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SLAVERY IN THE COLONIES
Triangular Trade
If you think triangular trade is an exchange of percussion instruments, 
guess again! Triangular trade is a phrase that describes trade between 
three continents or ports. This type of trade was common between the 
16th and 19th centuries and usually involved Europe, North America and 
Africa. Many different countries and colonies formed these triangles. Do 
you remember the Columbian exchange? That’s what started it all. 
People in Europe just couldn’t get enough of the goods and resources 
that came from the Americas. And people in the Colonies depended on 
Europe for goods they couldn’t get in America. The African point of the 
triangle was added when Europeans decided they could use Africans as 
slaves. In the early 1500s, the Spanish brought slaves to America to help 
search for gold. A large number of slaves came to Jamestown in the early 
1600s. Africans already knew how to work in sugar and indigo fields. The 
colonists forced them to work without payment—slavery. Slavery here 
lasted for over 250 years. Let’s find out more about each part of 
triangular trade.

Leg 1: Great Britain to Africa
Great Britain was a powerful empire in Europe during triangular trade. 
We know England was competing with France, Spain and the 
Netherlands for control of the Americas. So you’re probably wondering 
what this has to do with Africa? Well, in order to make more money and 
get more land in America, England needed lots and lots of workers, 
mostly for the big plantations in their Colonies. (Do you remember the 
three L’s—Land, Labor and Loot?) England shipped goods to Africa in 
exchange for slaves. 
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England traded copper, fine cloth, Asian silk and goods made of glass. 
Some Africans captured people from other African countries and sent 
them to England. Perhaps the most valued English goods were guns and 
ammunition. African town and tribal leaders paid for the goods with 
healthy people, most of whom would become slaves in America.

2: Africa to America
Slaves and indigo were Africa’s chief exports in Colonial times. Hundreds 
of African families were torn apart when members who could work were 
shipped to America. Altogether, traders took over 11 million Africans 
from their homeland. Some were bought and paid for with British goods 
or goods from America. Others were kidnapped from their towns and 
put on ships. The Atlantic crossing was known as the Middle Passage, or 
the middle leg of the triangle. Many Africans were tightly packed below 
decks where ill treatment, disease and starvation caused many deaths. 
Of those who survived the Middle Passage, most ended up doing slave 
work in Colonial fields. Some Africans, however, were domestic workers. 
This exchange of Africans destroyed the populations and family 
structures of West African villages for hundreds of years. Some free 
Africans lived in the Colonies, too. They often farmed or worked at 
trades.

Leg 3: America to Great Britain
The economy in the Americas developed quickly. The use of slave labor 
increased profits for cash crops. In the Southern and Middle Colonies, 
the biggest plantations exported tons of tobacco, cotton and sugar. 
Other big American crops were rice and coffee. English merchants paid 
top dollar for Virginia tobacco and rich coffee from the Americas.
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What three areas participated in triangular trade?
____________________

____________________

____________________

People in Europe depended on the ______________ and 

___________________ that came from the Americas.

The _________________ brought slaves to the Americas in the 1500s to 

search for ______________.

Why did England begin using slavery? 

________________________________________________________________________

What were the chief exports from Africa to the Americas? 

___________________________________________

What is the Middle Passage? 

________________________________________________________________________

What happened to the families in Africa because of slavery?

________________________________________________________________________

What were three exports from the Colonies that used slaves to 

produce them?

______________________

______________________

______________________
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