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Where was Gustavus Vassa, also Known as Olaudah
Equiano, Born? Revisiting an Old Question

Paul E. Lovejoy

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Considerable controversy has prevailed over where the Olaudah Equiano; Gustavus
person usually known as Olaudah Equiano, but virtually ~ Vassa; Igbo; South Carolina;
always referred to as Gustavus Vassa in his own time, was  autobiography; abolition;
born: whether in Africa as he claimed, or in South Carolina, ~ Middle Passage

which two documents seem to suggest. Following his own

stated preference and virtually all references, he is referred

to here as Gustavus Vassa. It is argued that ‘Essaka’, which

he said was his home, is to be identified with Usaka in Abia

State, Nigeria. Confirmation comes from the fact that Usaka

was the home of the Ariam clan, which was one of four

clans in a confederation known as lkwuano, the other three

clans being Oboro, Ibere, and Oloko. Vassa’s first name

Olaudah is a name found elsewhere in Igboland, meaning

‘loud voice’, while his second name relates to the

confederation where his father appears to have been a

senator which Vassa wrote as Equiano. The location of

Usaka 40 km west of Arochukwu, 30 km south of Bende,

and 25 km from Umuahia, now the capital of Abia State,

appears to be in the charming vale to which Vassa alludes

in The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus

Vassa, the African.

Questions about the authenticity of The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself
(London, 1789) pervade the vast scholarly literature about his life, especially
among historians and literary specialists. While there are many details of the
narrative that require scrutiny and interpretation, perhaps none are as impor-
tant as the determination of where the author was born, and by extension, the
meaning of his name. Serious doubts have been raised about the author’s use
and misuse of the African name ‘Olaudah Equiano’ and the location of
‘Essaka’ where Vassa asserted he was born. It must be remembered that his
account of the ‘Middle Passage” provided crucial evidence of the barbarity of
the trans-Atlantic slave trade and was a fundamental tract of abolitionism.
The autobiography refers to both Olaudah Equiano and Gustavus Vassa,
neither being a pseudonym nor a nom de plume because he used both
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equally and openly in the title of his autobiography. Otherwise, however, he
always referred to himself as Gustavus Vassa and shunned reference to the
birth name that he claimed. He deliberately published the autobiography to
coincide with the Parliamentary hearings in 1789 that ultimately led to
British abolition in 1807; hence Vassa’s motives are clear. He published
through private subscription: this meant that Vassa published the book
himself and sold copies to subscribers before the text was printed. Vassa’s
book passed through nine editions during Vassa’s lifetime, all with the same
duality in attributed authorship. Yet otherwise, Vassa never referred to
himself by the name Equiano, and in the very few circumstances in which he
did use the name ‘Olaudah Equiano’, he always signed off as Gustavus Vassa.

The Africanness of the Equiano name over the Swedish ‘Gustavus Vassa’ has
been asserted in modern scholarship, even though this interpretation conflicts
with what Vassa called himself, how he identified his wife and two daughters,
and all his surviving legal documents. The promotion of his Africanness
through his name is a modern invention which Vassa did not share. Moreover,
the misuse of his name today wherein he is usually referred to as ‘Equiano’
rather than “Vassa’ disguises a further controversy: namely over where Vassa
was born, either in Africa or North America. The foremost biographical
critic of Vassa’s life, Vincent Carretta, has even argued that ‘Equiano’ was a
self-made man who created his own identity and prospered from his involve-
ment in the abolition movement through sales of his autobiography. Hence
the question arises as to whether the testimony espoused in the autobiography
was authentic or merely a polemic that twisted the truth for political, albeit
admirable, intent.! This article makes the case that authenticity was settled
long ago. Vassa basically told the truth about his childhood, according to his
own memory, which he interpreted based on his reading of contemporary
accounts of Africa and what he must have heard from other Igbo speakers in
the Caribbean and London. As is often the case in remembering events from
childhood, later information and informed speculation can strongly influence
what is recounted and what is supposed. Interpreting The Interesting Narrative
highlights these ambiguities.

The confusion over these issues matters because of Vassa’s claims to have
endured the Middle Passage. Did he experience it or not? It is argued that
Vassa was born in West Africa at ‘Essaka’, where he claimed, rather than
being born in South Carolina, which two documents appear to suggest.”
Tracing the controversy of Vassa’s birthplace must address the reasons why
he could not have been born in South Carolina before identifying the location
of ‘Essaka’ in Igboland. That Vassa identified as Igbo, or ‘Ebeo’, as he wrote in
European geographic, archaic form, is not in doubt.

Indeed, the location of Vassa’s hometown in Igboland is the central mystery,
not whether he was born in South Carolina or West Africa. It is contended here
that Vassa’s birthplace can be identified with the Igbo town of Usaka in what is



SLAVERY & ABOLITION e 3

today Abia State, 30 km south of the historic market center of Bende and 40 km
west of Arochukwu, the home of the principal slave merchants in the interior of
the Bight of Biafra from the middle of the eighteenth century, if not earlier.
Usaka is associated with the Ariam clan, one of four lineages that comprise
the region known as Ikwuano, the other lineages being Oboro, Ibere, and
Oloko. Ikwuano literally means ‘strength in the unity of four brothers” and is
phonetically similar to the name Equiano. In this context, Vassa’s alleged
birth name, Olaudah Equiano, takes on a specific meaning that indicates he
was Olaudah of Equiano/Tkwuano.’ Vassa explained the meaning of his first
name, Olaudah, but not that of his second, Equiano, as suggested here.
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Therefore, Vassa’s birthplace, ‘Essaka’, can be identified as Usaka. In turn,
this verification means that his account of the Middle Passage and his
influence in shaping public opinion in Britain and subsequently in North
America was truthful as well as effective. There exists ample testimony to
Vassa’s honesty and considerable moral integrity, and while the subsequent
ambiguities may seem to have undermined his character, the evidence pre-
sented here should reinforce the veracity of his campaign to end the slave
trade and his stature as a leading abolitionist.* A.E. Afigbo first raised the ques-
tion as to:
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how much of it [the autobiography] is authentic historical record and how much was
imaginative reconstruction or a hotch-potch built up from scraps of information col-
lected from fellow slaves or ex-slaves who came from different sections of Igbo land or
even of Africa?”

This is a legitimate question but also a challenge for historians.

Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa?

As the scholarly edition of Abigail Field Mott’s abridged edition, published in
1829, makes clear, interest in Vassa’s autobiography continued well into the
nineteenth century, highlighting in particular the importance of the text in
teaching children of African descent about African origins in North
America. As Eric D. Lamore notes, ‘clearly, the debate over Equiano’s
African origins is a complex case involving the politics of witnessing and the
ethics of life writing’. Lamore, though, perpetuates one significant error
about the identity of the author. The reprinted edition is entitled Abigail
Field Mott’s The Life and Adventures of Olaudah Equiano: A Scholarly
Edition (2023).° This is deceptive, because Mott did not title the book in this
way, instead referring to The Life and Adventures of Olaudah Equiano; or, Gus-
tavus Vassa, The African, from an Account written by Himself. This was the
precise title Vassa gave to the autobiography, and Mott, clearly stated in
1825 that her text was ‘an abridgement of the Memoirs of Gustavus Vassa,
the African’. Her edition referred specifically to ‘Gustavus Vassa,” without
any mention of ‘Olaudah Equiano’ with the exception of the book’s title,
which she obtained verbatim from the original publication. Lamore’s republi-
cation of Mott’s version is therefore tainted by an inaccurate designation that
reinforces some of the current misunderstandings about the historical figure
who is most often called ‘Olaudah Equiano’.

The publication of a Boston edition in 1837 also did not mention the name
Olaudah Equiano, except on the title page, otherwise referring to the author as
Gustavus Vassa.” Another citation to the autobiography in the Leeds Anti-
Slavery Series of 1853 quotes Vassa’s account, including his reference to
‘Essaka’ being in a charming vale. Wilson Armistead, a Quaker abolitionist
from Leeds, compiled a series of 82 anti-slavery tracts designed for distribution
in the United States as individual items, but also collated into the collection,
Five Hundred Thousand Strokes for Freedom. Whereas Armistead provides a
lengthy quotation from the autobiography, other details that he attributes to
Vassa are inaccurate. Nonetheless, Armistead’s account, extracted from
Vassa’s 1794 edition (probably the New York version), only refers to Gustavus
Vassa and does not mention the name Olaudah Equiano.® Similarly, in Canada
West, the Voice of the Fugitive published an extract on 18 June 1851 from ‘the
narrative of Gustavus Vassa, who was stolen from his native land when a boy
and made a slave: but who afterwards became enlightened and wrote a
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history of his life, which was published in England’. Again, there is no mention
of a birth name in this account.

The debate over what to call this renown author dates to the re-emergence of
interest in Vassa’s autobiography in the 1960s. A brief excerpt appeared in
Thomas Hodgkin’s important collection of documents published in Nigerian
Perspectives in 1960, and subsequently through an abridged version of the
text published by Paul Edwards in 1966 and the African portions of the auto-
biography with annotations by G.I. Jones in Philip D. Curtin’s Africa Remem-
bered in 1967.” Increasing interest in the autobiography led to the publication of
other excerpts and versions, especially after Henry Louis Gates, Jr. drew atten-
tion to the main tropes underlying the early literature of African American and
by extension African British writing, including Vassa’s autobiography.'® By the
late 1980s, his African name had clearly taken hold as the designation of Vassa’s
identity. Since then numerous books and more than 500 articles have been pub-
lished that deal directly with the autobiography and the man."" Countless refer-
ences to the text and its significance almost always refer to the man as Olaudah
Equiano, not Gustavus Vassa.'” This is curious because the extensive documen-
tation that has survived establishes that Vassa only used the name Olaudah
Equiano a few times, notably on the title page of his autobiography, and
never without additionally identifying himself as Gustavus Vassa.'?

Captain Michael Pascal, a merchant in the tobacco trade, named his newly
purchased slave boy Gustavus Vassa after leaving Virginia in 1754."* At this
time, the name resonated among critics of the monarchy and specifically the
rule of Prime Minister Robert Walpole, who had banned the performance of
plays at the lively London theaters and specifically had outlawed Henry
Brooke’s play, Gustavus Vasa, the Deliverer of His Country. This portrayed
King Gustavus Vassa of Sweden as a champion of political freedom for resisting
Danish control of the nation and leading his people out of tyranny in the estab-
lishment of an independent Swedish state. Although banned by Walpole, the
script of the play circulated privately, and reference to King Vassa became
recognized as a critique of the current government in Britain. As a boy,
Vassa could not have known the political significance of the name and it is unli-
kely he would have been in a position to refuse to be called ‘Vassa’, despite what
he claimed in his autobiography.

There have been various interpretations of a further issue with Vassa’s
African name. This is perhaps not surprising, given the complex patterns in
Igbo naming practices.”” Vassa said he was named Olaudah ‘which in our
language, signifies vicissitude or good fortune also, one favoured, and having
a loud voice, and well spoken’. Although O.S. Ogude has argued that ‘his
first name ... is not immediately recognizably Ibo’, it is not usually challenged
as being Igbo."® Afigbo thought that ‘it is impossible to think of any reading of
Olaudah which would give it such meaning as ‘vicissitude or good fortune’ and
‘one favoured by God’, although Afigbo does not doubt the Igbo identity.
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Moreover, Vassa claimed the name meant ‘loud voiced’, which Afigbo suggests
could be rendered along the lines of ‘Olu-uda (contracted, Oluda) or Olu-ude
(contracted Olude) and not Ola-udah which would mean literally ‘the resonant
ring’ or probably more figuratively Ogene (gong)’."” This point requires caution
since Vassa’s phonetic spelling in 1789 may well be close enough to ‘Olaudah’ to
render Olu-uda, Oluda, Olu-ude, or Olude. Ultimately, Innocent Onyema’s
interpretation accords most closely with the name Vassa claimed, derived
from olu (voice) and udah (loud).'®

Vassa is usually attributed with a surname, Equiano, a term that he does not
explain. Most likely, Ogude is incorrect in his claim that this adopted surname
could be an anglicized version of an Igbo name.'” Edwards thought that it
might be ekwuano, meaning ‘when they speak others listen’. He also was told
ekweano meant ‘if they wish I shall stay’.”® Jones suggested that Equiano
really was Ekwuno, while Achebe thought it was likely Ekweano, and Afigbo
posited Ekwoanya.”' Often in the Igbo context, either at birth or shortly there-
after, a variety of names are assigned to a baby, depending upon local ideas of
the supernatural, of nature, behavior, and numerous other factors, although any
ideas resembling ‘Equiano’ have not been identified. There is a considerable lit-
erature on Igbo names, including many found in Cuba, which contains prob-
ably the most detailed list of Igbo names in the diaspora. Furthermore,
Sigismund Koelle interviewed many people who spoke Igbo in Sierra Leone
in the late 1840s and early 1850s.* The electronically-available ‘Registers of
Liberated Africans’ additionally includes a list of approximately 30,000 names
that almost certainly refer to Igbo, and within them several names that might
suggest a similarity with ‘Equiano’ but probably have no association.”> A
search of these sources reveals both the complexity of Igbo names but also
the absence of any name that seems like Vassa’s supposed birth name. Other
extensive lists of Igbo names reveal no new information.** The lacunae call
into question methodological techniques that rely on names as an indication
of origins. Crowd sourcing as a technique has so far not revealed any name
that resembles the most prominent Igbo-speaking person before the twentieth
century. Nor has this possible derivation of Vassa’s Igbo name been discussed
in the literature that attempts to use names to decipher origins.*

Disputes over Vassa’s Place of Birth

The first challenge to Vassa’s claim to an African birth came from spurious
charges in two London newspapers in 1792, cast in the usual satirical fashion
that readers at the time were used to as a form of amusement. The Oracle
and The Star both charged that, rather than being born in Africa, Vassa was
born into slavery on St. Croix, a Danish colony in the Caribbean. The newspa-
pers assumed their London readers would have interpreted their claim as a
‘humorous’ attack upon Vassa, a widely respected person whose autobiography
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was in the vanguard in the fight against slavery. Rather than being a hero like his
namesake, King Gustavus Vassa of Sweden, a man who freed his people from
the tyrannical rule akin to slavery of the Danes, the newspapers sold the idea
that Vassa was, far from being a king, merely a slave of Denmark in the Amer-
icas with the Swedish King’s name.?® The two newspapers published this scath-
ing insult after Denmark passed a law on 16 March 1792 to abolish the slave
trade from 1803, while the British Parliament was about to convene in a
renewed, but yet again ultimately unsuccessful attempt to do the same.*” More-
over, publication occurred shortly after the tragic assassination of King Gusta-
vus Vassa III, killed at a masked ball in Copenhagen while the other Gustavus
Vassa enjoyed his honeymoon in Scotland. Readers of The Oracle and The Star
would have been attuned to the news from Sweden and the newspapers’ efforts
to vilify both Vassa and the wider movement to abolish the slave trade. Conse-
quently, it is no wonder that the publications infuriated Vassa as revealed in his
letter to Thomas Hardy, leader of the radical ‘London Corresponding Society’,
and later charged with treason in May 1794 for plots against King and Parlia-
ment.”® Scholars have recognized the spuriousness of the newspapers’ fake
charges, though they have not necessarily connected together Danish abolition
on 16 March 1792 (full text published in The Times of London 21 April), the
Swedish King’s assassination at a masked ball at the Royal Opera House in
Stockholm (16 March), Vassa’s Scottish honeymoon (Vassa and his bride,
married 7 April, reached Scotland on 10 April), London’s radical politics,
and renewed Parliamentary debate over abolition (motion introduced 22
April) to the fake charges of the London newspapers (first in the Oracle on
25 April and then the Star, 27 April).”’

The confusion over this historic figure’s name extends to a determination of
where Vassa was born. Was he born in Africa, as Vassa himself claimed, or in
South Carolina, as indicated on a baptismal register in St. Margaret’s Church,
Westminster in 1759, and might be deduced from the muster rolls of the
Arctic Expedition of 17732 In the case of the latter, the name entered in the
muster was written as Gustavus Weston and may not refer to Vassa at all.
Vassa participated in the Arctic expedition as an assistant to Dr. Charles
Irving, the lead scientist on an official exploratory venture, and not as a
member of the crew. Because of his position, Vassa may not have been listed
in the muster roll.”° The skepticism over this identification undermines Carret-
ta’s interpretation in particular. Describing Vassa as a ‘self-made man’ who
implicitly shaped his autobiography to sell books and make money, Carretta
refused to make a decision about where Vassa was born, leaving the answer
to this question unsolved.”’ Obviously, though, a person cannot be born in
two places, let alone an ocean apart. Furthermore, the determination of
Vassa’s natal home is essential because either he endured the Middle Passage
- and hence voiced the terror and suffering of the Atlantic crossing - or
Vassa consciously lied to promote a political agenda, however noble his
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cause and to further enhance his status as ‘a self-made’ African intellectual and
entrepreneur in London. Vassa’s investment, around 1791, in the Plaisterer’s
Guild Hall in the City of London almost certainly explains his relative wealth
far more than the sale of his autobiography. Any confusion between
affluence and authenticity should not impede historical reconstruction.

What Vassa said is clear. He said that he came from a place called ‘Essaka’
which he remembered as being in ‘the most remote and fertile’ province of
the Benin Kingdom but at a ‘very considerable’ distance. In fact, this projection
had to have been based on what Vassa later read rather than being based on his
personal experience or knowledge. Vassa readily admitted that he had heard
that there was a connection with Benin, but he had no direct knowledge of
the place and he ultimately assumed a relationship on what he subsequently
learned. Hence, the reference to Benin should not be given much credence.
Too much other detail in the autobiography points to an origin east of the
lower Niger River, not to the west and the location of Benin.

As O.S. Ogude has perceptively observed, The Interesting Narrative is ‘pre-
sented in a popular eighteenth-century literary form: the voyage’. In Ogude’s
analysis, much of Vassa’s description of his youth should be considered
fictional to conform to the genre.

Equiano’s considerable narrative power ... successfully blended these divergent
sources into one imaginative reconstruction of what his African society might have
been in the middle of the eighteenth century. There is evidence to show that
Equiano was conversant with a wide range of travel literature and that he drew
heavily on these often lopsided views of Africa.*”

A more generous interpretation is that Vassa attempted to provide context for
what he remembered of his boyhood through reference to what he was able to
read about Africa and what he had heard from people with whom he came in
contact. To label Vassa’s words as ‘fiction’ suggests a conscious license to
embellish the past and even make things up, although there is no obvious
intent to fabricate in Vassa’s autobiography, even if he intentionally published
his account to coincide with Parliamentary hearings. As extensive existing
analysis makes clear, no one in 1789 suggested Vassa fabricated his background,
and there is no scholarship that has verified any apparent ‘second hand’ or ama-
nuensis assisting him with the text. Indeed, Vassa himself admitted some of his
difficulties with his memory, a point which should qualify Ogude’s insights.
Moreover, there are details in Vassa’s autobiography relating to his youth
that could not have been based either on fictional imagination or have been pla-
giarized from other sources. Vassa may well have remembered the menstrual
hut where he stayed with his mother when he was very young. He considered
snakes as omens relating to a belief in a personal chi underlying Igbo cosmol-
ogy. Vassa’s claim to have come from ‘Essaka’ could not have been drawn from
any contemporary published source, since no such reference exists, and
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therefore Vassa either invented the name or made reference to a real place.
Moreover, these details would not have been widely known in Igboland, and
hence the likelihood that he learned about ‘Essaka’ from other Igbo speaking
people is extremely low. The various clans that dominated Igboland each had
their own traditions, variations on cultural practices, and secrets that were
important in differentiating the social and political context of Igbo society.
Vassa’s claims are unlikely to have been fabricated, despite Ogude’s warning,
because many details correspond with what is known about Usaka’s customs
and locational politics since the advent of British rule.

Identifying Vassa’s ‘Essaka’ has been challenging. Despite the existence of
two documents that might suggest otherwise, Vassa does not appear to have
been born in South Carolina. In the birth register for St. Margaret’s Church,
Carolina is listed as Vassa’s birthplace, but there is no reason to assume that
he himself claimed that. Vassa’s Godparents entered his name, age, and place
of birth, and it is not clear that Vassa even knew what had been entered,
let alone confirmed what was registered. If Vassa was born in South Carolina,
then he would have had to have made up everything he wrote about his child-
hood. Nor has any author accepting of the South Carolina origin claim
attempted to interpret or challenge the details Vassa provided or explain how
he later travelled from South Carolina to Virginia.”® It is unlikely that a
healthy, young enslaved man raised in South Carolina would have been sold
to a tobacco planter in Virginia. Such men were more likely to purchase
young people recently brought from Africa than a ‘prime’ slave from South Car-
olina, because a booming economy in the area depended upon an expanding
labor supply.3 4 Moreover, how Vassa obtained his name, if born in South Car-
olina, also remains unexplained.

Because Jones focused on Vassa’s childhood years, his use of the name
Olaudah is understandable and accurate.’® Jones also postulated that Vassa
was born in the Igbo region to the west of the lower Niger River, but this has
long since been questioned. Significantly, no place that sounds like ‘Essaka’
exists west of the Niger, and hence Vassa’s reference to Benin presumably
comes largely from his reading of Anthony Benezet’s account of Africa,
among other possible sources.’® However, Benezet had never been to Africa
himself, instead drawing upon contemporary published accounts for his geo-
graphical reconstruction tracing the coastal regions of western Africa which
inexplicably skips over any description of the interior of the Bight of Biafra.
Essentially, Vassa attempted to fill Benezet’s gap with his own recollections

and reconstruction.’”

The Identification of ‘Essaka’

Unfortunately, Carretta does not address the possible location of ‘Essaka’ in his
work, although he did speculate on the ship in which the young boy left West
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Africa. Caretta’s subsequent argument raised questions about the authenticity
of Vassa’s writings and speeches about West Africa, assuming he had been
born in South Carolina.*® Jones failed to find a place west of the Niger that
might be identified with ‘Essaka’, but there have been other attempts to
locate Vassa’s birthplace. The first is Isseke in Thiala Local Government
Council in the present Anambra State, initially suggested by Chinua
Achebe.” Catherine Acholonu pursued Achebe’s lead, although her argument
that ‘Essaka’ is to be identified with Isseke has been subjected to extensive criti-
cism of methodology that undermines her interpretation.*> Acholonu asserted
that Isseke, within the Nri cultural ambit, 40 km south of Onitsha, held the
‘embrenche’ status that Vassa mentioned, arguing that the term would seem
to be analogous to mgbrichi, from ichi hachure, an ozo title for spiritual
royalty. It has also been proposed that ‘Essaka’ might have referred to
Nsukka or Isseke in Anambra State, Ashaka in Bendel State, Asaga in Ohofia,
or Isaka in Okrika Local Government Area of Rivers State. Afigbo even
suggested that Vassa’s home was in northern Igbo country.*’ However, the
most likely location of ‘Essaka’ is Usaka in Abia State, whose location was
close to the historic market center at Bende and the centre of the slave trade
at Arochukwu.*” Unlike the other locations, Usaka is in a valley that appears
to be the ‘charming fruitful vale’ that Vassa identified as the location of
‘Essaka’.*’ Other details, such as the reference to strips of cotton cloth that
married women wore around their waist, appear to confirm the identification
initially asserted by Onyema in 1991.** Although there is little historical evi-
dence to suggest that the names of places are the same now as in the middle
of the eighteenth century, existing evidence strongly suggests that the names
in Vassa’s day and today were the same. Furthermore, the meaning of the
name Vassa used in his African name, Equiano, can be identified with four
clans who occupied the area where Usaka is located for generations as first
documented in a British colonial map from 1910.*° While it is, of course, poss-
ible that names have changed, it seems highly unlikely in this case, with prob-
able continuity from at least the middle of the eighteenth century. This
association of clans, migration, occupation of land, and strong kinship links
conforms with Vassa’s description of his home. Hence, there are sufficient simi-
larities between what is known today and what Vassa describes to support the
association of ‘Essaka’ with Usaka.

If Vassa’s ‘Essaka’ is Usaka, as Onyema additionally argues, then various
details within Vassa’s autobiography have hidden meanings demonstrating
that what Vassa reported corresponds to attributes that (in combination) are
specific to Usaka and hence not fictitious. First, and most importantly, Usaka
was part of an area inhabited by four clans known as Ikwuano, which is now
a Local Government Area.*® Vassa’s unexplained second name, Equiano, is
most likely a reference to Ikwuano. The first part of the term, ikwu, indicates
the close interaction of the clans that comprise the confederation, while ano
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(four) refers to the clans descended from four brothers named Oboro, Ibere,
Ariam-Usaka, and Oloko. Ikwuano elder, Ben Emele, confirmed Onyema’s
reconstruction, noting that Ikwuano refers to ikwu (brethren) and ano (four)
‘who have been united”.*’ Ironically, G.I. Jones, who was then District Officer
in the colonial regime, conducted a long report on the reorganization of
Bende Division in 1940 without reference to Usaka or Ikwuano but noted
the other three clans, Oboro, Ibere, and Oloko.*® Despite his colonial position
and his training as an anthropologist, Jones clearly did not learn any details
about the Ikwuano clans when he wrote his lengthy report because it is likely
he would have mentioned this in his 1967 annotation of Vassa’s boyhood
years. Instead, he postulated that Vassa came from west of the Niger.

As reported in the 2006 census, Ikwuano comprises an area of 281 km? with a
population of 137,993 in 59 villages and communities, bounded by Ini Local
Government Area Council of Akwa Ibom State in the south and Umuahia to
the north. Now Ikwuano is known as the ‘breadbasket’ of Abia State because
of its agricultural production which appears to have characterized the area
when Vassa was a child. Although palm oil, palm kernels, and yams are its
main outputs, the area was the center of cocoa production in the late nineteenth
century. Its fertile land straddles the Inyang River, a tributary of the Kwa Ibo
River which flows through Akwa Ibom to the sea. Historically, women of
Ikwuano, specifically of the Okoko clan, organized the initial resistance
against British imposition of taxation on women that subsequently resulted
in what is known as the Aba women’s uprising of 1929.*°

According to tradition, the term Ikwuano as a reference to the four clans has
existed since the legendary four brothers settled in the area. The four clans lived
in harmony, sharing markets, intermarrying, and respecting each other’s auton-
omy. Vassa’s enslavement indicates that there was nefarious activity underway
that fed the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Already the dominant slave traders to the
coast, the Aro allied with the Abam clan north of Bende in terms of protection
in trade and enforcement in settling debts. At some point, Ikwuano worked out
an arrangement with the Aro that restricted the deprivations of Abam warriors,
probably in return for recognition of the shrine at Arochukwu that emerged as a
principal arbitrator of disputes and providing protection for the commercial
diaspora of the Aro.” It is possible that Vassa’s references to his enslavement
relate to the Abam and the Aro. This speculation is consistent with the
context and location of Vassa’s ‘Essaka’.

The identification of Vassa’s ‘Essaka’ as Usaka and ‘Equiano’ as Ikwuano
confronts prior pessimism that has crept into the mystery of Vassa’s origins.
Brycchan Carey, at least, has even claimed that ‘the bottom line is that we
just don’t know’ where Vassa was born. In consideration of whether Vassa
was born in North America or in Africa, he concluded: ‘there is evidence on
both sides of the debate. Just about the only thing we can say for certain is
that, when he was younger, Equiano told people he was from Carolina, but



12 (&) P.E.LOVEJOY

when he was older, he told people he was from Africa.”' Because of the preva-
lence of this uncertainty, it is necessary to review evidence suggesting that Vassa
recounted accurate details of the hinterland of the Bight of Biafra, especially
since there is no evidence that Vassa ever claimed he was from Carolina, or
that there was any semblance of a cultural setting to verify details of what
Vassa says he remembered.

Vassa clearly wrote that he spent a relatively short time in Barbados after
leaving Africa in 1753. He was known as ‘Michael’ before being sent directly
to Virginia. There, on a tobacco plantation belonging to a Mr. Campbell, he
was called ‘Jacob’. Captain Pascal bought Vassa while procuring tobacco at
Campbell’s plantation. He thought that Vassa, who was fanning his master
on a hot summer evening, would be a perfect gift for his cousins in London.
Campbell sold Vassa to Pascal, perhaps because he owed him money. Pascal
then re-named his chattel as ‘Gustavus Vassa’, the name Vassa continued to
use after he secured his freedom in 1766 and until his death in 1797. It is the
name that appears on the tombs of his wife and children as well as his own
death registry in Whitefield Tabernacle, now the American Church, on Totten-
ham Court Road in London. His will also clearly refers to Gustavus Vassa with
no mention of Olaudah Equiano.>

As previously noted, at Vassa’s baptism, his godparents, not Vassa himself,
registered his birthplace as being South Carolina. Indeed, the entry raises ques-
tions, as Carretta has observed.”® There are two issues. First, there is no indication
that Vassa understood what his godparents entered or that he approved of that
they wrote. Both godparents were Captain Pascal’s cousins. Why they entered
South Carolina as Vassa’s place of birth remains unknown. They also knew
that Pascal imported tobacco to London from Virginia, not South Carolina, as
the latter was not a source of tobacco. Vassa’s godfather, Maynard Guerin,
handled Pascal’s accounts during the Seven Years’ War, and presumably
earlier, and certainly would have been aware that Pascal had come from Virginia
with Vassa.”* Rather than being born in South Carolina, Vassa only went there as
an adult when working for Robert King of Montserrat.

In contrast to Carey’s claim that historians ‘don’t know’ Vassa’s birthplace, it
is argued here that Vassa was born simply where he said he was born in
‘Essaka’/Usaka. This identification is confirmed through Vassa’s association
with the area of four clans where Usaka is located, which is known as
Ikwuano, or as Vassa rendered the name, Equiano. Moreover, such an identifi-
cation additionally reveals answers to two previously unrecognized dimensions
of the controversy over Vassa’s identity — first, the controversy over his birth-
place and, second, the meaning of his Igbo name which meant ‘loud voice’,
emphasizing Vassa’s assertiveness. While Ikwuano was not a surname, it pro-
vided his association with the four clans. There is no room for any claim that
Vassa was born in South Carolina, a false conclusion based on inadequate
and flawed historical analysis.
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A reconsideration of the supposedly fictional aspects in Vassa’s Interesting
Narrative account for some details that could not have been borrowed from
contemporary observations or even from other parts of the area where the
Igbo language was spoken. Features of Ikwuano culture confirm Vassa’s
description of it, assuming that there has been continuity from the middle of
the eighteenth century to what is remembered today. According to Elder Ben
Emele:

Ichi facial markings were common in Ikwuano and Usaka in the past. Their origin can
be traced to our ancestors’ belief in a mermaid spirit, which had great power to cause
the death of people. The spirit knew whom it was going to destroy almost at birth and
would come for him/her when it deemed fit. Since our people did not know who was
to be taken by the spirit of destruction, they did ichi scarification as a way of disfigur-
ing or deforming the person so as to make him/her undesirable by the spirit which
would usually want the best and spotless (mark-less) humans. In those days, our
people did not know what we know today, and every sudden death was attributed
to a spirit, and they did all sorts of things to preserve life. Facial markings were the
most widely used technique of preserving life.>

Such individuals usually had the small finger on their left hand cut off,
although Vassa does not mention this. Moreover, Vassa’s account suggests
that ichi was intended for those who had seniority and influence without
reference to any attempt at avoidance of ill fortune. Instead, Vassa empha-
sized good fortune without explaining its opposite. Other customs also
persist, such as both male and female circumcision, a custom Vassa mentions
several times. In an era when circumcision was considered a barbaric prac-
tice in England, Vassa’s references would have been met with disapproval,
potentially undermining his attempt to sell books.”® Similarly, Vassa notes
how some snakes were revered, correlating well with customs that have per-
sisted since Vassa’s youth, at least with respect to pythons.”” According to
his memory:

We have serpents of different kinds, some of which are esteemed ominous when they
appear in our houses, and these we never molest. I remember two of those ominous
snakes, each of which was as thick as the calf of a man’s leg, and in colour resembling a
dolphin in the water, crept at different times into my mother’s night-house, where I
always lay with her, and coiled themselves into folds, and each time they crowed like a
cock. I was desired by some of our wise men to touch these, that I might be interested
in the good omens, which I did, for they were quite harmless, and would tamely suffer
themselves to be handled; and then they were put into a large open earthen pan, and
set on one side of the highway. Some of our snakes, however, were poisonous: one of
them crossed the road one day when I was standing on it, and passed between my feet,
without offering to touch me, to the great surprise of many who saw it; and these inci-
dents were accounted by the wise men, and likewise by my mother and the rest of the
people, as remarkable omens in my favour.>®

Vassa’s rendition of his youth may have some elements of fiction, but if this
is the case, he effectively reinforced the idea of his own special fortune and
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hence his destiny. Other details are also pertinent, such as Vassa’s reference to
an ‘odoriferous’ substance, ‘a kind of earth; a small portion of which thrown
into the fire diffuses a most powerful odour’.>® This refers to nzu, which was
- and is still - produced in Usaka for local consumption and traded more
widely because it is found only in scattered locations.*’

Interpretation of Vassa’'s Birth Name

Names contain powerful clues to identity, if analyzed in context, and it is
important to consider if Vassa’s name was established after birth, imposed
under conditions of slavery, or else asserted upon gaining freedom.®’ Overly
simplistic attempts to link names with ‘origins’ without due consideration of
context reveal serious methodological problems. Vassa’s experience is a case
in point. It is possible to demonstrate meaning in Vassa’s birthname and his
chosen name adopted after gaining his freedom in 1766. His first name,
Olaudah, described his character. As a baby, he perhaps cried loudly. Such
descriptive naming was common in Igbo naming practices and Vassa certainly
appears to suggest as much: ‘Our children were named from some event, some
circumstance, or fancied foreboding at the time of their birth’. I was named
Olaudah, which, in our language, signifies vicissitude, or fortunate also; one
favoured, and having a loud voice and well spoken.®> Many names, though
not Vassa’s, contained the word ‘chi’, representing a god/deity with which
each person was uniquely born. The underlying conviction was destiny.
Vassa had no doubts about his mission as he expressed: ‘I regard myself as a
particular favourite of Heaven, and acknowledge the mercies of Providence in
every occurrence of my life’.>> Names can reveal a great deal which is clear
in the case of Vassa’s African name. He was conscious of the significance of
his name. Its complexity demonstrates the power of names and qualifies com-
paratively superficial efforts to determine origins by supposed identifications of
names with broad regions that fuse cultural backgrounds. The complications
involved in figuring out the significance of Vassa’s name(s) demonstrates
that very little can be gleaned from names alone, even with some qualifications
such as indications of religious affiliation or days of the week.®* Efforts to use
names to determine origins should further reflect on panegyrics such as
those informing Vassa’s identity as Olaudah Equiano - an actual name that
does not appear in the many long lists of names that are identified as Igbo.®
Vassa was a real person who came from a very specific place, revealed in the
name he claimed as his birth name.

Vassa’s second name, Equiano, like a surname, provides identification with
the four clans that comprised Ikwuano. His reference to dancing, occupations,
and other details could have easily been taken from what he read or heard but
could also have been based on what he knew. Furthermore, the specific refer-
ence to Ikwuano/Equiano could not have been improvised. Likewise, Vassa’s
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description of ichi scarification and his father’s position as a senator do not
seem to derive from any contemporary written sources.”® Rather than being
borrowed from a published account, for which there existed none at the
time, these details suggest that Vassa identified with the broader confederation
of clans and not specifically with Usaka, despite it being at the center of one of
the clans. This is far more likely explanation than Acholonu’s equation of
Equiano with ‘Ekwealuo’, which she translates as ‘when-we-mutually-agree-
we-go-to-war’.%’

Moreover, Vassa’s dentification with a confederation of clans named
Ikwuano may explain why he did not discuss the meaning of the term in his
autobiography. Perhaps he was simply too young when he was enslaved to
understand that both the ichi scarification that he was destined to receive,
and the severance of the little finger on his left hand, related to the social struc-
ture and governance of the four clans of Ikwuano. For all this usage, he chose to
call himself Gustavus Vassa and avoided using his Igbo name, with which he
appears to have been uncomfortable. Vassa may not have clearly understood
that Usaka was one of the four Ikwuano clans, although his birth name
seems to indicate that he was Olaudah/Oluudah from Equiano/Ikwuano.
Perhaps he chose to be called Vassa because of the Igbo concept of chi, with
which individuals personally identified. Vassa asserted that he was a ‘predesti-
narian’ which accounts for his association with the Huntingdonian Methodist
Connexion, a branch of the evangelical revival promoted by Selina Hastings,
Countess of Huntingdon, and his fascination with the Calvinist Methodism
of George Whitefield (1714-1770).°® Predestination and providence parallel
the concept of ‘chi’ in one of its meanings. Indeed, he attended the Whitefield
Tabernacle around the corner from where he wrote The Interesting Narrative,
and where he was buried in 1797. He believed in fate and that his own experi-
ences and his mission were predetermined. This not only set the course of life
but also underlay his character. Vassa has been accused of quoting misguided
European observations of societies on the coast that included fanciful projec-
tions into the interior where Europeans had never travelled.”” He certainly
tried to learn about Africa from what he read, but he also knew that he was a
‘particular favourite of Heaven,” whose mission was to free his people - Ethio-
pian, Libyan, Eboe, African - from slavery. The symbolic significance conveyed
by the snakes gyrating on their path through his legs as a young boy may have
been fictitious or imagined but the significance was prophetic.
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