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To Africa and Back Again: An Academic Tourist on West Africa's Slave Coast
Joanne M. Braxton

The Middle Passage Project

College of William and Mary

Williamsburg, Virginia
A version of this essay was originally given as a talk at “In, Around and Beyond Haile Gerima’s  SANKOFA (1992): An Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Spaces, Places and Images of Slavery”, sponsored by the Atlantic Studies Initiative at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
In 1977, I participated in a pilgrimage to “sites of memory” in Ghana, Ivory Coast and Senegal as part of a journey commemorating the 80th anniversary of  the Pittsburgh Urban League. At that time, I was beginning to write my play Crossing a Deep River: A Ritual Drama in Three Movements, an experimental ensemble piece about the Atlantic slave trade for actors, dancers and musicians. I was seeking the knowledge that I had not been able to find in books. There were things that I, as an African American and an artist, needed to see, touch, and feel—connections to be made in the first person.

It was because of the play I went as an academic tourist to Ghana, Ivory Coast and Senegal to visit and research the factories where free Africans were made into slaves.  I chose the plan of travel  carefully, rejecting itineraries that I regarded as frivolous. Finally, I settled on the itinerary would take me where I wanted to go: to the Maison des Esclaves at Goree Island, in Senegal and to Cape Coast and Elmina castles in Ghana. From these locations, millions of African people, some of them my ancestors, began their forced migration to the New World.

The first mention of the middle passage that I can recall came from my grandmother, Emma Margaret Harrison, who told me , “My father always said that we have a home over there.” “Over there” did not refer to Heaven or Canaan, but to Africa. Her father, William, enslaved on Montpelier, an estate near Laurel, Maryland until he was eight or nine years old, had passed this memory to his daughter, and she, in turn, to her son and his children. This oral 
transmission from generation becomes a form of sharing and a ritual of remembrance steeped in crossing consciousness, her awareness that the Harrison family had been held in bondage by Maryland Quakers directly involved in the importation of slaves into Maryland  in the 18th century.

Such awareness has long been a part of the African American experience. On the 
southern plantation, suppressed memories of the middle passage surfaced in what Booker T. 
Washington, referred to as whispered conversation:  
“In the slave quarters and even later,” he writes, “I heard whispered conversations among the colored people of the tortures which the slaves, including, no doubt, my ancestors on my mother’s side, suffered while being conveyed from Africa to America.” 
(Washington, 2.)
The same repressed memory surfaces in 1852, in Frederick Douglass’ “What to the 

Slave is the Fourth of July?” Taking “up,” in his words, “the plaintive lament of a 
peeled and woe-stricken people,” he invoked the 137th chapter of Psalms and with it a 

sacred memory:
By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! We wept when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. For there, they that carried us away captive, required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth. (Douglass, 326)
One man’s Zion is another man’s Africa; this may be the reason that Aldon Neilsen, in his 
brilliant work on race and intertextuality, refers to the middle passage “as the great repressed 
signifier of American historical consciousness.”
 (Neilsen, xxx)
For the term academic tourist, I am indebted to historian Robert Hinton, who used the 
term to describe his travels in Brazil (Hinton, 9).  Freed from the formal requirements of 

scientific methodology, the  academic tourist may travel for work,  or pleasure without 

completing formal fieldwork. But whatever the academic tourist sees or experiences, he or she 

remains a trained observer who processes that input  through the scholar’s intellectual apparatus. 

The production of new knowledge is often the result. 
            The Urban League trip was not my first as an academic tourist.  As a graduate 

student, I had been to Haiti in the mid-1970’s.  And in a watery dungeon beneath the Mercado 
Modelo in Bahia, Brazil, I had the strange experience of hearing the voices of people I could not 
see, men women, and children weeping and moaning. Opening to these voices and those of the 
dispossessed Africans whose 18th- and 19th-century narratives that after nearly a quarter century 
of teaching I know almost by heart, I began an inner journey.  The physical geography of that  
journey would lead me not only to archives in Liverpool, England, and the United States, and 
also to spiritual compounds in Cuba, and in Salvador, Brazil,  to Cape Coast and Elmina Castles  
in Ghana, to Goree Island in Senegal, and even into the waters of the Atlantic itself.   
               As a certified master scuba diver near the island of Bonaire in the Netherlands Antilles, 
I heard voices similar to the ones beneath the Mercado Modelo . This occurred at a depth of 
ninety feet at a dive site called “Invisibles,” a barren stretch of underwater seascape opposite a 
series of salt flats where Africans had been forced to mine this “white gold.” Back on board the 
dive boat, I could see on shore the stone pyramids where rebellious slaves had been staked and 
left to “dry out.”  In hundreds of other dives on other locations, many of them deeper, I had no 
comparable experience:
Invisibles
Windward, never leeward, always windward,

Breathing toward Africa, four by five feet,

Thatched with palm, these exile house, empty now,

Alone on the stony beach, except for tourists from America,

Come with our cameras and measuring tapes.

Incredulous in Bonaire, island of coral rock

Where even scrub cannot grow.

Mountains of salt at our backs,

Pink, gray and white as far as the eye can see,

They faced East, a pinnacle of torture between them and the sea.

Some refused to work and raised the cry,

“I am a man,” stripped and staked to the thing to dry out,

Wind whipping salt and sand like a knife,

An inhospitable place, a bad place to die.

                                 II.

Just offshore, the brother guide nervously introduces “Invisibles”:

No further explanation, no particular hazards,

Nothing particular to see.

“Invisibles” is what you don’t see.
Clearest water in the world.

Ninety feet, turquoise clear to the bottom.

Dropping over the side like a stone, I equalize,

Weightless in descent and eerie silence.

Down and down and down, seventy feet.

Immense flats of sand loom white as the salt above.

Someone who knew this place never became anyone’s ancestor.

Down and down and down, eighty-five feet, ninety feet.

Suddenly, the crazy singing of the Saints.

This lamentation is not nitrogen;

And not a living soul can make a

Sound at ninety feet.

Yet, I am not in harm’s way.

These, who might have been my ancestors,

Beseech me to “Bear Witness,”

And I ascend, following a trail of bubbles.

Below, a black tipped reef shark glides along a boney drop off,

Feasted on African souls of Yoruba and Fanti.

Back on deck, the guide looks fathoms into my eyes and smiles.

“Invisibles,” I respond.

And he, “Invisibles.”

(Braxton, VERSE, xxxx
This prose poem is about what I saw and did not see, what I heard and did not hear, a poem 
about collective memory and the importance of bearing witness, of making and keeping 
rituals of remembrance, wherein the intellectual and the spiritual converge, with neither taking precedence over the other.
It has been said that the future of a people can only be illuminated when founded on the past. Crossing consciousness presents itself  in the memory of the earliest slave narrators, from Belinda, a Yoruba woman kidnapped as a child and sold into slavery in New York in the 18th century, and Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, an Akan youth transported around the same time, through Frederick Douglass and Booker T. Washington, among others Even today, it remains part of the African American inheritance. Like the bag of bones that Pilate carries around with her from place to place in Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon, it signifies what Morrison has called the presence of the ancestor, and it informs the vision of countless artists working in multiple and sometimes mixed genres.1 An interplay of history and sacred memory, crossing consciousness manifests itself in dreams and visions, music, painting and sculpture, literature and film, as well as other forms, stimulating new levels  awareness, creativity, understanding and analysis.
 This same crossing consciousness provides a frame for the multiple contexts of race, ethnicity, orality and spirituality that find embodiment in my play, Crossing a Deep River: A Ritual Drama in Three Movements. Indeed, Deep River  is the flowering of a seed planted by my grandmother long ago when she rocked me to sleep and whispered “We have a home over there.” The words “over there” were part of a life occluded and hidden, a whisper that remained in our own privileged and private sphere, and therefore safe. 
 In The Secret Life of Plants the authors observe that, “A climbing plant which needs a prop will creep toward the nearest support, “ that “if a plant is growing between obstructions and cannot see a potential support it will unerringly grow toward a hidden support, avoiding areas where none exists (Peter and Bird, xi).” As in  the secret life of plants, the rising historical consciousness associated with the study of the slave trade reveals intertwining, enduring, and infallible relationships---like a climbing vine, we African American people have reached out in the darkness.  
Crossing the vast Atlantic from Africa to the Americas was indeed like crossing into the afterworld—the world after Africa. Symbolically then, the Atlantic was the deepest river of all.  Crossing a Deep River: A Ritual Drama in Three Movements, therefore,  is not merely about  the tearing and fragmentation of peoples and cultures in Africa and the Americas; it is also about out secret lives, a plantlike  bending and turning and quivering, the search for a home and wholeness, and the truth of the human heart.  It is about memories whispered on Southern  plantations and kept generation, after generation, after generation, not only in America and the Caribbean, but in Africa and Europe too. It is about necessary remembrance, and the telling of stories that, in Toni Morrison’s words, were “not to be passed on (Beloved, 275).”

Morrison also speaks of “discredited knowledge”— knowledge, that in her words“discredited only because black people were discredited, and therefore, what they knew was discredited (Morrison, Ancestor, 342.)”  Writers, artists, and musicians like Tom Feelings, Marion Brown, Alice Walker, Everett Hoagland, Derek Walcott, Charles Johnson, Malkia Roberts, Renee Stout, Tony Davis, filmmaker Haile Gerima and many others have worked with this discredited knowledge, finding in it the inspiration to speak the unspeakable. 
Maggie Sales and Vincent Harding have argued that the struggle for African liberation in the Americas began aboard the “floating kennels” that in Paul Gilroy’s words were “the living means by which the points on the Atlantic world were connected (Gilroy, 16-17).”  Sales defined these slave ships as “bounded spaces, with limited and relatively set, though changeable populations, characteristics that increased   the  likelihood  of a successful   revolt.”  In Harding’s  words, “They  brought  with them  the European passion for profits, the European disease of racism, and the European fondness for the power of arms . . . financed, fueled, and directed by the peoples of Europe, and all too often aided and abetted by African allies.”

Having visited Elmina, Cape Coast and Goree  I would argue that the liberation struggle of African Americans began not on the slave ships, but in the mind of the African, and in the villages where children kept lookout and men and women fought and died rather than be enslaved. It continued on the desolate forced marches where the lives of the weak were cheap. It lived on in the minds of those who survived, even those who were outwardly broken. In the factories, like Elmina, where women who refused to have sex with their enslavers were chained to heavy iron balls and left to broil in the African sun. Circles of pulverized stone under those weights today testify to the getting up and getting down, to resistance, conviction and determination.
       At Elmina slave factory, there is also a barred room with a skull and crossbones over the door. As many as four men at a time might be put into that room without food or water; the door was never opened as long as any one man lived.  What price resistance, to be the last alive among the dead?  At Cape Coast, there is, in fact, a priest who keeps an altar of remembrance like the priest in Haile Gerima’s  independent film Sankofa.  We Pittsburgh Africans (some black, some white)  filed into his sanctuary and watched respectfully while he poured libations and invoked the spirits. Every one of us left some small offering, usually a USD.  Goree has its own punishment chamber, small, dark and solitary—its height prohibits standing. Anyone who believes with French historian Pierre Nora that “We speak so much of history because we have so little of it left,” should enter that room and close the door (Nora, 7). 
            In order to get well again as a people, whether as people of a common heritage or many peoples honoring a particular heritage, we must open the doors of the most private chambers of the soul and dare to engage a fragmented but collective past. Once one has been to Cape Coast or Goree, one sees Africa more readily in Liverpool or New London, in Muenster, Germany or Hanover, New Hampshire, in Paris, or St. Louis, in Harleem or New Amsterdam---not to mention Cuba, Puerto Rico, Barbados and in the Sea Islands of South Carolina or Virginia’s Dismal Swamp. Even the place names have memory: in Bahia, Brazil, for example, one remembers that the Pelhourino is called by that name, “place of punishment,” because our very cousins were flayed and scourged there. 
I therefore recommend academic tourism to others similarly afflicted with unanswerable questions about the past and manifestations of the past in the present. White American authors have done the same; Hawthorne, for example, returned to Salem, to write The Scarlet Letter, his novel of atonement. For those who cannot travel abroad, there is travel at home, just as Thoreau “traveled much” in Concord.  Was there a whipping post or an auction block in the place where you live?  Do the streets of your city carry repressed and embedded narratives?  Have you told your children the whispered stories that were passed down to you?  What I learned in Africa, I think, is not only the importance of making the journey, but the importance of making and keeping rituals of remembrance.
