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2. Participants and Profitability 

The European slave trading powers

The question of who participated in the Transatlantic Slave Trade much depends on which period we are looking at. The Portuguese pioneered the slave trade in the 15th century when they developed trading contacts with indigenous African elites and their own mixed-race agents. The Spanish and then other European powers followed. By the 17th century the Dutch were pre-eminent, closely followed by the French and the English, though even the Danes and Brandenburgers (a German principality) competed for a piece of this trade. 

The search for African slaves was fuelled by the need to supply cheap labour for the plantations (or commercial farms) begun by Europeans outside their own borders. The first to use slave labour were the Portuguese and Spanish in their Atlantic territories such as the Canaries and the Azores. Then it moved to their Caribbean and American colonies, where tobacco, spices, coffee and sugar were initially cultivated. The Portuguese and Spanish soon found that indigenous Amerindians did not have the immunity from European diseases to make a dependable slave force. The systematic forced labour imposed by the early European colonists further devastated these peoples, who were largely accustomed to lives as hunters and gatherers.

It was the Spanish priest Bartolomé de las Casas who first suggested using Africans as a ‘humane’ alternative to enslaving Amerindians. Africans, it was argued - though they came from a broad range of political and economic regimes and varied widely in their linguistic and ethnic make-up - were generally more exposed to methods of cultivation, and more resistant to European diseases. It was also argued that various forms of indigenous and Arab slavery had long been in existence in Africa, however, transatlantic demand would certainly introduce slavery on a scale and intensity that had not existed before.

The beginning of English involvement

The initial traffic in African slaves transported to the Americas had been to the Spanish colonies. In 1538 the Spanish Government began to issue individual licenses to traders to supply slaves to their colonies, most of the licensees being Portuguese. After that, instead of individual licenses, the Spanish Government introduced a system of granting a contract to supply slaves, known as the Asiento, to a single contractor. English traders who supplied slaves to the Spanish colonies and Portuguese Brazil at first did so illegally. But with the establishment of English and French colonies in the islands and their development of the sugar industry in the 17th century, the demand for slaves greatly increased.

There had been a few English trading expeditions to the west coast of Africa in the 1550’s, but Devon born adventurer John Hawkins launched three expeditions in the 1560’s, which slaved and looted the West African coast and then brought its treasures to the ‘New World’. His ventures received the support of Queen Elizabeth I, and his first trip to Africa had such powerful backers as the merchant and Lord Mayor of London, Sir Thomas Lodge. Such were its profits that his second venture also attracted noble members of the Queen’s court. Hawkins was even knighted shortly after his second successful African venture and his coat of arms boasted the head of an African woman with a chain around her neck.

Hawkins’ daring expeditions did not immediately establish the English in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. But the defeat of the Spanish Armada by the English in 1588, broke Spain’s stranglehold of the Atlantic and opened new doors for English merchants to trade abroad. 

Trading companies and the ruling classes
In early modern Europe, the monarch had to give formal permission (in the form of a Royal charter) for overseas trade to be legal. The charters showed that this was an age of state-regulated trade, also known as ‘mercantilism’. In England, various groups of merchants and ‘venturers’ petitioned the King to form joint companies, which would have sole rights to trade with a particular area, such as West Africa, the West Indies or Virginia. One of these companies was the ‘Company of Adventurers’ to ‘Gynny and Bynny’ (old names for two areas of the West African coast). This company was set up in 1619 by Robert Rich, the owner of a tobacco plantation in Virginia, and who later became the Earl of Warwick. Rich’s company claimed to only be interested in gold and ivory but it appears to have transported enslaved Africans to Virginia. At the time there were also white indentured (see glossary) servants, who were people that agreed to work as ‘fixed contract’ or ‘temporary’ slaves, but they were few and never enough for the work on the plantations.

The Royals were very much involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Charles I for example, allowed independent traders to trade in Africa, despite not being members of the Royal Charter. These illegal traders were known as ‘interlopers’. Later in 1660, Charles II granted another monopoly to a group who formed the ‘Royal Adventurers to Africa’. Dukes, Princes, MPs and many of the London based ruling classes, as well as merchants of Bristol and London, were involved in these trading companies.

The most famous and important company involved in the slave trade was the Royal African Company, which was founded in 1672 and enjoyed a monopoly until 1698. The Royal African Company set up and administered fortified trading posts on the West African coast and was empowered to seize any English ships, other than its own, which were involved in slaving ventures. The Company was founded just as the move to sugar cultivation had taken off in the British Caribbean. This had increased the demand for enslaved African workers to help cultivate this labour-intensive crop. The trustees and officers of this powerful and influential company included James Duke of York (later James II), Sir Benjamin Bathurst whose name used to denote the city now known as Banjul in the Gambia and Edward Colston, the Bristol-born philanthropist. Humphrey Morrice, who founded the Bank of England in 1694, was an early member, and so was the philosopher John Locke.

If Colston’s philanthropy seems at odds with his slave-trading activities, this can partly be explained through his very traditionalist political views – he felt that the elite should rule and the poor should obey. But Locke’s membership was more ironic because he was seen as a founding father of ‘democratic’ government. He developed the idea that if people were willing to obey their government and give up some of their liberties, then the government in return would protect them from disorder and violence. Then if people who had in effect ‘contracted’ the leader felt that they were not delivering their part of the bargain (or ‘contract’), the government would lose its legitimacy and credibility. This was seen as a big liberal step forward in politics and thinking, so Locke’s involvement in a company that was practically controlling the trade in African slaves, is perhaps all the more unbelievable.

‘Free trading’ in slaves 

The Bristol and Liverpool merchants fought long and hard to open out the ‘African trade’ to their own provincial ports. After years of lobbying and petitions from local MP’s and bodies such as the Company of Merchant Venturers of the City of Bristol, the Royal African Company’s exclusive monopoly was finally ended. By 1698, private traders were allowed to operate freely in and out of Africa on payment of a duty of 10 percent of the value of their cargoes as a contribution to the upkeep of the Company's forts. But although they had lost their monopoly, the Company's revenues received a considerable boost in 1713. In that year the British Government was able to exert sufficient pressure on the Spanish Government to obtain the transfer of the Asiento, held by French merchants since 1702, to the Company.

These provincial ports saw themselves as enemies of London privilege and champions of relatively ‘free trade’. In 1713 the British won the right to supply Spanish ports with slaves, which generated a higher volume of slaving ventures than ever before. By 1750,‘free trade’ of sorts was finally established more fully, with the ‘outports’ securing full permission to trade in Africa and the ‘New World’. From here on, the African trade was managed through a new body comprised of merchants from London, Bristol and Liverpool, called the Company of Merchants Trading to Africa. 

The idea of a ‘free trade’ in enslavement seems contradictory and perverse. Yet for many people living in the port cities of Britain, this ‘slave economy’ meant freedom from poverty. For example jobs had become available in shipbuilding, manufacture and commerce. Freedom from an oppressively regulatory central government, also seemed attractive to many.

African elites and the slave trade

The slave trade and slavery took a heavy toll in human lives. Initially the European slave traders had obtained slaves by raids on West African coastal settlements. The slave traders however subsequently realised that an easier way to obtain slaves was to form alliances with African leaders whom they supplied with arms and encouraged to make war on their neighbours. They could then purchase their ally's prisoners of war and obtain supplies of slaves without having to fire a shot themselves. Sometimes Europeans would moor their ships off the coast and make deals with Africans who came up to the ships by canoe. Other times, they would go ashore to trade directly with local people. In both cases, Europeans were often dependent on the cooperation of West Africans for their safety and success. In particular, West African rulers and their appointed traders or ‘cabouceers’ – themselves of West African and African-European backgrounds, also exploited the trade for their own profit.

Although there were some exceptional African rulers, such as Nazinga Mvemba, King of Bakongo, who refused to participate in such arrangements and in 1526 declared: "It is our will that in these kingdoms there should not be any trade in slaves nor market for slaves", most local leaders succumbed to the temptation to acquire arms and European manufactures in this way. William Pitt, British Prime Minister between 1784-1805, blamed the slave trade for "those dreadful enormities on that unhappy continent". Referring to a tribal war on the Kameroun River in the House of Commons in 1792, he declared: "I have no more doubt that they are British arms put into the hands of Africans, which promote universal war and desolation". 

It is probable that in the wars and raids to obtain prisoners for sale as many or more were killed as were taken alive. In five expeditions by the soldiers of the rulers of Bornu, a state in what is now northern Nigeria, in which 15,000 prisoners were captured for sale, 20,000 others were killed. But deaths occurred not only in battle. Sometimes as many as forty per cent of those captured by the Bornu soldiers, perished on the journey to the coast. Of wars in the hinterland of the so-called Windward or Grain Coast (Sierra Leone), where operations were on a somewhat smaller scale, the slave trader John Newton wrote: "Though they do not bring legions into the field, their wars are bloody. I believe the captives reserved for sale are fewer than the slain".

West African elite players were also very skilful in speaking various trading languages and were often successful in playing Europeans off against each other. The Efik in the Calabar Delta region were an example of this and their ruling elite capitalised on the increased European demand for labour. One opinion is that West African elites were able to regulate the supply of slaves to European traders, who were often dependent on them for obtaining slaves.
How profitable was the slave trade?

This is a big question. The current opinion is that there were profits to be made, but that slave trading was a risky business. Sickness, especially off the African coast, could kill sailors on board the slave ship, as well as the slaves. The supply and price of slaves varied from time to time and between regions, as did the level of demand for slaves once ships got safely to the Caribbean or the Americas. Then there was the question of piracy, slave insurrection on board ship and bad weather. War too could disrupt profits. Traders could and did go bankrupt, especially during the period of the American Revolution. On the other hand, more voyages were successful than not. It has been estimated that a 10% profit on successful voyages was not unknown and that this was better than one could get from government stocks.

The slave trade itself however, should not be seen in isolation from the slave-based economy as a whole. The wealth generated by slave-produced commodities was substantial. One estimate is that by 1770, Jamaican sugar was generating around £800,000 each year. There are also debates around whether the sugar islands continued to be profitable up to the time of the slave trade’s abolition, or whether the abolition was successfully achieved because in fact, plantations were no longer profitable. 

Finally economic historians consider whether the wealth generated by the slave trade and the trade in slave-produced commodities, made England’s early industrialisation possible, or if the wealth generated was the decisive factor in the Industrial Revolution and overall economic development. Opinions vary, but it is clear that in Bristol, London and Liverpool, slave generated wealth certainly fed into the city’s urban economic development.
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