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Slavery And The Atlantic Slave Trade

The whole concept of slavery is abhorrent and 

fills us with distaste and revulsion. 

But that response is of relatively recent origin. 

Slavery in some form has existed throughout 

human history. The civilizations of China, 

Egypt, Persia, Greece and Rome accepted 

and indeed were built on slavery. Aristotle 

described the slave as ‘property with a soul.’ 

Christianity, for a millennium and more, 

did not question the institution of slavery, 

though it did urge decent treatment of slaves. 

Muslims too were enthusiastic slave traders, 

notably in the North and East of Africa. Whole 

villages in Cornwall, Devon and South Wales 

were taken into slavery by Barbary corsairs as 

late as the seventeenth century. As a young 

midshipman in 1966 my ship intercepted a 

slave trading dhow off the Arabian Peninsula. 

Slavery was commonplace, for millennia in 

Southern Europe, Africa and Asia. In Northern 

Europe, the practice had faded slowly after 

the decline of the Roman Empire and the rise 

of Christianity. 

So the modern view of slavery as an uncivilized 

horror was by no means the view of those who 

ran the Atlantic slave trade from 1500 to 1800. 

Slavery then was widely seen as a legitimate 

commercial opportunity by the traders.

The first significant cargo of slaves from Africa 

to Europe arrived in Lagos in 1444, brought 

from what is now the coast of Mauretania. 

They had been captured by the crews of one of 

the exploration voyages sent out by Portugal’s 

Prince Henry, Henry the Navigator. A market 

for slaves developed and the trade took off. It 

was in Madeira, that the intimate connection 

between the sugar industry and slavery was first 

established, and by 1475, the Portuguese were 

buying slaves all along the coast of West Africa. 

The most powerful Portuguese trader 

(Marchionni) took slaves from as far away as the 
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Black Sea. (Some believe the word slave derives 

from the word Slav, the Slavic peoples from west 

and north of the Black Sea, often victims of slave 

raiders). Early in the 1500s, it was Marchionni 

who was to be the provider of the first significant 

shipments of African slaves to Spain’s newly 

discovered colonies in the Americas.

The first slaves known to have crossed the 

Atlantic were not Africans bound for the 

Caribbean or Brazil. They were Taino Indians, 

captured by Columbus and his men in the 

Caribbean, probably on the island of Hispaniola, 

and brought to Europe. 

Inexorably, the shipment of African slaves 

westward gathered pace, first for the gold 

mines on the Island of Hispaniola, then the 

sugar industry in the New World, particularly 

in Brazil, and also driven by the drastic fall in 

the indigenous population there as European 

diseases took their toll.

To begin with, black slaves going to the Americas 

were despatched in the first place to Portugal 

or Spain, and then shipped on from there. But 

in the 1530s, the first of the direct shipments 

from West Africa. In all of this growing traffic to 

the Caribbean, the Portuguese were essentially 

the middlemen: they found the slaves required, 

from willing suppliers in Africa, in their West 

African ports of call, and delivered them to the 

specified destination, whether in Europe or in 

the Caribbean. But the Spanish Empire in the 

Americas was not the only market for slaves. 

Portugal’s own new possession, the land of Brazil 

was growing in importance. It was not until the 

1530s that the Portuguese decided to develop 

Brazil and it was only in the second half of the 

1500s that it became a significant destination 

for slaves, some 10,000 in the period 1550 

-1575; Spanish America took two or three times 

that number. The prime movers in the slaving 

business remained the Portuguese who would 

very rarely capture slaves; it was much easier 

to barter for them with the local and regional 

chieftains of West Africa. 

 

The African chiefs welcomed this market for a 

traditional resource – prisoners taken in local 

wars, criminals, and troublemakers whom they 

would rather see the back of. More and more, 

though, the local chiefs engaged in slave raiding 

specifically to meet the Europeans’ demand for 

slaves. And European goods such as cloth, beads, 

and metals were welcome in exchange. In 1550, 

it is estimated that 10,000 of Lisbon’s 100,000 

population were African slaves.

 

The  metropolitan intellectuals and commentators 

of the day seem to have seen no great moral 

dilemma in the existence of slavery; even Sir 

Thomas More in his famous ‘Utopia’ in 1516 

thought that ‘slavery was a suitable  station in 

life for any prisoner-of-war, for criminals, and for 

the hard-working and poverty-stricken drudge 

from another country.’ Martin Luther thought 

that the natural order required that some men 

be free and some slaves. Where concern was 

expressed, it was about the enslavement of the 

Indians of the New World, not the Africans. But 

it would not be for another two centuries that 

anything was done to bring to an end such a 

large-scale and profitable commerce. 
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The volume of the slave trade rose and rose. 

The Spanish and Portuguese settlers in the 

New World seemed to have an inexhaustible 

demand for slaves to do the work that was 

hard, and dangerous and dirty, and essential 

to the development of the settlements or the 

plantations or the mines. One estimate is that in 

the period 1600- 1625, perhaps 200,000 slaves 

left Africa; Brazil alone accounted for half that 

total. By contrast, only a few hundred came to 

Europe, where a rising domestic population had 

reduced the need for imported labour.

The Portuguese and Spanish could not expect 

to keep so significant a business as the trade 

in slaves to themselves. Inevitably others, 

particularly from Northern Europe, cast covetous 

eyes on this profitable commerce, and the British 

were not slow to become involved. Captain 

John Hawkins, who was accompanied on one 

of his raiding voyages in the 1560s by a young 

Francis Drake, made several successful efforts to 

break into the business, provoking Spanish and 

Portuguese protests to Elizabeth I. 

The French were similarly to be found, and the 

Danes and the Swedes, and then particularly the 

Dutch, who entertained visions of taking over 

not just the slave trade to Brazil, but Brazil itself; 

and in the northeast of Brazil, they succeeded 

for a time. The Portuguese recovered most of the 

Dutch holdings in Brazil but the Dutch influence 

in South America remained – and can be seen 

today in Surinam, and the Dutch Antilles. And 

it was the knowledge, and the slaves, brought 

by the Dutch north from Brazil that led to the 

establishment of the sugar industry in the 

Caribbean, and the consequent relentless rise in 

the demand for slave labour there. 

The notorious Trade Triangle developed: 

European cloth, metals, guns and beads to West 

Africa to buy slaves; the awful Middle Passage to 

Brazil and the Caribbean; and sugar and tropical 

products from there back to Europe. 

By the mid 1600s, England held not just its 

American colonies, but much of the Caribbean 

as well, notably Barbados. Barbados became 

a major sugar producer and hence a major 

conduit for slaves. And as the colonies on the 

mainland of North America slowly developed, 

their demand for slaves rose too. The merchants 

of London and increasingly Bristol were not slow 

to finance the voyages to acquire slaves and ship 

them across the Atlantic. The old Portuguese/

Spanish duopoly of the slave trade was by now 

effectively finished. But the Portuguese retained 

their dominance in the Brazil market which took 

200,000 African slaves in the first half of the 

1600s, and some 350,000 in the second half. 

In the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, England’s 

dominance of the slave-trade in the northern 

hemisphere was formally enshrined; she gained 

the exclusive rights to import slaves to all the 

Spanish colonies. Huge numbers of slaves were 

being shipped to Jamaica and Barbados by 

British traders, some 10–15,000 a year, rivalling 

the Portuguese trade with Brazil. Bristol’s pre-

eminence lasted for a while, then Liverpool 

took over, and hence Manchester profited too, 

as the main source of supply of the cottons and 

woollens bartered for slaves. By the end of the 
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18th century, the annual Atlantic slave trade 

amounted to over one hundred thousand, about 

half of them carried in British ships.

Only in the 1780s and 90s, did the debate arise 

again about the morality of so vast a business. 

The treatment of those enslaved was truly 

appalling. First, they would typically be the 

captives taken in local wars or slave raids in the 

African interior. Then as many as half of such 

captives might perish on the forced march from 

the interior to the coast. Following their sale, 

they would have to endure the horrors of the 

voyage to their destination. 

The typical slaver would be a small ship of 150 

– 200 tons, whose crew would know that the 

high rewards of the business came at high risk, 

disease in particular.  As a well-known couplet 

had it: ‘Beware and take care of the Bight of 

Benin; there’s one comes out for 40 goes in…’  

    

Slave welfare was a low priority. Often the period 

before embarkation was as bad for the slaves as 

the voyage; for fear of escape or rebellion, the 

slaves were held in prisons on the African coast, 

often shackled and naked.

Once aboard the slave ship, conditions were 

routinely unspeakable. Overcrowding was 

standard for weeks and even months. The decks 

on which the slaves had to lie were more like 

shelves and could be as little as 18 inches apart.  

The huge scale and value of the slave trade help 

to explain why the abolition movement took so 

long to make any headway. The appeals by the 

abolitionists in their thirty year struggle to end 

the slave trade and slavery seemed madness to 

many in the population.

It would be untrue to say that no voices were 

raised against the practice of slavery in the three 

centuries before 1800. But none had any lasting 

impact on the development and the conduct of 

the traffic. In the 1700s, writers in France like 

Voltaire and Rousseau criticised the practice of 

slavery. In Britain Horace Walpole, Adam Smith 

and John Wesley made clear their opposition. 

Even Benjamin Franklin, while seeing slavery 

as ‘an atrocious debasement of human nature’, 

was concerned that abolition might make 

matters even worse. The war of Independence 

in the US brought the issue of slavery to the fore, 

as did the French Revolution soon after. By the 

end of the 18th century, there was a slowly rising 

momentum in favour of action to end at least 

the slave trade, perhaps even the institution of 

slavery as well.  

That momentum finally found a voice in the 

House of Commons in the person of the young 

William Wilberforce, MP for Hull. Still in his 

20s, Wilberforce was well off, well educated, 

eloquent, charming, socially successful and 

deeply religious. He was a close friend of the 

equally youthful William Pitt, Prime Minister, and 

such was his oratorical skill that he was known 

as the ‘nightingale of the House of Commons.’ A 

Committee of the Privy Council was set up in 1788 

to investigate the slave trade, with Wilberforce 

playing a key role. In 1791, the House first 

debated a formal motion to abolish the slave 

trade and it was defeated. As Horace Walpole 

wrote, ‘Commerce clinked its purse, and that 
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sound is generally prevalent with the majority.’ 

In 1792, a similar motion was proposed, and was 

passed, but with the fatal insertion of the word 

‘gradually’. Further attempts over the next few 

years made no progress and British ships were 

carrying over 50,000 slaves a year to the West 

Indies. Finally, in 1807, Wilberforce succeeded in 

getting an abolition bill passed by both houses; 

the British slave trade was made illegal from 

May 1807.

The abolition of the trade in slaves did not mean 

the abolition of slavery itself, which in the British 

Empire would take nearly another 30 years. And 

the abolition of the trade was of course a gift to 

the other slaving countries which did not follow 

suit. Whilst most British subjects respected the 

new law, inevitably there were those unwilling 

to give up the profits of centuries; and the 

Portuguese and the Spanish were not likely 

to pay any attention. Brazil still was the main 

market for slaves in the Americas - about half 

of its 4 million people were slaves in the early 

1800s with slave traffic accounting for a third of 

all the colony’s commerce. 

The Royal Navy was the most powerful military 

force in the world, so British opposition could be 

imposed globally. This was to lead to numerous 

bilateral rows over the aggressive stop and search 

policy of the Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron. 

During its period of operation supressing the 

trade from 1808-1867 over 10,000 Royal Navy 

sailors died, mostly of disease. 

The pressure on Portugal, and the alarm it 

generated among the merchants and slave 

importers in Brazil, at least contributed to the 

declaration of Brazil’s independence in 1823.

Nonetheless, by 1826 pressure from the British 

on the newly independent Brazil had extracted 

a promise to abandon the slave trade by 1830. 

A huge upsurge in the traffic followed, with 

50-60,000 slaves arriving annually. The rising 

Brazilian coffee industry was a powerful stimulus 

to the maintenance of the trade, albeit illegally. 

Britain, and in particular Foreign Secretary 

Palmerston, then adopted a still more aggressive 

approach towards Brazil. He established a 

network of agents in Brazilian ports to improve 

Britain’s naval intelligence, so improving the 

interception rate of slave ships; and the Navy 

was authorized to raid those ports in search of 

ships fitted out for the slave trade. This high-

handed action caused uproar in Rio; but Brazil 

had no choice but to comply. A bill abolishing 

the slave trade in Brazil came into effect in 

1850.  Palmerston welcomed this revolution in 

Brazil’s attitude, with a comment which reveals 

the temper of the times - ‘These half-civilised 

governments all require a dressing-down every 

eight or ten years to keep them in order.’ Brazil’s 

1850 decision marked the beginning of the end 

of what had been the greatest forced migration 

of human beings in history. Trade into Cuba 

continued for another 30-40 years, but the end 

was not far off.  

The slave trade ceased in the 1880s, its logical 

corollary, the abolition of the institution of 

slavery, had become law in the British Empire – 

notably its colonies in the Caribbean - fifty years 
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before, with the passage of the Emancipation 

Act of 1833. Wilberforce died just a month 

before the Act was passed. Portugal, in 1869, 

was the last of the European countries to abolish 

slavery. In Brazil, the institution of slavery finally 

collapsed in the 1880s. 

Hugh Thomas, in his book The Slave Trade 

estimates that 13 million slaves were shipped 

from African ports (and that included ports in 

East Africa and Madagascar) over the period 

1450 – 1880. The Portuguese, the British and 

the Spanish were the largest operators; Brazil 

was the single largest destination (taking about 

one third of the total), followed by the Spanish 

Empire, then the British West Indies, and the 

French West Indies. 

The statistics of course can be only an educated 

guess, not least because the slavers probably 

under-reported the number of slaves aboard 

to avoid tax and increase their profit. Thomas’ 

figures show a grim discrepancy between the 13 

million slaves leaving Africa and the 11 million 

estimated to have reached the Americas. And 

the figures take no account of the many who 

died in Africa before ever boarding a slave 

ship, either on the forced march to the coast, or 

awaiting shipment.   

The Atlantic slave trade was a traffic which shaped 

the societies of every country of the hemisphere 

of the Americas, which hugely enriched its 

European practitioners and their colonist cousins, 

and whose abolition is a unique example of 

a government policy adopted genuinely for 

reasons of conscience. For all the repugnance 

we may feel now at the idea of slavery, it is an 

institution that had been accepted by mankind 

for thousands of years.

Clearly our enlightened view of the world 

means one cannot defend the slave traders 

and the slave owners, their behaviour. But by 

contemporary standards their actions were not 

unusual; it was the way of the world then as 

it had been since time immemorial. Given the 

strength of the vested interests benefitting from 

slavery, the abolition of first the trade in slaves, 

then of the institution itself, was a remarkable 

political achievement. While slavery of different 

types still exists today, the international moral 

climate now is as appalled by slavery as it was 

accepting of it 250 years ago.   

The legacy of the slave trade is of course 

everywhere to be seen, in the varying racial 

makeup of all the countries of the Americas, 

and race relations issues are prominent on the 

political agenda in the USA and in the European 

countries which dominated the Atlantic Slave 

Trade.

Exposing the issue to the full light of scrutiny 

is the way for society to regard the issue in a 

balanced way.
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