
 
 

Notes 
Slave sales did not just happen on the arrival of the slave ships in the West Indies. They 
could also happen if an estate was sold or escheated. This could lead to the 

heartbreaking situation of families being separated. Since slaves were not officially 
permitted to marry, they were not recognised as husband and wife. Children of a good 
working age could also be sold separately as they were worth a considerable amount of 

money. As can be seen from this source, it was not uncommon for children as young as 
six to be separated from their family. Once taken to a different plantation, it was unlikely 

that they would have been able to maintain contact. 

 Think about: 

The age of the slaves being sold, how the family members felt, why was this seen as 
okay. 
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Notes 
As already seen, cruelty towards slaves was commonplace. Indeed, from the mid-
seventeenth century, the harsh treatment of slaves was made official as each slave 
region started to produce a 'slave code'. Although the codes differed from place to 

place, they shared many characteristics. Slavery was made a permanent condition, and 
it was hereditary (passed down via the mother); slaves were not allowed to enter into 

any contracts or own any property; they could not leave their owner's property without 
permission; they could not bring any legal action against whites; and they could not 
marry. Any slave found guilty of breaking the slave code could be whipped, branded, 

imprisoned or put to death. The treatment of slaves was so harsh that it has been 
estimated that up to one-third of all slaves died as a result of over-work or the 

punishments used to enforce the work regime.This speech was made by Philip Francis, 
MP for Bletchingley, in the debate on a bill to abolish slavery in 1791. Although there 
was much popular support for the abolitionists, the Bill was still defeated.  

 
Think about what happened to the young slave girl, the master who punished her and 

the argument he used in his defence. What do you think? 
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Punishment of a young slave 
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Notes 
In this extract, Equiano recounts how he and his sister were kidnapped when they were 
children and marched off to the coast. He served with two families before being put on a 
slave ship sailing to the West Indies. On his arrival, Equiano was bought by a Royal 

Navy Captain called Pascal who renamed him Gustavus Vassa. 
 

Think about  what happened, how must Equiano have felt, why would it have been 
frightening for Equiano and his sister. 
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The evidence of John Barnes, Governor of Senegal from 1763 to 1766 
 

 

 
 

Extract  taken from Abridgement of the Minutes of Evidence taken before a 
Committee considering the Slave Trade, 1789. 
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Notes 

This account given by Alexander Campbell to the Select Committee of the Privy Council 
on the Slave Trade paints a warm picture of slave life. Not only is their working life far 

from harsh but they are well dressed and disposed to feasting. It will be of little surprise 
therefore, to learn that Campbell was a plantation owner owning 14 estates and many 

hundred slaves.  

Think about whether Campbell is telling the truth, why would he not tell the truth, how 
far does this meet your idea of what life was like on the plantation. 
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Life on the plantations 
 

 

 



Notes 

From the early seventeenth century, Senegal was under the control of the French who used 

it as a trading post and as a naval base. During the French Wars (1756-1763) the French 

ceded their possession to the British who remained in control until 1779 when the French 

regained its posts. It stayed in French hands until 1809 when the British re-occupied 

Senegal. The British were there until 1817 when it was retaken by the French. Senegal 

remained under French control until 1958 when it became an independent republic. During 

the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Senegal was one of the countries on the West 

African coast exploited by the Europeans for slaves. Even Barnes admitted that it furnished 

between 1000 and 1400 slaves each year.  

Think about the reasons Barnes gives for the enslavement of Africans, his profession and 

whether this makes him a reliable witness or not, does it tie in with what else you know 

about slavery. 
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Map showing the location of the slave coast 
 

 
 
 
 
6



Notes 
Thomas Trotter was the surgeon on board the Brookes, the ship used to show how slaves 

were stowed for the duration of the Middle Passage. In this extract, Trotter draws attention 

not only to the terrible physical conditions suffered by the slaves but to the mental anguish 

they suffered from their horrendous ordeal. 

 

Think about what it must have been like on board the Brookes, do you think Trotter is 

telling the truth, would he exaggerate. 
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The view of a slave ship surgeon, Thomas Trotter 
 

 

 
10 
 



Notes 

This map, showing the west coast of Africa, was published in 1736. It shows quite clearly 

how this part of Africa was seen as a place to be exploited for its grain, its gold and its 

people. 

Think about what it tells us about European attitudes to Africa in the 18th century. 
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The Brookes 
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Notes 
This infamous image shows the slave ship Brookes which had been built in Liverpool in 
1781. Between 1781 and 1804 it operated as a slave ship, sailing from the Gold Coast 
to the West Indies. It could accommodate over 450 slaves. The plan, showing how 

slaves could be stowed aboard, was produced by the Society for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade to demonstrate the inhuman conditions in which slaves were kept on the 

Middle Passage. Copies of the illustration were distributed and it has become one of the 
iconic images relating to the slave trade. Accompanying the image was a description 
explaining how the Committee allocated space to each slave based on the provisions of 

Dolben's Act. It is worth noting that although using the Committee's calculations it is 
possible to fit 454 slaves on board the ship, on one journey the Brookes carried over 

600 slaves.  

 Think about how the image compares to what it actually feels like. 
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