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PREFACE.

IN the Preface affixed by an anonymous hand to "The History of Dahomy," published nearly three-fourths of a century ago,* we are told that the "short interval from Whydah beach to Abomey is perhaps the most beaten track, by Europeans, of any in Africa." The Author thereupon proceeds to show a difference of 104 miles between the maximum and minimum estimates of the distance, which is nearly doubled by the most correct.

In this Year of Grace, 1864, there is at least an equal amount of uncertainty concerning the "Land of the Amazons;" but it shows rather in things metaphy‑

* "The History of Dahomy, an Inland Kingdom of Africa; com​piled from authentic Memoirs; with an Introduction and Notes. By Archibald Dalzel, Esq., (Governor at Whydah, then) Governor at Cape Coast Castle, (and lastly Governor‑in‑Chief of the Company's Service)." London, 1793. 4to. Printed for the Author by T. Spilsbury and Son, Snowhill. In the following pages, whenever "The History" is alluded to, Dalzel's is to be understood.

[p. viii]
sical than physical. So well informed a journal as the "Saturday Review" (July 4th, 1863), gravely informs its readers that "The King of Dahome has lately been indulging in a sacrifice of 2000 human beings, simply in deference to a national prejudice (!), and to keep up the good old customs of the country " (! !).

This complete miscomprehension of the subject, coming from such a quarter, induces me to attempt without fear so well worn a theme, and to bring up to the present time a subject worthily handled by Snel​grave,* Smith,† Norris,‡ Dalzel, M'Leod,§ and Forbes.|| And if, in depicting the manners and ceremonies of this once celebrated military Empire, and in recounting this black Epopæia, there has been a something of

* Captain William Snelgrave arrived off Whydah, in the Katherine galley, in the latter end of March, 1726, three weeks after its capture by Dahome. His book, "A Full Account of some Parts of Guinea and the Slave‑trade," appeared in 1734. 8vo.

† William Smith, Esq., was sent out as surveyor in 1726. His "New voyage to Guinea" is a posthumous work, published in 1744. 8vo.

‡ "Memoirs of the Reign of Bossa Ahadee: with an Account of a Journey to Abomey in 1772, by Mr. Robert Norris." London, 1789.

§ "A voyage to Africa; with some Account of the Manners and Customs of the Dahomian People. By John M'Leod, M.D." London: John Murray, 1820.

|| "Dahomey and the Dahomans; being the Journals of Two Missions to the King of Dahomey, and Residence at his Capital, in the years 1849 and 1850. By Frederick E. Forbes, Commander R.N.," &c. 2 Vols., 8vo. London, Longmans, 1851.
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excessive detail, and there shall appear much that is trifling and superfluous, the kindly reader will perhaps find for it a reason.

My principal object, it may be frankly owned, has been to show, in its true lights, the African kingdom best known by name to Europe. But in detailing its mixture of horrors and meanness, in this pitiless picture of its mingled puerility and brutality, of ferocity and politeness, I trust that none can rightfully charge me with exaggeration, and I can acquit myself of all malice. "A nadie si elogia con mentira, ni se critica sin verdad."
So far back as 1861 I had volunteered, as the Blue Book shows, to visit Agbome. The measure not being then deemed advisable, I awaited till May-‑June, 1863, when an opportunity presented itself. In the meantime (December, 1862‑-January, 1863), Commo​dore Wilmot, R.N., Senior Officer of the Bights Divi​sion, accompanied by Captain Luce, R.N., and by Dr. Haran, of H. M. S. Brisk, devanced me, and that officer proved the feasibility of a visit to Dahome. Returning to Fernando Po, I soon received the gratify​ing intelligence that Her Majesty's Government had been pleased to choose me as the bearer of a friendly
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message to King Gelele. The official letters are, by permission, given in extenso below.

FOREIGN OFFICE, August 20, 1863.

SIR,

You were informed by my Despatch of the 23rd of June last, that you had been selected by Her Majesty's Government to proceed on a Mission to the King of Dahomey, to confirm the friendly sentiments expressed by Commodore Wilmot to the King on the occasion of the visit which he made to that chief in the months of December and January last.

I have accordingly to desire that as soon after the receipt of this Despatch as it may be feasible to do so, you will proceed to Dahomey, taking care first, by previous communication with the King, to ascertain that a proper reception will be accorded to you.

You will, on your arrival, inform the King, that the many important duties which devolve on Commodore Wilmot as the Officer in command of Her Majesty's Naval Forces on the African Coast, have prevented him returning in person to confirm the good understanding which it is hoped has been established be​tween the King and Her Majesty's Government by the Com​modore's late visit. You will state that the Commodore faithfully reported all that passed between him and the King, and that he correctly made known the wishes and feelings of Her Majesty's Government on the several topics on which he addressed the King.

With regard to the question of the export of slaves from his territories, you will not fail to impress upon the King the importance which Her Majesty's Government attach to the cessation of this traffic.

Her Majesty's Government admit the difficulties which the King may find in putting a stop to a trade that has so long existed
[p. xi]

in his country, and from which his ancestors have derived so much profit, but his income from this source must be very small com​pared with that of former Kings, and it will be to his interest to find out some other source of revenue, before that which he now derives from the sale of his fellow‑men to the slave dealers is entirely put a stop to. You will remind the King that he him​self suggested to Commodore Wilmot that if we wished to put a stop to the slave trade, we should prevent white men from coming to buy them, and you will state that Her Majesty's Government, having determined that the traffic shall cease, will take steps to prevent effectually the export of slaves from his territories. You will add, in illustration of what you state, that Her Majesty's Government have concluded a treaty with the United States Government, which will prevent, for the future, any American vessels from coming to ship slaves.

With regard to human sacrifices, I rejoice to find from Com​modore Wilmot's Report, that the number of victims at the King's customs has been exaggerated.

It is to be feared, however, that much difficulty will be ex​perienced in prevailing upon the King to put a stop entirely to this barbarous practice, which prevails more or less openly, along the greater part of the Western Coast of Africa. But we must seek by whatever influence we may possess, or be able to attain, to mitigate, if we cannot at once prevent, the horrors of these cus​toms, and I rely upon your using your best efforts for this purpose.

The King in his interview with Commodore Wilmot expressed a wish that English merchants should come and settle and make trade at Whydah, and he offered to help to repair the old English fort there, and to permit it to be garrisoned by English troops.

You will thank the King for this mark of his confidence, and you will at the same time state, that as he has promised to protect any British merchants who may settle at Whydah, Her Majesty's
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Government put entire faith in his promises, and sec no necessity for sending English soldiers to garrison the fort there. You will, however, add, that there is one thing needful in order that the King's wishes in regard to the settlement of English mer​chants at Whydah should be carried out, and that is, that there should be a sufficiency of lawful trade to induce them to do so.

English merchants cannot take slaves in return for their goods, they must have palm oil, ivory, cotton, and such other articles as the country is capable of producing. The King will see, therefore, that it must depend very much on his own exertions, and those of his subjects, whether it will be worth while for British mer​chants to settle at Whydah. Should however the King think fit to enter into an engagement with Her Majesty's Government to encourage lawful trade, and to promote, as far as lies in his power, the development of the resources of his country, Her Majesty's Government would be willing to appoint an agent at Whydah to be an organ of communication with the King and to assist in carrying out his views.

As an earnest of their friendly feelings, Her Majesty's Govern​ment have caused the presents, of which a list is inclosed, to be prepared and forwarded to you for presentation to the King. You will see that, as far as possible, the King's wishes as ex​pressed to Commodore Wilmot, have been carried out in regard to the articles selected for presents, with the exception of the carriage and horses, and with respect to these, you will explain to the King, that in the first place it would be a difficult matter to get English horses out to the Coast, and even supposing they arrived safely at their destination, it would be very doubtful, from the nature of the country and climate, whether they would long survive their arrival.

If, however, our future relations with the King should be of a nature to warrant such a proceeding, Her Majesty's Government
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would not hesitate to endeavour to comply with his wishes, by sending him an English carriage and horses.

I have only in conclusion to add, that it has been suggested to Her Majesty's Government that among the King's captives there may still be some of the coloured Christian prisoners taken at Ishagga, and if on inquiry you should be able to ascertain that this is the case, you will state to the King that it would be taken by Her Majesty's Government as an earnest of his friendly feeling, and as shewing a desire to perform his promises to them, if he would restore these prisoners to liberty.


I am, Sir,

Your most obedient humble Servant,

(Signed)
RUSSELL.

EXTRACT.

FOREIGN OFFICE, August 20, 1863.

SIR,

With reference to my other Despatch of this day's date containing instructions for your guidance on proceeding to Da​homey, I have to state that you should, if possible, stipulate with the King before proceeding to Abomey, that there should be no human sacrifices during the time of your stay in his capital, and you will, under any circumstances, decline to sanction these sacri​fices by your presence, if they should unfortunately take place whilst you are in the country. .

The last packet from the West Coast brought reports of the King of Dahomey having died from the effects of a wound re​ceived in one of his slave‑hunting expeditions. Should these reports be well founded, it will be advisable that you should ascertain something of the character of his successor before pro‑
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ceeding to the Dahomian capital, and I leave it to your discretion to proceed subsequently to Abomey, and to deliver the presents to the new King or not, as you may after due consideration deem advisable.

I have requested the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to give directions that you may be conveyed to and from Whydah in a ship of war, and I have also informed their lordships that it would be advisable that a medical officer should accompany you, if one can be spared from Her Majesty's ships for this purpose.

I am, Sir,

Your most obedient humble Servant,

(Signed)
RUSSELL.

FOREIGN OFFICE, July 23, 1863.

SIR,

With reference to my Despatch of the 23rd ultimo, in​structing you to hold yourself in readiness to proceed on a mission to the King of Dahomey, I have now to acquaint you that the presents with which you will be entrusted for the King, and the instructions for your guidance, will be forwarded to you by the packet which leaves Liverpool with the African mails on the 23rd of August, and you will therefore make your arrangements accordingly.


I am, Sir,


Your most obedient humble Servant,


(Signed)
RUSSELL.
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LIST OF PRESENTS forwarded to CAPTAIN BURTON by packet of the 24th August, 1863, for presentation to the KING of DAHOMEY.

One forty feet circular crimson silk Damask Tent with Pole complete (contained in two boxes).

One richly embossed silver Pipe with amber mouth‑piece, in morocco case. Two richly embossed silver Belts with Lion and Crane in raised relief, in morocco cases. Two silver and partly gilt Waiters, in oak case. One Coat of Mail and Gauntlets. (Contained in one deal case, addressed to Captain Burton, H. B. M's Consul for the Bight of Biafra, West Coast of Africa.)

September, however, was hardly the month to be preferred for crossing the Great Agrime Swamp, and my health required a change of air before submitting to the peine forte et dure of a visit to a West African King. A few weeks upon the South Coast, in the delicious "Caçimbo,"* soon brought me up to working mark, and the following pages will tell the rest.

In Chapter XIX., I have taken the liberty of per​sonally addressing my friend Dr. Hunt, author of "The Negro's Place in Nature." He has called for the results of my humble experience‑-I had written the remarks before seeing his able and graphic paper‑-and I have done my best to aid him in dispersing the mists

* The cloudy (but not rainy) season in Angola and on the Congo River, lasting from May to September.
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with which "mere rhetoric of a political and religious nature" has invested the subject.

Some excuse may be expected for the length of the Appendix: the object has been to supply the Public with as complete a picture of present Dahome as my materials, and my capability of using them, have per​mitted. The items are as follows:‑-

I. Itinerary, from Whydah to Agbome (corrected by Captain George, R.N., Royal Geographical Society of London).

II. List of expenses at Agbome. Mr. Bernasko's account current with Captain Burton, Her Majesty's Commissioner, Dahomey, from December 8th, 1863, to February 26th, 1864.

III. Reprints of previous modern notices.

A. Extract of a letter from the Reverend Peter W. Bernasko, Native Assistant Missionary, dated Whydah, November 29th, 1860, and describing the Grand Cus​toms. ("Wesleyan Missionary Notices," February 25th, 1861).

B. Despatches from Commodore Wilmot respecting his visit to the King of Dahomey in December, 1862, and January, 1863, and describing the Platform Sacrifice.
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C. Dahomy, its People and Customs, by M. Jules Gerard, describing the Oyo Custom of Kana.

IV. A Catalogue of the Dahoman Kings, with the dates of their various exploits, their "strong names," and the events of their reigns. It is merely produced as documens pour servir: I have not only analysed the several histories, but have gathered from the natives traditions and explanations of the royal titles. More​over, I wish these volumes to be a picture rather of the present than of the past.

The Pages now offered to the Public are the result of a three months' personal study of Dahome, my work extending over the day, and often half through the night. I may venture to assert that, by comparing its results with the authors before cited, the labour ex​pended upon this monogram will become apparent.

It only remains for me to apologise for the involun​tary errors which will doubtless be found in the follow​ing volumes, and to hope that I may, at some future time, find an opportunity of correcting them.

BUENA VISTA, FERNANDO PO,


April 20, 1864.
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