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Olaudah Equiano was a prominent Black abolitionist, campaigner
and author. He was the son of an Igho chief and was born in
Essaka, West Africa (an area which now falls within Nigeria).

At around the age of 11, Olaudah - along with his sister - was
kidnapped by slave traders. The two siblings were forced

on board a ship along with hundreds of other African captives. Olaudah then endured
the famously horrific Middle Passage: the journey that enslaved people suffered between
Africa and the New World (the Americas). Conditions on board these ships were dreadful;
many people sadly did not survive the journey due to disease or malnutrition.

Around 1754, Olaudah was soldtoa  and put him to work as ‘a gauger’. A gauger
British naval officer - Michael Henry is responsible for determining the weight
Pascal - with whom he travelled the ~ and value of sugar, spices and other goods.
world as a valet and powder boy. Sadly, it was during this period that Olaudah
Michael sent Olaudah to school in witnessed some of the most severe cruelties
London where he learned to read against his fellow enslaved people. He would
and write. Travel and education were later go on to document these experiences in

opportunities that Olaudah would not  his memoirs.
have been afforded had he been sold to
a plantation owner. Like many enslaved
people, Olaudah had his name changed.
Michael called him Gustavas Vassa.

Olaudah took advantage of his position as
a gauger and began to make small trades

of his own. Slowly, he built his savings and,
after three years, he had sufficient money to
At some point in the early 1760s, purchase his own freedom from Robert King at
Olaudah was sold on to Robert King,  the cost of £40 (equivalent to approximately

a prominent Quaker merchant. By this ~ £7,000 today).

time, Olaudah was highly educated
(in comparison with other enslaved
people); he was terrified of being sent
to the plantations. Fortunately, Robert
quickly recognised Olaudah’s capabilities

After travelling the world for nearly 20 years, Olaudah returned to London in 1786.
Immediately on returning to England as a freedman, he began campaigning for the
abolition of enslavement. Together with other members of London’s Black community,
Olaudah founded the abolitionist group: Sons of Africa. The group toiled tirelessly to
garner support for the abolition movement.
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1n 1789, Olaudah’s autobiography ‘The
Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah
Equiano or Gustavas Vassa, the African’
(usually known as ‘The Narrative) was
published. This detailed account of his
kidnap and life as an enslaved man brought
huge publicity to the cruelty of enslavement.
His tales of the ordeals endured by his
fellow enslaved people and the first-hand
horrors he described significantly advanced
the abolitionist movement. In the months
following the publication of ‘The Narrative’,
Olaudah travelled extensively across England
promoting his book.

In 1807, a major step towards the abolition
of slavery was made. The Abolition of the
Slave Trade Act of 1807 made it illegal to
buy, sell or trade people in England and
British territories. Unfortunately, Olaudah
did not live to see this vital step towards the
emancipation of enslaved people.

The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act
banned the buying and selling of people
but it did ot free people already living in
enslavement. It wouldn't be until 1833 that
the Abolition of Slavery Act freed enslaved
people. In 2007, a first edition copy of ‘The
Narrative' was carried in procession at a
commemorative service in Westminster
Abbey for the bicentenary of the British
Abolition of the Slave Trade Act.

Olaudah’s book remains a vital resource
today; it is a highly important account,
recording a genuine experience through the
eyes of an enslaved person. It was one of the
first books to be published by a Black writer
in England and is credited with establishing
the ‘slave narrative’ genre; many similar
books published later imitated the style that
Olaudah employed.





image3.png
Olaudah Equiano

Questions

. Which part of the world was referred to as ‘The New World'? Tick one.
O Essaka
O The Americas

O Nigeria
O Africa
. Draw four lines and match each event to the correct date.
154 Olaudah purchased his
own freedom.
The Narrative' was
1786 published.
Olaudah returned
1766 to London.
Olaudah was sold to
789 Michael Henry Pascal.

. Find and copy a word which means the same as ‘not enough food".

. What was the new name that Olaudah was given when he was enslaved?

. How much did Olaudah have to pay Robert King to buy his own freedom?
Give both the cost and the time and the equivalent today.

. Look at the section called Early Life and Enslavement.
How was Olaudah's life different from that of many other enslaved people?
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. Explain how Olaudah used the education he received, while enslaved by Michael Pascal, to
his own advantage i his later life.

. Look at the section called Early Life and Enslavement.
Summarise the key events in 35 words or fewer.

. How do you predict Olaudah’s book will be used by historians of the future?
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Answers

1. Which part of the world was referred to as ‘The New World'? Tick one.
Q@ The Americas

2. Draw four lines and match each event to the correct date.

1754 Olaudah purchased his
own freedom.
1786 ‘The ::!:{::‘l:: was
e S tondon
e ichae Hanry pascal.

3. Find and copy a word which means the same as ‘ot enough food.
malnutrition

4. What was the new name that Olaudah was given when he was enslaved?
Gustavas Vassa

5. How much did Olaudah have to pay Robert King to buy his own freedom?
Give both the cost and the time and the equivalent today.
£40 at the time or £7,000 in today’s money.

6. Lok at the section called Early Life and Enslavement.
How was Olaudah's life different from that of many other enslaved people?
Pupils’ own responses, such as: Olaudah’s life was different from that of many other
enslaved people because he was not sent to a plantation. Instead, he was bought by
someone who provided an education for him and allowed him to travel the world. Most
enslaved people would not have had this opportunity.

7. Explain how Olaudah used the education he received, while enslaved by Michael Pascal, to
his own advantage i his later life.
Pupils’ own responses, such as: Olaudah used the education he received to his own
advantage because he was able to demonstrate his skills to Robert King who then
decided to train him as a gauger. This allowed him the opportunity to make his own
money on the side of his work for Robert King and eventually purchase his own freedom.
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8. Lok at the section called Early Life and Enslavement.
Summarise the key events in 35 words or fewer.
Pupils’ own responses, such as: Olaudah was enslaved as a child and sold to Michael
Pascal. He travelled and attended school and was later bought by Robert King who
allowed him to earn his own money and purchase his freedom.

9. How do you predict Olaudah’s book will be used by historians in the future?
Pupils’ own responses, such as: I predict that Olaudah’s book will continue to be an
important resource for historians because it tells a real life story from the viewpoint
of an enslaved person. I think historians will use it to understand how enslavement
worked and to ensure that the horrors suffered by enslaved people and the brutality of
the slave trade are never forgotten.




