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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is primarily for people of African descent exploring their musical heritage, along with music enthusiasts, educators, and anyone seeking to understand the true origins of modern popular music.

      The book reveals the extraordinary journey of West African musical traditions from ancient kingdoms through the horrors of slavery to global cultural dominance. It documents how enslaved Africans transformed their greatest trauma into humanity's most influential cultural force, creating the foundation for Jazz, Blues, Gospel, Rock, Hip-Hop, and virtually every popular music genre.

      As the late Maud Meyer often put it, “We should never just say Jazz. We really should say Jazz and The Blues, because so much of Jazz is based on The Blues.”

      The story unfolds along the Atlantic coast of West Africa from Senegal to Angola, across the dreaded Middle Passage, through the Americas and Caribbean, and back to Africa in a remarkable circular journey. The music then eventually explodes on to the world stage in several genres and continues to shape global culture today.

      Africa is vast and some key nations in this story (like Nigeria) are huge. So, expect a couple of very long chapters! This book stretches from ancient African civilizations and the Green Sahara period through the transatlantic trade in enslaved people, the colonial era, and into contemporary times, showing how West African musical innovations have survived across millennia while maintaining their essential Africanness.

      This story is essential it needs to be told again and fully. It needs to be told now. This book is important because it adds weight to counter the negative narratives about African contributions to civilization that many children (and adults) still absorb daily. It helps adults whose education and immersion in popular culture has left them with wrong impressions about African music history.

      Reading this provides you with documented evidence that African descendants didn't only survive centuries of oppression to thrive, they also created the most powerful cultural force in human history. Understanding this heritage builds unshakeable cultural pride and identity for anyone with African roots, and creates bridges for interaction among diverse communities.

      This book can transform people, and even nations. It serves as a tool for cultural reclamation in schools, churches, and families. Teachers can use it to build inclusive curricula that engage African heritage students. Parents can share it to strengthen their children's cultural identity. Community organizers can apply it to unite diverse groups around shared musical heritage. Churches can connect gospel traditions to realities of history, contemporary society and aspiration of congregations and communities.

      Most importantly, it provides us all with powerful counter-evidence to the lingering historic racist narratives, helping build the cultural pride and identity that research shows improves academic performance and mental health outcomes.

      Unlike existing books in the field, "The Story of West African Music" tells the complete circular journey that other authors have left untold. I however heartily recommend that you read Professor John Collins of the University of Ghana who is a global authority on this topic and to whom I acknowledge a scholarly debt of gratitude.⁠*

      "The Story of West African Music" helps fill a crucial gap by documenting the complete circular journey. It begins from specific West African coastal kingdoms involved in the infamous trade of enslaved Africans and the crucial role of the ancient Kru and other African sailors who later evolve the Palm Wine Music.

      This story travels with us through the Middle Passage and American musical evolution, and back to Africa where these transformed sounds birthed Highlife, Afrobeat, Makossa, Amapiano and enabled today's global African music dominance. While other books examine pieces of this story, none provides the detail available here. This book creates a new category in music literature. Rather than competing with existing academic texts or American-focused narratives, it completes the story they begin but often do not finish.

      This isn't just music history, it's your victory story, well documented and ready to empower you and the next generation. In a season where the story of Africa may once again be squeezed to the margins, this is one book you should have on your shelf, in your home.
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          * https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Collins_(musician/researcher)

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          BISHOP DR. DES JADDOO MBE

        

      

    

    
      This is a groundbreaking work of cultural history that reads in places like a musical detective story. It traces how West African musical innovations became the foundation of virtually every form of modern popular music, from The Blues and Rock and Roll to Jazz, Soul and even the Gospel songs that have helped transform the lives of billions.

      This fantastic book is written by a scholar-storyteller who brings the complex technical side of music to life with the very human story of how West African music has changed our global culture.

      The author approaches a vast subject through the idea of "the circular journey." His book shows how these West African musical traditions travelled to the Americas and the Caribbean through the horrors of slavery and evolved through a series of traumatic cultural fusions. The music returned to Africa via sailors, missionaries, recordings and live performances. It went on to help inspire amazing new global innovations like Highlife, Afrobeat, Makossa and many more. This approach by the author transforms what could have been dry musicology into an epic tale of cultural survival, creativity, and triumph.

      The book however is also simultaneously musical (explaining how specific rhythms, instruments, and techniques developed), historical (documenting the social forces that shaped the evolution of modern Blues, Jazz, Gospel, and Pop), and ethnomusicological (analyzing how different cultures interact through music). Yet it transcends academic categories by focusing on the human story. You will hear the defiant pain of voices rising in dark slave ship holds and the hopes of young contemporary artists reaching global audiences through digital streaming platforms.

      The author writes with the passion and insight of someone who understands that this isn't just music history, but the story of how oppressed communities used creativity not only to survive but ultimately to reshape global culture. His book details how survival mechanisms evolve into successful art forms, and how the most profound cultural innovations often emerge from the most challenging circumstances.

      The chapters in this book do demonstrate how the margins became the centre. The author shows that the gains of military and political conquest are often surprisingly transformed by the culture of the supposedly “conquered peoples.” This is essential reading for anyone curious about the hidden stories in the music they love.

      
        
        — Bishop Dr. Des Jaddoo MBE

      

      

      

      Bishop Dr. Des Jaddoo MBE is the Chair/Director of the Windrush National Organization which functions primarily as a civil rights advocacy organization, actively supporting British people with roots in the Caribbean Diaspora against all forms of injustice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          WHY EUROPE WANTED SLAVES?

        

      

    

    
      Why did Europeans need slaves?

      
        
        The answer reveals an uncomfortable truth: biological racism wasn't a natural human tendency, but a deliberate invention born from greed, theological crisis, and economic necessity. Between the 15th and 18th centuries, a perfect storm emerged.

      

        

      
        New Islamic dominance of the ancient Asian trade routes forced European oceanic expansion. New plantation economies demanded massive labour forces, and Renaissance thinking freed European conscience from traditional moral constraints.

      

        

      
        This section of the book traces how these forces converged to create the ideology that justified the Atlantic Trade in Enslaved Africans, and how that same ideology dismissed African music as " primitive noise." But the very music that would survive the Middle Passage would eventually transform the world.

      

      

      Modern biological (or so-called scientific) racism did not come directly from Darwin’s evolutionary theory, as might be expected. His “Origin of Species” only appeared in 1859. Biological racism had started earlier in specific 15th-18th century circumstances. Before Darwin there were the new ideas from the Renaissance (14th to 17th Centuries) and the Christian Reformation (16th Century).

      So, before the “Origin of Species” the Renaissance and Reformation ideas of humanism, individualism, and challenge to central authority, had appeared. For many, that also meant greed is generally good for human progress, and that Christian morality was now an individual choice.

      The idea that some human beings are therefore just better than others also encouraged the emerging new wave of European Empires. These ways of thinking effectively created the Atlantic trade in Enslaved Africans. It suited the needs of the time. Understanding these earlier origins reveals that biological racism was an invention for a justification for greed, brutality, and the cruelest inhumanity. Since then, biological racism has become a persistent and evil ideology. But it is not a natural human tendency. Young children do not have such racism. It is learned.

      The transatlantic trade was not Africa's only experience with slavery. The Barbary slave trade (roughly 16th-19th centuries) along North Africa's coast operated within the Ottoman Empire's Mediterranean world, where piracy and slavery cut across ethnic and religious lines. The primary distinction there was often between Muslims and non-Muslims rather than racial categories. Many local rulers and traders were Arab, Berber, Turkish, or European converts to Islam.

      Crucially, Europeans were also enslaving other Europeans during this period. For example, Vikings enslaved many Slavs (the word "slave" derives from "Slav"). Various other forms of captivity persisted across Europe. Each system of slavery had distinct characteristics, scale, and consequences that deserve understanding on their own terms rather than being used to minimize the specific horrors of the transatlantic trade. Demand always encourages supply.

      While this book focuses on the West African transatlantic trade, it is essential to acknowledge that millions of Africans were also enslaved and exported from Eastern and Northern Africa through the Arab slave trade, which operated for over a millennium. In eastern Africa, the slave trade was multi-directional. It changed over time, with Zanj slaves captured from the southern interior sold through ports on the northern seaboard to customers in the Nile Valley, Horn of Africa, Arabian Peninsula, Persian Gulf, India, Far East, and the Indian Ocean islands.⁠*

      The extent of slavery within Africa and the trade in slaves to other regions is not known precisely. However, there are estimates of up to 20 million people taken from this continent. Millions of other people across Asia were also victims of enslavement.⁠*

      THE EXPLORERS

      The primary catalyst for the expansion of European maritime exploration and commerce was the remarkable growth of the emerging Islamic civilization to the east. While politically fragmented into Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal empires, the Islamic world functioned as a coherent economic system in controlling the essential trade routes between Europe and Asia.

      Before the rise of Islam in the 7th century, wealthy Europeans imported luxury goods along the Silk Road from Persia, India, and China. A single import of black pepper or silk could be worth more than most people earned in a lifetime, making these trade connections extraordinarily lucrative for merchants who could successfully navigate the dangerous overland routes.

      The capture of Constantinople in 1453 was a significant Ottoman military success (Christian Crusaders from Rome had partially destroyed it in 1294).⁠* The besieging of Vienna (twice) demonstrated that European strategies were insufficient against this new Islamic superpower.

      There was now a major “commercial constraint” on access to Asia from Europe by land. Islamic economic dominance forced Europeans to seek alternative routes to Asian markets. The early Portuguese exploration around Africa and Columbus's westward voyage were the strategic responses to growing Islamic power in the Middle East, which was now dominating the routes to Asia. This pushed the Europeans to become oceanic rather than regional powers, a transformation with profound consequences for global racial ideologies, and dire consequences for Africa.⁠*

      Beyond the unprecedented (and unrivaled) depletion of human resources, the trade in enslaved Africans resulted in a massive internal and multi-generational disruption in social, economic and family life as I detailed in my earlier book "The Bible Destiny of Africa," which is available on Amazon.⁠*

      LABOR FOR THE PLANTATIONS

      The resulting new Atlantic trade networks eventually required unprecedented labour forces for sugar, tobacco, and cotton plantations operating at industrial scale across generations. Unlike traditional agriculture, these systems needed millions of workers in permanent, inherited bondage. Initial attempts using indentured servants and indigenous peoples proved inadequate due to disease, expense, and eventual freedom for European workers.⁠*

      The solution? A systematic enslavement of sub-Saharan Africans created a profound ideological challenge. Many enslaved Africans were already Muslims or Christians, and many came from sophisticated civilizations, making traditional justifications based on religion, conquest, or cultural difference inadequate for permanent, hereditary bondage.

      The answer from the 16th and 17th Century thinking was a “revived” or “modern” biological racism , with supposedly scientific racial categories based on physical characteristics, which claimed to be permanent, hereditary, and decisive of human capacity. In a research article, Paula Braveman and Tyan Parker Dominguez confirm that in America, “the notion of race arose and not coincidentally co-evolved with the emerging trans-Atlantic slave trade in the late 1600s… used to justify the enslavement and brutal treatment of Africans.”⁠*

      This new ideology served multiple functions: providing moral justification for enslavement, resolving Christian theological problems about human souls, and creating stable categories children would inherit to ensure permanent labour supply. The 16th-18th century scientific revolution provided tools for racial theorization, with printing presses spreading supposedly objective taxonomies of human difference.⁠* It supported the largest, most industrialized enslavement in the history of humanity.

      MUSICAL RACISM

      These new biological theories also created “intellectual reasons” to dismiss African musical traditions as "primitive" or inferior. When European ears couldn't understand, complex polyrhythms, sophisticated call-and-response patterns, improvisation within structure, it was all simply labelled as chaos or noise. This wasn't deliberate cultural warfare, but rather the logical outcome of Enlightenment and Reformation thinking that now needed to reconcile Christian theology with profitable slavery. If Africans were deemed naturally inferior, then their music and other culture must be inferior too.

      Yet African musical traditions have proved remarkably resilient. The same rhythmic complexity and communal participation that Europeans dismissed would survive the slave ships, adapt in plantation fields, and eventually transform into spirituals, work songs, and manifold coded communications. Understanding this context helps us appreciate what follows: how music dismissed as "primitive" became the foundation for Blues, Jazz, spirituals, Gospel, and virtually every form of modern popular music. The story of West African music is ultimately about creativity surviving against the odds.

      PROLOGUE SUMMARY

      The biological racism that justified enslaving millions of Africans was neither ancient nor inevitable; it was manufactured to serve profit. Born from European economic desperation and theological convenience, it dressed itself in scientific language to legitimize the greatest industrial enslavement in human history.

      Yet this ideology, powerful enough to build empires and destroy civilizations, could not silence African music. The rhythms and melodies that Europeans then dismissed as primitive chaos would prove more resilient than the chains meant to contain them. As we turn now to the music itself, remember what survived the slave ships wasn't just sound, but proof of an indestructible humanity that no ideology could erase.

      Understanding this historical context of systematic dehumanization makes the survival of African musical traditions even more remarkable. In the slave ships crossing the Atlantic, music became a lifeline to identity, humanity, and hope.

      Next in Chapter One, we learn more of the history of this African coast through the remarkable character called Sailor Tom.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_Africa

          

          * https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_Asia

          

          * https://www.worldhistory.org/article/1188/1204-the-sack-of-constantinople/

          

          * https://historyatnormandale.wordpress.com/2016/12/14/ottoman-empire-and-europe-during-16th-century/

          

          * https://www.amazon.co.uk/Bible-Destiny-Africa-Teido-Agama/dp/1804672122

          

          * https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/plantation-system/

          

          * https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8452910/

          

          * https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/a-brief-history-of-the-enduring-phony-science-that-perpetuates-white-supremacy/2019/04/29/20e6aef0-5aeb-11e9-a00e-050dc7b82693_story.html
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            SAILOR TOM
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        Before the academic theories, before the musicological analysis, before the historical documentation, there was Sailor Tom and his battered guitar on the deck of the MV Tamele. This chapter traces two journeys along the West African coast: one as a young boy learning from a Kru sailor who played Palm Wine music and recited history, and another decades later as a media professional compelled to complete that voyage through the eastern slave ports. Together, these journeys reveal how music more than anything, carried the story of survival across centuries of brutality, and why that story demanded to be told.

      

      

      My first West African coast journey was traveling with my mother, on board the diesel motor vessel (MV) Tamele. This was a medium-sized cargo-passenger craft of just over 7,000 gross tons, operated by Elder Dempster Lines Ltd, working on the Liverpool-West Africa route. Built as a “cargo liner,” these ships were designed to carry both freight and passengers, and we were just two out of around seventy on board on this voyage. My return to the UK from Africa would be interrupted by military coups and war, but I did not know that at the time.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Fig 1: The MV Tamele 1910

      

      There were nine Ships Officers, and nearly thirty other crew, many of whom were clearly of West African ancestry. Most of the names I have long forgotten, except our friend “Sailor Tom,” a cheerful, bearded, wiry, grizzled old Black sailor of medium height with a huge grin who befriended everyone on board. I noticed that ladies especially, seemed to like Tom a lot.

      Tom was like a rugged like a piece of seasoned driftwood. He said he was from the Kru tribes. Sometimes, mostly early in the morning after a late-night trip ashore, he was quieter and looked rather “worse for wear,” but he always seemed happy. He was the Tamele’s “handyman” doing every odd job needed on board. He told us that his ancestors had sailed the Atlantic for longer than anyone could remember and many had served in the British Navy.

      Tom seemed to enjoy considerable deference from the rest of the crew including the White Officers, He could recite the names and battle honors of all the men in his family line back to the battle of Trafalgar! Tom even claimed a relative of his had helped Lord Nelson after the French sniper’s fatal shot. True or not, it was a great story.

      Black African Kru sailors like Tom are buried in Cape Town, Portsmouth, Liverpool and many other far-flung places around the world. The amazing role of Kru and other African sailors in the development and spread of modern music has never been properly recognized, and should be.

      PALM WINE MUSIC

      Sailor Tom was the unofficial on board “passenger information and entertainment service.” He played us Palm Wine music on a guitar that looked as old and as travelled as him. Palm wine music in West Africa, began among the Kru sailors of Liberia and Sierra Leone. It used African techniques of playing taken from the Koras, Seperawas, Lutes, and other ancient stringed instruments from which the guitar is descended.

      The Palm Wine music from the old sailing ships was influenced by African American and Caribbean music and the sea shanties (more on these later). The new sound spread rapidly along the port cities we were visiting on this voyage and beyond, becoming the basis of Highlife, Afrobeat and Juju music in Ghana and in Nigeria. This same Palm Wine music would also give birth to Makossa, African Jazz and African (or Afro) Gospel.

      This became the first real return of the music that had left Africa in the holds of the dreaded slave ships. This was African music coming back to the land of the ancestors. Now our ship was literally following the Atlantic Coast of Africa from west to east along the same route of the Palm Wine music! My love of African music was probably also kindled first by Sailor Tom and his guitar.

      THE HARP STYLE

      I had soon noticed that Tom played his guitar differently with a distinct plucking motion rather than strumming. When I asked Tom why, he just laughed and said, “That is the way we used to play the African harp, before we got these guitars.”

      Tom also played some Jamaican calypso/ mento music. Harry Belafonte's version of the “Banana Boat Song (Day-O)” was one of Tom’s most popular favorites with passengers and crew joining in the call-and-response. Tom was also always on hand to give me “the gist of things” when he was not too busy with his work.
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        Sailor Tom

      

      Departing Liverpool in the spring, we bunkered and resupplied 4 days later in Las Palmas, capital of the Canary Islands. Tom told me that this place had been a safe harbor since Greek and Phoenician times. He added that Christopher Columbus replenished his ships there on his westward voyages and that the original Berber inhabitants of the islands were wiped out by Spanish invaders. From Las Palmas we sailed on for Bathurst (now Banjul), Gambia and then on to Freetown, Sierra Leone former capital of British West Africa.

      ON BOARD EDUCATION

      Dotted all along the Atlantic Coast of Africa are the relics of the past brutalities that have happened here. Two names are frequently used for the fortified establishments set up by European Powers on the Atlantic Coast of Africa, for their trade in enslaved people. These are "slave castle" and "slave fort." You will find them all along the coast.

      Sailor Tom explained that both terms mean defensive structures used to hold enslaved people for export. The term "castle" often simply meaning a larger, more elaborate structure, with more military capability which might belong to one of the more successful European trading companies.

      The forts and castles served as trading posts, fortifications, symbols of power, and holding centers used for processing the enslaved people on their unfortunate trans-Atlantic journey. They are usually on the coast and often at the mouth of large rivers.

      EARLY INSIGHTS

      I was very young on this trip with Sailor Tom, but I learned a lot on that voyage. I found out for example that some old forts in West Africa are called “English” if they were established before the 1707 Acts of Union after which they are called “British.”

      Between Las Palmas and Sierra Leone, we passed several of these relics of historic inhumanity. French Fort Saint Louis is the former capital of Senegal established 1659 at the mouth of the Senegal River captured by British forces in 1758 later transferred back to France. It was once the capital of French West Africa. The British founded Fort James in 1664 on Kunta Kinteh Island (James Island). It was captured by the French in 1695 and taken back by the British in 1702

      Many of these places were beyond the horizon as we sailed. A few we saw from a distance, or we saw a headland that Tom assured us was the place he was talking about! Some were ruins or nothing much to be seen. Further south and east were a few places were able to visit when stretching our legs ashore. But Sailor Tom our onboard historian, was more than happy to let us know which landmark was closest to us at any time.

      The Africans among the passengers were more interested in what he had to say. Most of the Europeans carefully ignored these conversations. The major highlight of that part of the trip was sailing past Gorée Island off the coast of Senegal.

      GORÉE ISLAND

      Weather being fair, we caught sight of Gorée Island a few kilometers off the Dakar coast, which we could also see in the distance. It was a small rocky island that looked like it might be of some kind of volcanic origin. There were some buildings visible on the island, which Tom told us were part of the historic slave trading that had taken place there. This was not a scheduled stop for us, but for passengers aware of the island's tragic history as a major slave trading centre, seeing Gorée was a profoundly moving moment. EVEN FOR A YOUNG LAD AS I was there was a sense of something especially profound in that sight.

      As always, Tom explained to us that Gorée Island, off Senegal's coast, was first visited by Portuguese explorers in 1444 and subsequently controlled by Dutch, British, and French colonizers. From the 15th to the 19th century, it was the largest slave-trading centre on the African coast, though historians debate this claim. Gorée now serves as a memorial to the Atlantic slave trade. I heard some years later that the singer Michael Jackson and his family had visited there.

      FREETOWN SIERRA LEONE

      As we pulled into Freetown harbor, the ships horn sounded and Tom reminded me again that Freetown, was another ancient African seaport used by the Pharaohs of Egypt and the Magonid Suffetes of Carthage long before the Portuguese and the British came! Some of what Tom said, I forgot afterwards, but he created a huge hunger in me to learn more about the people and history of the Atlantic Coasts of Africa.

      Centrally located in the oldest part of Freetown near the water, we could already see a very tall tree easily visible as we approached. Tom told me that this was The Cotton Tree (a Kapok). It was the place where the first freed African slavery victims had gathered. Tom grinned as he told me how the old sea captains used the “Freetown Tree” as a navigation tool to line up their ship when sailing into the harbor. “If that tree ever falls down” he said, “Only God knows what will happen.” The giant tree was felled by a heavy storm in May 2023.
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        Fig 2: Gateway to the Old Kings Yard

      

      A group of our passengers disembarked at Freetown with their luggage. We joined others on a stroll ashore, while cargo was being stevedored, and as always, Tom was there to talk more about what he knew. He showed us the “Gateway to the Old Kings Yard” (see the picture above). This was once the assembly point for freed slaves. It was now one of the entrances to the Connaught Hospital.

      We heard from Tom that the Sierra Leone Creole people are descendants of freed slaves from three main groups: African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and Liberated Africans (seized directly from the traders). There are a few others. They settled in the Western Area of Sierra Leone between 1787 and about 1885. The settlement was established belatedly by the British with support from abolitionists and became a British Colony under the Sierra Leone Company. The English Bunce Island trading Fort, on Sierra Leone River was built 1670. It was closed for slave trading in 1807 and abandoned in 1840. A lot of history.
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        Fig 3: Bunce Island in 1726 (Royal African Company)

      

      Monrovia Liberia

      After a day of smooth sailing from Freetown, we arrived later in the evening at Bushrod Island's Freeport, in Monrovia Liberia. The port had been extended by the USA for rubber exports. This area according to our on-board historian Tom, was named Cape Mesurado by Portuguese explorer Pedro de Sintra in 1461. It became known as the "Grain Coast" or “Pepper Coast.” The Melegueta pepper from there was more valuable in weight than gold at the time. Cape Mesurado also had active trading in enslaved Africans until British forces from Sierra Leone shut them down in 1815

      There were no passengers to disembark at Monrovia, and only a few items of cargo to offload. But Tom was excited to tell us how African Americans freed from slavery in the USA had arrived back on this “Pepper Coast” . They first landed on Providence Island in 1822, then established a settlement called Christopolis on Cape Mesurado. That area evolved into what is now the Waterside Market district of Monrovia, the new name given to the city in 1824 honoring US President James Monroe.

      SEKONDI-TAKORADI

      Early the following morning, before we rose for breakfast, our ship had already set sail for Sekondi-Takoradi, another major deepwater port serving the Gold Coast region that later became Ghana. Tema was still under construction at the time. Between Freetown and the Takoradi port, there were more historical buildings along the shoreline.

      Portuguese Fort Saint Anthony in Axim was built in 1515 captured by the Dutch in 1642 and transferred to Britain in 1872. English Fort Metal Cross in Dixcove was completed in 1697 which Became Dutch in 1868 and British again in 1872. Dutch Fort Batenstein at Butre was built in 1656 and ceded to Britain in 1872. Portuguese Fort San Sebastian in Shama completed in 1526. Captured by the Dutch West India Company in 1642, then ceded to Britain in 1872. The stories of these buildings were full of battles between Europeans to dominate each other and the African Kingdoms they traded with.

      Sekondi-Takoradi (the latter is where the port sits) is a major industrial area with a railway terminus serving landlocked counties even further north than Ghana. We were two full days there at the bustling Takoradi dockside, stevedoring industrial and general cargoes including motor vehicles. Some ships stores came aboard here and there was some bunkering too. I enjoyed watching all of this and probably gained my future love of seafaring on this voyage.

      As usual, Tom had some history to share. He told us that Sekondi-Takoradi was an important part of the ancient Ashanti Kingdom known for gold trading. This area attracted Portuguese traders in the 15th century, followed by Dutch and British forts built in the 17th century. The region shifted from gold to slave trade as European demand grew, becoming part of the Trans-Atlantic trade network.
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        Fig 4: Map of the core Asante Empire

      

      Sekondi-Takoradi endured conflicts during the Dutch-Ahanta War and Anglo-Ashanti Wars as Europeans fought the Ashanti for control over valuable gold resources and trade routes. British colonial rule was established after the Dutch departed in 1872. We will talk more about this later in this book.

      Modern development began with a railway to goldfields (1903) and Ghana's first deepwater port at Takoradi (1928). The cities merged in 1946, creating today's major export hub handling 65% of Ghana's exports including cocoa, timber, and minerals. There was an important Royal Air Force base at Sekondi-Takoradi during WW2.

      Departing Takoradi port, on our voyage to Accra, there were again some interesting sights on the port side, though not all were visible. Tema Harbor (under construction) We passed by Dutch Fort Vredenburg in Komenda completed c1689 and ceded to Britain in 1872. British Fort Komenda (English Komenda) was completed 1674. Transferred to the Dutch in 1868 and purchased by the English 1872.

      The English/British Fort Amsterdam in Abandze was completed in 1645 (named Fort Cormantin or Courmantyne) captured the Dutch in 1665, and traded back to the British in 1868. Portuguese Cape Coast Castle was built in 1555 then reinforced by the Swedes in 1653 and named Carolusborg. It was captured by Danes, then Dutch, and ultimately by the British in 1664. The imposing (and originally) Portuguese Elmina Castle 1482 was captured by the Dutch in 1637, then ceded to the British in 1872 who later expanded it greatly.
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        Fig 5: Elmina Castle, Ghana

      

      Along the way, there was also Fort Good Hope built by the Dutch and Fort Prinzenstein built by the Danish. There was Fort James, Ussher Fort and more. There seemed to be forts and castles everywhere! Tom who had sailed this coast for many years, explained that wherever you see the forts and castles, it shows there was something there that the Europeans were trying to get. He flashed his huge grin again. I was also very surprised to learn for the first time, on this trip, that Scandinavian countries were part of trading enslaved Africans.

      ACCRA TO LAGOS

      It was a sunny afternoon when we arrived just off Accra, our journey from Sekondi-Takoradi had taken less than half a day. Most of the passengers for Ghana had already disembarked at the Takoradi Port, but a few were picked up by the mail launch that came out to meet us at Accra. We did not get close to the shore here as the waters around Accra are far too shallow.

      The rolling waves of the surf made an attractive view, and the fishing boats were launched skillfully into the waves by the local fishermen, some of whom offered and sold, freshly caught fish to our ship! During the trade in enslaved Africans, surf boats like these would have carried them to ships like us, just offshore

      Glimpsed in the distance on our approach (but very impressive) was the Osu Castle (Fort Christiansborg, The Castle), built by Denmark-Norway in the 1660s. Initially focused on gold and ivory trade, it later became central to the transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans. It changed ownership many times among Denmark-Norway, Portugal, the Akwamu people, and Britain, who “purchased” it in 1850. The Castle became Ghana's governmental headquarters in 1902. After Ghana's independence from Britain in 1957, a couple of years before this voyage, Osu Castle served as the presidential residence until that transferred to Jubilee House. UNESCO has since designated The Castle a World Heritage Site (1979).

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Fig 6: The Osu (Christiansborg) Castle, Accra Region of Ghana

      

      Soon we were on our way to Lagos which on this journey, was the final destination. Between Accra and Lagos there were several Forts and Factories, but most artifacts have not been cared for the way that they have in Ghana and further west.

      As Tom told us there were other slave trade establishments that still existed between Ghana and Lagos. For example, the Ouidah Museum of History Benin occupies Portuguese fort São João Baptista (Fort St. John the Baptist of Ouidah (Wydah)) was completed in 1721 in today's Benin Republic. It replaced the bigger forts lost by Portugal in the Gold Coast (now Ghana).

      Fort St. John (they all had Christian names) was abandoned after abolition. It was re-occupied by Portugal in 1865 and remained as an enclave after French colonization. It was later seized by newly independent Dahomey and eventually used to research and document the Atlantic trade in enslaved Africans. Visitors there can also see the Route of Slaves, Door of No Return and relics from the voodoo religion of slavery times like the Python Temple.

      We heard that in Togo there are also relics of the secret slave trading that continued after abolition though they are poorly preserved. In Badagry (Nigeria) there are relics of 400 years of slave trading including the old slave market and the museum. Our navigation course between Accra and Lagos took us further from the coast and we did not get a chance to go ashore to see any of these.

      Accra to Lagos took us just one day of sailing. Although we were buffeted by a sudden monsoon storm, we arrived safely and by the morning the storm had cleared. Our ship, the Tamele berthed at the old Apapa Docks where Elder Dempster still had priority. Saying our goodbyes to Sailor Tom and his nautical colleagues we made our way down the gangway and then by taxi to visit relatives for a couple of days. About a week later, we drove overland from Lagos to historic Benin City, to Warri, and then down into the Great Niger Delta.
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        Fig 7: Ni-map, Public Domain

      

      THE BIGHT OF BIAFRA

      Years later, working as a documentary film maker, I felt a powerful urge complete that journey; to travel round the old Slave Ports of the Atlantic Bight of Biafra. These eastern harbors are less famous than their more westerly peers like Ouidah (also known as the Slave Coast), Cape Coast Castle and Goree Island.

      The old Bight of Biafra stretches from the mouth of the Niger River down to Gabon. Named by the Portuguese in the 16th century for a town called Biafara in Cameroon. It is now also known as the Bight of Bonny. I went to places you may have never heard of like Akassa, Bonny, Brass, Burutu, and Forcados. One very emotional stop was at Old Calabar and the monument to Mary Slessor.

      I also went to New Calabar which was the Elem Kalabari trading network with Buguma at its centre. Then there was Opobo and time also spent back in Warri further north and west, much closer to Benin. I criss-crossed multiple other smaller slave ports around the Niger Delta and along the Cross River system that were once collection and departure points for enslaved Africans.

      I watched the dugout canoes glide across the water and the fishermen and women wielding their nets. I interviewed the elders and saw artifacts of the trade in human beings often proudly displayed. I watched the dances, and cultural ceremonies and listened to the flowing call and response of melismatic melodies in anhemitonic pentatonic scales, hovering over the throbbing drumbeats that echoed across the water.

      
        
        Then the thoughts or perhaps the ghosts of those long taken away into the worst slavery in history, tapped me on the shoulder of my spirit and whispered, " tell our story."

      

      

      It was a struggle to write this book even after about 30 other books before it. Many times, I put the whole thing out of my mind. Sometimes it seemed too much to handle. But like the music of West Africa in this story, this book refused to die. Writing it took me through some times of personal psychological and spiritual trauma. Stresses that challenged my personal faith and even sometimes, my sanity. Who would do such things and why...and who would survive?

      Some readers may also find parts of this book upsetting. Stand with me for a moment on that beautiful Atlantic coast of Africa. Suddenly, in a flashback of memory, the land that meets the water is drenched with blood, tears, and the cold sweat of overwhelming fear. In that dreadful moment, the bright African sun is instantly darkened by clouds of the deepest despair, the anguish of those enslaved Africans torn away from all they knew and loved...heading into an absolute unknown.

      But then wait and watch a little more, and like me you will see that the waves of the sea, keep coming back to kiss the beaches along the West African shore. Like gentle fingers tenderly touching, forgiving… Timelessly, tirelessly they return… and each time they bring back blessings. The waves wash away more of what remains of the stains and the pains of our history.

      Now listen, quietly with me, and in the rhythm of those endless waves, you will hear the music of West Africa, the drumming, the singing, and the dancing, and the love that never dies.

      This is my tribute to my " Musical Ancestors" who kept making music anyway... anyhow... anywhere... keeping the treasure alive... helping them, and us, survive and for love, life, and our connection to divine eternity to keep beating on...through the music...

      
        
        The waves that once carried away millions in chains now return endlessly to the Africa shores, as if bringing back their music transformed and amplified with blessings. In the rhythm of those waves, you can hear the melismatic melodies floating over ancient drumbeats. That is the sound of the ancestors who refused to let their music die!

      

        

      
        We must continue to help them speak. That is a debt we owe. This book is part of their story. A tale of survival, transformation, and the eternal power of music to preserve what the organized violence of empire, slavery, JimCrow, Apartheid, segregation and discrimination tried their best to destroy, the humanity, the very soul of the African People.

      

        

      
        Everything that follows in this book grows from those first lessons on the Tamele's gently rolling deck; from Sailor Tom's knowing grin, and from the whispered command that came tome deep in forest the Niger Delta, that said:

      

        

      
        " Tell our story."

      

      

      Next, we look into the dark void of the Middle Passage, but, from a musical perspective.
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      Historian, theologian and ethnomusicologist, former journalist and filmmaker Doye Agama, is a survivor of the Nigerian Civil War, after which he eventually began to gradually recover his previous life in the UK.

      He has a long association with live and recorded musical performance (vocal, guitar and flute) and previously presented Jazz on Radio. He was a freelance documentary filmmaker for Visnews, (now part of Reuters),⁠* and trained as a theatre stage director with Professor Ola Rotimi.

      Doye Agama’s varied career has also included leading large-scale technical change projects in maritime, safety, search and rescue, energy services, Central and Local Government and commercial campuses.

      He is a “retired” Priest, who studied Coptic and Greek Christian Orthodoxy. He founded and led the Apostolic Pastoral Congress, a Convergent group of mainly Pentecostal church leaders from where he retired back to technical consulting in digital transformation.
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        The Author, Doye Agama (2020)

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visnews
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