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Knives in the Dark

It was night. The Captain slept on the deck of his ship, the Amistad,
as it glided' through the warm waters near Cuba, in the group of
islandé,called the West Indies. Beside him slept his young cabin boy,
Antonio, and the mulatto’ cook-both slaves. Some said that the cook
was his son by a slave woman. “Towards the stern, two other shapes
tossed and turned in the hot night, trying to sleep on matiresses laid
on the deck. Somewhere, further back still, were the two hired sea-
wen, .snoring happily after a bottle of strong wine. The sea was calm,
but there was an electric tension in the air. Beneath the wooden
planking’ of the deck, was a cram}ged4 @s hole of crowded, sleep-
less, sick and hungry men, waiting in the stinl':ing,Egisonous6 dark-
ness. _ :
A hatch in the deck towards the bow opened, bit by bit, like the
lid of a giant toffin. Black shapes crawled stealthily out onto the
deck. The shining white of an eye, the pearly gleam of teeth, these
were nothing to the wicked, virgin edges of bright steel blades’ glint-
ing mercilessly in the starlight. Hard feet crept across the boards to-
wards the sleeping figures. The first of the shapes seemed hardly to
bother to bend low, as if he wished to bow to no man. His long, flat
ended cane knife moved always nearer to the sleeping men.

MeTES

1. glide: move along smoothly and continuously. 7,7 17

N

. mulatto: a person with a Negro parent and a white European parent.
2 G )L

. plank: long flat piece of sawn timber. &%

. cramped: narrow and restricted. %> #3

. hell: place of the damned after death. 3%k ; B IA]

. poisonous: causing death or illness if taken into the body. 5| 4 #)

N 2 U 2 W

. blade: flat cutting part of a knife, sword, chisel, etc, 7
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The Captain, From some deep reserve of intuitionl , sensed dan-.
ger. He woke quickly and quietly from his sleep. The hot blood
rushed in his veins. He tried to slice the reality around him away from
the body ‘of dreams and nightmares of his overheated imagination. His
stomach locked in apprehension®. ‘

With a cry of alarm, he saw the swinging blade arching through
the air towards his unprotected face. He threw up his arm hopeléssly.
One of his attacker’s companions tried to stop the blow. It was
enough. The blade’s end gouged® into the deck, sending a splinter
spinning away into the night. Another slicing blow struck the Captain
in the head. Blood flew. ‘

The mulatto cook was awake, scrabbling to escape. The Captain
scuttled* away on all fours, grabbing his sword by the scabbard, and
desperately trying to wrench® the sheath away from the fine, Toledo
steel blade. The pistol, which had tangled, in his night clothes and
dragged along the deck with him, clattered® onto the wooden "plank-
ing. The Captain’s hand fumbled for the pistol as his attackers drew
nearer. He yanked the hammer back with his left hand, aimed at the
nearest man, and pulled the trigger’. The hammer fell. The powder
exploded. A man screamed, and flew back with the impact. Acrid
gunpowder smoke drifted across the deck 'in a choking cloud.

A cane knife whipped through the thick night air. The blade
bit deep into soft, unresisting flesh and came up hard against the

HeTEs

. intuition: unconscious reasoning. LIt ; A A

. apprehension: anxiety about the future. & ;42% ; &1

. gouge: dig violently in. #4L3b K B IR MM ¥ (F)

scuttle: run with short quick step. J 4> b8 % %

wrench: twist or pull sb./sth. violently away from. %&48;% 45

. clatter: (cause sth. to) make a clatter. (% 3 %)% th % 4 64 ootk

. trigger: lever that releases a spring for firing a gun. #.4% ;(#& #)4 A
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Amistad

sinewy' bone of the cook’s spine. A screaming froth drained from the
poor mulatto’s mouth. The other blows that struck his body were hard-
ly necessary. All the years that could have been in this young life,
were gone. Wasted.

Dark shapes }gursued2 the Captain, but with less force, now that
the surprise was lost. The two Spanish gentlemen struggled to free
themselves from their night clothes. They plunged3 away from the pro-
bing* blades. Only two or three of the attackers seemed to thirst for
blood. The others tried to snare and make prisoners of their victims.

The Captain was down. One of the two sailors glanced quickly
back when he heard the cries of pain and fear, and then continued
with his companion lowering the small boat from the stern’. The two
seamen dropped soundlessly into the night, and were soon rowing
away towards the nearest friendly land.

The Spanish gentlemen saw that they could not help the Captain,
and must look after themselves if they could. They rushed into an
open hatch® near the stern, and tried to hold the cover against their
pursuers. The Captain bled. He lay on the deck among the feet of the
killers. When the knife flashed towards him again and again, he
seemed to lift himself to meet each blow. The life crashed and flooded
out of him.

The Amistad was taken!

HOTES

. sinewy: tough; muscular. LR % & # ; 5269

. pursue: follow (sh./sth), esp. in order to catch or kill. if4% ;i %
, plunge: fall into sth. suddenly and with force. J&#R] it

. probing: intended to discover; searching. i&4R % /&89 AR R M

. stern: back end of a ship. #2

S Ui b W N

. hatch: a ship’s deck through which cargo is lowered or raised.
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Ka-le

America

A flock of geese' flies across the fields, and on over the small
woods. There is no heat in the sun in this land of White Men. It sits
low in the sky at noon. Mists hang in the air all day. A rider canters
up the road. I think he may be a messenger carrying news, but he
passes without a glance, and goes on his way. I touch the rough stone
of this place. My dark skin soon loses feeling on the cold surface.

My name is Ka-le. My skin is the colour of water at night. My
hair is like the short, dark wool of the goats from north of my home.
My body is strong and straight. My teeth are white. I am a prisoner.

I saw eleven summers among my Mendi people. Now, I am far
from home.

I wait for the last time, with my brother and sister Mendis, for
the decision of the chief judges of the great American tribe.

They can set us free-or. . .

Théy can send us back to the Spanish men who bought us from
their brother slave traders. The Spanish long to kill some of us, and
take the rest of us to work endlessly until we die! They want to teach
others like us the danger of fighting for freedom.

Will the chiefs’ make us free?

HOTES

1. goose: web-footed water bird larger than a duck (pl. geese). #
2. chief: leader, # 47
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_ Amistad
Will they make us slaves?
While we wait, I will-tell you our story from the beginning.
I have waited so long. It is hard to believe that I have ever lived
beyond the stone walls of the White man’s prisons.

Africa

I come from far away across the great ocean. My country lies within
the area the White men call “West Africa”. My home village is ten
days’ march from the sea. It is in the land of the Mendi people. There
are many villages in my country. There are many tribes in the lands
round about. _

We are many. The white men are few. They say we are beasts' .
They say we have no souls. They say we are born to be slaves and
beasts of burden.

. Why are the white men so blind? Our own Gods know we have
souls. The wise dark men from the north, who worship their God and
his EroghetZ Mohammed, know that we have souls. Some of us follow
this great God. The teachings of Mohammed are gentle.

Since we arrived in this cold country, we have been called many
things. I struggle to learn the language of this strange tribe. People

travel for many days to see us® Cannibals”?

in our prison cages. We
children are regarded with less fear than the grown men. Perhaps they

fear their strength.
HOTES
1. beast: brutal or disgusting person. ¥ & A ; 5%
2. prophet: person who tells what will happen in the future. & % ;

Mz A

3. cannibal: animal that eats own kind. Bl EARR& S
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Our friends here call us “ innocents' ” — God’s children.
They hate slavery. They work hard to free us. I do not under-
stand this. - Slavery is everywhere.

Slavery Everywhere

In my own country of the Mendi people, if a man borrows and
cannot repay his debt, he must become the slave of the lender. It
is our law. The debtor can only escape slavery if he can find
some one to take his place. He may capture’ someone from an-
other tribe, or may even send a son or another relative to take his
place. This is our way!

The cold-hearted Spanish are different. They live in a huge
village called Lomboko, built on the islands at the mouth of the
Gallinas river, which drains into the great ocean. They have
huge huts, called “ barracoons” in their language. These can
hold hundreds of prisoners at one time. Prisoners enter in small
numbers at night. When the barracoons are full, a ship comes to
carry them off into the dying sun. They are never seen again.

The thirst of the Spanish for slaves is endless. Sometimes I
think that they will drain our country of people, as the Gallinas
river drains our lands of water. They pay high prices to the local
kings-guns and spirits’ and cloth. Who can resist them?

The barracoons fill and fill. The men, women and children
in them are people in debt or captured by their enemies and sold

NOTES

1. innocent: person who know nothing of evil or wrong. & JL7
2. capture: take (sb./sth) as a prisoner. 4£ 3 (%A /% 4)
3. spirit: here, strong, distilled alcohol. 7L
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into slavery. There are even people sold by their own tribe!

There were whispers — only whispers — that slavery is against
the 1 aws of the Spanish. The chiefs of the Spanish wink and turn
their back — for a price! The slave trade continues ever faster.

Children

Iwas taken to a barracoon at night with a group of children even
younger than me. There were a few women too. We waited in the
darkness for our captors to find a buyer for us.

Finally, we were fixed together with chains, and dragged below
the deck of a white man’s boat, to leave forever the lands of our peo-
ple. My eyes were dry. This was too deep for tears.

Aboard the Ship

we children were lucky. The men were kept below the deck in the
stinking, poisonous' heat day after day, week after week , month after
month. The roof of their prison was too low for them to stand — too
low for them to sit!

They lay, day after day, on bare boards. The rocking of the ship
brulsed them, and rubbed the skin off their backs where they lay.

Those who refused to eat, or were too sick to eat the thin, taste-
less food that was spooned into the desperate, waiting hands twice a

HOTES

1. poisonous: causing death or illness if taken into the body.
ARARGE ]

2. bruise: cause an injury to. {4

3. spoon: take with a spoon. (/A 9)4
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day, were beaten with sticks and whipped without mercy. I lay at
night listening to the muffled’ cries and groans of my poor brothers.

- Soon, they started to die. There was a dreadful fever that
turned strong men into skeletons®, and wrung the life out of them.
The sailors were afraid to go below. The dying and the dead lay in
filth and corruption in the holds®. =

I saw sick men, still ali{re, thrown into the sea, to disappear
under the waves, or heard their thin cries fade* into the distance as
the ship left them to their slow and endless night. I cried silently.
Now I cried. : »

We sailed west for three moons or more. The world is so big.
It will not fit in my mind all at one time! I thought the sea would go
on forever.

Sometimes, small groups of prisoners were allowed on deck to
stretch their aching limbs’, and wash the sores on their poor bodies
with buckets® of seawater,

Once, a prisoner struck a sailor who was tormenting him. He
was dragged across the deck and tied to the mast’. I did not think
that they would ever stop ‘whipping him. The blood ran down his
brown skin. : '

When they had finished, they rubbed salt and rum and gun-
powder into the mess of wounds. The poor man screamed and
screamed. I thought that he would die. But he lived. He lived to

MOTES
. muffled: heard unclearly. 7% 7 #)
. skeleton: framework of bones. B# , & %
. hold: the storage space below a ship’s deck. # 46
. fade: disappear gradually. % #i 3 %
- limb: leg, arm or wing. /i (k4 & X)
. bucket: round open container with a handle for carrying things. [ 48,42 #%

N S B W N =

- mast: upright post of wood or metal used to support a ship’s sails.

A, 1
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