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How and why did 
slavery start? 



Source 1: An inventory of a merchant’s shop in Durham 

 

The inventory of John Walker. (DUL ref: DPR 1691/W5/1)



Source 2: A Bill of Sale 

 

 

Bill of Sale detailing the purchase of sugar and other items. (DUL ref: CCB B/218/34/2) 



Source 3: Map of the world 

 

 

 

 



Source 4a: A justification for slavery 
 

 
 
Extract of a speech made by Colonel Phipps. Taken from The Debate on a Motion for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade, 1791. (DUL ref: Bamburgh O V 14) 

 
 

Source 4b: Another justification for slavery 
 

 
 



Source 4c: An explanation for why slavery necessary 
 

 

Extract from The National and Private Advantages of the African Trade Considered by Malachy 
Postlethwayt, London 1746. (DUL ref: Winterbottom K 12) 

 
 



Source 4d: A justification for slavery 
 

 

 

Extract from The National and Private Advantages of the African Trade Considered by Malachy 
Postlethwayt, London 1746. (DUL ref: Winterbottom K 12) 

 
 



Source 4e: Another justification of slavery 
 

 

Extract from The National and Private Advantages of the African Trade Considered by Malachy 
Postlethwayt, London 1746. (DUL ref: Winterbottom K 12) 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What was the Middle 
Passage really like? 



Source 1: The view of a slave ship captain 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Extract of evidence given by Mr Knox to a Select Committee of the Privy Council. Taken from Abridgement of 
the Minutes of Evidence taken before a Select Committee on the Slave Trade, 1789. (DUL ref: Bamburgh O 
V 13)  



Source 2: The view of a slave ship surgeon 
 

 
 

 
 

Extract of evidence given by Mr Trotter to a Select Committee of the Privy Council. Taken from Abridgement 
of the Minutes of Evidence taken before a Select Committee on the Slave Trade, 1789. (DUL ref: Bamburgh 
O V 13) 

 



Source 3: Evidence of a slave – Olaudah Equiano’s account 
 

 

 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slave life 



Source 1: Account of a feast  
 

 
 

Extract of evidence given by Alexander Campbell to a Select Committee of the Privy Council. Taken from 
Abridgement of the Minutes of Evidence taken before a Select Committee on the Slave Trade, 1789. (DUL 
ref: Bamburgh O V 13)  



Source 2: Account of punishments 
 

 
 

 
 

Extract of evidence given by William Dalrymple to a Select Committee of the Privy Council. Taken from 
Abridgement of the Minutes of Evidence taken before a Select Committee on the Slave Trade, 1789. (DUL 
ref: Bamburgh O V 13)  



Source 3: Account of work on a plantation 
 

 

Extract of evidence given by Mr Thomas to a Select Committee of the Privy Council. Taken from 
Abridgement of the Minutes of Evidence taken before a Select Committee on the Slave Trade, 1789. (DUL 
ref: Bamburgh O V 13)  

 



Source 4: Account of a slave sale 

 

 

Account of a slave sale taken from William Wilberforce, A Letter on the Abolition of the Slave Trade, 
addressed to the freeholders and other inhabitants of Yorkshire, London, 1807. (DUL ref: Winterbottom M 
80)  

 



Source 5: The separation of families 
 

 
Extract from The slave colonies of Great Britain; or A picture of negro slavery drawn by the colonists 
themselves, London, 1826. (DUL ref: Routh 66 E 8/8) 



 
 
 
 

The Anti-Slavery 
debate 

 



Source 1: An early attack on slavery 
 

 

Extract from A short account of that part of Africa, inhabited by the negroes by Anthony Benezet, 1768. (DUL 
ref: Bamburgh O V 15)  

 
 
Arguments against the institution of slavery first started to be heard in the 1760s voiced by 

men such as Granville Sharp and Anthony Benezet. The stance they took was simple: men and 

their liberty were not commercial products and therefore should not be sold. Today this belief 

is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights but in the 18th it was far from being 

accepted. Indeed, it was not until the 1780s that popular interest in the anti-slavery 

movement started to awaken. 

 
 



Source 2: The view of Granville Sharp 
 

 
Extract from A representation of the injustice and dangerous tendency of tolerating slavery by Granville 
Sharp, 1769. (DUL ref: Bamburgh O V 17/1) 
 

Granville Sharp was one of the first people in this country to speak out against slavery. Born in 

Durham, he moved to London and eventually took up a post in the civil service. In 1765, Sharp 

was at his surgeon brother's house when a black man called Jonathan Strong arrived. Strong 

was a slave who had been very badly beaten by his master, David Lisle, and was close to 

death. Sharp and his brother took him to hospital where it took him four months to recover. 

Once in full health, Lisle paid two men to recapture Strong. Sharp argued that since Strong 

was in England he could not be a slave since slavery did not exist in this country. In 1768, the 

Court accepted this argument and ruled in Strong's favour. Sharp later took up the cases of 

other slaves such as Thomas Lewis and James Somersett and in 1787 founded the Society for 

the Abolition of the Slave Trade with Thomas Clarkson. 



Source 3: The moral impact of slavery 
 

 

Extract taken from Substance of the debate in the House of Commons, on the 15th May, 1823, on a motion 
for the mitigation and gradual abolition of slavery throughout the British dominions, 1823.  

The anti-slavery campaigners were keen to point out the impact of slavery not only on the 

slaves but on all those involved in the trade. In this extract, the author writes that slavery 

causes men to become cruel and tyrannical. Slave owners become more and more terrifying 

and merchants become blood-thirsty pirates. The only way to end the suffering of all 

concerned is to put an end to slavery. 



Source 4: An economic argument 

 

 

One of the most common arguments used by the pro-slavery movement to defend slavery was 

to draw attention to the economic benefits that derived from it. Much of their literature refers 

to the value of the West Indies trade and its importance to the maritime industry. The anti-

slavery campaigners tried hard to refute these arguments knowing they would hold sway with 

Parliament. This map was used by the anti-slavery movement to show that the duties used to 

protect the sugar producers of the West Indies made little economic sense.  



Source 6: Resistance by slaves 
 

 

Illustration of an insurrection on board a slave ship taken from An essay on colonization, particularly applied 
to the western coast of Africa, with some free thoughts on cultivation and commerce by Carl Wadstrom, 
1795. (DUL ref: Winterbottom + L45-46)  

It is often easy to overlook the part played by the slaves themselves in the struggle to end 

slavery: their efforts overshadowed by the parliamentary campaigners and the actions of 

people in this country. However, this is a mistake. Resistance to enslavement often started on 

board the slave ships; with some slaves preferring to throw themselves overboard rather than 

endure enslavement. This caused many masters to shackle the male slaves together or to 

erect nets round the sides of the ship to prevent their escape.  



 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The defence of 
slavery 

 



Source 1: The rights of property 
 

 

Newspaper cutting from the Jamaica Courant detailing the resolutions of a meeting held in July 1831. (DUL 
ref: GRE B148/33)  

To many slave owners, slaves were merely chattels and should, therefore, be subject to the 

same laws as any other kind of property. At this meeting held in July 1831, the slave owners 

declared their intention to uphold their rights as Britons and make a stand against any 

measure designed to deprive them of their property.  



  



Sources 2 and 3: Economic arguments submitted by the West India Planters 
and Merchants 

The Committee of West India Planters and Merchants was formed in the late eighteenth 

century to represent the interests of plantation owners and traders who lived in the West 

Indies and in England (specifically around London). In the first few decades of its existence, 

much of its time was spent defending slavery and the slave trade. In this memorial found 

amongst the papers of Earl Grey, they argue that ending slavery would result in commercial 
disaster for the country.  

Although they were unsuccessful in their attempts to prevent the abolition of slavery the 

Committee of West India Planters and Merchants did manage to win a substantial 

compensation package - they were given £20 million when slavery was abolished in 1833. 
After slavery was abolished, the Committee remained in existence and started to campaign 

against the removal of beneficial duties on West Indian sugar and encourage immigration of 

labourers from India, Africa and China to replace slave labour.  



Source 2: An economic argument 

 

Extract of resolutions passed by the West India Planters and Merchants, 1831. (DUL ref: GRE B57/12/12/1-2  



Source 3a:  A shared sin 

 



Source 3b: A shared sin continued 
 

 

Memorial from the West Indies Planters and Merchants, 25 February 1833. (DUL ref: GRE B57/12/19/1)  



Source 4: Resolutions of the planters and merchants 

 

Extract of resolutions passed by the West India Planters and Merchants, 1833. (DUL ref: GRE/ B148/52) 

Like many of the other sources, this extract of resolutions passed by the West India 
Planters and Merchants in 1833, demonstrates their fundamental belief that slaves were 
chattels and should be treated as such. What is distressing about this source is that 
nowhere in the entire document are slaves referred to as people - only as a form of 
property. 



Source 5: Graphs showing level of imports and exports  

 

 

 

Graphs taken from William Playfair, The commercial and political atlas, London, 1786. (DUL ref: 
Winterbottom K12)  

 


