
Spirits of the Passage Exhibit 
The Story of the Transatlantic Slave Trade

An Overview  



Over 12 million Africans were transported across the Atlantic Ocean 
from the mid-1400s to the mid-1800s.

The Transatlantic Slave Trade



African Cultures
Africa, the world’s 
second largest 
continent, is a land of 
many different nations. 
Within these nations 
are thousands of 
unique and distinct 
cultures, many with 
their own languages, 
religions, art, music, 
ruling structures, and 
histories.

Slavery was historically  
a part of many of these 
cultures. People could 
be  enslaved because of 
war, as a punishment, 
or to pay off debt. They 
were not, however, 
considered as chattel. 

This map shows the regions from which most of the 
Africans were taken. 



How Big is Africa?

It could hold some of the largest countries in the world!



A Legal Slave Trade

Slavery had existed in the world for thousands of years. The Transatlantic Slave 
Trade, however, expanded the practice and created one of the largest and most 

financially lucrative industries in the world.  



Europeans traded manufactured goods to African Chieftains for people who 
were sold in the Americas for slave labor in order that luxury products like 

sugar, tobacco, and cotton could be grown and shipped to Europe. 

The Triangular Trade Route



Some of the major crops grown with 
slave labor were indigo, cotton, 
tobacco, and sugar.   

Plantation 
Crops



35 pounds of beads 
could buy a person

15 pewter tankards or 
plates could buy a person

What Was the Value of a Human Life?



Life Aboard a Slave Ship

Most slave ships were really just merchant ships that were refitted to carry human 
cargo.  The 6-10 week trip was arduous. Of the 12 million Africans who left Africa, 

only 10 million arrived in the Americas. The rest died on the voyage.



Human Cargo

The Africans were 
confined below 
deck for the long 
voyage. Those 
believed to be 
dangerous would 
be shackled. They 
might be shackled 
to prevent a 
rebellion or to 
prevent a suicide. 



Slaver 
Voyages 

African slaves were treated as cargo, so precise shipping documents were kept.  
These documents record over 35,000 slaving voyages between 1501-1866. Almost 
half of the people transported in slave ships were taken to plantations in Brazil. 



Slave Ship Voyages:  Year and Destination

www.slavevoyages.org

Over 12 million Africans were documented as 
human cargo aboard slave ships between 1501-1866.



Colonial America
Servant or Slave?

In the early 1600s, some 
records indicate that 
Africans and indentured 
servants were treated 
similarly. Within a few 
decades, though, those 
similarities no longer 
existed.  History tells us 
that the lives of enslaved 
Africans in the 1650 bore 
little resemblance to those 
that came later, as slavery 
laws became harsher.



{ What can a census reveal?

Land of the Free?



Opposition to slavery and the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade was 
prevalent throughout its 
existence. Women and men, 
black and white, fought to have 
the Transatlantic Slave Trade 
outlawed.  By the early 1800s 
the United States and most of 
Europe had passed laws against 
transporting people across the 
Atlantic to be sold into slavery.  
The laws did not, however, 
make slavery illegal.

Abolition of the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade
The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act of 1807
“Repugnant to the principles of natural justice”



Olaudah Equiano (c. 1745-1797)   

Equiano was kidnapped from 
his African family and sold into 
slavery at age 11. He bought 
his freedom while still in his 
early twenties and became an 
active lecturer speaking out 
against slavery.  His 
autobiography, The Interesting 
Narrative of the Life of Olaudah 
Equiano, influenced the passing 
of the British Slave Trade Act of 
1807, which abolished 
England’s participation in the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade.



An Illegal Slave Trade

By 1810, Britain and the United States were enforcing the ban on transporting slaves 
across the Atlantic.  But there was still money to made, so slave ships became pirate 
ships as human cargo became smuggled contraband.  This resulted in even worse 
conditions for the Africans as the “rules of decency” no longer applied. 



What happened to Africans 
rescued from illegal slave ships?

The United States worked with the American 
Colonization Society to buy land in Africa. Africans 
who were aboard illegal slave ships  were eventually 
shipped to an African colony known as Liberia.  After 
the slaves were freed in the United States, tens of 
thousands of African Americans moved to Liberia. 

Today, Liberia’s elected president is Ellen 
Johnson-Sirleaf, who received the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2011 for restoring law and 
order to her country which had long been 
ripped apart by a series of civil wars.  

In 1847, Joseph Jenkins Roberts, a free 
born African American from Virginia 
became Liberia’s first president.



Cultural Diaspora
Diaspora - the movement of the 
population from their ancestral lands. 

The result of any diaspora is the co-mingling of 
cultures.  The Transatlantic Slave Trade spread African 
people and their diverse cultures across the world. 
African art, customs, religion, language, ritual, and 
folklore endured to influence science, art, agriculture, 
and medicine. This knowledge changed the New 
World and continues to impact our modern world.



People of Note

Dred Scott

Elijah 
McCoy

James Forten

Frederick 
Douglass

Benjamin 
Banneker

Do you know these 
people of note?



Mary Church Terrell
Harriet Tubman

Sojourner Truth

Sarah 
Breedlove 
Walker

Sissieretta Jones



{ {Slave Ships Guerrero 

& Peter Mowell
Slave Ship Henrietta Marie

Archaeology Reveals History



The Science of Shipwrecks

Dredging Mapping RevealingMeasuring

Photos from the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum . Key West . Florida 



www.slavevoyages.org

www.inmotionaame.org

For additional information 
on the 

Transatlantic Slave Trade

www.melfishermuseum.org

www.keywestafricancemetery.org

www.abolition.e2bn.org

Google ‘Crash Course World History -- The Atlantic Slave Trade #24’


