
Humans Crossing the Atlantic, Free and Forced – Primary Doc Analysis 
Background 

Why did ever-increasing numbers of people cross the Atlantic? Those earliest to cross, overwhelmingly from 

Spain, were attracted by new horizons. They looked to find heathen (non-Christians) whom they could convert 

for the glory of God; adventure, whereby to gain glory for themselves and their ruler; gold, to get rich quickly. 

Others came from Europe for a life that promised them more opportunities for improving their economic and 

social circumstances. Some Europeans left for America to escape poor conditions at home: war or famine, 

economic hardship, isolation, suspicion, or discrimination because of their religion. 

 

Increasing numbers of men and women were carried from sub-Saharan Africa to America, usually in chains and 

almost always because they had no choice. In 1603 King al-Mansur of Morocco in North Africa suggested to 

Queen Elizabeth I of England that they jointly colonize America, with Moroccans undertaking the actual 

settlement. Nothing came of this idea. 

 

Smaller but not insignificant numbers went from America to Afroeurasia, mostly as unwilling slaves, but some 

also voluntarily. 

 

Numbers of Europeans and Africans that left for the Americas, by national origin and status. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Results of the crossings: What main groups made up inhabitants of Spanish and Portuguese America? 

 
Note: The scholar citing the above states that, while these figures can only be tentative, “the weight of existing 

evidence suggests that [the] totals for all main groups should be revised downward, and those for [Native 

Americans] substantially.” 

 

Europeans: Mostly free, crossing east to west—and sometimes back again. 

Europeans did not in the beginning flock eagerly to the Americas. By 1570, there were still only some 140,000 

of them in Spanish and Portuguese America. Home governments worked hard to get their people to move and 

settle there, because permanent European presence in the Americas depended on continuous immigration. There 

were two reasons for this. 

 

First, death rates among the early settlers were very high. Scarce, unreliable, and unfamiliar food supply; heavy 

work under often brutal conditions; and sickness took by far the most lives. European casualties in battles with 

Native Americans were typically low. During the first decade in Hispaniola, probably two-thirds of the 

Spaniards there died, and nearly half of the English immigrants perished of disease and exposure during their 

first winter in New England. 

 

Second, women were a much lower proportion of the immigrants from both Iberia and England than men. They 

were only 5 percent of immigrants in the first two decades after 1492, 16 percent in the two decades up to 1560, 

and 28 percent in those up to 1580. During the sixteenth century, Portugal sent orphan girls and even “women 

of bad repute” to provide wives for male settlers in Brazil. Spain’s rulers promoted the marriage of Spaniards to 

Native Americans (though not Africans). A white population could not keep up, let alone add to, its numbers by 

natural increase alone. However, the numbers of children born to variously mixed parentage of Amerindian, 

European, and African unions in Spanish, Portuguese, and French (though not English) territories created large 

populations with various names, among others, mestizos, mulattoes, and metis (See Student Handout 2.3, 

Document 2). Many, but not all of these, were slaves. 

 

Both the Spanish and the Portuguese were familiar with slavery in their home countries. At the start of the 

sixteenth century, both had substantial populations of slaves from North Africa and West Africa. Some were 

captured in raids, but most were bought. In 1550, there were about 9,000 African slaves in Lisbon, doing a 

variety of jobs in government offices, hospitals, noble households, craft shops, and on farms. There were also a 

few white slaves from the Caucasus, as well as Slavs and Turks. 

 

Some Europeans who arrived in the Americas were convicts, their passage forced. Many British and French 

immigrants arrived as indentured servants. That is, they were bound by a legal contract to serve their employer 

without pay for a number of years, typically four to ten, in return for having their passage paid and their housing 

and food provided during their indenture. Their experience could be a poor one in the New World, just as in 

their home countries. They had little protection from being badly fed and worked to excess, or from dying of 



neglect when they were sick. But in America they could sometimes run away, a disadvantage for their 

employers. 

 

Spanish law forbade foreigners from settling in Spain’s American territories. But in North America, between 

1600 and 1650, Finns, Swedes, German Protestants, Jews, and Danes, as well as the British, French, and Dutch 

established settlements. Some Europeans went to the New World but did not stay. These included would-be 

settlers and explorers who found opportunities in the New World less splendid than they had thought; those who 

had gone only to get rich, and were glad to leave having done so; officials returning home at the end of their 

tour of duty; churchmen recalled by their superiors; and merchants who came temporarily to seek trade 

prospects. 

 

Native Americans: Mostly forced crossings, west to east—and rarely back again. 

Background 

A number of pre-conquest Native American societies were familiar with slavery, among others the Aztecs, 

Maya, Caribs, and the Brazilian Tupi. Slaves were often prisoners of war or people enslaved as punishment for 

crimes. Others were orphans, debtors, or those who sold themselves or their children because of economic 

hardship. Among the Aztecs, slaves, though liable to be sacrificed, could own property, including slaves of their 

own. They could also buy their own freedom. In pre-1492 Mexico, it has been estimated that slaves made up 

about ten percent of the population 

. 

Starting only a few years after Columbus’ first voyage, many Native Americans were sold in Spain and Portugal 

as slaves. Their numbers cannot be known with any certainty. When enslaving Native Americans became 

illegal, slavers kept no records. In records that exist, many slaves were classified, albeit inconsistently, only by 

their color, being referred to as white, black, brown, dark, stewed quince color, or tawny. Persons specified as 

“Indians” were variously described, using all the different color labels. Some of those with only a color label, 

whichever color it was, were likely to have been Native Americans. Their numbers, however, cannot even be 

guessed. Those in the list below were identified in ways that makes it certain they were Native Americans. 

Some high-status Native Americans and part-Native Americans traveled to Europe freely. Pocahontas did so as 

a visitor. The son of La Malinche (Doña Marina), who served Cortés, died fighting pirates with Cortés in the 

Mediterranean. 

 

1495 One of Columbus’ associates took 400 Native Americans from the Caribbean to Spain for sale as slaves. 

Half died on arrival, the cause given as “theunaccustomed cold.” 

1499  Amerigo Vespucci “took by force” 232 inhabitants of the Bahamas, 200 of whom lived to be sold as 

slaves in Spain. 

1500  236 enslaved Native Americans were landed in Spain. 

1502  The Portuguese king licensed a company of merchants to send six ships a year to Brazil “to trade in 

brazilwood and slaves.” From then on, Native Americans were fairly regularly shipped to Portugal. 

1503  A Spanish explorer seized 600 Americans, the majority of whom were sent to Spain. 

1509  From this time on, significant numbers of Native Americans from Brazil journeyed to and settled in 

France. 

1511  A Portuguese ship carried some 35 American slaves to Portugal from Brazil. 

1500-1525 41 slaves were registered in the Spanish city of Seville as being from the Americas. 

1503-1550 Large numbers of slaves from the Americas were taken to Spain, in spite of a law introduced in 1542  

forbidding the enslavement of Native Americans. 

1530s- 1549 A royal decision allowed 216 American slaves a year to be sent to Portugal for sale. It was not 

only as slaves, however, that Native Americans went to Spain. Many were sent as interpreters, 

entertainers, and curiosities or to be baptized and educated. 

1550  A sizeable group of Native Americans from Brazil lived in the French city of Rouen. Some of them put 

on a spectacle there for King Henry II that year. 

1560s So many Native Americans traveled to France and Switzerland that Portuguese Jesuits expressed serious 

concern over Protestant heretics taking Brazilians to Europe for training in heresy. 



1576  A Native American chief complained to the Spanish that the Portuguese were carrying his people’s 

children off “to Portugal to be sold as slaves.” 

1603  The English began to carry off kidnapped Native Americans from New England and Virginia to 

England. Some of them gave a demonstration of canoe handling on the River Thames in London. In the 

next few years, “taking captured Indians to England had become routine. Would-be colonizers … hoped 

to impress the captives … to learn as much as they could about the way of the land, and to acquire 

mediators with the local Indians.” Others were sold as slaves. 

1605 From this date on to the end of the century, a number of Inuit people were taken to Denmark and the 

Netherlands. 

1607 Some new slaves from the Americas were recorded as introducing the smoking of tobacco to Seville in 

Spain. 

1600s  Many Native Americans from Brazil went to Angola in Southwest Africa as soldiers, peddlers, 

businessmen, prostitutes, and exiles. They were also used as military auxiliaries to Portuguese soldiers 

in Africa. Large numbers of Brazilians went to France as free visitors. Native Americans from New 

England were recruited to serve as sailors on English ships. 

1631-1654 Numbers of Brazilian natives of the Tupi and Tapuya groups were sent to the Netherlands for  

education, as entertainers, and for diplomatic alliances. 

1636  Native Americans from Brazil were numerous enough in Amsterdam in the Netherlands to have their 

own church. 

1637 The Dutch expedition to conquer Portuguese forts on Africa’s Gold Coast included many Tapuya 

soldiers. 

1641  240 Americans of the Tupi group were part of the Dutch expedition that seized Portuguese forts in 

Angola. That year, the Tupi complained that their numbers were declining because so many of them 

were taken off to fight in foreign lands. 

1642  Some 300 Brazilian natives fought alongside the Dutch military in São Tomé, an island off the West 

African coast, and helped conquer Axim in West Africa. 

 

Africans: Forced crossings, east to west—and not back again. 

During the early period of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, those who financed and ran it were mostly Portuguese 

and Spanish, but the English, French, Dutch, and other Europeans also soon took part. At least as important as 

the buyers were the sellers, African merchants and rulers familiar with slavery and the slave trade as long-

established institutions. 

 

The slaves carried to the Americas were taken from many different sub-Saharan societies. Most of them were 

prisoners of war (fought for reasons having nothing directly to do with the slave trade), or they were caught in 

raids made expressly to acquire slaves for sale. Some had been enslaved for debt or a criminal offense; some 

were “pawned” by parents to improve the family’s economic condition; some were kidnapped. Some sold 

themselves because of dire conditions, such as famine. 

 

In Spanish America, Africans carried there remained slaves. This was not necessarily so in Portuguese Brazil. 

There, a master quite often stipulated that after his death his favorite mistress of African origin and his children 

by her (or them), as well as his loyal male slaves, would be set free. Some slaves in Portuguese Brazil could 

also buy their freedom by saving up modest wages. Masters paid wages, however low, as an incentive for high-

quality work to those with skills in demand. In Portuguese territories these former slaves joined the slowly-

growing pool of free people of African and part-African origin. The dividing lines in the New World between 

those of European, Native American, and African descent were strictly drawn, but least so in Portuguese Brazil. 

 

 

Whether enslavement of Africans was legal, and, if so, how it could be justified, was not asked before 1650, 

though these same questions were lengthily debated about Native Americans. In the Spanish empire, Native 

Americans came to be thought of as subjects of the crown, and therefore they had some rights. This did not 

apply to uprooted Africans. 



 

Scattered and incomplete information suggests that women numbered about one-third of the African slaves 

imported before 1650. The working life of slaves was short, estimated at seven to ten years. Infant mortality 

was high. Therefore, natural increase among slaves was not enough even to maintain, let alone to increase, the 

slave population and to keep up with the increasing demand for labor. Plantation and mine owners found that 

continuous and increasing importation was necessary. 

 

Until 1650, the trans-Atlantic slave trade was small relative to its later dimensions. Probably it did not even 

reach the numbers of black slaves sold in the trade across the Sahara Desert during the same period. The total 

number of African slaves shipped to the Americas between 1492 and 1640 has been estimated at more than 

600,000. 

 

1501-1520 A trickle of Africans, already slaves in Spain, began to arrive in the Americas. Some were sent by  

merchants to sell goods on their behalf. Africans accompanied the conquistadors Balboa, Cortés, and 

others, mostly as personal slaves but some as comrades-in-arms. One of them was the first to plant 

wheat in Mexico. Another one, probably unknowingly, carried the smallpox infection there. 

1510 Royal permission was given to export African slaves already in Spain to the Americas, and perhaps 50 

African slaves were sent to the Americas yearly. During this time there were several changes of policy 

about the importation of African slaves to Spanish America. A point in favor of the trade from Spain’s 

point of view was that Africans were stronger and more diseaseresistant than Native Americans, and 

they were accustomed to working with domestic animals. Moreover, the steep drop in Native American 

populations caused a labor shortage not solved by interior raids for Native American slaves. And, 

probably most decisively, the crown gained income from the licenses and taxes it imposed on the slave 

trade, though slave traders widely evaded them. Opponents argued that imported African slaves were 

dangerous. They often fled and then joined Native American populations, whom they sometimes urged 

to revolt against their European masters. 

1520-1530 Eight thousand or more African slaves were imported during this decade, and the numbers grew fast  

thereafter. Their earliest work was as herdsmen and miners. 

1530  After this date, slaves to Spanish America were usually imported directly from Africa. They were 

considered easier to control because they were less likely to run away than those who had already spent 

some time in Spain before being carried off to the New World. 

1542 The New Laws passed by the Spanish king in response to widespread criticism of Native American 

enslavement, especially by churchmen such as Las Casas, stated that an Indian could not be enslaved for 

any reason. While poorly enforced, the New Laws were expected to make the import of African workers 

into Spanish America a necessity. 

From 1550s Expansion of sugar plantations in Spanish and Portuguese America, and the eager demand in  

Europe for American silver and gold, increased the need for slave labor, while the supply of Native 

American labor continued to shrink. 

1570  At this time, Brazil’s African population was only about 2,000-3,000. But during 1576-1591, 40,000-

50,000 African slaves arrived in Brazil. That Africans in Brazil in 1600 numbered only 15,000 shows 

the high death rates among this population. 

1595-1600 Slaves totaling 80,500 were transported from Africa to Spanish America. 

1600  Up to this date, some 150,000 Africans may have been shipped to Spanish American possessions, and 

another 50,000 to Brazil. 

1600-1625 About 200,000 African slaves were brought to America, about half to Braziland over 75,000 to  

Spanish possessions. African slaves fought on the side of the Spanish and Portuguese against both 

Native American rebels and new European rivals. 

1612  Caribs in the West Indian islands attacked Spanish settlements and made off with their African slaves. 

At this time, an estimated 2,000 slaves were in Carib hands. 

1616  A new monopoly contract was issued for shipping 3,500 to 5,000 slaves a year to Spanish American 

colonies and a similar one to supply Brazil. 



1625  The Dutch began to carry African slaves to North America, averaging about 1,500 a year during the 

1630s. 

1626-1640 About 30,000 African slaves were taken to Spanish America. 

1640  After 1595, Portuguese merchants shipped between 250,000 and 300,000 Africans to America for the 

Spanish. Slave traders from elsewhere also supplied Spanish America with slaves during this period. 

 

Questions to Answer 

Explain the motivations for movement, transport methods, and the numbers of peoples from Europe to the 

Americas, from the Americas to Afroeurasia, and from Africa to the Americas during the period of about 1500 

to 1650. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How did these movements differ? In what way(s) were they similar?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider who initiated the trans-Atlantic crossings, the reasons for the crossing in each of the three cases, the 

numbers involved, the kinds of people making the crossing, and whether the crossing was one-way only or not. 

What reasons can you give for the differences and the similarities? 


