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1.  Purpose and process

2007 marked the British bicentenary of the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade. 
Revisiting this history was a priority for many educationalists and historians, as well as media 
and cultural establishments. The Natural History Museum contributed a unique angle to 
the nationwide dialogue on the transatlantic slave trade. The Museum itself was founded 
within the context of empire, colonisation and exploration, and as such, there are many 
connections between the transatlantic slave trade and its history. Natural history publications, 
journals and diaries, held in the library collection at the Museum, reveal narratives of the 
time relating to social history and the history of science. 

The aims of the slavery and the natural world project were:

•   to create a platform for broader access to, and dialogue around, the Museum 
building, Library and specimen collections, scientists and research

•   to interpret the collections held in the Natural History Museum in new ways that are 
relevant to a larger more diverse audience

•   to contribute to the nationwide cross-institutional dialogue on the transatlantic 
slave trade, slavery and abolition

•  to place the relevant information in the public realm for 2007 and beyond

The Museum engaged in a process of community consultation before deciding on specific 
outputs to commemorate 2007 and to provide a lasting legacy for the future.

2.  Stakeholder consultation

Consultation the Natural History Museum carried out with community leaders in 2005 
highlighted links between the natural world and the transatlantic slave trade as an area of 
interest. This reflected the policy and practice of broadening multicultural audiences and 
the need to ‘relate collections more directly to current issues of importance to black and 
minority ethnic groups’1.

In partnership with the African grass-roots organisation, Rendezvous of Victory2,  
the Natural History Museum invited local residents, community partners, activists  
and cultural professionals to participate in a number of consultation sessions. There was 
positive interest in pursuing the programme.

Participants contributed to expanding the themes that formed the basis of the research 
brief. They also gave guidance on the presentation of findings, requesting an honest and 
open presentation of the history, ‘the transatlantic slave trade must no longer remain 
hidden history. All its aspects must be exposed fully in order that the general public can 
know the truth’. 

1  See for example: Tisser and Damien, ‘Telling it like it is – non-user research’, 2004,  
www.mlalondon.org.uk/lmal/index.cfm?ArticleID=630&NavigationID=105;  
Morton Smyth Ltd, ‘Not for the likes of you: How to reach a broader audience’, 2004,  
www.takingpartinthearts.com/content.php?content=943;  
MLA, ‘Holding up the Mirror: Addressing cultural diversity in London’s museums’, 2003,  
www.mlalondon.org.uk/lmal/index.cfm?ArticleID=457&NavigationID=105.

2 Rendezvous of Victory helped select participants and co-facilitated the consultation sessions.

http://www.mlalondon.org.uk/lmal/index.cfm?ArticleID=457&NavigationID=105
http://www.takingpartinthearts.com/content.php?content=943
http://www.mlalondon.org.uk/lmal/index.cfm?ArticleID=630&NavigationID=105
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The natural history narratives, while interesting and new to many people, needed to 
be put in context alongside the social and cultural history. The Museum was advised 
to acknowledge the strong emotions that the subject often promotes. People wanted 
evidence without too much interpretation: 

‘Institutions must present what they have as it is, without dressing it up  
or down.’

The point was made repeatedly that there is a need to reflect Africa’s rich cultures and 
history before the arrival of Europeans:

‘We should have a taste of plants that originated in Africa.’

‘Plants, herbs, medicines, woods used before the slaves left Africa – items used  
in Africa.’

The Museum’s decision to engage with its stakeholders established a very positive way 
forward: 

‘I applaud the work the Museum is doing.’

‘Very good to know these issues are being discussed by such institutions.’

These initial consultation sessions were formal and reported. The people consulted were 
invited back throughout the course of the project to continue to shape and inform the 
development of the public programme.

3.  Research areas

As a result of the consultation a research brief was developed. Two researchers spent weeks 
in the Natural History Museum’s libraries looking for material on the subject areas that 
generated most interest in the consultation. These included:

• Plantation crops

• Food

• Health

• Medicines and herbs

• Resistance

• Europeans connected to the slave trade and natural history

• Enslaved or freed Africans
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New areas emerged in the research including the use of plants in everyday life, plants used as 
poisons, the contribution of enslaved people to the science of botany and the relationships 
between enslaved Africans and the indigenous peoples of the Americas3.

The documents held by the Museum were written by Europeans with an interest in natural 
history (mainly from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). As well as describing plants 
and animals in Africa and in the Americas, some writers included their observations of 
slavery and the transatlantic slave trade. There were no writings found by enslaved Africans 
or indigenous people of the Americas. Their experiences are therefore recorded from a 
European perspective4. 

Further research was later carried out by Museum librarians, culminating in a display of 
images and narratives relating to the subject in the Library’s Rare Books Room.

4.  Public events

The research was used to develop a series of public events. The introduction, often  
co-hosted by Race on the Agenda, set the wider context of the history and focused visitors 
on the natural history perspective.

The slavery and the natural world events on the theme of plants concentrated on medicines 
and poisons, plants used in everyday life and the diet and nutrition of enslaved peoples.

The events on the theme of people and the slave trade focused on key figures that 
illustrated resistance and the links between slavery and the development of science.

The events aimed to bring the historical, scientific and public viewpoints together. Scientists 
with specialist knowledge of plants, malaria and ethics were available at these unique events, 
and they joined small group discussions with visitors and educators. The events included 
specimen and object handling, displays and extracts from manuscripts to encourage visitors 
to share their own knowledge and interpretations of the evidence. Respectful dialogue and 
debate were supported and encouraged throughout.

Additional marketing of the events targeting African and African-Caribbean communities 
was undertaken as suggested by the consultation group, however the events aimed to bring 
a diverse range of people together in an educational environment to learn together about 
this often overlooked chapter of British history5.  

3  The Natural History Museum specialises in plants, fossils, minerals, insects and other animals. 
Other organisations are better placed to cover social history, psychology, politics or other 
human activities. 

4  See also Chapter 2: People and the slave trade and Chapter 10: Attitudes and 
acknowledgement.

5  Nearly half of the participants were of black British, black Caribbean or black African origin and 
40 per cent of European origin.

http://www.nhm.ac.uk/files/pdfs/assets/chapter-2-people-and-slavery.pdf
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/files/pdfs/assets/chapter-10-attitude-and-acknowledgement.pdf
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The response to the programme was extremely positive:

‘Excellent. I didn’t realise you could get so much from a natural history angle 
and such insight into aspects of slavery.’

‘This project has uncovered information which helps piece together the history 
of what really happened.’

The temporary display in the Library’s Rare Books Room at the Museum was also made 
accessible to invited public and community groups. Some responses to  
the material included:

‘This is just the beginning. The best thing I saw this year was a collection of 
rare books, who’d have thought some of the best material on this subject was 
sitting in the library of The Natural History Museum? More research is needed.’ 

‘The exhibition I saw a few weeks ago in your library made a real impact on me,  
I have read so much but I have never seen material like this, I keep thinking  
about it.’

The discussion sessions also allowed and encouraged participants to explore the legacies of 
the transatlantic slave trade and slavery from their own personal perspectives. Many of the 
points they made are captured in the ‘Alternative interpretations’ section in each chapter.

5.  Historical context

The transatlantic slave trade lasted over 300 years, at a time of European exploration and 
colonisation from the 1500s to 1800s. It is a complex and often hidden part of British and 
world history. 

The trade was particularly profitable because slaving ships sailed full on all three stages of 
the voyages. Goods such as ammunitions, alcohol, brass, cloth and glass went from Europe 
to Africa. African people were taken across the Atlantic to the Americas. And the ships 
returned full of sugar, tobacco, indigo and other products grown by enslaved workers on the 
plantations. This is why the transatlantic trade is often called the ‘triangular trade’, although 
in fact goods were also traded from Asia and other parts of the world, so it had global 
impact. 

Many aspects of the history are contested. Some estimates suggest that at least 10–12 
million Africans were enslaved, another 4–6 million died in the process of capture and 
transportation and 1.25 million on the Atlantic crossing. Others suggest that the overall 
figures may have been as many as 100 million people. 

The transatlantic slave trade was brutal and dehumanising. There was continual African 
resistance to enslavement through escape and rebellions as well as retaining culture, identity 
and dignity. Not all chiefs in west Africa were involved in, or coerced into, capturing people to 
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trade. Key African leaders and figureheads attempted to stop the trade6.

Forms of slavery have existed throughout human history. The transatlantic slave  
trade was unique in its scale, and the fact that it was based on chattel slavery. Chattel comes 
from the word cattle, and describes the treatment of enslaved people as possessions to 
be bought and sold. The state of enslavement was for life and was passed on to future 
generations. Some, although relatively few, enslaved Africans bought or were given their 
freedom (emancipation). 

Although it is estimated that 27 million people in the world today exist in various forms of 
enslavement,7 the Natural History Museum does not hold material relating to this important 
issue.

The Portuguese and the Spanish, followed by the Dutch, English8 and French, were all 
actively engaged in the transatlantic trade. People and places were exploited to make 
money. Everyone’s knowledge was brought together – some willingly, some unwillingly – as 
a result of international trade and moneymaking. People, plants and animals, as well as ideas, 
knowledge, technologies, music and religions, indeed all aspects of culture, were exchanged 
across the Atlantic, and the legacies of this contact are still seen today. 

The 1807 act that made the British slave trade illegal did not end slavery, which continued 
in British colonies until full emancipation in 1838, and in other European colonies until 1869 
(and systems of indenture that were almost as harsh as enslavement continued to take the 
place of slavery).

6.  Challenges

The collections held in the Natural History Museum help to explain the relationship 
between people and the natural world in the context of the transatlantic slave trade. Many 
of the interactions (particularly the spread of diseases and the exchange of plants across 
continents) may have happened anyway. The speed and scale of the movement of people, 
and the harshness of plantation agriculture, brought rapid changes in the ecology as well as 
in the economy of many parts of the Americas. The enormous impact on people included 
the extinction of many indigenous peoples of the Americas and the creation of the African 
Diaspora. 

Through the collaborative process, public programme and development of adult and school 
resources, the Natural History Museum has begun to recover the experiences of African 
people who were enslaved and the indigenous peoples of the Americas and their influence 
on science.  

‘Who can tell these stories now? How can we [the Museum] give enslaved 
people who contributed to our collections/knowledge a voice?’

6 See Chapter 6: Resistance.
7 Bales, 2004.
8  The term English rather than British is most often used throughout the chapters. Although the 

Welsh, Irish and Scottish were involved in the transatlantic slave trade, the English were the 
most active traders, particularly in the early days of the trade (Scotland only had formal access 
to the trade following the Act of Union 1707 when the Kingdom of Great Britain was formed). 
Most of the natural history evidence is from writers born or based in England.

http://www.nhm.ac.uk/files/pdfs/assets/chapter-6-resistance.pdf
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The subject raises many challenges for the Natural History Museum including:

• different interpretations of evidence

• public access to the volume of evidence and information available

• awareness of the bias inherent in European accounts of the history

• platforms for debate and dialogue

• staff knowledge and training

• ongoing engagement to explore hidden histories and alternative perspectives

The collaborative way of working, using an audience-led approach to slavery and  
the natural world, is planned to continue at the Natural History Museum. 
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8.  Terms used in the research

A  Abolition is to end or stop, and was the term used for the campiagn to end the 
transatlantic slave trade and slavery.

 Americas refers to North, Central and South America and the surrounding islands.

 Anti-slavery was a person, action or ideas that were against slavery.

B Botany is the scientific study of plants.

C  Caribbean refers to the islands off the east coast of North, Central and South 
America, called the West Indies by Christopher Columbus.

  Caribs were indigenous peoples who lived in the Caribbean islands and parts of the 
American mainland.

 Colonisation was a process of one country taking over another in order to exploit it.

  Colony was a territory partially or completely controlled by another country and 
settled by those people.

D Dysentery is a bacterial infection of the intestine resulting in severe diarrhoea.

E Emancipation was the freeing of enslaved people from slavery.

  Enslaved African is used rather than the word slave as enslavement was imposed on 
African people, and not a natural state.

 Entomology is the scientific study of insects.

G  Genus is the name given to a group of species that are closely related to one 
another.

  Gold Coast was the name given to an area of the west African coast by early 
European traders who traded for gold.

  Guinea was a place on the west African coast, sometimes referred to as the Guinea 
Coast, from which a gold coin took its name.

H  Herbarium is a collection of preserved plant specimens, usually dried and stuck to 
paper.

I  Indenture was a form of apprenticeship where people were contracted to work for 
a fixed period of time, often seven years, with the promise of land or money at the 
end.

  Indigenous is used to refer to the original people who inhabited a place, particularly 
different parts of the Americas.

L Legacy is handed down from one generation to the next.

M  Malaria is an illness caused by infection with Plasmodium parasites transmitted by 
mosquitoes.

  Manumission was a legal process (and documents) in which enslaved Africans could 
buy their freedom or be freed by their owner.

  Maroons were people who escaped enslavement and formed their own separate 
communities; the word comes from the Spanish word cimarrón meaning wild or 
untamed.
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  Middle Passage is a term used to refer to the second stage in the transatlantic slave 
trade with ships carrying enslaved Africans from Africa across the Atlantic.

 Mucus is a slimy substance secreted from parts of the body or plants.

N  Negro and negress were terms used to describe people of African descent 
throughout the eighteenth to twentieth centuries; the word is derogatory and 
unacceptable today. 

P Physician was used to describe a medical doctor who was not a surgeon.

 Plantation was a large area of farmland, or estate, planted with particular crops.

  Plantation holder (rather than owner) is used to describe the person who held  
and cultivated large areas of land in the colonies and used enslaved labour.

 Pro-slavery describes a person, an action, or an idea that is in favour of slavery.

R  Racism is a belief that one group of people is inferior to another which is superior in 
relation to their culture, religion, intellect, beliefs or lifestyles.

  Rebellion is organised, sometimes armed, resistance against the established 
authority.

 Repatriation is to return to one’s homeland.

  Resistance is to go against, or refuse to comply with, a decision or an established 
way of doing things.

S  Slavery is the institution that keeps people as property, and submissive, to work 
dominated by others.

  Smallpox is an acute contagious disease caused by a virus, causing fever and a high 
death rate; it is now eradicated worldwide.

  Surgeon was a naval medical doctor or other doctor who specialised in using  
tools to operate.

T  Trading forts were built as trading bases along the west African coast; they 
temporarily housed enslaved Africans until they were put on board ships.

 Transatlantic refers to going across the Atlantic Ocean.

  Transatlantic slave trade was the buying and selling of Africans and their 
enslavement across the Atlantic Ocean.

  Triangular trade is the name often given to the transatlantic slave trade; it described 
the three sides to the route the slaving ships took from Europe to west Africa, then 
to the Caribbean and the Americas and finally back to Europe.

Y Yaws is a disease in the tropics causing fever, ulcers and arthritic-like pains.

 Yellow Fever is an infectious disease spread by mosquitoes in tropical areas.
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9.4  Useful websites
Information on key plants, their origin and cultivation can be found at the  
Natural History Museum’s Seeds of Trade site: 
www.nhm.ac.uk/jdsml/nature-online/seeds-of-trade/index.dsml

Information on the everyday uses of some plants can be found on the Natural History 
Museum’s Roots and Herbs website: 
www.nhm.ac.uk/nature–online/life/plants–fungi/roots–herbs/index.jsp

Information on Hans Sloane and some other natural historians is at: 
www.nhm.ac.uk/nature-online/science-of-natural-history/biographies/index.html

Hans Sloane’s herbarium is online at: 
www.nhm.ac.uk/research-curation/projects/sloane-herbarium/hanssloane.htm

More information on sugar is available at: 
www.plantcultures.org/plants/sugar_cane_landing.html

Background information and ways of teaching the transatlantic slave trade are online at: 
www.understandingslavery.com

Accounts from enslaved people can be found at: www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/
USASplantation.htm
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