SENEGAMBIAN INFLUENCES ON AFRO-AMERICAN
MUSICAL CULTURE

MICHAEL T. COOLEN

For many generations Americans, both white and black, have been
unwilling to address or accept the significance of the African contribu-
tion to the formation and transformation of Afro-American culture and
society. As recently as 1941, Melville Herskovits’s seminal work The
Muyth of the Negro Past was greeted by scholars with disbelief and scorn,
since it documented extensively the strength and diversity of African-
isms in the New World, a fact that even Herskovits had doubted in
print ten years earlier. His book, however, can be viewed as one starting
point for debate and research which have documented in more detail
many of the points discussed by Herskovits.

Two important research focuses have issued from this revisionary un-
derstanding of the African role in shaping and reshaping modern
America: (1) research on the nature and scope of the transatlantic slave
trade and (2) work on the origins, diffusion, and living conditions of
slaves in the United States. Interest in such topics derived initially from
Philip Curtin’s The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (1969), which was later
expanded upon by James Rawley’s The Transatlantic Slave Trade (1981).
These and other publications have helped to document the dates when
slaves were taken, their numbers and origin, and the ports to which
they were delivered.

Scholars have worked extensively to document the presence and live-
lihood of slaves in various regions of the United States. Unfortunately,
however, numerous myths and undocumented assertions about the
slave trade have remained to plague researchers. In particular, it is far
too common to try to show connections between Africa and the New
World without taking into consideration the following: (1) whether or
not ethnic groups from a specific region of Africa were involved in the
slave trade in any significant way, (2) at what periods slaves from spe-
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cific areas of Africa arrived in the New World, (3) in what numbers they
arrived, and (4) at what locations were the main ports of their disembar-
kation. For some decades it was thought that such information was un-
available, but much of it has been reconstructed and clarified in the past
twenty years.

In this paper I propose to deal with ways in which Senegambian cul-
ture may have contributed to the fabric of Afro-American life. Com-
prised of Senegal and Gambia, West Africa, Senegambia has not re-
ceived sufficient attention, although Philip Curtin has done important
work in the area. Such lack of attention is unfortunate because the peo-
ples of the Senegambia comprised a major component of the slave trade
to North America. Writing about Senegambia, Curtin stated that “in the
early centuries of the slave trade, it was the largest single contributor to
the repopulation of the New World” (Curtin 1975, 3).

It is highly significant that large numbers of slaves from Senegambia
began to arrive in North America at a turning point in the history of the
slave trade—the first three quarters of the eighteenth century. During
the last quarter century of the colonial era (ca. 1750-1775), slavery began
to expand rapidly, and approximately half of the slaves arriving in the
southern colonies were shipped from Senegambia. Thus, at a time when
the cultural make-up of slave life in the United States was about to be
transformed, the majority of slaves came in large part from Senegambia.

Current statistics on the slave trade indicate that, over a span of some
four hundred years, between eleven and twelve million Africans were
captured and transported to the New World and that perhaps an
equivalent number died in the process of capture and removal (Rawley
1981). However, of that number, less than five percent came to the re-
gion that would come to be known as the United States (Curtin 1969,
92). The slave trade to British North America, though not insignificant,
played a relatively minor role in the transatlantic slave trade. The ma-
jority of slaves went to the Caribbean and South America, with perhaps
as many as four million going to the plantations of Brazil alone (Curtin
1969, 89).

These numbers are important for a variety of reasons. They help to
rectify misinformation commonly held in the recent past (and unfortu-
nate present) in which numbers ranging from fifty to one hundred mil-
lion slaves were offered with no apparent documentation. Current in-
formation also changes one’s perspective of the dynamics of the African
cultural impact on American society. For example, the influence of sev-
eral thousand Senegambian slaves becomes much more significant
when viewed in the light of a total of 500,000 slaves than it would if the
total number of slaves brought to the U.S. was ten or twenty times that
number. Of even more importance is the fact that Senegambian slaves
arrived at a time when the slave trade was beginning to expand rapidly.
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Slaves from the Senegambia were an important part of the slave trade
from its inception. This was due in part to the fact that Senegambia was
a convenient area from which to transport slaves. Senegambians were
even employed on the slave ships and at the slave factories on the Gam-
bia and Senegal rivers. As the slave trade developed, natives of the re-
gion were singled out for capture since, in many areas of North Amer-
ica, they were preferred over all others.

South Carolina was clearly the largest recipient of the slave trade to
the English continental colonies, and Senegambian slaves figured
prominently in it. Henry Laurens of South Carolina was one of the larg-
est slave dealers in colonial America in the mid-eighteenth century, and
he spoke for most of his compatriots when he said, “Our people like the
Gambia & Windward coast full as well or [sic] the Angola Men such as
are large” (quoted in Wax 1973, 395). Wax also points out that “in his
detailed evaluations of the South Carolina slave market, John Guerard
expressed a strong disposition in favor of blacks from Gambia” (Wax
1973, 396). Peter Wood (1974, 30) adds to our understanding of why
such a preference existed by pointing out that people from along the
Gambia River were preferred by South Carolina slave dealers in part
because they were “expert horsemen and herders.”

These occupational specializations complemented the needs of traders
and buyers in South Carolina, where the beef industry was very impor-
tant to the economy in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centu-
ries. However, even after rice became the main crop cultivated for ex-
port in South Carolina, slaves from Gambia continued to arrive. For
example, the following advertisement appeared in Charleston:

To be sold, a choice cargo of Gambia slaves, imported in the ship Scipio,
William Gordon Commander, from Gambia directly (South Carolina Gazette
July 7-14, 1733, 4).

A year later Scipio returned with another cargo of Gambian slaves,
making the crossing in “30 days” (South Carolina Gazette August 17-24,
1734, 3). A key attraction of the Senegambian slave trade is illustrated
by the latter advertisement, which pointed out that the crossing took
only thirty days. Traders were cognizant of the fact that the quicker the
journeys could be made, the greater the likelihood that the slaves would
arrive alive and healthy.

The situation in Georgia was quite different, since the use of slaves
had early been forbidden by The Georgia Trustees. It was not until 1750
that the Trustees, concluding that Georgia could not survive without
slaves (and in part to quiet the rising protests of colonists), “acquiesced
in the introduction and use of black slaves” (Wax 1984, 196). At the
beginning Georgia obtained its slaves from South Carolina and the Car-
ibbean. “It was not until the mid-1760's that the colony began to import

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



4 BMR Journal

slaves directly from West Africa” (Wood 1984, 98), reaching its greatest
extent during the decade between 1765 and 1775. Between 1765 and
1772 slaves from Gambia and Senegal accounted for the largest percent-
age of slaves coming into Georgia (Wax 1984, Table 4, 205). Indeed, if
one assumes that the slaves listed as having come from “Africa” reflect
the same ratios found in the rest of the table, Senegambian slaves ac-
counted for fifty-three percent of the slaves brought into Georgia be-
tween 1765 and 1775. Wax points out further that, “an assessment of the
market in 1775 brought the remark that Negroes would be in demand,
‘especially Gambia Slaves’” (Wax 1984, 207).

Again, the preference in Georgia for Gambian slaves was due partly
to the perception that they handled the work loads well and did not
cause as many problems as other slaves. Certainly not insignificant,
however, was the fact that the trip from the Senegambia was a rela-
tively short journey, thus decreasing the risk of disease and mortality
among the slaves (obviously a financial rather than moral considera-
tion). Thus, a typical advertisement declared:

To be sold on Oct. 28 (in Savannah), a cargo consisting of about 140 young
and healthy new Negroes . . . just arrived in the Snow Granada, in a short
passage of 5 weeks from the River Gambia (Georgia Gazette no. 161, Octo-
ber 22, 1766, 2).

In that same issue a similar advertisement appeared for “about 120
young and healthy new Negroes . . . in a short passage of 7 weeks from
the Gambia River.” Ironically, two pages later one finds a report about a
runaway slave “David, of the Gambia Country” (Georgia Gazette no. 161,
October 22, 1766, 4).

The slave trades of Maryland and Virginia were entwined from the
beginning. As Wax (1978, 32) points out, “by 1700 Maryland was co-
sponsor with Virginia of the largest slave traffic on the continent.” Until
1740 most of the slaves who arrived in Port York, Virginia, came from
areas other than Senegal or Gambia. Allan Kulikoff (1978, 231-232) has
concluded that the majority of slaves arriving in Port York between
1718 and 1739 came from either Biafra or Angola. At the same time,
however, the percentage of Senegambian slaves began to rise, reaching
about ten percent by 1739. Part of this increase was due to the percep-
tion among Virginia factors that slaves from Angola were not as well-
suited to the region as were slaves, for example, from Senegambia. As
early as 1729 Robert “King” Carter (who owned over seven hundred
slaves when he died in 1732) revealed his preference for Gambian
slaves. In a letter to John Pemberton and Co., he expressed his belief
that Gambian slaves were especially suited to the Virginia market (Wax
1973, 397). His son John, continuing the business, shared his father’s
opinions. In a letter written in 1738, he stated, “if you or your Friends
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