
NATIONAL 5 
Slave Trade 

 
This booklet contains possible KU exam 

questions and answer in note form. 
 
 

Becoming a Slave 
 

1. Explain why Britain became involved in the slave trade 

 British owned plantations (Sugar, tobacco, cotton, coffee) needed many workers.  

 Caribbean Indians were not suitable for the work- they quickly died of disease and 
overwork.  

 Europeans did not like the work and it was thought they could not work in a tropical 
climate.  

 Africans were less likely to die from European diseases.  

 Africans often had the farming skills needed to grow crops in a tropical climate.  

 The slave trade brought great wealth to Britain .Traders made a big profit on each 
slave they sold in the West Indies. Europeans paid high prices for sugar, coffee, 
tobacco, and cotton = more profit.  

 Improvements in shipbuilding meant up to 700 slaves could be carried on a single 
ship=more profit.  

 
2. Describe how the Triangular Trade operated 

 The 'triangular trade' was the sailing route taken by British slave traders with three 
stages, the outward passage, the middle passage, the home passage.  

 Ships left British ports such as Liverpool, Bristol or London, loaded with textiles and 
goods such as guns, alcohol, pots and pans for West Africa. This took around 40 
days.  

 On the African coast goods from Britain were exchanged for slaves - slaves were 
held in slave factories on the west coast of Africa. This could take around 4-8 months 
trading.  

 Slaves were then shipped across the Atlantic – The middle passage 40-69 days.  

 On arrival in the West Indies the  
 

3. Explain why the profits made from the Triangular Trade were so high 

 Ships made a profit at each stage of the journey.  

 Ships leaving Liverpool and Bristol were packed with cheaply produced products 
such as guns, alcohol, pots and pans which are were exchanged for slaves.  

 Slaves would be tightly packed on board, as many as possible ' tight packed' with 
little regard for their well being to make more profit. up to 700 slaves could be carried 
on a single ship  

 Slaves could be sold at a big profit, each slave cost about £12 and sold for about £60 
in the West Indies.  

 In 10 years, from 1783-93 Liverpool merchants transported 305,000 slaves, resulting 
in a large profit.  

 On the homeward passage, ships would be carrying sugar, cotton, coffee or tobacco 
which would be in demand and so sold at a profit in Britain.  

 
 

 



4. Explain the ways British ports profited from the slave trade 

 Jobs: Thousands employed as dock workers, shipbuilders, carpenters, rope makers, 
dock workers and sail-ors  

 Population: Port towns saw a growth in population of 5000 people.  

 Banks: Banks and insurance firms grew up in port towns as merchants needing 
finance for their risky trips.  

 Money: Ports involved in the trade became wealthy. Liverpool went from being a 
struggling fishing town to one of the richest.  

 Buildings: Wealthy merchants spent their money on big houses, large estates and 
public buildings were built.  

 
5. Explain the ways African rulers benefitted from the slave trade 

 African chiefs wanted European goods, especially guns, and were willing to trade 
slaves for them.  

 African rulers who obtained guns became more powerful and could capture more 
slave too.  

 European traders paid a high price for slaves.  

 Selling slaves made African chiefs wealthy.  

 Slave trading ships had to pay a tax to the local chief and give him presents.  

 Some kingdoms became very wealthy—Dahomey and Ashanti lived by organising 
slave raids.  

 
6. Explain the effects the slave trade had on African Societies 

 Population: Africa lost lots of people who were taken as slaves, possibly 20-30 
million.  

 Lack of men: Most of the slaves taken were males aged 15-25 – the most important 
working age group.  

 Labour Shortages : The loss of so many people damaged farm production = famine.  

 War & Death: By providing firearms Europeans encouraged and increased warfare 
and political instability in West Africa.  

 Kidnapping : The benefits to be gained from slave trade led to a big increase raids 
and kidnapping.  

 Famine : The destruction of crops and granaries in war led to starvation, plus less 
people able to work the land to produce food.  

 
7. Explain the effects the slave trade had on West Indian plantations 

 Benefited plantations as provided much needed labour to counteract labour shortage.  

 Most of the native population had died out.  

 Convicts and bondsmen from Europe were eventually freed.  

 Triangular trade ensured a constant supply of workers to do labour intensive work to 
produce goods which could be sold at profit.  

 Africans were used to working in the tropical climate.  

 Africans were farmers who knew a lot about growing crops such as cotton, sugar, 
coffee in tropical conditions.  

 Africans were more resistant to European diseases  

 Cheap source of Labour to do hard back breaking work required on plantations such 
as sugar.  

 
8. Describe how slaves were captured 

 Ambushed Africans when they worked away from the village.  

 Children were also taken when they were playing away from adults.  

 When they were captured, the slaves were terrified. They were kept in irons.  

 Prisoners were often captured in war and sold to Europeans.  

 Some were sold as a payment for debt.  



 They were connected to other slaves by the neck or ankle.  

 Iron rings were welded onto their legs.  

 They were also forced to wear iron collars.  
 

9. Describe the operation of slave factories 

 Slaves were captured by African chiefs to be trade for manufactured goods 

 Slaves were held in factories/prisons, often for weeks at a time 

 Factories were often heavily fortified to protect them from attack  

 Hundreds, sometimes thousands of slaves were imprisoned together 

 Slaves were held in chains, they were often beaten and whipped by their captors 

 Slaves were examined by surgeons and palced in different categories  

 Slave ships sailed to factories to barter/buy slaves  

 Preparation for sale to ships captains 
 

10. Describe the conditions in slave factories 

 Slaves examined by surgeons  

 Slaves were branded, often on the chest.  

 Slaves hair was shaved off to disguise their age.  

 Slaves were often kept for up to two weeks.  

 They were fed bananas, yams, millet and boiled beans.  

 They were kept chained in wooden compounds, or in underground cells.  
 

Life of a Slave 
 

1. Describe the conditions during the middle passage 

 Slaves stripped naked. Men and women put in separate holds.  

 Men often chained together in pairs or more.  

 Women and children often allowed to stay on deck where air was better. But no 
protection from wind rain and sun.  

 Washed daily and inspected for illness. – Viewed as cargo so had to be looked after 
to arrive in good condition.  

 Slaves were held in chains below deck  

 Loose pack/tight pack (give descriptions)  

 Violence against slaves was common  

 Illness and disease were common. Stench and lack of fresh air in hold = seasickness 
and heat stroke.  

 
2. Describe the ways slaves resisted during the Middle Passage 

 Take over the ship (mutiny)  

 Escape (jumping overboard)  

 Starve themselves  

 Commit suicide.  

 They would often steal weapons (e.g. knives, stones) if let out of their shackles in 
order to break the chains of other slaves.  

 
3. Describe the ways slaves were punished for resisting during the Middle 

Passage 

 Punishments for those who tried to escape were harsh 

 Put in thumbscrews and back in irons  

 Hung from ships masts as a lesson to others 

 Shot by the crew 

 Heads were cut off and thrown to the sharks 



 Thrown overboard 

 Flogging 
 

4. Explain why so few slaves resisted during the Middle Passage 

 They had no leaders.  

 Punishments put them off e.g. flogging.  

 Lack of opportunity as they were mainly kept shackled below deck.  

 They had no weapons.  

 They were weak from hunger and disease.  

 They were scared. They thought the whites were cannibals. Many had never been on 
a boat or seen the ocean before. 
 

5. To what extent was disease the main reasons few slaves resisted during the 
middle passage? 

 Disease 

 Lack of leader / language barrier 

 Punishments 
 

6. Describe the ways slaves were prepared for auction 

 Slaves were made to look as healthy as they could  

 They were fed well for a number of days before  

 Slaves were shaved  

 Older slaves had their grey hair dyed  

 They were washed in fresh water  

 Their skin was rubbed with palm oil or beeswax to make it shine  

 Older slaves or sick ones were often left aside, ‘refuse’ slaves, to die  

 Slaves were auctioned off to plantation owners.  
 

7. Describe a slave auction  

 They washed, shaved and rubbed slaves with palm oil and rust or black lead to hide 
any sores and some times a plug of tar or rope was inserted into a slave’s anus to 
hide the signs of dysentery.  

 Slaves were usually sold by auction. Either ‘grab and go’ and ‘hghest bidder’  

 The ship’s gun would be fired and buyers would gather for the sale.  

 At a bidding auction, Slaves would be brought from the pen, in turn to stand on a 
raised platform so everyone could see them.  

 The slaves were treated like animals, not human beings. Slaves were brought in one 
at a time and stood on a chair to be prodded poked, inspected and then sold to the 
highest bidder.  

 At a ‘scramble’ auction buyers paid a set price, then the doors of the auction yard 
were opened and buyers rushed in to grab any slaves they could get their hands on.  

 
 

8. Describe the living conditions for slaves on the plantations 

 Slaves lived in huts made from stones, wood etc. Sometimes slaves had to build their 
own houses.  

 Cramped conditions; often about 10 people sharing a hut.  

 Generally slaves had to make their own pots and pans.  

 They had plain food & if lucky they got a piece of fatty meat.  

 Houses didn’t provide shelter from weather e.g. rain.  

 Slave drivers had the best houses with – beds with mosquito curtains, pillow, blanket, 



mattress, table, chairs and small cooking shed.  

 Field hands only had a bed, table and bench with a few cooking tools.  

 Diseases such as dysentery and pneumonia killed many slaves.  
 
 
 

9. Describe the different types of jobs slaves could do 

 Planting and harvesting tobacco 

 cotton, sugar cane coffee and rice  

 Road and railroad building  

 Weaving Carpentry Washing clothes  

 Cooking Butchering, preserving meat 
 

10. Describe the working conditions/hardships of slaves on plantations 

 Worked up to 18 hours per day, sometimes longer at busy periods such as harvest.  

 Slaves had to work all day under the hot sun and were whipped to make them work 
faster.  
Pregnant women had to work until the child was born and return to work soon after.  

 Children were forced to work from a young age. E.g. 4 year olds used to collect grass 
to feed mules/oxen.  

 Harsh punishments were given for even the smallest mistakes e.g. whipping.  

 Some slaves worked as house servants or as skilled workers and they had better 
lives. 

 
11. Explain why slave life span so short 

 Slaves could not adapt to climate of the West Indies  

 Slaves worked so hard they died from overwork and exhaustion.  

 Slaves were weakened on arrival at plantation because of the middle passage.  

 Died after severe severe punishments.  

 Died from tropical diseases and fevers.  

 Some executed for rebellion or resistance to their masters.  

 Some committed suicide as they couldn’t face a life of slavery.  
 

12. Describe the ways slaves resisted on plantations 

 Doing a job slowly or badly.  

 Petty thieving.  

 Running away.  

 It was very difficult to stay free for long on the smaller islands as there was nowhere 
to hide.  

 On larger islands, slaves could hide in the dense forests for years.  

 In 1794, 1094 runaway slaves were kept in a warehouse until they were collected by 
their owners.  

 
13. Describe the punishments slaves would receive for resisting 

 Hanging 

 Halters put around the neck.  

 Ears nailed to a post then cut off.  

 Whipped once every month for a year.  

 Forced to work in irons for a year.  

 Branded with the letters of the masters name. 

 Iron muzzles put on.  

 Thumbscrews  
 
 
 



14. Explain why resistance was unsuccessful / why few so slaves resisted 

 They had no weapons  

 They had no leaders  

 They did not think they could succeed  

 The islands were quite small so it was difficult to hide.  

 They were brainwashed to obey  

 The white masters united against them.  

 The slaves knew punishments were very severe.  

 Slaves were scared of being separated from their families or being sold off.  
 

15. Describe examples of successful resistance 

 The most important was at St Dominque in 1791.  

 Organised and took advantage of the turmoil in the colony caused by the revolution in 
France.  

 500,000 enslaved Africans and free people in St Dominque defeated the armies of 
three major European powers: France, Spain and Britain.  

 They established their own independent republic – Haiti – in 1804.  
 

Ending the Slave Trade 
 

1. Explain why opposition to the slave trade grew/ origin of abolitionists / why 
abolitionist groups existed 

 In 1787 the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was set up and gathered 
public support.  

 Many people opposed the trade because of the cruelty, suffering and deaths it 
caused.  

 Reports that slaves were treated very badly during the middle passage and many 
slaves died encouraged opposition.  

 The trade led to wars, death and destruction in Africa – gained sympathy.  

 Slaves were sold at auction and families were split up – gained sympathy.  

 The American and French revolutions and the writings of Thomas Paine led to a 
growing view that all humans had rights and should be free.  

 Some opponents believed that if the slave trade stopped, all slavery would soon end.  
 

 
2. Explain why supported increased for the abolition for the slave trade 

 Influence of Christian groups who believed slavery was against the ten 
commandments  

 Role of William Wilberforce in taking the campaign to parliament  

 Testimony of former slaves  

 Awareness of conditions on middle passage  

 Awareness of conditions in slave factories  

 Awareness of treatment of slaves on plantations  

 Public meetings, petitions being used to inform people about the trade  

 British economy no longer so reliant on slave trade.  

 Case of the Zong 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



3. Describe the methods used by the abolitionists 

 Public meetings e.g. •Clarkson, Equiano and Sharp also all spoke powerfully against 
the trade.  

 Books e.g. The Interesting Life of Olaudah Equiano which was published in 1789.  

 Wrote pamphlets, stuck up posters.  

 Bought space in newspapers where they printed articles  

 Printed petitions and sent them to the King and Queen, officials and MPs- men who 
could change the law!  

 Quakers regularly lobbied MPs to try to persuade them of the evils of slavery.  

 Wilberforce began to make speeches against slavery.  

 Wilberforce introduced a bill to parliament  
 
 

4. Explain why people supported / defended the slave trade 

 British plantation owners did not want the trade to end because they needed cheap 
labour.  

 The slave trade was very profitable and brought huge wealth to Britain.  

 The government got most of its money from taxes related to the slave trade.  

 Plantation owners argued that abolition would ruin them and there would be no sugar 
etc.  

 Some believed that other countries would take over the trade and the profits if Britain 
abolished it.  

 Some argued Africans were happier, civilized and converted to Christianity when they 
were slaves.  

 Position of Britain as the world’s greatest naval power depended on the slave trade.  
 

5. Describe the methods used by the anti-abolitionists 

 Merchants set up organisations to oppose the abolitionists.  

 Anti abolitionist petitions were sent to Parliament.  

 The African Committee and the West Indies Planters Association were set up to 
oppose abolition.  

 Slave owning MPs voted against abolition of the slave trade.  

 Merchants and plantation owners bribed MPs to vote against abolition.  

 Anti abolitionists gave evidence to Parliament claiming the trade was vital to Britain 
and was not cruel.  

 Letters were written to newspapers supporting the slave trade.  

 Abolitionists were accused of being revolutionaries and in the pay of the French.  
 

6. Explain why the war in France delayed abolition 

 It was argued that the French might take over the slave trade if Britain abolished it.  

 Abolitionists became associated with revolutionary ideas from France.  

 Abolition of the slave trade might encourage slaves in the British West Indies to rebel.  

 The slave revolt on the French island of Haiti led to the deaths of many white planters 
and their families and the freed slaves set up an independent state.  

 The army of ex-slaves on Haiti led by Toussaint L’Ouverture defeated the French, 
Spanish and British forces and there was concern that they would set free the slaves 
on other Caribbean islands.  

 It was thought that the profits from the slave trade were needed to pay for the war 
against France.  

 
7. Explain why it took so long to abolish the slave trade 

 The slave trade had many supporters who were very powerful e.g. King George III  

 The money made from importing plantation goods such as sugar and tobacco would 
be wiped out.  

 Hundreds and thousands of jobs would be lost.  



 Towns and cities who benefitted from the slave trade organised against the slave 
trade.  

 Parliament was too ready to listen to the views of the ‘West Indian Interest.’. They 
said that the plans to abolish the slave trade were based on false information.  

 Britain was at war with France. It was believed Britain needed the money from slavery 
to fund the war.  

 
8. Explain why the slave trade was abolished 

 Abolitionists got public support by a brilliant propaganda and publicity campaign.  

 They were successful in persuading many people not to buy sugar produced by slave 
labour.  

 They were able to persuade a majority of MPs to vote for the abolition of the slave 
trade.  

 Wilberforce was very persistent and his Bill abolishing the slave trade became law in 
1807.  

 Abolitionists attacked the slave trade and not all slavery- this would have been more 
difficult.  

 Most religious groups and churches in Britain were against the slave trade.  

 In 1776 after the American War of Independence Britain lost her North American 
trade in slaves.  

 More of Britain’s trade was with India and the Far East.  
 

9. Describe the steps taken by the British government to end the slave trade in 
1807 

 Parliament passed an Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807.  

 The Act made it illegal for British subjects to trade in slaves.  

 The Royal navy was ordered to stop and search any ship that might be carrying 
slaves.  

 Individuals who were caught had to pay a fine of £100 – a very large amount of 
money at that time.  

 British merchants and ship owners had to pay a fine of £100 for each slave found on 
their ships.  

 British ships were forbidden to carry slaves and ships could be confiscated if caught.  

 Insurance for slave ships was against the law and insurance companies who 
provided cover had to pay heavy fines.  

 
10. To what extent was Wilberforce the most important factor in ending the slave 

trade in 1807? 

 Wilberforce 

 Clarkson 

 Sugar Boycott 
 


