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SLAVERY IN THE WEST INDIES 

INTRODUCTION 

AT A GLANCE
Suitable for:  KS3 History 

Curriculum Link:  

- Britain’s transatlantic slave 
trade: its effects and eventual 
abolition 

Learning Objectives: 

- To gain a better 
understanding of the British 
slave trade in the West Indies 

- To understand the reasons 
behind abolitionist 
movements and the actions 
they took 

Further Resources: 

- Lascelles Slavery Archive 
online

- The Retreat Archive online
- Harewood House, home the 

Lascelles family

Source 1, 2, 3 and 5 
© Harewood House Trust 
Limited.  No reproduction or 
publication of this document or 
any part of it is permitted without 
the prior written consent 
of Harewood House Trust Limited 

BACKGROUND 
The first British settlers arrived in Barbados in 1625. They 
initially tried growing a variety of luxury goods, including indigo 
and ginger, but the Barbadian climate turned out to be perfect 
for growing sugar. By the 18th century, sugar made up 93 
percent of Barbados’s exports. 

Sugar is a labour-intensive crop, which required large 
plantations and a large working population to maintain them. In 
1643, there were 6,400 slaves in Barbados, with roughly three 
free men to every slave. By 1724 the number of free men had 
remained the same, but there were now 55,206 slaves. Any child 
born to a slave was automatically a slave, and children worked 
from the time they were very young at tasks included weeding, 
caring for animals, and housework.  

The first organized opposition to the slave trade was established 
by the Quakers in 1724. York had a large Quaker population, and 
hence was at the forefront of the abolitionist movement. Those 
who were opposed to slavery pointed to the maltreatment 
suffered by slaves who were poorly fed, over-worked, and 
frequently whipped. Meanwhile, pro-slavery campaigners 
believed that slavery was vital to British industry, as many of 
Britain’s factories relied on slave-grown crops. After fierce 
debate, the slave trade was abolished in 1807. All slaves within 
British colonies were emancipated in 1833.  

Henry Lascelles (1690 – 1753) was a customs collector in 
Barbados. He and his brother bought plantations in Barbados, 
Jamaica, Grenada and Tobago. These plantations made use of 
slave labour. In 1787 the Lascelles family owned approximately 
3,000 slaves. After the emancipation act, the Lascelles family 
sold off all but their Barbadian property, which they retained 
until 1975.  

Teachers should stress to students that the vocabulary used is of 
its time and may not be appropriate in a modern context. 
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SOURCES 
Source 1 
Lascelles 3/23 – Certificate of Purchase  
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Source 2 
Lascelles 3/11 – Inventory of an estate, including slaves 
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Source 3 
Lascelles 2/8/4 – Account of a slave uprising 
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Source 4 
Retreat 8/9/3 – ‘An Address on the Inequity of the Slave Trade’ (extract) 
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Source 5 
Lascelles Poster 51 – A satirical anti-slavery poster 



11 

Source 6 
Retreat 8/9/5 – A petition by Retreat staff 
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SUGGESTED QUESTIONS 

1) Which of these sources are pro-slavery? Which are anti-slavery? 
2) Sources 1 and 2 show the scale of the slave trade. What can we learn about the slaves 

from these documents? What do you note about their names and ages? 
3) Source 3 is the account of a slave uprising as told by the slave owners. Do you think it 

paints an accurate picture of what happened? What kind of language does it use to 
describe the slaves?  

4) Source 4 is part of a document drawn up by a group of Quakers. Why are they against 
the slave trade? What kinds of words do they use to try and convince people that 
slavery is wrong? Again, do you feel this is an accurate representation of the situation? 

5) Source 5 was a political poster portrayed in and around York by both abolitionists and 
Mr. Lascelles’s political opponents. What does it tell us about public opinion of the slave 
trade? How might Mr. Lascelles’s ownership of slaves have impacted on his political 
standing? 

6) Source 6 is a petition drawn up by workers at the Retreat Hospital. What is it asking for? 
Do you think actions like this were helpful in ending the slave trade? 

7) Why do you think Quakers were so prominent in the abolitionist movement? Who else 
might have been opposed to slavery? 

8) Who might have been in favour of slavery? What do you think their reasons were for 
supporting it? 

9) Which of these sources do you think would have been most successful at changing 
public perception and ending the slave trade? 

10) Nowadays, slavery is not accepted in the western world. Do you think documents 
relating to slavery should be destroyed? Should memorials and statues of slave owners 
be taken down? Why or why not?  


