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Abstract
The African Diaspora may be studied as a set of sub-diasporas, and therefore as partial extensions
of African history. Runaway slave advertisements in eighteenth-century Jamaica and SaintDomingue (Haiti) include many Africans from the hinterlands of the Bight of Biafra, mostly
called “Eboe” (or “Ibo”) and “Moco” in the diaspora. They provide evidence for understanding
Atlantic Africa as a “world” (an ecumene), as well as for the significance of enslaved Igbo in the
transatlantic Biafran African diaspora, and for the historical consequences of slaving in Igboland,
especially for the ancient Nri civilization.

INTRODUCTION
IN APRIL OF 1793, FOUR African slaves in western Jamaica—three men
and one woman—ran away together from Perseverance-Hall plantation
in Trelawny parish, part of a larger group en marronage and in an apparently well-laid plan to escape the colony. They were “all of the Eboe country, and have been in the island near two years.”2 These four “Eboe” were
also exceptionally tall, especially for diasporic Igbo slaves. Two of the
men, Commodore and Scotland, were fully six feet tall, with the former
also described as “a plausible fellow, [and] speaks good English.” The
third, Bacchus, was 5 feet 10 inches, and even the woman Bessy was taller
than most men, much less women, at 5 feet 6 inches. Bacchus, however,
was the most notable. He was identified as “a Bruchee,” that is, as a kind
of Eboe with a distinctive ‘country mark’ on his forehead. In Jamaica this
disfiguring hachure was known as “the Breechee/Bruchee cut,”3 while in
historical Igboland the ennobling ichi cut was the outward sign of being
mgburichi [mbreechi]—literally “cut-face,” figuratively spiritual royalty—
within the ancient and pacifist Nri civilization (founded c.1,000 CE).4
These four unusually tall Igbo runaways, one of whom was Íchiè, and another who had learned in less than two years to “speak good English,”
also invited at least four other slaves from a nearby plantation—Spotfield
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Estate—to escape (three apparently took the offer), as well as yet another
runaway from Trelawny, for a total of eight.5 A ninth slave, also likely
Igbo and also from Spotfield Estate, refused to go with them, and then
informed on the group of runaways. As their master wrote in his advertisement seeking their capture, “it is conjectured they are all together, as
they endeavoured to persuade another Negro belonging to Spotfield to
abscond with them, who refused, and informs that their intention was to
go to the Spaniards, and that a canoe was to be in waiting for them at the
Point.”6
At about the same time, in 1788, on the French sugar island of SaintDomingue, we may see another example of grand marronage by a group of
Igbo slaves in the transatlantic diaspora. Five men, all “Ibo” and all owned
by the same master, and all branded the same (“on the left side of the
breast, nearly illegible PICOT”) all ran away together. They had been in
the colony for only a year, and therefore “do not speak creole very well.”
But they had all wound up on the same plantation, and within a year they
had become nèg mawon (black maroons) together, and in fact one of these
Ibo marrons was even named Toussaint.7
ATLANTIC AFRICA AS ECUMENE
The early modern Black Atlantic may be studied as a diaspora of subdiasporas, and therefore as extensions of African history (at least in part)
in the Americas, as a flood of recent transnational/transatlantic studies on
peoples from all the major Atlantic African regions clearly demonstrates.8
In a classic essay Sidney Mintz (1996) offered a most useful metaphor for
thinking about the multiethnic and transnational Caribbean region as a
‘world’ (oikoumenē), or, quoting Alfred Kroeber as a “great historic unit” (if
not, however, simply as a ‘culture-area’). Even though Mintz sees this
‘world’ as essentially fractured and hyper-hybrid, the result of “processes
of cultural stripping and rebuilding,” of modernism before modernity,
one may extend this organizing metaphor to encompass Atlantic Africa.9
In thinking beyond culture-area concepts, Mintz asks, “The question then
becomes one of which kinds of categories can serve useful classificatory
anthropological purposes.”10 One of these useful historical categories for
Atlantic Africa, is “nations” (‘countries’). To echo Mintz and his belief that
“the Caribbean oikoumenē is real” (sic),11 the Atlantic African ecumene also
was real, that is, that it did in fact matter historically whether one was Igbo
or Mungola or Coromantee or whatever in the diaspora, or in archaic
“American-African” history, particularly in the long era of the transatlantic slave trade. While noting that ethnicity was always in motion (and was
never ‘tribal’), we may indeed study Atlantic Africans along with Atlantic
Creoles, and, we may do so historically and rigorously.12
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With the exquisite control over the numbers and historical patterns of
the transatlantic slave trade effected through the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade
database (1999/2010)—a remarkable scientific advance the potential of
which is only just barely being realized—it is now possible to follow
“waves” of people, or at the least, flows of enslaved people in the aggregate from the several African coasts of the slave trade throughout the Atlantic world with much greater reliability and precision.13 For the Americas, runaway slave advertisements in colonial newspapers, especially in
the Caribbean, will be one way, perhaps the most important way, to illuminate historical Atlantic Africa as ecumene. These materials, though still
widely scattered and thus archivally fugitive, are a key resource because
they often identify Africans by their putative on-the-ground ethnicity and
because they necessarily reflect particular, individual experience in all its
fluidity and contingency. For the Caribbean especially, and even with the
rise of the Internet and digital resources, and with several significant caveats, Gad Heuman’s observation from the mid-1980s on the heuristic usefulness of runaway advertisements/notices and their relative lack of utilization outside of U.S. history, still holds largely true today.14 These primary source materials have not been ignored by Caribbeanists, but they have
been used largely for anecdotal purposes or for local studies.15
In Caribbean historiography, runaway advertisements have been
used perhaps most extensively by historians of Haiti, though often for
limited purposes.16 Jean Fouchard and the ‘Haitian School’ generally saw
in marronage the glowing tinder of a universal revolutionary spirit, the
teleology of petite marronage and grand marronage, of slave resistance and
Haitian Revolution.17 A ‘French School’, perhaps best represented by Gabriel Debien and J. Houdaille in the 1960s, saw marronage as essentially
phenomenological or ad hoc, and sought to use these materials to uncritically identify the ‘tribal’ origins of the Francophone Antilles populations.18
In contrast, for Jamaica (which has its own potential teleology of fugitive
slaves and Maroon communities) there has been almost no use made of
runaway slave advertisements, for any purpose, teleological or otherwise.19
The major question becomes, what may runaway slave advertisements and notices tell us about diasporic Africans (and creoles too, of
course)? And in the specific case, what may they tell us about the subdiaspora of Africans from the Bight of Biafra?
BIAFRAN DATASET: JAMAICA AND SAINT-DOMINGUE
Jamaica and Saint-Domingue (Haiti) were two of the largest slave societies
in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world, and both were important sites of
the transatlantic Biafran African diaspora, especially for enslaved Igbo but
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also including so-called Moco, Bibí (Ibibio), and Calaba or Carabalí (Calabars). For Jamaica, the Bight of Biafra was the single largest source of captives, with some 250,000 Biafran Africans (Eboe, Moco) taken to the island,
nearly all after 1750. In Saint-Domingue, though Biafrans (Ibo, Moco, Bibí)
were always a tiny minority (5 to 8 percent) of importations, they had a
clear cultural influence, in for example bringing new and enduring Igbo
lwa to Haitian vaudou.20
For Jamaica there is a compilation of some 7,500 runaway slaves
(1718-1817), mostly from 1775-1795 and 1810-1817, about half of whom
were Africans, which includes 910 Biafran Africans (550 Eboe, 358 Moco,
and 2 Calabar).21 This discussion will focus on 381 Biafrans in Jamaica
from 1775-1795 as well as a similar cohort of 377 unique individuals from
Saint-Domingue (1766-1790).
For Saint-Domingue, the French historian Jean-Pierre Le Glaunec has
compiled and put online a remarkable anthology of 10,860 advertisements
from Les Affiches Americaines (1766-1790), containing information on some
14,845 slaves.22 The entire collection is in French, and though this anthology includes many duplicated (multiply listed) individuals, it is a signal
achievement.23 I have translated from the French all of the Biafran Africans (329 Ibo, 37 Bibi, 5 Moco, 1 Gabon) in Le Glaunec’s online collection.24
A combination of the two cohorts yields a dataset of 758 unique
(unduplicated) Africans from the Bight of Biafra in a comparable timeframe (Jamaica 1775-1795; Saint-Domingue 1766-1790), which was also
the apex of the transatlantic slave trade to each colony, respectively.
DEMOGRAPHY
These materials, firstly, document that indeed Igbo (Eboe, Ibo) were the
most numerous group enslaved in the Bight of Biafra hinterland, though
others such as so-called Moco, Bibí, and Calaba, and even an occasional
enslaved person from as far away as Gabon, were transported in some
numbers. In the combined dataset, Igbo made up 72 percent of the sample, or an Igbo ethnicity ratio [ER] of 253.25 The proportion of Moco in Jamaica was much higher, however, accounting for 45 percent, though Igbo
were still a majority with an ER of 122. In Saint-Domingue, which had
greater putative diversity (four named groups from the hinterlands of the
Bight of Biafra), Igbo were fully 88.6 percent of the sample, or an Igbo ER
of 776, and totally dominated that population statistically. In the generation of the slave-trade apex, then, it would appear that Moco were sent
disproportionately to Jamaica, where they made up a sizeable plurality of
the Biafran population in contrast to the concentration of Igbo in SaintDomingue. The overall percentage of Igbo (70-75 percent or more of diasporic Biafran Africans in the combined Jamaica/Saint-Domingue da-
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taset) is in line with other Atlantic colonies, such as Guadeloupe (79.5 percent) and Louisiana (69.5 percent).26 Overall one may estimate that in general, Igbo comprised about 75 percent of the Biafran African diaspora,
with an even higher percentage in the eighteenth century.
In other ways, these populations of Biafran African runaways in Jamaica and Saint-Domingue were rather similar. Among all sub-groups,
men predominated, with a combined sex ratio of 351 (males per 100 females) among Biafrans in Jamaica and 396 in Saint-Domingue. The gender
imbalance was most pronounced among Moco and Bibí. In Jamaica the
sex ratio among Moco was 406, and among the admittedly small number
of 42 Bibí/Moco in Saint-Domingue the sex ratio was 600. In both cases,
nearly all Biafran runaway slaves were adults through there were a substantial number of teen-aged runaways, called “man-boys” and “womangirls” in Jamaica, some as young as 12 or 13 years old.
COUNTRY MARKS
One useful category, whether for Professor Mintz’s “classificatory anthropological purposes” or for our “interpretive historical purposes,” are socalled ‘country marks’, including filed teeth. In village culture, these incisions, cicatrices, tattoos, and shaped teeth, marked the individual as one of
“us” and thus served as a primary indice of local ethnicity, as well as of
free-born (amadi) rather than slave-born (ohu) status. As an Igbo elder (Obi
Nwokobia, born c.1901) of Ogboli-Ibusa in Anioma (western Igboland)
explained in an oral history recorded in the 1970s:
In the olden days the faces of our people were marked. Anyone who
went around unscarified ran the risk of being kidnapped. Ibusa had a peculiar face mark, Ogwashi had theirs and every other group had its own.
To be unscarified indicated that one had no home town and was liable to
capture.27

Along with circumcision (female as well as male, which apparently was
nearly universal among Igbo at least), clan marks conferred status as
adults, and as free-born, and made one handsome and beautiful. Europeans, however, came to see such marks as “tribal” and thus as “savage”
and often assumed they could identify one kind of African from another
by these embodied cultural signs, which whites thought were regional or
national (that is, meta-ethnic) rather than local.
For example, from his observations of various Africans in the Danish
West Indies in the 1760s, the German missionary C.G.A. Oldendorp wrote
(in what in part reads like a description of Igbo mgburichi):
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The national marks of the Karabari and Ibo consist of horizontal incisions
on the forehead. The former bear just such a straight incision, from the
ends of which extend two others slanting upward. The latter [Ibo] have
an inch-wide strip of skin flayed away across the entire forehead from one
ear to the other in such a manner that the eyebrows are removed from
one ear to the other in such a manner that the eyebrows are removed
along with it. This design is a privilege reserved only for notables, giving
them a frightening appearance. Other Negroes of this nation bear incisions around the eyes, which radiate from focal points to an outer circumference.28

Capt. John Adams (fl.1786-1800), based on his experience as a slaver on
the coast of Calabar in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, wrote
that “the ordinary mark of the Heebo [is] formed by numerous perpendicular incisions on each temple, as if the operation of cupping had been
often performed.”29
The eighteenth-century Jamaica/Saint-Domingue dataset includes 89
individuals (or about one in eight) who were described as having some
kind of country mark—29 in Jamaica, and 60 in Saint-Domingue.30 Although there does seem to be a general pattern of Igbo having country
marks around the temples and on the forehead, Igbo were also marked on
other parts of the body, and Moco too were also marked on the face—
including temples and forehead—though more generally on the body
(arms, chest, stomach, even the legs, and the back). In Saint-Domingue for
example, in 1766 two newly arrived Igbo runaways, one a man named
Jupiter and the other a woman named Rose (both aged 20-22), both had
the same country mark: “grooves on the forehead from one ear to the other.”31 In 1769, however, another Igbo man, named Mentor, was described
as having “a cross and several incised Country marks on the chest & on
the arms”; or Darius (about 28 years old) who in 1777 had “his country
marks on the belly.”32 Perhaps more typical was the Igbo man Jacques
(aged 18-20), who in 1773 was described as “having incised marks of his
country on the temples.”33 Igbo in Jamaica also demonstrated a wide variety of country marks and locations on the body, as for example an unnamed newly arrived man in 1792 who “has his country marks very full
on his breasts and face,” or a newly imported woman in 1793 named Patience who had “her country marks on her forehead, breast, and arms,”
or, rather unusually an unnamed woman newly arrived in 1793 who “has
her country marks on her back.”34
In fact, country marks on runaway Biafrans were surprisingly rare in
these records, if oddly uniform in their prevalence. Only about 8 percent
of Biafrans of both sexes in Jamaica (9 percent for Eboe, both men and
women), and 16 percent of both sexes in Saint-Domingue (15 percent of
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Ibo, both males and females) were so identified. Moco and Bibí in SaintDomingue were much more likely to be described as “ayant marques de
son pays” (25 percent of an admittedly small sample of 42 individuals),
and were much more likely in Jamaica not to have country marks noted
(only 10 out of 126 Moco runaways).
Equally surprising is the relatively young age of some of those who
were marked, especially in Saint-Domingue. For example, one Igbo boy
named Lavolonté, who was 14 years old in 1782, had “his country marks
on his arms”; in 1783 an unnamed Igbo girl, 16 years old and “young &
pretty” had “her country marks on her face & filed teeth,” and in the same
year [1783] an even younger Moco girl named Angélique, aged 13 to 14,
was described as “having black enough skin, & her country marks at both
eyes & to the belly, of average height, not speaking easily in the language
of this country”; or in 1784, a newly arrived and unnamed Igbo boy, 12 to
14 years old, with “his country marks on his face & very much on his
stomach.”35
Having country marks itself was no guarantee that the master recognized the particular African ethnicity of an individual slave. There were
several who were marked, but their master was not sure exactly what
‘country’ they were from. In 1785 a 15-year old boy, newly imported to
Saint-Domingue and “branded on the right arm with the ship mark LB,
intertwined...having four front teeth filed down,” was called “Bibi or Ibo”;
later that year, Nicolas, about 45 years old, with “two small country marks
on the left cheek” was identified as “Nago or Ibo” [Yoruba or Igbo].36
Even when the master knew a slave very well, or at least well enough to
describe him closely and to give other personal information—such as the
particular slave ship that brought him to the island—sometimes the master (or merchants in the trade) could not say for sure what kind of African
he owned:
15 July 1786: Castor, Ibo, or Bibi, originating in the cargo of the ship the
Superbe, Capt. Leblanc,37 height of 5 feet 5 inches, with his country marks
on his temples, the teeth pointed; the fingers of the left hand crooked by
disability, with scars on the thigh from gunshots. Give notice to Messrs
Pre & L’Seguineau brothers, Merchants in this city, or to Messrs Navarias
sons & Accaré, Merchants at Cayes, responsible for the sale of the cargo
from which said Negro came.38

In Jamaica in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, however, there
was a country mark that was widely known throughout the island to signify a particular kind of Igbo: the “Breechee” or “Bruchee” cut. I have
documented seven such Igbo Íchi, all men, in Jamaica between 1777 and
1793.39
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Tom, a Breechee Negro, to Blake. 3/19 [1777]
Taken up, a few days ago, a new Negro man, a Breechee of the Eboe
country, marked GT. [1777]
Harry, a new Negro of the Eboe country, a Bruchee, with filed teeth,
about 5 ft. 7 or 8 in. high, well made, speaks but little English, and is
marked on the right shoulder T R I, the letters TR in one. [1785]
Somerset, a Breeche, to Barret, 5 fet. 1/2-in high. 10/16 [1791]
Scipio, an Eboe Bruchee, new Negro, marked THARP. 6/14 [792]
Bacchus [with three other named Igbo, four unnamed others referenced]
is a Bruchee, 5 ft. 10 in. high...They are all of the Eboe country, and have
been in the island near two years. [1793]
Britain, an Eboe, with the Bruchee cut on his forehead...slender and black,
about 26 or 28 years old, and talks tolerable English. [1793]

Throughout the Atlantic African world from the 1750s through the 1850s
the several historical descriptions of Ibo ichi (or mgburichi) are remarkably
consistent.40 The mark heavily disfigured the forehead, creating a “thick
weal across the lower part of the forehead” (Equiano, describing “Embrenché”); an “inch-wide strip of skin flayed across the entire forehead
from one ear to the other” (Oldendorp); “after the healing has taken place
the skin hangs over the eyes for a considerable space”
(Aneaso/Monteath); “the skin brought down from the hair to the eyebrows” (Adams, “Breeché”); “numerous cuttings on the forehead, which
greatly disfigure the countenance” (Baikie, “I’tschi or Bretsh”). The hachure signified “a mark of grandeur...importing the highest distinction”
(Equiano); “a privilege reserved only for notables” (Oldendorp); “highly
honoured” (Aneaso/Monteath); “exalted rank” (Adams); “confined to the
families of the wealthy...and entitles the possessor to respect” (Baikie).
In historical Igboland, ichi marks were a core sign of the ancient civilization of Nri, and specifically of the highest titles of the Ozo society,
whose initiates represented (and enacted) the sacred power of the Eze Nri
(Priest-King of Nri) through ritual cleansing (ikpu alu) and peace-making,
wielding the ofo, staff of ancestral authority, and the otonsi, spear of peace.
At Nri, a traditional song during the cutting ceremony evoked the symbolic associations of ichi with peace-making and spiritual royalty:
Ichi child give me food so I will not die of hunger
Nwaichi nyem ma aguu egbunem
Facial scar for kings, facial scar for first sons
Ichi Eze, ichi Nwadiokpala.41
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According to one of the last surviving Mgburichi of Nri, Ichie Okoye
Mmefu (b. c.1914) Nri distinguished between two grades of ichi: the
Mgburichi with full ritual powers represented by the otonsi (spear of
peace), and the Azunri (“at the back of Nri”) without otonsi but sharing the
same exalted status among the outlying settlement areas, that is, among
communities descended from Nri or culturally allied with the Nri civilization.42 At Nri itself, they traditionally recognized two kinds of Ichi marks:
the full-face form (Mgbuzu ichi, ‘facial marks for the rulers of Nri’) which
was agonizing to endure and traditionally performed only on those from
royal lineages; and Ntuche (ichi Nwadiokpala), consisting of a few lines of
marks on the forehead and radiating across each temple.43 These historical
distinctions, between mgburichi / azunri or Mgburichi / Ntuche may be the
root of the Breechee/Bruchee difference in eighteenth-century Jamaica, or
alternatively, “Bruchee” in Jamaica may simply have been a homonym of
“Breechee,” itself the anglicization of Igbo Mgburichi.
In any case, the historical connection was with the ancient Nri civilization, for whom the shedding of human blood in anger was the greatest
abomination. Mgburichi are remembered as universally respected because
they “were regarded as Nri men”:
They were respected throughout Igboland. We have facial marks (ichi)
that distinguish us from other Igbo people, and this served as a passport,
enabling us to travel unharmed at a time when human beings were essential commodities. People with ichi marks were regarded as Nri men, and
were not enslaved. It was probably because of this that some parts of Igboland started to wear ichi.44

The fact that Igbo “Breechee” show up in Jamaica among runaways from
1777-1793, and perhaps as early as the 1760s in the Danish West Indies, is
significant. It is a concrete sign that the transatlantic slave trade had
reached all the way to the Nri heartland in the Anambra valley of northern Igboland, and, that by the 1770s (if not earlier) the social violence
wrought by slaving and the Aro agawhu (merchant-warlords) was violating even the ancient sacred authority—and the personal safety—of titled
“Nri men,” who no longer were preserved from capture or kidnapping
and enslavement.45 The orature of the reigns of Eze Nri in the eighteenth
century evoke a larger narrative of crisis and calamity, of social violence
and slaving, of drought and famine, from the murder of Eze Nri Ezimilo
(official r.1701-1723) to the long-term famine and drought under his successor Eze Nri Ewenetem (official r.1724-1794) when slave-trading was
ubiquitous and the first Aro settlements were established in the Nri heartland. Toward the close of the century, the situation around Nri itself had
become dire. In the 1790s, a newly consecrated but aged Eze Nri, Nri
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Añua, agreed to abdicate in favor of a young firebrand, Enweleana of
Ezekammadu, who upon becoming Eze Nri was driven by his desperate
times to the ultimate abomination of organizing a war, the Amakom (‘defense of the land’) against the Aro agawhu Okolie Ijoma (d.1820s) of
Ndikelionwu.46 The oldest remembered age-grade at Nri is from Obeagu,
the village of both Nri Añua, and Nri Enweleana—Ochi Ogu [Ochogu]
[Who Wants War]—which can be dated to the 1790s.47
Advertisements for Biafran runaways in eighteenth-century SaintDomingue and Jamaica, then, underscore the significance of Igbo among
captives from the Bight of Biafra hinterland. For Jamaica, the appearance
of “Breechee” Igbo in the 1770s-1790s suggest that by the last quarter of
the century even mgburichi—the famed “Nri men” of Igboland—were no
longer safe.
CONCLUSION
As a social “category” in the Atlantic African ecumene, being Igbo was
historically meaningful. Slaves from Biafran Africa were identified (and
clearly also self-identified) as Eboe or Moco or Bibí and so forth not strictly
on the basis of phenotype—in each group complexions included red and
yellow as well as black, and some were tall while others were short, and
country marks varied widely, that is, there was just as much physical diversity within any one named group as between groups—nor strictly on the
basis of language, as indeed many slaves, African as well as Creole, were
multilingual. For example, in Jamaica in 1792 a “new Negro [i.e., newly
imported] man of the Eboe country, [who] answers to the name of Colin,
... speaks Moco, and may probably pass as of that country.”48 In SaintDomingue in 1784, a runaway woman named Marie was identified as
“Ibo or Cramanti [Coromantee]” because she “speaks the two languages.”49 Perhaps most interesting of all was a runaway man in western
Jamaica in 1791, named Brutus, who “calls himself a creole, but is supposed to be from Africa, as he talks both the Eboe and Coromantee languages very fluently.”50
Even among those whose transatlantic journey took them to first one
American plantation region then to another, or, those who crossed the
Atlantic as infants (so-called “salt-water creoles”),51 being “Eboe” still mattered. In Saint-Domingue in 1785, for example, four slaves all ran away
from the same plantation on the same day: they were a mixed bunch, with
one creole man, one Meserable man, one Congo man, and one Igbo woman “25 years old, with the feet bothered by chiggers, [who] left with a
chain collar.” Her name was Margueritte, and though identified as Igbo
she “came from Mississippi.”52
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Nearly a decade after the abolition of the British slave trade, a runaway woman in Jamaica named Bessy turned herself in to the St. George
parish workhouse (1816), on the eastern end of the island. Apparently she
had a rather complicated story to tell the workhouse jailor. Initially she
said that she was “an Eboe” and that she had belonged to a master living
at Black River, a region in western Jamaica, but that he had died. A week
later, the St. George jailor revised his description of Bessy, apparently
based on new information she provided:
BESSY, formerly said she was an Eboe, but now found out to be a saltwater creole, and that she belonged to a Gentleman at Black River, since
dead, but does not know his name, marked with W B on left shoulder; she
came in of her own accord, and has no owner.53

This runaway slave Bessy, after apparently making her way literally from
one end of Jamaica to the other en marronage, claimed not to know her
owner’s name, or rather, she claimed that she had no owner. She did
claim, however, an identifiable ethnic African identity, saying that she was
“an Eboe.” One presumes that Bessy had found her personal claim useful
in her harrowing journey across Jamaica as a runaway slave. One also
presumes that being “an Eboe” was socially meaningful among the enslaved people in Jamaica, as indeed the case seems to be throughout the
Atlantic world. To grasp such diasporic claims to a specific ethnic African
identity and to understand them historically, we need to see these ‘nations’ and ‘countries’ as artifacts of an Atlantic African ecumene.
Appendix:
Historical Descriptions of Mgburichi
1750s (Equiano): “My father was one of those elders or chiefs I have spoken of, and was styled Embrenché; a term, as I remember, importing the
highest distinction, and signifying in our language a mark of grandeur.
This mark is conferred on the person entitled to it, by cutting the skin
across at the top of the forehead, and drawing it down to the eye-brows;
and, while it is in this situation, applying a warm hand, and rubbing it
until it shrinks up into a thick weal across the lower part of the forehead...Those Embrenché, or chief men, decided disputes and punished
crimes; for which purpose they always assembled together.”54
1760s (Oldendorp): “[An] inch-wide strip of skin flayed across the entire
forehead from one ear to the other in such a manner that the eyebrows are
removed from one ear to the other...This design is a privilege reserved
only for notables, giving them a frightening appearance.”55
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1790s (Aneaso/Monteath): “Each tribe has its own special sign; that of the
Eboe tribe is one of the most difficult and painful, as the skin is loosened
from the head, that after the healing has taken place the skin hangs over
the eyes for a considerable space. Although the operation is very painful
and the loss of blood so great that those standing around can see and hear
the blood running, the suffering subject, for the sake of his honour must
not make the slightest noise, or give any token of feeling. When the cutting is accomplished, the wounds were rubbed with powder and salt, and
to the one tatooed was given a piece of yam or corn cake, which he must
eat, and apparently enjoy, as though he felt no pain. After some time,
when the wounds have been healed, and the lad comes for the first time
into company, there is great rejoicing and festivity. He is highly honoured;
receives many presents, and can obtain any rich woman whom he desires,
for his wife.”56
1780s-1790s (Capt. Adams): “A class of Heebos, called Breeché, and whom
many have erroneously considered to be a distinct nation, masters of
slave-ships have always had a strong aversion to purchase; because the
impression made on their minds, by their degraded situation, was rendered more galling and permanent from the exalted rank which they occupied in their own country, and which was thought to have a very unfavourable influence on their ship-mates and countrymen in misfortune ...
Breeché, in the Heebo language, signifies gentleman, or the eldest son of
one, and who is not allowed to perform in his own country any menial
office. He inherits, at his father’s death, all his slaves, and has the absolute
control over the wives and children which he has left behind him. Before
attaining the age of manhood, his forehead is scarified, and the skin
brought down from the hair to the eye-brows, so as to form a line of indurated skin from one temple to the other. This peculiar mark is distinctive
of his rank, the ordinary mark of the Heebo being formed by numerous
perpendicular incisions on each temple, as if the operation of cupping had
been often performed.”57
1850s (Baikie): “I inquired particularly after a supposed district or tribe,
mentioned by Clarke and some other writers, as I’tshi or Bretsh, but found
that this was a misapplication of the term. There is no place of this name,
but I’tshi, which means ‘cut-face’ refers to certain individuals who are
marked by numerous cuttings on the forehead, which greatly disfigure
the countenance. I fell in with one of these I’tshi, who confirmed all this,
and told that it is confined to the families of the wealthy. As far as I could
gather, it is only males who are thus hideously tattoed, though in I’gbo it
is reckoned becoming, and entitles the possessor to respect.”58
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NOTES
1. An earlier draft of this article was presented at the African Studies
Association 55th Annual Meeting, Philadelphia, PA, 29 Nov. – 1 Dec. 2012. I
thank the panel participants (Joseph C. Dorsey, Edda L. Fields-Black, and J.
Akuma-Kalu Njoku), and several later readers, particularly Nwando Achebe,
for their helpful suggestions as I revised the original paper. Parts of this essay
were also included in the paper I presented at the Igbo Studies Association
11th International Conference, Enugu, Nigeria, 27-29 June 2013; and in revised
and expanded form in Douglas B. Chambers, The Igbo Diaspora in the Era of the
Slave Trade: An Introductory History (Glassboro, NJ: Goldline and Jacobs
Publishing, 2014).
2. Cornwall Chronicle, 17 April 1793.
3. See for example, the unnamed runaway man in Trelawny in 1777,
newly imported, who was “a Breechee of the Eboe Country,” and who had
been branded G T (likely a ship’s brand) (Cornwall Chronicle, 14 April 1777); or
the St. James parish runaway in 1793 named Britain, “an Eboe, with the
Bruchee cut on his forehead” (Cornwall Chronicle, 2 Aug. 1793).
4. (quote) William Balfour Baikie, Narrative of an Exploring Voyage up the
rivers Kwora and Binue, Commonly known as the Niger and Tsadda, in 1854
(London: John Murray, 1856; repr. London: Frank Cass and Co., 1966), 310.
For Nri, see A. E. Afigbo, Ropes of Sand: Studies in Igbo History and Culture
(Ibadan, Nigeria: University Press Ltd., 1981), 151-152; M. Angulu
Onwuejeogwu, An Igbo Civilization: Nri Kingdom & Hegemony (London:
Ethnographica, 1981), 11, 14-15; Douglas B. Chambers, Murder at Montpelier:
Igbo Africans in Virginia (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2005), 31-32.
5. Though only the four from Perseverance-Hall were identified by
ethnicity, it seems quite likely that all eight were Igbo. There is no record of
adverts for the other four referenced runaways.
6. Cornwall Chronicle, 17 April 1793.
7. My translation. From Jean-Pierre Le Glaunec, Marronage in SaintDomingue (Hati): History, Memory, Technology (2010) [digitized anthology],
online at http://www.marronnage.info/en/index.html (accessed January
2012). The original source is Les Affiches Americaines, 30 Aug. 1788:1788-08-30
— Thélémaque, Laurent, Toussaint, Phaéton & Zaïre, de nation Ibo, depuis un
an dans la Colonie, ne parlant pas bien créole, étampés sur le côté gauche du
sein, presque illisiblement PICOT, sont partis marrons pendant la nuit du 30
au 31 juillet dernier de l’habitation du sieur Picot au Borgne: en donner des
nouvelles audit Sieur sur son habitation, ou à Mrs de Russy, Poitier & compagnie, négociants en cette ville.
30 Aug. 1788: Thélémaque, Laurent, Toussaint, Phaéton & Zaïre, of Ibo
nation, in the Colony for a year, do not speak creole very well, branded on
the left side of the breast, nearly illegible PICOT, ran away during the night
of 30 to 31 July last from the plantation of Mr Picot of Borgne: give any
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news to the said Sir on the plantation, or to Messrs de Russy, Poitier &
company, merchants in this city.
8. Recent published studies in English, organized by Atlantic African
coastal region: For Upper Guinea, see Walter Hawthorne, From Africa to
Brazil: Culture, Identity, and an Atlantic Slave Trade, 1600-1830 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010); James H. Johnston, From Slave Ship to
Harvard: Yarrow Mamout and the History of an African American Family (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2012). For Gold Coast, see Kwasi Konadu, The
Akan Diaspora in the Americas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010);
Rebecca Shumway, The Fante and the Transatlantic Slave Trade (Rochester, NY:
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World (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2008); Roquinaldo
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