, not alone at this time in identifying royal authority and power
with contractual agreement and enforcement at Bonny. A similar assumption
underlay the terms of trade that the Royal African Company sought to
establish with Bonny at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The Company anticipated potential problems arising from credit, and endeavoured to
enlist the king’s authority to ‘oblige ’ his people ‘to perform their Contracts
and do us Justice and make us Satisfaction for Damage in delaying us in our
Voyage or otherwise whensoever they do it ’.92 Thus, in the eyes of British
traders, royal authority and contract enforcement were inextricably linked
at Bonny by 1700.
Trade relations at Bonny were not always as orderly as Barbot described
them or as the Royal African Company hoped they might be. Yet, while the
names of individual kings at Bonny are not always known, royal inﬂuence
over trade, nonetheless, remained clear. In 1755, an English ship drove away
from Bonny a rival French ship, despite eﬀorts by the king to intercede
on behalf of the Frenchman, ‘aﬁn de lui rendre justice autant qu’il pourrait ’.
It was reported, however, that on this occasion the king’s authority ‘ne
servait de rien’, perhaps because the incident happened oﬀshore.93 The
identity of the English shipmaster involved in this incident is unknown, but
his action may perhaps have been connected with another incident at Bonny
a year later when, according to Captain Baillie of the Liverpool ship, Carter,
‘trade was stopt (as it had often been before) ’. Accompanied by the masters
of three other British vessels, Baillie ‘marched on shore to know the reason
and applied to the King thrice ’, but, according to Baillie’s report, the king
‘constantly ordered himself to be denied, and wou’d not admit us ’, even
though ‘we heard his voice in doors ’. Without a royal audience, trade evidently was impossible. Aﬀronted by the king’s inaction, the four shipmasters
elected to bombard the town, but this proved counter-productive. One of
the ships was lost as a result of ‘a volley of small arms from the bushes ’ and
‘several shot from the town [that] went through him’. Only when ‘things
[were] made up ’ did trade re-open, and even then it was reported ‘very
slow’.94 The events described by Baillie remind us that, as in Barbot’s time,
trade at Bonny in the mid-1750s depended on royal approval. If those events,
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furthermore, were a repercussion of British eﬀorts to monopolize trade at
Bonny a year earlier, they also suggest that the royal sanction for trade could
not be overridden by Anglo-French rivalry.
Evidence from the late eighteenth century continues to emphasize the
pivotal role of royal authority in the conduct of trade at Bonny. In 1790,
James Fraser, who commanded ﬁve voyages to the port, claimed that when
candidates for the kingship of Bonny were considered to ‘be equal ’, the man
preferred was usually the one ‘best qualiﬁed to govern them with equity, and
secure them against the depredations of their neighbours, and who understands the English language, and the mode of trading with Europeans’.95
Three years later, John Goodrich, master of a Bristol ship, reinforced the
point. Complaining in April 1793 of the slowness of trade since his arrival
there over three months earlier, Goodrich attributed this directly to the
death of the king in 1792. According to Goodrich, there had been ‘but
One fare [fair] Since I have been in the River[.] Owing to their being no King
the Trade is much Stagnated here ’.96 Goodrich was unspeciﬁc about why
the king’s death had caused such problems, but other evidence both at this
time and later suggests that only after visiting ships had ‘broken ’ trade
with the king could other trade begin.97 This was evidently impossible as
long as the succession to the king who died in 1792 remained unsettled. We
do not know precisely how serious the king’s death proved for Goodrich, and
its impact may be masked by other events, including the sharp fall in the
number of ships leaving Europe for Africa on the outbreak of war in Europe
in 1793. There are nevertheless indications that, following nearly unprecedented levels of slave exports in 1792, Bonny experienced a more severe
slump in slave ship arrivals in 1793–5 than its rival, Old Calabar. Thereafter,
slave exports from the port returned to pre-1793 levels, reaching a new
peak in 1800.98 The succession crisis that Goodrich noted in April 1793,
95
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therefore, seems to have had a real, though short-term, impact on trade levels
at Bonny, underlining the importance of royal authority to the port’s trade
performance. Moreover, its importance was further demonstrated in the
period after Britain abolished its slave trade in 1807. In the mid-1820s
King Opubo Pepple persuaded the master of a French ship to stay at Bonny
rather than proceed to Old Calabar by contracting to supply 230 slaves
within 45 days. At the time this contract was sealed, furthermore, Opubo
Pepple had similar commitments of up to ten other ships.99 Yet further
evidence of the king’s involvement in protecting credit is to be found in
the emergent palm oil trade, when in the mid-1830s the then amanyanabo,
William Dappa Pepple, was requested by British traders to cover debts
incurred by local oil traders, a request to which the king acceded, albeit with
some reluctance.100 Although the evidence is less full than one would wish,
the invocation of royal authority to secure credit and generally regulate trade
relations seems to have transcended both British and French slave trading
at Bonny as well as the shift of Britain’s trading interests at the port from
slaves to palm oil.
From the arrival of James Barbot in 1699 to the accession of William
Dappa Pepple as amanyanabo in the 1830s, therefore, there is consistent, if
intermittent and sometimes indirect, evidence that trade and credit protection at Bonny revolved around royal authority. This authority was rooted in
tradition, lineage, military prowess and commercial ability and reinforced by
ceremonial and spiritual practices and regulation of social behaviour. It has
been claimed that third-party enforcement of contracts through political
institutions is crucial if markets are to grow beyond the scale where personal
reputation is eﬀective as a means of ensuring delivery of contractual obligations.101 At Bonny, we would argue, political centralization, with its ﬁscal
and other privileges, and centring on the cult of royal authority and the uniﬁcation of military prowess and commercial skill through the house system,
provided a highly ﬂexible and low-cost method of safeguarding credit,
thereby facilitating expansion of slave traﬃcking to much higher levels than
at rival ports.
We have argued elsewhere that the adaptation of pawnship as a means of
underpinning credit represented an important innovation in allowing credit
expansion at Old Calabar, but we also noted the costs associated with this
system of private ordering.102 Reliance on pawnship could entail protracted
and sometimes unproductive negotiations between borrowers and lenders. It
also involved risks to lenders in terms of absconding pawns and costs to
borrowers in terms of provisioning hostages and loss of potential earnings
from them during their enforced idleness. Disputes relating to pawning
arrangements could provoke violence between European and local traders,
peak in 1800. A similar exercise for Old Calabar reveals a much shallower fall in shipments of slaves in 1793–5 from that port than at Bonny. Data from Eltis et al., Slave Trade
Database, search using the principal port of slave purchase as Bonny or Old Calabar, and
dates of departure from Africa >1782 and <1808.
99
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which, in the absence of a mutually accepted arbiter, resulted in some cases
in deaths on one or both sides of the exchange.103 Such costs cannot be
precisely quantiﬁed, but they were unlikely to be less, and probably higher,
than those associated with centrally enforced contracts, especially where
royal power was absolute but not used wilfully.104 Transactions costs in the
slave trade at Old Calabar were therefore probably higher than at Bonny,
thereby restraining the growth of market activity. It is also clear that pawnship was usually embedded in social relations and that, from the perspective
of European traders, was likely to function most eﬀectively as a credit protection mechanism if and when borrowers were related to those that they
pawned.105 Asymmetries in information between lenders and borrowers
about the relationship of pawns to borrowers meant that Europeans were
almost certainly unable to enforce this preference, but some pawns were
clearly related to Old Calabar traders. Whether or not pawns were related to
traders, the capacity to expand credit at Old Calabar clearly came to depend
on local supplies of pawns and the willingness of creditors to accept those on
oﬀer. In this respect, as a device for protecting credit, pawnship remained
rooted in personal relations and trust, and was thus incompatible with the
achievement of levels of slaving activity witnessed at Bonny where less personal, more politically based, contract and credit enforcement methods seem
to have prevailed.
CONCLUSION

Described in 1826 as a ‘ horrid hole’ because of its health risks to visiting
Europeans, Bonny had emerged, nevertheless, as one of the principal venues
of slave trading in Africa during the eighteenth century. Until now, however,
its shadowy history, in which even its king line and political structures remain murky, has meant that its rise as a slave port has been one of the least
understood stories relating to Africa’s involvement in the transatlantic traﬃc
in slaves. This article has sought to lift the veil from Bonny’s participation in
that activity, and more particularly to explain how it came to dominate slave
exports from the Bight of Biafra. We have shown that Bonny outpaced Old
Calabar, which was the leading supplier of slaves in the ﬁrst part of the
103
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eighteenth century, at least a generation earlier than previously thought,
commonly supplying two-thirds of all slaves shipped from the Bight of Biafra
in the century beginning in the 1730s. We have also attempted to explain why
this happened, an important issue given the contribution of the Bight of
Biafra to the expansion in the Atlantic slave trade in the eighteenth century.
British merchants dominated trade with both ports but clearly favoured
Bonny. We have argued that a critical factor in allowing ports to generate
slaves for export was credit from European ﬁrms and that in this regard the
early growth and consolidation of royal authority, linked to victory over
Andoni about 1700 and to reform of the traditional house system, facilitated
the emergence at Bonny of lower cost mechanisms of credit protection and
expansion than at its closest rivals. These developments allowed Bonny to
capitalize on its victory over Andoni and aggressively to pursue, through its
trading house system and heavily manned river canoes, commercial ties
with the inland Aro trading diaspora that also served its rival, Old Calabar.
Bonny’s rise thus had repercussions for the economic geography of slave
supply within the Bight of Biafra, encouraging a previously little understood
westward shift in Aro activities by 1750. Underpinned by well-protected
ﬂows of imported credit, these links with the Aro network allowed Bonny in
turn to gain a reputation for eﬃciency in supplying large ships with slaves.
In this respect, the story of slave trading in the Bight of Biafra is consistent
with theories of modern microeconomics that highlight the relationship
between the state and market-based levels of economic activity. More speciﬁcally, it underlines the importance of perceptions for economic behavior
and the role of politics and political institutions in shaping creditors’ evaluations of borrowers’ credit worthiness.106 In doing so, it further reminds
us of the inﬂuence of African institutions on the scale and structure of the
Atlantic slave trade and casts new light on the issue of why so many people of
Igbo origin were forcibly shipped to the Americas in the century or so before
1840.
As Bonny was one of several ports in western Africa through which very
large numbers of enslaved people were dispatched across the Atlantic, its
story has still wider implications. Among other leading African slave ports
were Cabinda, Luanda and Ouidah, each of which accounted for at least as
many, and quite likely more, slave shipments to the Americas as Bonny.107 In
addition, other ports supplied slaves in numbers that collectively were large
but individually much smaller than those shipped from Bonny and the other
leading slave ports. As in Europe, slave trading at the Atlantic coast of Africa
was a ubiquitous activity but came to be concentrated at a small number of
ports, one of which was Bonny. What happened in the Bight of Biafra in
1660–1840 was, therefore, a microcosm of broader trends in slaving activity
around the Atlantic world in terms of trade concentration. As a result, the
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history of Bonny between 1690 and 1840 should provide insights not only
into how other African ports came to dominate local or regional slaving
activities but also into how local adjustment and interaction at diﬀerent
places on the western coast of Africa characterized economic integration of
the Atlantic world during the slave trade era.

