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ADIDWAN: Nana Assenso stands at the grave of
his uncle, remembering the man he loved but also
a past that has haunted his family for generations.
His uncle was called Kwame Badu, a name that has
been passed on through the family in remembrance
of an ancestor with that name who was captured
and sold into slavery long, long ago. “Growing up,
I was told the story of two of my great-great-
grand-uncles Kwame Badu and Kofi Aboagye who
were captured and sold into slavery,” says Assenso,
68, the chief of Adidwan, a village in Ghana’s inte-
rior. He followed the family tradition and named his
youngest son Kwame Badu.

This month marks 400 years since the first
recorded African slaves arrived in North America
to work plantations in English colonies. In the cen-
turies after, European slave traders shipped mil-
lions of African men, women and children across
the Atlantic Ocean. Many died in horrific condi-
tions on the slave boats, while survivors endured
a life of misery and backbreaking farm work.

For some of them, the terrible journey began
here, deep inside Ghana. Captured by slavers,
they were marched along dirt tracks for 200 kilo-
meters (125 miles) to slave castles perched on the
Atlantic Coast, where they boarded ships for
North America. They never saw their homeland
again. From here in Adidwan, the slaves were
forced south, passing through the gold-mining
town of Obuasi. Kwaku Agyei is a pastor and
elder in Obuasi. He tells the story of the slave
trade to young workers in his neighborhood, the
indignity of it mixed with pride in his ancestors.

“They captured us because they realised we
were very strong,” the 71-year-old says. “They
sent our ancestors to work on sugar plantations.
The slave trade made us realize that the white
man was cruel.” But many rulers of West African
empires, such as the Ashanti kingdom, whose
descendants still live in this part of modern-day
Ghana, also profited, selling captured slaves in
exchange for guns, cloth, alcohol and other

Western manufactured goods. “Our elders ex-
changed their children for ‘nice things’ like
matchboxes,” Agyei says.

But once again, his pride in his heritage
shows through. “I can say our ancestors were
the ones who developed America,” he says.
Abdul Sumud Shaibu, 50, also lives in Obuasi
and tells of his strong ancestors. He shows a
photograph of his grandfather that he saved to
his mobile phone. “My ancestors were giants,”
he says. “They were well-built and strong. Look
at the height of my grandfather in this picture.”
They did battle with slave raiders, he says. In
those fights, sometimes they lost. And some-
times they were captured into slavery.

Near the journey’s end in Ghana, the captives
were given a last, ritual bath in a river before
being sold. Today, the Assin Manso site is a sacred
place of remembrance. In this area of mangrove
swamps, an image of slaves chained by the feet
promises, “Never again.” In the river, 75-year-old

New Yorker Regis Thomson sits within circle with
five other women from her church and prayed.
“When I think of what my ancestors had to go
through...” the US tourist says, adding that she
would go back and tell of her experiences so
today’s children are made aware of their past. “We
have a lot of work to do.”

After they bathed in the river, the captives
were then taken on the final leg of their journey in
Ghana, to the last place they’d ever see in their
homeland: slave forts on the Atlantic like the Cape
Coast and Elmina castles. Saviour Asante, 30, a
hairdresser in Obuasi, had given little thought to
slave history growing up. That changed with a visit
to Cape Coast castle. “I cried the whole day,” she
says. “It was a very painful experience to hear
these stories.” From the castles, where European
authorities lived in comfort right above the dun-
geons that held the slaves, the captured Africans
walked through the Door of No Return onto the
ships that would take them to America. — Reuters

Retracing a slave route 
in Ghana, 400 years on

Millions of slaves were shipped to the Americas to work

Brazilian inmates 
‘suffocated’ during 
transfer after jail riot
RIO DE JANEIRO: Four inmates involved in one of Brazil’s
deadliest prison riots suffocated while being transferred to
another jail, officials said Wednesday, taking to 62 the num-
ber killed over two days. The men were among 46 prisoners
removed from the Altamira Regional Recovery Center in the
northern state of Para on Tuesday, a day after clashes be-
tween rival drug factions left 58 dead, according to the lat-
est death toll. Sixteen inmates were decapitated in
Monday’s hours-long battle, but most died in a fire that en-
gulfed part of the overcrowded facility that used converted
shipping containers to house some of the inmates. 

On Tuesday, 30 prisoners were handcuffed and put in
four cells on a bus that was to take them to jails in the cap-
ital Belem, the state secretary for public security and social
defense said in a statement. Guards found the bodies of the
four inmates, who belonged to the same gang, in two cells
during a stop in Maraba city. They had suffocated. “The
reasons for this unfortunate act are being investigated,” the
statement said.

Hours earlier another body was found in debris inside
the Altamira jail that took the death toll from Monday’s riot
to 58. President Jair Bolsonaro, who took power in January
on a promise to relax gun ownership laws and crack down
on crime, tweeted on Wednesday for the first time on the
mass killing. “I watched the scenes of horror in the Para
prison, but I also saw the macabre scenes carried out by
those who died against humble and defenseless people,”
Bolsonaro tweeted Wednesday. “Outside the prisons there’s
also a war where practically only one side is armed.”

It was the second major eruption of violence to rock the
country’s severely overpopulated and deadly prison sys-
tem in as many months. In May, at least 55 inmates were
killed at several jails in the neighboring state of Amazonas,
in violence also blamed on an apparent drug trafficking
gang dispute. — AFP

Baltimore pushes 
back against Trump 
while acknowledging 
problems
BALTIMORE: After US President Donald Trump described
Maryland’s largest city as “a disgusting, rat and rodent infested
mess” and a “very dangerous & filthy place” last weekend, Bal-
timore resident Blondina Bean had mixed feelings about his
tweets. Bean, whose 19-year-old son George Phillips was killed
in a robbery attempt last year in Baltimore, said she was torn
because she felt Trump was right about the majority-black city’s
high crime rate but wrong to use what she called racist language. 

“I agree with what he said, unfortunately. We should totally
be in a state of emergency. I don’t agree with his delivery. I
look at him and think, ‘Wow, do I really want this message from
him?’ Because his character has shown who he is,” Bean said.
Baltimore, a city of about 625,000 people known for its scenic
harbor and historic neighborhoods in addition to its urban
woes, is located roughly 40 miles north of Washington. 

While many in Baltimore have blasted Trump’s language - he
also tweeted that “No human being would want to live there” -
some black residents have acknowledged not only the city’s
crime problems but that its political leaders have failed to take
enough action. It is not the first time in recent years that Balti-
more has found itself in an uncomfortable national spotlight.

Two mayors have stepped down with corruption allegations
swirling around their administrations. In 2015, the death of a black
man named Freddie Gray while in police custody sparked days
of sometimes violent protests. For many in Baltimore, Trump’s re-
marks added to the damage those episodes had caused to the
city’s image. That has both unsettled and animated community
activists dedicated to improving life in the city. Francina Townes,
an 18-year-old entrepreneur who had a rough upbringing in West
Baltimore, took exception to Trump’s remarks.

Townes also has no illusions about Baltimore’s long and
frustrating struggle against violence, drugs and poverty. But
she resented the tone of the Republican president’s Twitter re-
marks, saying his broadsides - directed at Elijah Cummings, an
African-American Democrat who long has represented the city
in the US Congress - have united the city’s people. “One thing

about Baltimore: We can talk about ourselves,” Townes said.
“But if somebody from outside comes in and tries to do some-
thing, we stick together.”

Cummings, chairman of the House of Representatives Com-
mittee on Oversight and Reform, has led investigations into
Trump and his administration and has criticized the president’s
hard-line immigration policies. Townes said she grew up seeing
other young people get pregnant or go to jail, and was deter-
mined to find an alternative. Two years ago, she launched her
own home business applying high-end false eyelashes and
steadily built a loyal clientele. She now rents space in a salon
and aspires to own her own shop some day.

Bean, since her son’s death, has created a non-profit organ-
ization aimed at diverting young people at risk into sports,
therapy or job-interview training. Baltimore has other projects
that aim to help young black men overcome obstacles in a trou-
bled city where some end up on a path of drugs and violence.
Some programs have been around for years.

Edwin Avent co-founded Black Professional Men (BPM)
Inc in 1991 to lift up African-American men, offering lessons
in topics from financial literacy to relationships. He is also
board chairman of the Baltimore Collegiate School for Boys,
a public charter school. BPM has mentored 3,000 boys and
awarded 225 college scholarships, using education and pos-
itive reinforcement to keep youths away from gangs, drugs
and guns. — Reuters

BALTIMORE: An old cannon sits atop of Federal Hill overlooking the
city in Baltimore, Maryland. — AFP 


