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Ottobah Cugoano was born in 1757, in the village 

of Ajumako (also spelt Agimaque), which is in the part 

of Africa now called Ghana. In 1770, he was 

kidnapped and taken to the West Indies, where he 

spent nearly a year enslaved in Grenada. Cugoano 

was brought to England in 1772 and soon became one 

of the leaders of London's African community and 

their campaign to end slavery.

Cugoano wrote to newspapers and important people in 

British society about slavery. In 1787, he published a book called 'Thoughts and

Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Human Species'.  He was the

first African to have his writings about the Slave Trade published, and the first

African to demand in public that England totally ban the Slave Trade and free

enslaved Africans. 

In his book, Cugoano argued powerfully that slavery was morally wrong. He asked

how British people could call themselves the most ‘civilised' people in the world

when they were involved in a trade of ‘barbarous cruelty and injustice' and thought

that ‘slavery, robbery and murder were no crime'? 

Cugoano argued that every man in Britain was responsible to some degree for

slavery and that the country should ‘set an example' and be the first to abolish the

trade.
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Equiano was then sold to a merchant named Robert King. While working as a

deckhand, valet and barber for him, Equiano worked hard to earn extra money.

After three years, he made £40, which was enough money to buy his own

freedom. Equiano then spent much of the next 20 years travelling the world,

including trips to Turkey and the Arctic.

In 1789 he published his autobiography, 'The Interesting Narrative of the Life of

Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, the African'. The book was an important tool

in the effort to ban the Slave Trade and is one of the earliest books published by a

black African writer. He travelled around England to promote his book, which

became really popular. As well as helping the abolitionist cause, Equiano's career

as a writer made him a wealthy man. 

In 1792 Equiano married Susanna Cullen in Cambridgeshire and they had two

daughters. 

Olaudah�Equiano's�Life�and�Work�

Olaudah Equiano was born in the Eboe province, in the

area that is now southern Nigeria. He was kidnapped with

his sister at around the age of 11, sold by local slave traders

and shipped across the Atlantic to Barbados and then

Virginia. 

In Virginia, he was sold to a Royal Navy officer, Lieutenant 

 Michael Pascal, who renamed him 'Gustavus Vassa' after

the 16th-century Swedish king. Equiano travelled the

oceans with Pascal for eight years, and during that time he

learned how to read and write. 
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Deckhand - a ship's crew member

who cleans and carries cargo 

 

Valet - a wealthy man's

personal male assistant

 

Barber - a person who

cuts men's hair
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Ottobah Cugoano's book seems to have been written with the help of

Olaudah Equiano. Ottobah also travelled around England with Olaudah to

promote their autobiographies.  

They were also both part of The Sons of Africa. The Sons of Africa were a

British group that campaigned to end the African Slave Trade.  It has been

called Britain's first black political organisation.
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Ottobah�and�Olaudah�worked�together

You can see the building where

Ottobah worked and lived today.

Schomberg House in Westminster

has a plaque outside recognising the

time Ottabuh spent there. 

You can see the building where

Olaudah worked and lived today.

Tottenham Street in West London has

a plaque outside recognising the time

he spent there writing his book.

Did You Know? 

You could visit these

buildings by getting

off at these tube

stations in London.


