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The Slave Trade, c. 1830-1893: British
Foreign Office Confidential Print

Britain's role in the history of slavery is long and complex. After decades of abolitionist
campaigning, the passing of the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807
ended Britain's involvement in the transatlantic trade in enslaved people. It also
marked the beginning of a new chapter of international anti-slavery diplomacy in the
nineteenth century. This included the formation of a Royal Navy squadron to police the
West African coast and to intercept ships hailing from nations that remained engaged
in the slave trade. There was also a concerted diplomatic endeavour to push

other states and rulers—in Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and the Americas—
towards abolition.

Comprising over 32,000 images from Foreign Office files at The National Archives
(UK), this collection includes correspondence and reports sent between civil
servants in London and British agents, diplomats, and naval officers working across
the world.

It offers unrivalled insights into official attitudes towards slavery and the formation of
policies relating to formerly enslaved people. Significantly, the sources illuminate the
confluence, and contradictions, of political strategy, military strength, and moral
mission, during the high imperial era.

This collection will be of interest to historians of slavery, abolition, empire, and
diplomacy. It will also appeal to those situated within the fields of political science
and economics.

"[T]his House has learnt with deep regret /. . .] that the Traffic in Slaves still
continues to be carried on[. . .] to an extent almost as great as at any former
period of its existence, and attended with circumstances of additional cruelty
and horror."

"Address of the House of Commons, To the King, on the Subject of Slave Trade", 19 May 1835, FO
541/51: Various Papers on the Slave Trade, 1662 to 1861, image 39.
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Decades of legislative reform brought an end to Britain's involvement in the slave
trade. The Slave Trade Act of 1788 (Dolben's Act) regulated conditions on slave ships.
Later, the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act of 1807 ended Britain's direct involvement.
The Slave Trade Act of 1824 imposed stricter penalties for illegal trading. Slavery
across most of the British empire was outlawed by the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833.
This came into effect in 1834, although the implementation of an apprenticeship
system delayed full emancipation until 1838.

TR EATLES:

GREAT BRITAIN AND CONGO CHIEFS ON WEST
COAST OF AFRICA.

This collection shows how British naval

The collection details captured slave
ships, the emancipation of enslaved officers negotiated anti-slavery treaties
people, related legal proceedings, and with African leaders. In August 1876, for
anti-slavery movements. It also surveys instance, Commodore Sir William Hewett
annual reports, international negotiated treaties with rulers based
conventions, legislation, and treaties along the Congo River.

related to the slave trade.

No. 129.
Priutsd for the use of the Foreign Office. Junuary 18, 1352, Sir E. Buring to the Earl of Roscbery.—(Received May 10.)
- - e T (Nn 5. Africa)
My Cairo, May 8, 1886,
Y
Ay IHAVEQL\L honour to mc]omn copy of the Report of the C
SUNEIDERTT A : e Home for i e A port of the Commiliee who meaags
1510, p . of this Report has Do Secretary of the Anti-Slavery Socie
(1618 i Medimnak i W‘ ron Y with &reqnest that the Socicty wil sasish in the colleetign of fuads in su;;?n :?Enfe
the $loe Trada o P Rect So0,
have, &
No. 1. ; (Signcd) E. BARING
Captain Melealm to Kir 4. Milne. T e
I i s
Villa Patlale, Frviburg, in fiadon, oclomts;in Nojaz0:
My dear Sic Alexandk e 19, 18 Report.
I TRUST you wi THE institution of a Home for Freed Women Slaves in Cairo was due to the energy
and beneyolence of Mr. Clifford Uo_yd and Mr. Sheldon Amos.
r. Lloyd, who was ai that fime a prominent member of the Egyptian Government,
wrote home towards the close of 1883 to his friend the lamented Mr. W. B, Forster, M.P.,
s 5 possil saying that he dared not press the Government in Cairo to onforce the Emancipation Laws
“ sians ndvu,nced h nd(
) , e o then mo
)
““ siill they generally
The Red Sea slave trade was one of the Philanthropic organisations supported

longest-running maritime trafficking anti-slavery efforts. For example, the

networks in history. Sources highlight Home for Freed Women Slaves, based in
Britain's efforts to suppress it while Cairo, offered care, shelter, and
protecting its imperial interests, ports, employment support for women who had

and routes to India. escaped slavery.

This collection explores the complex meaning of freedom after abolition. Officially,
people rescued from slave ships were referred to as "Liberated Africans”, a term that is
now deemed misleading because many people remained subject to forms of colonial
control. Today, scholars often use "recaptives" or "recaptured Africans" to better reflect
people's lived experiences. Although the Royal Navy freed more than 700,000 Africans
from slave ships, many of these people found themselves in apprenticeships,
indentured labour schemes, or in military service.

The West Africa Squadron was established by the Royal Navy to enforce the Abolition
of the Slave Trade Act (1807). Operating from 1818 to the 1860s, the squadron patrolled
over 2,000 miles of the West African coast to capture slave ships involved in the
transatlantic trade. Costing between 1-2% of the British government's annual
expenditure, this campaign was a major financial and military commitment. The
Admiralty pursued increasingly coercive strategies, including blockades of established
slave trading ports and rivers along the West African coast.
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Sources include: The National Archives (UK).



