Already in the ancient world slave trade was established,
while the first slaves had mostly been prisoners of war.
Enslavement of masses of people began around 600 B.C.,
mainly caused by the expansion of the Roman Empire.

The transatlantic slave trade began in the 16™ century
with the need for cheap workers in the New World and started
with slaves in the Caribbean Spanish colonies. Europe's
conguest and colonization of North and South America and the
Caribbean islands from the fifteenth century onward then
created an insatiable demand for African labourers, who were
deemed more fit to work in the tropical conditions of the New
World. East-African slaves were primarily transported to the
Mediterranean region, Asia or Arabian-Islamic countries.

Before this time, there had already been slave trade within Africa. The inner-African slaves
were generally the unfortunate victims of territorial expansion by imperialist African states or of
raids led by predatory local strongmen, and various populations found themselves captured and sold
as different regional powers came to prominent. This offered an advantage for the Europeans
because they did not have to hunt slaves on their own. Nearly all European countries were involved
in trade with slaves. Of particular importance were Spain and Portugal, England and France as well as
the Netherlands and the Nordic states like Denmark.

The triangular trade

The first slaves in North America arrived on 20™ August, 1619 in Jamestown. Actually this was
not intended, but the Dutch ship transporting the slaves was lost in a storm and thus made its way to
Virginia. In the following years, the so called “triangular trade” was established. It describes the trade
relations between Europe, Africa and the colonies:
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The demand for slaves extremely rose in the
second half of the 17™ century because of the
cultivation of plantations. This development, together
with European colonial expansion in the New World,
and rising prices made the slave trade increasingly
lucrative. The numbers of slaves imported across the
Atlantic Ocean steadily increased, from approximately
5.000 slaves a year in the 16™ century to over 100.000
slaves a year by the end of the 18" century.
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Trip to the New World

Between 1600 and 1800, 1.7 million slaves were sent to
the West-Indies and further north by Britain — but only one
million lived there. This bears witness to the rough conditions
the slaves were exposed to on their way to the colonies and with
their new masters.

Once a ship was loaded, the trip was a matter of a few
weeks to several months. Between 1500 and the end of the 19"
century, the time of the voyage diminished considerably. That
change was important, because death rates, which ranged from
around 10 to more than 20 % on the Middle Passage, were
directly proportional to the length of the voyage. The ship
captains had every interest in the health of their cargo, for they
were paid only for slaves delivered alive.

The death rates among the European captains and crew
engaged in the slave trade were at least as high as those among
their cargo on the Middle Passage. Of the slave-ship crews that
embarked from Liverpool in 1787, less than half returned alive.

Arrival at the colonies

Arriving at Brazil or the Caribbean islands, the slaves were sold at auctions. These were
elaborate markets in which the prices of the slaves were determined. The Dutch Island Curacao,
which is next to Venezuela, became the most outstanding slave fair in the world.



After the auction the slave was delivered to the new owner, who then put him to work. For the
slave then began the period of “seasoning”, a term of about a year when he either succumbed to the
environmental diseases of the New World or survived it.

Having been sent to their new masters, the slaves were deployed on sugar cane, coffee, cotton
and tobacco plantations, on cultivation of grain or in mining. The products were shipped to Europe,
e.g. to Liverpool or Bristol. At Liverpool at the end of the 17" century, for instance, every forth ship
that went to sea was a ship for slave transport.

The end of slave trade

Since 1787, movements against slave trade began to rise in England. These people were called
abolitionists. Chief cause was religious influence: slavery was seen as a humanitarian scandal and sin.
This was mainly supported by a group called “Quakers”, which was strongly represented in the British
parliament and which presented the first important antislavery petition to parliament.

Moreover, the British imperial emancipation can be attributed to the growing power of the
philanthropic movement and a double switch in the focus of the British Empire, geographically from
west (the Caribbean) to east (India) and economically from protectionism to laissez-faire.

In the “Slave Trade Act” of 1807, Britain bans the import of slaves. Consequently, British
politicians interfered in the politics of other European countries, which also abolished the import of
slaves a bit later. In the Caribbean, slavery was effectively abolished by a British Parliamentary fiat on
31" July, 1834, when 776.000 slaves in the British plantation colonies were freed.

Spain, Portugal, Brazil and France were still pro slavery. Hence, Britain paid for abolishing
slavery in these countries or forced them to repeal the trade by naval blockades. After the abolition
of slavery, a downfall of the West-Indian economy set in.

Between 1500 and 1650, 12 million people were deported to America, thereof 4 million to
Brazil. But: excluded are those slaves who died on the inner-African transports or on the way to
America. One must consider that more than 70% of the slaves died on the cargo ships because of
atrocious conditions, overcrowding and lack of sanitation!
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