Ukawsaw Gronniosaw

by Elizabeth Williams

Gronniosaw was born in the region of ‘Bournou’ (now Bornu) a part of present day Nigeria. Through his mother - the eldest daughter of the king of Zara - he could claim a royal heritage.

According to his own account, Gronnisosaw was enticed by an African merchant to leave his family when he was about 15 years old. He was taken to the coast and then sold to a Dutch sea captain, who then sold him in Barbados from where his new owner took him to New York. After some years he was resold to a clergyman, who sent him to school where he learned to read Dutch. On his death Gronniosaw  received enough money to purchase his freedom. However, he continued to serve in the household of this family until all died – some six years after the minister’s death..

Desiring to go to England, Gronniosaw fell into debt; the man who ‘rescued’ him demanded repayment by Gronniosaw serving on a privateer/pirate ship. He made good money, but the man to whom he was indebted cheated him out of it all. He now went to work for a wine merchant. Still wanting to go to England, he enlisted in the 28th Regiment of Foot, saw service in, Martinique and Cuba, where he was discharged. This was probably in 1762. He arrived in England via Spain, having accompanied Spanish prisoners there who were exchanged for Englishmen held in Spain. On arrival in England he changed his name to James Albert. Again he found himself at the mercy of a charlatan: this time his landlady, who cheated him out of 19 guineas. His illusion about the behaviour and morals of a 'christian country' was shattered forever.

Gronniosaw soon crossed the Channel to Amsterdam, where he accepted a post as butler; but, wanting to marry a woman he had met soon after his arrival in London, he returned. He was now baptized. Through various misadventures, including rioting amongst silk-weavers, his wife Betty’s trade, despite seeking work in many towns, the couple and their children became destitute.

Gronniosaw’s autobiography The Narrative of James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw an African Prince was published in about 1770; the profits to go the him and his ‘distressed family’. It seems that Gronniosaw was illiterate in English, as the Preface to his memoirs states that they were ‘committed to Paper by the elegant pen of a young LADY of the Town of LEOMINSTER’. It was dedicated to the Countess of Huntingdon, a patron of Black peoples in Britain. Printed originally in Bath, it was reprinted at least 12 times, including twice in Rhode Island and twice in Ireland and was serialized in a New York magazine – all before the end of the century. 

The memoir is one of the rare glimpses we get of an African's life and experiences in the 18th century. After its publication Gronnisosaw slips from the historical records.

(The Narrative has been reproduced in V. Carretta, Unchained Voices, University Press of Kentucky, 1996)

