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Introduction

“I now saw myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native

country, or even the least glimpse of hope of gaining the shore,

which I now considered as friendly: and I even wished for my former

slavery in preference to my present situation, which was filled with

horrors of every kind…when the ship we were in had got all her

cargo, they made ready with many fearful noises, and we were all

put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the

vessel. The stench of the hold while we were on the coast was so

intolerably loathsome…now that the whole ship’s cargo were

confined together, it became absolutely pestilential…the air soon

became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and

brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many died… 

The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the dying, rendered

the whole scene of horror almost inconceivable.”

Olaudah Equiano, a former slave, The Interesting Narrative

of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, 1789

1. In 2007 we will commemorate the 200th anniversary of the passage of

the 1807 Abolition of the Slave Trade Act. This Act outlawed the slave

trade throughout the British Empire and made it illegal for British ships

to be involved in the trade. This marked the beginning of the end for the

transatlantic traffic in human beings.
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2. Whilst it would be another 30 years before slavery itself was finally

abolished throughout the British Empire, the Bicentenary in 2007 gives

us the opportunity to remember the millions who suffered; to pay

tribute to the courage and moral conviction of all those – black and

white – who campaigned for abolition; and to demand to know why

today, in some parts of the world, forms of slavery still persist two

centuries after the argument for abolition in this country was won.

Slavery and abolition – key events

1562 First English slaving expedition by Sir John Hawkins.

1619 First record of Africans landed in Virginia.

1625 First English settlement on Barbados.

1626 First boatload of African slaves to St. Kitts.

1631 Charles I granted monopoly on Guinea trade to a group of

London merchants.

1655 British capture of Jamaica as part of Cromwell’s ‘Grand Design’.

1672 Royal Africa Company granted charter to carry Africans to

the Americas.

1772 The Somerset case held that no slave could be forcibly removed

from Britain. The case led to the widespread belief that slavery

itself was illegal in England, Wales and Ireland.

1778 Slavery declared illegal in Scotland.

1781 133 African slaves thrown overboard from the slave ship Zong.
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1783 Committee on the Slave Trade established by Quakers’ Meeting

for Sufferings.

1787 Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade founded: Granville

Sharp as president of a mostly Quaker committee.

1791 23 August – St Domingue (Haiti) slave revolt.

1792 Resolution for gradual abolition of the slave trade defeated in

House of Lords.

1805 Bill for Abolition passed in Commons, rejected in House of Lords.

1807 25 March – Slave Trade Abolition Bill passed in the British

Parliament.

1808 British West Africa Squadron (Royal Navy) established to

suppress slave trading. By 1865, nearly 150,000 people freed by

anti-slavery operations.

1815 End of Napoleonic Wars. At the Congress of Vienna, Britain puts

pressure on France, Netherlands, Portugal and Spain to abolish

slave trade.

1838 1 August – enslaved men, women and children in British Empire

finally became free after a period of forced apprenticeship

following the passing of the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833.

1842 Britain & US signed Webster-Ashburton Treaty, banning slave

trade on high seas.

1848 Emancipation by the French of their slaves.

1865 Slavery finally abolished in United States territories.

1888 Slavery abolished in Brazil.
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3. The Government wants people from every community to be able to

commemorate the Bicentenary, both at the local level and in larger and

more public settings. A wide range of activities by cultural, faith and

community organisations are already being planned. Local authorities

and cultural bodies in Liverpool, Bristol, Hull, Birmingham and London

and across the whole of the United Kingdom will all be playing an

important role. The Heritage Lottery Fund has already awarded over

£16 million to individual projects closely connected to the Bicentenary,

with more awards to be made in the months ahead.

4. We have brought together an Advisory Group, chaired by the Deputy

Prime Minister, with members from a range of influential community,

faith and cultural organisations and from key cities, to maximise their

organisations’ contributions to the Bicentenary. We are looking at how

best to publicise the very wide range of activities that are being planned

for 2007 and beyond.

Reflecting on the past

5. Until the 19th century, slavery was considered an acceptable part of the

economic system, enabling many countries in Europe and beyond to

profit and prosper from the trade of goods produced by a vast pool of

enslaved labour. Exact figures are impossible to establish, but it is

thought that 12 million Africans were loaded onto slave ships. Although

today everybody recognises that it was morally reprehensible, politicians,

businessmen, scientists and even churches justified the legitimacy of

slavery at the time. British subjects were involved with the trade as
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shipping owners, makers of chains and other instruments of control,

goods manufacturers and as plantation and slave owners.

6. Our country was not alone in benefiting financially from the transatlantic

slave trade. Yet as one of the strongest powers of the age slavery played a

particularly significant role in this country’s history. As 2007 approaches, it

is right that we begin to feel the weight of that role more keenly.

7. There are different and very strongly held views as to the historical facts

of slavery, the moral and legal responsibilities of those involved, and the

lasting effects of slavery in this country and abroad.

8. Nevertheless, there is a strong view held by many people that the

repercussions of the slave trade and slavery resonate down through the

centuries – in Africa, the United States, the Caribbean and South America

and here in the United Kingdom. It is argued that some of those after-

effects include racism, poverty and conflict in Africa and the Caribbean,

inequality, and complex cultural legacies. It is felt that these legacies

continue to echo today in streets, workplaces and homes in this country.

9. Whilst we regret and strongly condemn the evils of the transatlantic

slave trade, the 1807 Act marked an important point in this country’s

development towards the nation it is today – a critical step into the

modern world, and into a new and more just moral universe. Its

bicentenary offers a unique opportunity for the people of Britain to

reflect on the wider story of transatlantic slavery and its abolition, and

to the roles of ordinary people and politicians, alongside other Britons,

Africans and West Indians, in helping to bring an end to slavery.




