Slavery 1451–1810
TYPES OF BONDAGE PRIOR TO WEST
AFRICAN SLAVE TRADE
Muslim Slaves
During the Christian Reconquest of Spain (13th–15th
centuries) many captured Muslims were enslaved. In
continuing conflicts between North African Muslims and
Christians of Spain and Portugal it remained common for
those captured by either side to be sold into slavery. In
Spain and Portugal many thousands of slaves were
employed in domestic and agricultural roles.
Indentured Laborers
European peasants seeking an escape from rural poverty
could sign a contract (or indenture) with a plantation
owner giving up their personal freedom for a fixed period
of work in the Americas (usually 2–7 years). They
received a small wage and had the opportunity to
become independent farmers after the term of their
indentures had ended. Many died in the harsh conditions
or were cheated out of their wages.

Serfs
Most European peasants of the Middle Ages were serfs.
They were bound to the land and could not leave the
manor on which they were born. Some serfs were granted
land by the lord of their manor in return for services;
others worked the lord’s land in return for a place to live.
Early African Slaves
From the 13th century, Europeans employed African
slaves bought from Arab traders on sugar plantations in
the Mediterranean. During the 15th century, the
Portuguese established sugar and coffee plantations on
islands off the West African coast and used slaves
obtained through trade with African kingdoms.
Native American Slaves
Early European colonists in the Americas enslaved large
numbers of native peoples to work on plantations. Many
thousands died from diseases.

THE WEST AFRICAN SLAVE TRADE
During the 17th century, England, France, and the Netherlands came to dominate the slave trade. They supplied slaves
from West Africa to plantation owners in their own colonial possessions in America and to the large Spanish American
possessions. Taking advantage of the circulation of Atlantic Ocean currents and winds, traders followed a triangular
route; they carried a profitable cargo on each leg of the voyage.
Trade
routes

1 Bristol, England Trader loads
cargo of firearms, alcoholic drinks
(especially rum), cloth, and
simple manufactured goods.
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2 The Slave Coast Cargo is
exchanged for slaves at fortified
trading posts along the coast.
Sale value of slaves taken on is
much greater than value of goods
exchanged for them.
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3 The Middle Passage Packed
into the cargo hold of the trader’s
ship and chained together to
prevent rebellion, slaves receive
little food or water. During the
six-week voyage half may die.
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5 Nantes, France Molasses
and tobacco cargo is sold
for a large profit to local
merchants eager to meet
massive European demand.

4 Cuba Slaves are unloaded,
sold to dealers for a large
profit, and sent to stockades
until they can be auctioned
to local plantation owners.
The trader takes on a cargo
of molasses and tobacco.
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ESTIMATED NUMBER OF SLAVES IMPORTED (in thousands)
1451–1600
Brazil
(Portuguese and Dutch)
West Indies
(French, British and other)

75

1,950

525
100

0

1701–1810
600

0

America and Cuba
(Spanish)
North America
(British)

1601–1700

300
50

3450
600
450

