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Introduction
The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, which saw millions upon millions of African peoples transported in slave-ships through the Atlantic Ocean to Europe and the Americas, began in the 15th Century and was in its boom in the 16th, 17th and late 18th Centuries. For four hundred years African men and women were traded as commodities with the connivance of local chiefs on the African continent. “By the 1780s, the high point of the African Slave Trade, when more than eighty-eight thousand Africans would be brought to the New World every year, the Atlantic Slave Trade was a well-established mercantile system connecting Africa, Europe and the Americas in a web of (illicit) commerce” (Robert J. Allison, Introduction to The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, 1995). By 1750, England, Holland and France had become leading slave traders with those from Portugal, and later America, and by 1776 there were slaves in every American colony from New Hampshire to Georgia. 

Slavery became the mainstay of European and American economies as well as the main domestic workforce, so much so that by the late 1700s when the wind of Abolition began to blow, even the anti-slavery proponents still possessed slaves. (Robert Allison, 1995)
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Robert Allison in his introduction to the 1995 edition of The Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano or Gustavus Vassa, The African, Written by Himself, wrote:

In 1788, diverse abolitionist coalitions banded together to form one of the greatest mass movements in British history. Activists collected tens of thousands of signatures urging parliament to end the slave trade. Equiano presented his own to Queen Charlotte, wife of George III, on March 21st 1788.

Equiano’s Narrative became one crucial link between these segments of the British public. He had played no small part in inspiring the great English abolitionists Clarkson, Sharp, Ramsay and the parliamentarian William Wilberforce. But he also knew sailors and dock workers, black refugees from West Indies and America, and leaders of London’s emerging radical working class. He was recognized by virtually every segment of the anti-slavery and reform movements, and he could speak of his own experiences in a way to move men and women at every level of society. Among the first subscribers of his book were members of the English royal family and political radicals … pacifists and Admirals, Anglican bishops and dissenting ministers, Africans living in London, and women and men committed to reform… (p. 15)

After Equiano sold more than two thousand copies of the Narrative on a trip to Ireland in 1791, a white abolitionist said that Equiano was “more use to the cause than half the people in the country.”

Equiano was the unsung father of the abolition of slavery in Britain, and the Black world’s foremost abolitionist. His Narrative was second only to that of Ottobah Cugoano in order of appearance, but in terms of its impact as an anti-slavery weapon, it was second to none. Equiano saw himself as the representative of the black race in its entirety, and has been compared to Moses, the deliverer of the enslaved Jews of Egypt.

In America the Narrative is recognized as the first great African-American slave narrative. Equiano was the only slave author who gave detailed insight into the author’s native African nation, culture and lifestyles including the lifestyles of the peoples among whom he traversed on the African continent.

This gave his work the stamp of authenticity and even so was his impact on the English, American and global society at large. His Narrative became an international bestseller, and even before Equiano died in April 1797, the book had had eight English editions as well as an American, a French, a Dutch and a Russian, a feat which no other work by an African or a Black had attained. The book continued to be a political tool for the abolition of slavery and racism against Blacks well onto the early 19th Century in America (North and South) and in Britain. Equiano’s fame and popularity continued to grow and the records indicate that eighty years after his death he was still remembered as the influential abolitionist “Olaudah Equiano, the African”, on the tombstones of his daughter and son-in-law.

In the 20th Century Equiano’s voice was a key instrument for Black anti-racism struggle in America, the Caribbean, Europe and among African nationalists struggling against colonialism. Equiano’s poignant and proud portrayal of the civilized African society of his ancestors gave African blacks born in the Diaspora who had no knowledge of Africa, a sense of pride and cultural identity, such that an African-American author and veteran of the Harlem Renaissance noted the “whispered pride” with which African-Americans trying to reclaim their own history cited Equiano’s Narrative. 

Slavery eventually abolished in Britain in 1807. This year 2007, Britain and the commonwealth countries in Africa are celebrating the 200th anniversary of the abolition of slavery in Britain. But this celebration will not be complete without sue tribute being paid to the African heroes of the Abolition, in particular Olaudah Equiano, the African, the Nigeria Moses who being a Black man has not been given the honour due to him as the initiator of the Abolitionist struggle in Britain and as one who having already earned his own freedom, sacrificed his energy and life’s earnings for the freedom of his fellow Africans who were still in bondage. 

Between 1986 and 1989 Prof. Catherine Acholonu conducted field work in Isseke, Anambra state, Nigeria and came up with overwhelming evidence indicating that Equiano’s “Essaka” was indeed Isseke, a still sleeping town in Anambra, State, Nigeria, a State that is home to great minds like Chinua Achebe, Africa’s greatest novelist. Acholonu’s world acclaimed findings, published under the title The Igbo Roots of Olaudah Equiano, bestored upon Isseke international recognition as the actual home of Olaudah Equiano.

In commemoration of the unparalleled achievement of Olaudah Equiano (whose real name as attested to by members of the Isseke royal stool into which had been born, a prince, was Olaude Adipouerie Ekwealuo), the Olaudah Equiano Global Legacy Project was set up by Prof. Catherine Acholonu, Country Ambassador of the United Nations Forum of Arts and Culture, Nigeria, assisted by Prof. Chima Korieh of Rowan University USA and Dorothy Ukaegbu of The Community College of Southern Nevada, USA. Under this project, the First Annual International Conference on Africa and The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade: Revisiting the Olaude Ekwealuo Global Legacy, was convened at Imo State University, Owerri from July, 26th to July 28th, 2007. 

The conference was concluded with a visitation/excursion trip to Isseke, the native home of Equiano and a Grand Reception by the Isseke Royal Stool and Committee of Elders led by His Royal Highness Igwe Emma Nnabuife, Ezeoha II of Isseke. The Isseke visitation will be a regular feature of the Conference. It shall feature a Rite of Passage for banishing cloak of slavery over all who partake in it, as Olaudah Ekwealuo would have wished. This is done to honour him.

The 2008 Olaude Ekwealuo Annual International Interdisciplinary Conference on Igbo Studies and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade.

The 2008 edition of the conference will hold from 25th – 27th July, 2008, at Imo State University, Owerri.

In response to popular demand for the promotion of Igbo and Equiano Studies, the conference has been renamed as “Olaude Ekwealuo Annual International Interdisciplinary Conference on Igbo Studies and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade”.

Members of the Conveners Committee for the 2008 Olaude Ekwealuo Annual International Interdisciplinary Conference on Igbo Studies and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade are: 

Prof. Catherine Acholonu (Chair), ikomgram@yahoo.com
Prof. Chima Korieh, (Asst. Chair) korieh@rowan.edu 

Prof. F.N. Madubuike (Chair, Isseke International Committee on Equiano fnmadubuike@yahoo.com)

Prof. Isidore Diala, (Dept of English & Lit. St., IMSU) isidorediala@yahoo.com 

Dr. Chimee Ihediwa, UNN Department of History (Chair, Editorial Board) Olaude Ekwealuo Journal of Igbo Studies, chimee2002ng@yahoo.com

John Cliff Nwadike, Dept of History, IMSU, jcliffnwadike@yahoo.com

One-page abstracts are invited from intending participants on a wide range of topics that fall within the conference scope and must reach Prof. Catherine Acholonu ikomgram@yahoo.com by 25th April, 2008. 

Proceedings shall be published in the Olaude Ekwealuo Journal of Igbo Studies currently being set up. A publisher based in UK has equally indicated interest in publishing the conference proceedings.

The conference is being sponsored by a partnership of UN Forum of Arts and Culture, Imo state University, Owerri, National Commission for Museums and Monuments and Catherine Acholonu Research Center for African Cultural Sciences, Abuja.

Catherine Acholonu, 
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