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Prince Among Slaves

THE INCREDIBLE TRUE STORY OF
A PRINCE AMONG SLAVES

In the annals of American history, few
stories are as remarkable and
heartbreaking as that of Abdul Rahman
Ibrahima Sori, a man who was once a
prince among slaves. His journey from
African royalty to American
enslavement, and ultimately to a
dramatic return to his homeland, is a
powerful testament to resilience,
identity, and the enduring human spirit.
The phrase "prince among slaves" is not
merely a title—it encapsulates the
paradox of a nobleman forced into
bondage, yet never losing his regal
dignity. This article explores the
extraordinary life of Abdul Rahman, the
historical context of his enslavement,
and the lasting legacy of a man who
challenged the very foundations of the
transatlantic slave trade.

The Origins of a
Prince

Abdul Rahman Ibrahima Sori was born
around 1762 in the city of Timbo, the
capital of the Futa Jallon region in
present-day Guinea, West Africa. He was
a member of the Fulani people, a highly
educated and influential ethnic group
that had embraced Islam. His father,
King Sori, was a powerful leader who
ruled over the area and maintained a

well-organized Islamic society. As a
prince, Abdul Rahman received a
comprehensive education in the Quran,
Arabic literature, mathematics, and the
art of war. He was trained to lead and
expected to one day take his place as a
ruler among his people.

By the time he was in his twenties, Abdul
Rahman had become a respected
military commander. In 1788, while
leading an army to defend his kingdom
against a rival tribe, he was captured in
battle. The defeat was catastrophic—not
only was he taken prisoner, but he was
also sold to European slave traders who
operated along the West African coast.
The capture of a prince was a blow to his
family and his people, but it was also a
stark reminder of how even the most
powerful could fall victim to the brutal
machinery of the slave trade.

From Prince to
Enslaved Man In
America

Abdul Rahman was transported across
the Atlantic Ocean under horrific
conditions in the hold of a slave ship. He
arrived in the United States in 1788 and
was sold at auction in the port of
Natchez, Mississippi. The transition from
a prince among slaves to a mere piece
of property was devastating. He was
purchased by a planter named Thomas
Foster, who put him to work on a cotton
plantation. Despite his noble background
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and extensive education, Abdul Rahman
was treated no differently than any other
enslaved person.

* Loss of identity: His name was
often shortened to "Prince" or
simply "Tom," stripping him of his
royal heritage.

* Forced labor: He worked long
hours in the fields, enduring the
same physical punishments and
dehumanization as all enslaved
people.

* Isolation: He was separated from
his family and culture, unable to
practice his faith openly.

Yet even in the depths of bondage,
Abdul Rahman carried himself with a
quiet dignity that set him apart. He was
literate in Arabic, an ability that would
later become the key to his freedom. For
nearly 40 years, he toiled as a slave on
the Foster plantation, managing to
marry another enslaved woman named
Isabella, with whom he had several
children. Despite his circumstances, he
never forgot who he was—a prince
among slaves, waiting for justice.

The Discovery of
His Royal
ldentity

In the 1820s, a series of chance events
began to unravel the mystery of Abdul
Rahman's past. A man named John H. B.
Latrobe, a white lawyer and son of the
famous architect Benjamin Latrobe,
heard about an enslaved man in
Mississippi who could write Arabic.
Latrobe was intrigued and made efforts
to contact Abdul Rahman. Soon, Abdul
Rahman wrote a letter in Arabic to a

former acquaintance in Africa, hoping to
find his family. The letter eventually
reached the U.S. consul in Morocco, who
recognized the name and realized that
Abdul Rahman was indeed the lost
prince of Futa Jallon.

News of the "prince among slaves"
spread quickly. Abolitionists and political
figures took up his cause. Among them
was Henry Clay, the famous statesman,
who helped petition President John
Quincy Adams to grant Abdul Rahman
his freedom. In 1828, after decades of
enslavement, Abdul Rahman was finally
emancipated. However, freedom came
with a painful condition: his wife,
children, and grandchildren remained in
bondage. Thomas Foster refused to sell
them unless Abdul Rahman could raise a
substantial amount of money.

The Fight for a
Family and a
Return to Africa

Now a free man in his 60s, Abdul
Rahman embarked on a tour of the
northern United States to raise funds to
free his family and secure passage back
to Africa. He was a sensation. Crowds
gathered to hear his story—the tale of an
African prince who had been taken from
his throne and forced into slavery.
Newspapers printed his biography, and
abolitionist societies sponsored his
lectures. He was a living symbol of the
inhumanity of slavery and a reminder
that even in the most degraded
conditions, nobility could survive.

1. Public speaking: Abdul Rahman
addressed audiences in New York,
Philadelphia, and Boston, using his
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eloquence and grace to advocate
for abolition.

2. Meeting with leaders: He met
with President Adams and
Secretary of State Henry Clay, who
were sympathetic but unable to
force Foster to release his family.

3. Fundraising: He managed to
collect enough money to purchase
his wife Isabella's freedom, but the
Foster family demanded an
exorbitant price for the children
and grandchildren.

Eventually, Abdul Rahman and Isabella
departed for Liberia in 1829, a colony
established by the American
Colonization Society for freed slaves.
Tragically, he never saw his children
again. He died in Liberia in 1829, just a
few months after arriving, his dream of
returning to Timbo unfulfilled. Yet his
legacy endured as a powerful narrative
of a man who was truly a prince among
slaves.

The Historical
and Cultural
Significance of
"Prince Among
Slaves"

The story of Abdul Rahman Ibrahima Sori
is more than a footnote in history—it
challenges the dominant narrative of
slavery as a monolithic experience. It
reveals the diverse backgrounds of
enslaved Africans, many of whom were
not merely commoners but kings,
queens, scholars, and warriors. The
phrase "prince among slaves" has since

been used to describe other enslaved
royalty, such as the West African king
Osei Bonsu or the Ethiopian prince
Alemayehu. However, Abdul Rahman's
case is one of the best-documented and
most compelling.

This story also underscores the role of
Islam in American slavery. Abdul
Rahman was a devout Muslim who
observed his faith as best he could under
bondage. His ability to write Arabic was
a key factor in his eventual recognition.
The fact that a Muslim prince was
enslaved in the American South
highlights the religious and ethnic
diversity of Africans brought to the
Americas, a nuance often overlooked in
popular depictions of slavery.

The Legacy and
Modern
Recognition

In recent years, there has been a
resurgence of interest in Abdul
Rahman's life. The 2007 documentary
Prince Among Slaves, produced by Unity
Productions Foundation, brought his
story to a wide audience. The film,
narrated by the actor Keith David,
features historians and descendants of
Abdul Rahman, and it has been screened
in schools, museums, and community
centers across the United States. In
addition, a memorial plaque now stands
at the site of the Foster plantation in
Mississippi, honoring the man who was
once a prince among slaves.

Scholars continue to explore the political
and cultural implications of his story. For
example, his case was used by early
abolitionists to argue that slavery was a



crime against humanity, as it reduced
even royalty to chattel. Today, the
phrase serves as a reminder that human
dignity cannot be stripped away, no
matter how oppressive the
circumstances.

Lessons for
Today: The
Power of Identity
and Resilience

The life of Abdul Rahman Ibrahima Sori
offers  timeless lessons.  First, it
demonstrates the power of identity.
Even after 40 years in slavery, Abdul
Rahman never forgot his lineage and his
culture. He held onto his Arabic
language, his Islamic faith, and his belief
in justice. That inner strength eventually
led others to recognize his true worth.
Second, his story illustrates the
interconnectedness of global history—an
African prince, sold into American
slavery, who ultimately influenced
foreign policy and humanitarian
movements.

Finally, "Prince Among Slaves" forces us
to confront the painful reality that the
United States was built on the labor of
millions of people who were stripped of
their identity. By learning about
individuals like Abdul Rahman, we
humanize the statistics and honor the
resilience of those who endured. His
story is not just about one man; it is
about the collective spirit of all enslaved
people who retained their dignity in the
face of unimaginable cruelty.

CONCLUSION

Abdul Rahman Ibrahima Sori lived a life
that reads like a tragic epic. Born a
prince among slaves, he was torn from
his throne and subjected to the horrors
of American slavery. Yet he never
surrendered his identity, his faith, or his
hope. His journey from the plantations of
Mississippi to the halls of power in
Washington D.C. is a testament to the
unbreakable human spirit. While he did
not live to see his family freed or his
people reunited, his legacy continues to
inspire. The story of the prince among
slaves is a call to remember the fullness
of our shared history—and to recognize
that nobility is not born of title, but of
character.
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