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A Brief History of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade

The Portuguese were the first Europeans to trade African slaves across the Atlantic beginning in the fifteenth century. European colonizers in the Americas needed a cheap, experienced, and inexhaustible labor force to work in mines and on plantations to produce raw materials and goods for the European market. European settlers initially attempted to enslave the Native American population and to rely on European indentured servants as a labor force, both of which quickly proved unsuccessful. Consequently, colonizers shifted to an African labor force. The Portuguese supplied African slaves directly from Africa to the Americas under the Asiento contract granted by Spain. Soon a vibrant trade developed and continued to expand over the next few centuries. By the sixteenth century, other countries such as the Netherlands, France and Great Britain began to participate in this increasingly thriving and profitable business.

Although Europeans created the conditions for the growth of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the role Africans played in it can neither be overlooked nor excused. Ethnic conflicts and wars among Africans between 1660 and 1775 in the region which now compromises Ghana, Nigeria and Benin added considerably to the availability of slaves for export, since the defeated became the property of the victors. The Ashanti emerged as the supreme military power among the Akan-speaking people of the Gold Coast and Ivory Coast, becoming one of the controlling forces in the slave trade. Whereas before African wars were the principal source of accumulating slaves, kidnapping and organized raids were now added as major strategies for obtaining slaves.
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The slave trade began in Africa’s interior when captured slaves were marched to the coast in “coffles” with their necks chained or yoked to each other.
 They were placed in trading posts or forts to await the horrifying journey across the Atlantic. European slave ships laden with manufactured goods traveled to the West African coast where they exchanged a variety of objects ranging from glass beads and iron bars to cotton textiles, guns and muskets. Usually slave ships would sail from fort to fort along the African coast and load small numbers of slaves from different ethnic groups on board their ships to prevent large-scale resistance by slaves during the voyage. 
Slaves were placed in the holds of the ships where they were chained together and allotted a space of 2ft by 5ft. They remained in this position for the entire Middle Passage, which lasted anywhere from eight to twelve weeks, and usually came up on deck only once a day for exercise and to clean the pails. While this moment on deck represented an opportunity for slaves to resist, it also was a moment of abuse and violence, as members of the crew would terrorize the slaves on deck by raping slave women or carry out exemplary punishments. When slaves were rebellious or when the weather was bad, slaves would be kept under deck for weeks at a time. Death rates among slaves were high due to malnutrition, rampant diseases, harsh punishments and abuse, melancholy and suicides. The close proximity of so many naked human beings – their bodies bruised and covered in open wounds, the air fetid and stifling, and the accumulation of filth – turned the holds into hell. Depending on the wind, the inhabitants of cities such as Charleston, South Carolina, could actually smell approaching slave ships before they would appear on the horizon.
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During storms or when captains had compromised food supplies in order to load more slaves, crews threw slaves overboard to ensure the safe passage of the slave ship. One of the most infamous cases was the voyage of the British slave trader Zong in 1781 when Captain Luke Collingwood decided to throw 133 slaves overboard alive so that the ship’s owner could claim insurance money for the loss.
 In 1783, a court in London decided that the owner had actually com-mitted insurance fraud because the there was no evidence that the death of 133 slaves had been committed to ensure the ship’s safety. While the court case was not about the brutal murder of over a hundred slaves, it exposed the terror and violence of the trans-Atlantic slave trade to the British public, increasing opposition to the trade.
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Between 1500 and 1800 millions of Africans were transported across the Atlantic. The exact number is unknown and estimates range between 10 and 28 million Africans.
 The majority of slaves came from the regions in West Africa known as the Gold Coast and the Slave Coast or the African interior such as the Congo. Others were bought in East Africa. Initially the Portuguese and then the Dutch dominated the trade. By the mid-eighteenth century, however, Great Britain took the leading role and, at the end, transported more people across the Atlantic than any other coun-
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try. Slave traders, manufacturers, and plantation owners benefited tremendously from the slave trade. Wealth accumulated in the slave trade and through slave labor in the [image: image7.jpg]


New World fueled industrialization in Great Britain and the development of such industries as the textile industry. Slave owners further were in constant need of equipment and tools for the operation of their plantations and a vast quantity of textiles to clothe their slaves.
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Those Africans who survived the torturous journey, were usually cleaned at the time of their arrival in the New World. Many were oiled to make them look healthy before they were auctioned off at local slave markets, public squares, and shipyards.
 After the sale, slaves were usually branded with the mark of their new owners. Once they arrived at the place of their enslave-ments, they underwent a period of “seasoning” during which they were paired up with ex-perienced slaves who taught them the “ins and outs” of a slave’s life. 
Among those brought to the New World women, men, and children from all social classes, including African royalty and religious leaders. They included skilled artisans such as black-smiths, millwrights, weavers, and wheelwrights as well as farmers. With the large-scale importation of African slaves, slavery as a social institution developed quickly and with it race as a defining category of social status, making the terms ‘negro’ and ‘slave’ interchangeable. African culture, including the slaves’ languages, religions, traditional celebrations, and mannerism, were continuously under attack by their masters and overseers. Nevertheless, slaves were able to preserve African customs and develop their own distinct culture, which often was a combination of African traditions and those newly created under the harsh realities of slavery.
Great Britain officially abolished the trans-Atlantic slave trade in 1807 by an Act of Parliament. Britain, a world power and the largest European dealer of African slaves at the time, insisted that other nations abide by this declaration. In 1808, the United States followed Great Britain’s example and acted on Section 9 of Article I of the U.S. Constitution that provided that the slave trade could not be abolished before 1808. In March 1807 Congress successfully passed a resolution abolishing U.S. involvement in the trans-Atlantic slave trade in 1808. Pressure by mounting slave resistance, the abolitionist movement in both countries, and public opinion led to the official end of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. 
Despite its official abolition in these two countries, the slave trade across the Atlantic continued for several more decades. U.S. ships were now mostly involved in trading slaves from Africa to [image: image9.jpg]


countries such as Cuba and Brazil. The United States government refused to enforce the laws against the trans-Atlantic slave trade as economic and political consideration overrode any humanitarian and moral concerns. Furthermore, the slave trade in the Americas, including a lively trade within the United States, increased dramatically. Slave trading continued until plantation slavery in the Americas was outlawed. One of the last American slave traders was the Wanderer (see picture to the right)
, which arrived on Jeckyll Island, an island off the coast of Georgia, in 1858. Its load included between 400 and 600 slaves. Before the Wanderer successfully brought its human cargo from Africa to the United States, U.S. and British authority suspected the ship of being a slave trader. The ship, however, had been constructed in a way that allowed the crew to convert it from a slave trader to a yacht, therefore passing several inspections without evidence of its slave trading activities.
The commemoration of the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade is important for several reasons. It allows us to examine our history, no matter how painful, and to educate ourselves and increase our knowledge about the terrors and violence of the Middle Passage and slavery itself. The commemoration will also help us to develop some understanding of the residual effects of this tragedy on the lives of all black people and its impact on societies in the Americas. The observance of the anniversary is also a step towards tolerance and peaceful coexistence between all people, especially in a nation so divided by race. More importantly, it is about remembering and honoring the victims of the slave trade and slavery and confronting modern forms of slavery and human trafficking that exist in the world today.
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