Volume and tonnage of the Liverpool slave
trade 1772-1807
D. P. LAMB

THE

VOLUME OF T H E

TRADE

During the eighteenth century Britain took an increasingly large
share of the Atlantic slave trade.1 The course of the British trade
in the early and mid-eighteenth century, measured by the numbers of vessels clearing to West Africa in selected years, is shown
in Table i, which distinguishes the major English slave-trading
ports, Bristol, Liverpool and London.2
TABLE

Tears
1710
1725
1730-39*
1750-59*
1771

1

Clearances of vessels to West Africa, 1710-713
Total clearances
from Liverpool
London and
Bristol
46
150
85
82
188

Clearances
from
Liverpool

Clearances
Jrom
London

Clearances
from
Bristol

2
unknown
21
49
107

24
87
25
13
58

20
63
39
20
23

* Average annual figures rounded to the nearest whole number.

It will be seen that the numbers of clearances fluctuated considerably. During the early years of the century, London was
Britain's major slaving port, Bristol's interest in the trade was
also significant, whilst Liverpool's share, as far as can be seen,
was small. However, by the 1730s, Bristol's slave trade had
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increased considerably to challenge successfully London's dominance, while Liverpool's interest in the trade had also developed
substantially. Further changes are apparent by the 1750s. Liverpool had replaced Bristol as Britain's leading slaving port and
as a result the slave trades of both Bristol and London suffered an
absolute decline. By 1771, the trade was much greater than in
the 1750s, but despite a revival of London's trade Liverpool's
leading position remained.
The general course of the English slave trade between 1772
and 1807 will now be examined. Table 2 lists the average number
TABLE

2

Average annual clearances* from English ports to W
Africa, 1772-75 to 1805-07
Clearances from:

Years
1772-75
1776-82
1783-92
1793-1804
1805-07

Liverpool
London and
Total
Bristol
Clearances
Liverpool
161
61

156
59
145
131

95
35
88
107
101

London

Bristol

40
17
31
18

22
6
25
5

other
English
ports
5
2

* Average annual figures rounded to the nearest whole number.

of all vessels clearing annually from English ports to West Africa
between 1772-5 and 1805-7 ' n both the slave and the commodity trade.4 The level of activity in the trade with West Africa
between 1772-5 and 1805-7 was very irregular. The years of
peace from 1772 to 1775 saw an average of 161 clearances a year
to West Africa, but this was sharply reduced to an average of 61
vessels a year during the American War of Independence from
1776 to 1782. The years 1783 to 1792 mark a period of recovery
in the trade, with the level of clearances approaching those of
1772-5. During the years of war from 1793 onwards, there was
some reduction in the average annual level of clearances, although
the decline appears to have been only slight compared with the
recession in the period 1776-82. Vessels from Liverpool dominated the trade throughout the period. Of the average of 161
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clearances a year in 1772-5, 95 were from Liverpool, 40 from
London, 22 from Bristol and only 5 from other ports. Clearances
from London to West Africa exceeded those from Bristol by an
average of 6-18 vessels a year between 1772-5 and 1793-1804.
With the failure of London's and especially Bristol's West African
trades to recover fully following the outbreak of war in 1793,5
Liverpool was able to further consolidate its hold on the West
Africa trade.
For the period 1789-95 figures are available of the number of
slaving vessels clearing annually from Liverpool, London and
Bristol, and these are shown in Table 3.0
TABLE 3

Clearances of slaving vessels, 1789-95

Year

Clearances
from Liverpool,
London and
Bristol

Clearances
from
Liverpool

Clearances
from
London

Clearances
from
Bristol

1789
1790
1791
1792
1793
1794
1795

94
134
153
195
72
141
96

61
93
97
131
48
110
70

15
16
25
22
12
14
14

18
25
31
42
12
17
12

TABLE

4

Slaving vessels
as a percentage of all vessels clearing to
West Africa, 1789-95

Year

Percentage of
slaving vessels
from Liverpool,
London and
Bristol

1789
1790
1791
1792
1793
1794
1795

78-7
86 0
81-4
83 0
84-7
90-4
89-7

Percentage of Percentage of
slaving vessels slaving vessels
from
from
Liverpool
London
93-8
96-9
94-2
97 0
97-9
95-7
94-6

50-0
52-3
53-2
41-7
52-2
60-9
66-7

Percentage of
slaving vessels
from
Bristol
72 0
86-2
81-6
89-8
92-3
94-4
100 0
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A comparison of the figures in Tables 2 and 3 indicates that
slaving vessels formed the majority of the clearances of all vessels
to West Africa. In Table 4 the number of slaving vessels as a
percentage of all vessels clearing to West Africa from Liverpool,
London and Bristol between 1789 and 1795 has been calculated.7
Between 80 and 90 per cent of all vessels clearing to West Africa
from Liverpool, London and Bristol combined were slaving vessels. However, whilst slaving vessels accounted for between 94
and 98 per cent of all vessels clearing to West Africa from Liverpool,8 the proportion from Bristol was rather lower and varied
from 72 per cent to 100 per cent, and from London, lower still,
varying between 42 per cent and 67 per cent. A second indicator
of the level of activity in the trade is the average total tonnage of
all vessels clearing annually from English ports to West Africa.
Table 5 summarises this information from 1772-5 to 1798-1807.9
Table 6 lists the tonnage of slaving vessels clearing annually from
Liverpool, London and Bristol between 1789 and 1795. 10
TABLE

5

Years

1772-75
1776-82
1783-92
1793-97
1798-1807

Average annual clearances from English ports to We
Africa, 1772-75 to 1798-1807 (tons)*
Average
from
tonnage of Liverpool,
London and
all
from
Bristol
clearances
Liverpool

17083
7759

16789
7476
23489
22392

10066
4510
14929
17305
27605

from
London

from
Bristol

4312
2190
4829
3491

2411
678
3731
1596

from
other
English
ports

294
291

* Average annual figures rounded to the nearest whole number.

It will be seen that the course of these tonnage figures conforms
closely to that of the clearances of vessels except for some overall
increase in the tonnage employed in the periods 1783-92, 1793-7
and 1798-1807. For example, whilst clearances from Liverpool
in 1772-5 averaged 95 vessels and in 1804-7 1 0 1 vessels, the
average tonnage clearing annually from Liverpool rose from
27>6o5 tons
10,066 tons in 1772-5 to 17,305 tons in 1793-7
in 1798-1807. This substantial increase in the tonnage of vessels
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clearing annually to West Africa is, to some extent, more apparent than real, since it partly sprang from a change in the official
method of measuring tonnage. Parliamentary legislation in 1786
laid down that all English vessels should no longer be measured
in registered tons, but instead in terms of a smaller unit, the
measured ton. As a result, generally speaking, the tonnage of
English vessels recorded after 1786 needs reducing by about onethird in order to compare it with the tonnage of vessels assessed
TABLE 6

Clearances of slaving vessels, 1789-95 (tons)

Year

Tonnage of
clearances
from
Liverpool,
London and
Bristol

1789
1790
1791
1792
1793
1794
1795

16605
25765
27955
35782
14197
28233
17766

Tonnage of
clearances
from
Liverpool
11125
18183
18609
24401
9452
21623
12690

Tonnage of
clearances
from
London
2545
3275
4260
3789
2671
3304
2905

Tonnage of
clearances
from
Bristol
2935
4307
5086
7592
2074
3306
2171

before 1786. 11 Thus, the average of 27,605 measured tons clearing annually to West Africa from Liverpool in 1798-1807 was
about the equivalent of 18,000 registered tons. This is about
8,000 registered tons greater than the average of 10,066 registered tons clearing annually from Liverpool to West Africa in
1772-5 and about 1,000 registered tons greater than the average
of 17,083 registered tons clearing annually from England to West
Africa in 1772-5. This margin of about 1,000 registered tons
represents a real growth in the carrying capacity of the English
Atlantic slave trade. 12
Having established the general course of the trade between
1772 and 1807, attention can now be given to an analysis of the
factors affecting the level of acdvity. A more detailed picture of
the level of activity is given on the graph (p. 97) which shows the
numbers of vessels clearing annually to West Africa between
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1772 and 1807. The early 1770s formed a peak of activity with
over 150 vessels clearing from West Africa each year. However,
after 1775 with the outbreak of the American War of Independence, a sharp decline is in evidence, reaching a nadir in 1779
when only 28 vessels cleared to West Africa. The years after 1779
and particularly after 1782, with the ending of the American
War of Independence, saw an irregular recovery, reaching a peak
in 1792 with 235 clearances from Liverpool, London and Bristol
combined. But the outbreak of war with France in 1793 brought
a sharp decline to 85 clearances from these three ports in that
year; recovery followed, but was irregular, and the pre-war level
was not reached until 1798. The level of activity in the final
decade of the trade appears to have been similar to that prevailing
in the early 1770s.
Though these fluctuations are closely mirrored in the tonnage
figures (Table 5), it is clear that whilst overall the number of
vessels in the trade was basically static, their tonnage increased
significantly, even when allowing for the change in the method
of assessing tonnage in 1786. Thus, it is clear that larger vessels
were being employed during these last years of the trade. In fact,
whilst the average tonnage of all vessels clearing from England
to West Africa in 1772-5 was 106 registered tons, the average
tonnage of vessels clearing to West Africa from Liverpool in
1798-1807 was the equivalent of about 160 registered tons, an
increase of over 50 per cent. 13
It is further apparent that most of the increase in the total tonnage of vessels clearing from Liverpool to West Africa occurred
in the later 1790s. Two factors probably explain this growth and
its timing. The first was the coming abolition of the trade. During
the 1790s it became very clear that the trade was likely to be
abolished in the near future, and this is alleged to have produced
a rush by plantation owners to stock up with slaves. Secondly,
parliamentary legislation in 1788 restricted the number of slaves
a vessel was allowed to carry. 'For the first 201 tons, the maximum loading was 5 adult slaves per 3 tons; i.e. 1 67 slaves per ton.
For every ton above 201 tons, the maximum loading was 1 adult
slave per ton.' 14 This loading ratio appears to have been rather
below the commercial ratio, so that additional tonnage had to be
employed in order to carry the same number of slaves as formerly.
Whilst the major fluctuations in the level of activity between

Year
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1772 and 1807 are clearly attributable to war, the graph also
displays quite marked annual fluctuations. A range of factors lay
behind these annual variations in activity, of which economic
conditions in England, the state of supply of and demand for
slaves on the West African coast, and the incidence of hurricane
damage and slave rebellions in the West Indies, were all probably
important. However, yearly fluctuations in the trade to West
Africa, as shown by the number of vessels and their tonnage
series, sprang, in the main, from the incidence of war. This is
clearly demonstrated by the considerable recession in 1776-82
during the American War of Independence. Similarly the beginning of the French Revolutionary war in 1793-4 is marked by a
very sharp reduction in the level of activity.
THE SIZE OF

SLAVE-SHIPS

In this section the increasing size of vessels noted previously will
be examined in more detail. Table 7 shows that, in the earlier
TABLE 7

Years

1700-09
1710-19
1720-29
1730-39
1740-49
1750-59
1744-67
1760-69

Average tonnage of English vessels in the West Africa
trade, by port of clearance, 1700-09 to 1760-6915
Average tonnage
of clearances
from Liverpool

69 1
70-80 1
1001
1091

Average tonnage
of clearances
from London

1383
1213
1053
1133
1063
1393
1422
1593

Average tonnage
of clearances
from Bristol

894
95 4
1024
1054
1112
1204

eighteenth century, the average size of vessels increased. While
there was a general increase in the average size of vessels in the
West African trade, those clearing from Liverpool increased on
average from 69 tons to 109 tons (or 57 per cent), those from
London from 138 tons to 159 tons (or 16 per cent) and those from
Bristol from 89 tons to 120 tons (or 35 per cent). As a result of
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the incidence of war, the overall increase was not particularly
smooth. In the case of London, a significant resort to larger vessels
in wartime has been noted.16
From Table 8 it can be seen that the general growth in the
size of vessels in the trade between 1700 and 1769 was maintained
between 1772-5 and 1798-1807." The average size of all vessels
clearing from England to West Africa in 1772-5 was 106 tons,
whilst the unadjusted average size of vessels clearing from Liverpool to West Africa in 1798-1807 was 238 tons, and similar
TABLE 8

Tears
1772-75
1776-82
1783-92
1793-97
1798-1807

Unadjusted average tonnage of English vessels in the
West Africa trade by port of clearance 1772-75 to
1798-1807*
Average tonnage of clearances from:
all English ports
Liverpool
London
106
127

106
129
170
201
238

108
129
156
184

Bristol
110
113
149
177

* Average figures rounded to the nearest whole number.

increases in the size of vessels from London and Bristol are also
apparent. As mentioned earlier, however, this increase is more
apparent than real; a new method of tonnage assessment was
enforced in 1786, and tonnage figures after that date need reducing by about one-third for comparisons to be properly made. 18
Thus, the average size of 238 measured tons recorded by vessels
clearing to West Africa from Liverpool in 1798-1807 is likely to
be the equivalent of about 160 registered tons, an increase of over
50 per cent on the average size of vessels clearing from England
to West Africa in 1772-5. 19 Much of this real increase took place
during the American War of Independence, when the average
size of vessels clearing to West Africa grew by 20 per cent (from
106 registered tons in 1772-5 to 127 registered tons in 1776-82),
while during the war with France after 1792, a further increase
of 18 per cent occurred in the size of Liverpool vessels in the West
African trade (from 201 measured tons in 1793-7 t o
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measured tons in 1798-1807). As discussed earlier, an additional
factor encouraging the use of larger vessels was the 1788 parliamentary act which restricted the number of slaves a vessel could
carry. By using a larger vessel after 1788, a slaving captain could
continue to carry the same number of slaves as formerly.20
TABLE 9

Tonnage distribution of slaving vessels, 1789-92
Clearances from:

Tonnage Range

Liverpool,
London and
Bristol

Liverpool

London

less than 99
100-199
200-299
300-399
more than 400

66 (11-6)*
306 (53-9)
133 (23-5)
48 (8-4)
14 (2-5)

33 (8-6)
217 (57-0)
88 (23-0)
37 (9-7)
6 (1-6)

19 (17-6)
52 (48-2)
32 (29-7)
1 (0-9)
4 (3-7)

567

381

108

78

185-9

190-0

177-8

183-6

Total number
of vessels
Average
tonnage

Bristol
14
37
13
10
4

(17-9)
(47-4)
(16-7)
(12-4)
(1-3)

* T h e figures in brackets are the percentage of vessels in each column
occurring in each tonnage range.

For certain years, it is possible to show the tonnage distribution
of vessels in the West African slave trade. Table 9 shows this
specifically for slaving vessels clearing from the ports of Liverpool,
London and Bristol between 1789 and 1792. 21 It will be seen that
the average tonnage of the total of 567 was 186 tons. 54 per cent
of the vessels were between 100 and 199 tons in size, 11 -6 per cent
below 100 tons, whilst 34 per cent were greater than 200 tons.
There was little variation in the average size or the frequency
distribution of vessels clearing from the three ports.
SIZE OF V E S S E L AND INTER-REGIONAL TRADING VARIATIONS

Both contemporary and modern evidence indicates that the size
of slaving vessels trading in West Africa tended to show some
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variation.22

regional
James Jones, a prominent slave-trader, noted
in 1788 that slaving vessels trading in the Niger Delta were 200250 tons or more compared with the vessels of 100-200 tons
typical in the Sierra Leone region.23 As Table 10 shows, the
TABLE

10

'Tonnage of English slaving vessels in West Africa,

1790-972*

Frequency of the tonnage of slaving vessels in:
Tonnage
Range
less
than 49
50- 99
100-149
150-199
200-249
250-299
300-349
350-399
more than
400

West
Africa

Gambia

11
36
135
137
74
65
38
13

(2 0)*2
(7-0) 4
(27-0) 9
(27 0) 5
(14-3) 0
(12-3) 0
(7-5) 0
(2-5) 0

3

(0-5) 0

Sierra
Leone

(10-0) 3 (3-6)
(20-0) 7 (8-4)
(45'0) 31 (37-2)
(25-0) 28 (33-6)
5 (6-0)
7 (8-4)
0
2 (2-4)
0

Gold
Coast

Niger
Delta

Angola

4
12
30
15
15
13
9
5

(3-8)
(11-5)
(28-8)
(14-4)
(14-4)
(12-5)
(8-6)
(4-8)

0
9
40
56
35
30
21
3

(4-6)
(20-4)
(28-6)
(17-9)
(15-3)
(10-7)
(1-5)

2
4
25
33
19
15
8
3

(1-8)
(3-6)
(22-8)
(30-0)
(17-3)
(13-7)
(7-3)
(2-7)

1

(1-0)

1

(0-5)

1

(0-9)

Total
number
of vessels

512

20

83

104

195

110

Average
tonnage

190-6

114-7

157-2

191-2

207-5

198-0

* The figures in brackets are the percentage of vessels in each column
occurring in each tonnage range.

average size of slaving vessels trading in West Africa between
1790 and 1797 was 191 tons, and although the range was from
less than 49 tons to over 400 tons, over 80 per cent of these vessels
were between 100 and 299 tons. Broadly speaking, the size of
slaving vessels within each region shows a similar range, although
some variation is apparent. The average size of slaving vessels in
Gambia was 115 tons; 70 per cent of these were between 100 tons
and 199 tons and no vessels of greater than 199 tons were recorded. In Sierra Leone, the average size was 157 tons, and 71
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per cent were between i oo tons and 199 tons, with 17 per cent
greater than 199 tons. In the remaining regions of the Gold
Coast, Niger Delta and Angola, the size of slaving vessels tended
to be much greater. On the Gold Coast the average size was 191
tons, and 70 per cent of these were between 100 and 299 tons. In
Angola, the average size was 198 tons, with 84 per cent of these
vessels between 100 and 299 tons, whilst in the Niger Delta, the
average size was 208 tons, with 82 per cent between 100 and 299
tons. These results therefore generally confirm other evidence on
this aspect of the trade. It is clear that slaving vessels trading in
the Niger Delta were one-third larger than those in Sierra Leone.
A comparison of the regional variations in the size of slaving
vessels with the importance of each region as a source of slaves at
this time, confirms that larger vessels concentrated their activities
in the major regions, whilst smaller vessels traded more in the
minor regions. Between 1790 and 1797, the Niger Delta was the
major source of slaves in West Africa, supplying 38 per cent of
the total number of vessels with Angola (22 per cent), the Gold
Coast (20 per cent), and Sierra Leone (16 per cent) as secondary
sources, and Gambia as a very minor source (4 per cent). The
variation in the size of slaving vessels in each region shown in
Table 1 o follows this order, with the average size of slaving vessels
in the Niger Delta at 208 tons, in Angola, the Gold Coast and
Sierra Leone at 198 tons, 191 tons and 157 tons respectively, and
in Gambia, 115 tons. However, this relationship between the
importance of each region as a source of slaves and the size of
slaving vessels trading there is not as precise as might be expected.
For example, as Table 10 shows, despite the fact that the Niger
Delta accounted for almost 40 per cent of English slaving vessels
trading in West Africa between 1790 and 1797, the average size
of slaving vessels trading there was 208 tons. This is only marginally greater than the average size of slaving vessels trading in
the Gold Coast and Angola which accounted for about 20 per
cent and 22 per cent respectively of English slaving vessels trading
in West Africa at that time.
This apparent discrepancy may however be explained by the
fact that geographical conditions within each region in West
Africa also exerted a significant influence on the size of slaving
vessels trading in each region. In Gambia, for example, the
shallow Gambia River made the use of vessels of less than 150
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tons imperative, whilst vessels in excess of 350 tons were in danger
of running aground in the creeks and estuaries of the Niger
Delta.26 Further, the total length of the voyage from England to
the regions of the Gold Coast, the Niger Delta and Angola and on
to the West Indies, was substantially longer than that involved
when trading to Gambia and Sierra Leone, and this may have
encouraged the use of larger vessels to combat the increased
marine hazards, including the likelihood of meeting pirates and
belligerents.
UNDERSLAVING AND

OVERSLAVING

As Table 11 shows, the most common loading of slaves from the
1720s to the 1780s was about 2-5 slaves per registered ton, 26
although the loading on larger vessels tended to be substantially
TABLE

11

Loading of slaving vessels, 1720-8721
Clearing from
Liverpool, 1720-69

Tonnage
Range
26- 45
46 65
66- 85
86 105
106--125
126- 145
146- 165
166--185
186-205
over 205
Total number
of vessels

455

Ratio of
slaves
per ton
3-5
2-8
2-6
2-5
2-4
2-3
21
16
2-2
2-2

Clearing from
Bristol, 1720-67

Tonnage
Range

Ratio of
slaves
per ton

30-49
50-69
70-89
90-109
110-129
130-149
150-189
190-209

2-3
2-9
2-5
2-4
2-5
1-9
1-9
1-7

517

Arriving in
Jamaica, 1784-87

Tonnage
Range

Ratio of
slaves
per ton

below 50
50-99
100-149
150-199
200-299
over 300

3-0
2-2
3'0
2-5
2-0
1-6

not given

less. It appears, therefore, that all but the very largest vessels
carried more slaves per ton than the maximum loading of 1 -67
slaves per ton laid down by parliamentary legislation in 1788.
However, it is to be remembered that this legislation was framed
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in terms of the measured ton, which was on average only about
two-thirds the size of the registered ton, the unit used in Table 11.
In order to compare the data in Table 11 with the loading ratio
laid down in 1788, the former needs to be reduced by about onethird. Thus, a loading of 2-5 slaves per registered ton was about
the equivalent of about 1 -67 slaves per measured ton, the parliamentary maximum loading. It appears from Table 11 that a
loading of more than 2-5 slaves per registered ton occurred on
vessels from Liverpool and Bristol of less than about 130 registered tons between the 1720s and the 1760s, and on vessels
smaller than about 200 registered tons, amongst English slaving
vessels arriving in Jamaica between 1784 and 1787. Thus it seems
that before 1788 larger slaving vessels carried less than the maximum loading of 1 -67 slaves per ton.
Whilst the 1788 legislation may not have been difficult to
evade, contemporary and modern evidence indicates that it was
largely obeyed.28 If the number of slaves carried by English
slaving vessels between 1790 and 1797 is plotted against the
number of slaves they were permitted to carry according to the
1788 legislation, to indicate vessels which 'overslaved' and
cleared with more than their legal maximum number of slaves,
and vessels which 'underslaved' and purchased less than their
allowed number,29 then it would seem that very few English
slaving vessels in the 1790s overslaved and carried more than
their legal loading.30 The vast majority obeyed the 1788 ruling
either by carrying their legal maximum number, or by underslaving. The considerable proportion of vessels carrying their legal
maximum number of slaves may be explained by three factors.
First, by the 1790s if not earlier, the supply of slaves in West
Africa may not have been sufficient to allow these vessels to
exceed the parliamentary ratio of 1 -67 slaves per ton. 31 Secondly,
as discussed above,32 the size of slaving vessels during the 1780s
and 1790s was increasing, and as Table n indicates, larger
vessels usually carried a lower loading of slaves per ton than
smaller vessels. This tendency was reinforced by the 1788 legislation which applied a lower loading of slaves per ton on vessels
larger than 201 tons.33 Thirdly, English slaving merchants appear
to have appreciated that a lower loading of slaves per ton facilitated the running of the vessel and tended to reduce the level of
mortality amongst the slaves whilst, on board.34
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The frequent incidence of underslaving may be explained by a
variety of factors, but contemporary evidence gives reason to
believe that this was especially likely to occur under two sets of
circumstances. First, the captain of the vessel may have chosen or
have been directed by the owners to remain in West Africa for a
limited period even if this necessitated clearing with an incomplete loading of slaves. In this way, the vessel avoided a protracted
delay on the coast, and the possibility of a high rate of mortality
amongst the purchased slaves.36 Secondly, if the market conditions in West Africa were unfavourable, the period of time
required to obtain a full loading of slaves may not have been
economically viable, so that the vessel was forced to clear with an
incomplete loading.36 Regrettably, the data available are not
adequate to allow further considerations of these points.

APPENDIX I: TONNAGE OF VESSELS BEFORE AND
AFTER 1786
During the eighteenth century, two different units, the registered ton and
the measured ton, were used to assess the size of English vessels. The
registered ton, a unit based on the actual carrying capacity of a vessel,
tended to be rather larger than the measured ton, derived from a formula
based on the vessel's main dimensions. 37 As a result, these two units tend
to produce different tonnages for the same vessel. Until new legislation in
1786, measured tonnage was usually calculated on the basis of a formula
laid down by parliament in 1695. 38 Walton, studying 90 English and
colonial vessels trading in Virginia in 1725-6, and McCusker, studying five
Philadelphian vessels between 1740 and 1775, both found that the transition from registered tons to measured tons inflated the tonnage of vessels
by an average of more than 50 per cent. 3 9
In 1786, parliament made it compulsory for the size of English vessels
to be assessed in measured tons instead of registered tons. 40 This new
legislation also slightly modified the 1695 formula, but nevertheless a considerable discrepancy in the size of a vessel expressed in measured tons
compared with registered tons remains. Studying 63 English vessels trading
in the West Indies in 1785 and 1787, French found that the transition from
registered tons to measured tons produced an average inflation of 34.1 per
cent, although this tended to be rather greater amongst smaller vessels, and
less amongst larger vessels. 41
It is possible to study the effect of the 1786 legislation on the tonnage
of 27 slaving vessels. A report published in 1789 lists the name, English
port of registry and clearance, and registered tonnage, of vessels clearing
for West Africa, and arriving in the West Indies respectively, between
1785 and 1788. Each of these vessels was then identified in a manuscript
return in Treasury Papers which lists the name, owners, English port of
clearance and size in measured tons of English slaving vessels clearing to
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West Africa from Liverpool and London between 1789 and 1795, and
from Bristol between 1789 and 1793. As only vessels with uncommon
names were selected from the 1789 series, it is to be hoped that any errors
have been kept to a minimum. 4 2 Analysis of the information indicates that
the transition from registered tons to measured tons produced an average
increase of 54-2 per cent, although the increase ranged from 9 per cent to
184 per cent. Within this broad range some pattern is apparent. Table 12
shows the difference between registered tons and measured tons when the
27 vessels are grouped according to size. 4 3
TABLE

12

Tonnage
range

The difference between the tonnage of 27 slaving
vessels in registered tons and measured tons in variou
tonnage ranges
Number of
vessels

Tonnage in Tonnage in
registered measured
Percentage*
tons
tons
Difference increase

less than 100
101-200
201-300
301-400

9
14
3
1

820
2380
900
400

1654
3627
1253
405

834
1247
353
5

101-7
52-4
39-2
1-3

Total number
of vessels

27

4500

6939

2439

54-2

Average
tonnage

167-7

257

* By which measured tonnage is greater than tonnage in registered tons.
This evidence clearly suggests that the greatest increase tended to occur
amongst the smallest vessels, thus confirming French's findings. The tonnage of vessels smaller than 100 registered tons virtually doubled whilst
those of between 101 and 200 registered tons and 201 and 300 registered
tons increased by 52-4 per cent and 39-2 per cent respectively. The one
vessel of 400 registered tons increased to only 405 measured tons (or 1-25
per cent). Although the overall average increase of 54-2 per cent is considerably greater than the average of 34.1 per cent found by French, this
difference can be explained by the fact that French's sample contained a
greater proportion of larger vessels than this one; 36 of French's 63 vessels
were larger than 201 registered tons, compared with only 4 of this sample
of 27 vessels. This is very significant, for, as discussed above, the transition
from registered tons to measured tons tended to produce a smaller inflation
in the tonnage of larger vessels. In fact when the measured tonnage of
French's sample was calculated using the percentage increase in each tonnage range derived from my own findings shown in Table 12, an average
inflation of 31-7 per cent was found, only slightly less than the average
inflation of 34-1 per cent found by French. This brief study therefore confirms the research of others, indicating that the transition from assessing the
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size of vessels in registered tons to measured tons enforced in 1786 significantly increased the tonnage of vessels, rendering uncorrected comparisons
of pre and post 1786 tonnages misleading.

APPENDIX II: NOTE ON THE SOURCES AVAILABLE
Three main sources have been used in this study. The first of these is a
series from the Public Record Office, London, T 64/286. This is a detailed
account of vessels clearing to West Africa from Liverpool and London
between 1789 and 1795, and from Bristol between 1789 and 1793, compiled
by the Customs officials of these ports, and lists the name, tonnage, owners
and the English clearance and re-entry date of each vessel, as well as distinguishing between those vessels which traded in commodities, and those
which purchased slaves in West Africa. It may be that this series is a
complete list of clearances from Liverpool and London between 1789 and
1795, and from Bristol between 1789 and 1793, for virtually every vessel
listed as trading at that time in the other sources used below is mentioned
in, and accords with, this series. 44
The second main source is a report of an inquiry into the English slave
trade ordered by the House of Lords in 1799 and prepared by the London
Customs authorities, House of Lords Record Office, 28 July 1800, Return
concerning the Slave Trade (referred to as H L R O Return). 45 This gives
details of 902 voyages to West Africa by vessels from the ports of Liverpool, London and Bristol between September 1790 and December 1797.
The details of clearances up to 1795 compare very closely with the totals
given in the P R O T 64/286 series and those for 1796 and 1797 are similarly very full and in close agreement with a series printed by Troughton. 48
There is reason to believe, therefore, that this report may include a full
list of clcarances from Liverpool, London and Bristol to West Africa
between September 1790 and December 1797.
Unfortunately for 563 of the total number of 902 voyages, the report
does not state whether the vessels traded in slaves or commodities. However, reference to the information given in the P R O series shows that
10-20 per cent of all vessels clearing to West Africa from Liverpool,
London and Bristol between 1789 and 1795 regularly traded in commodities, and so a similar proportion is probably applicable to these vessels of
HLRO Return. For these 563 vessels, only the name, tonnage, port and
date of clearance, and occasionally a reference to its being 'captured' or
'lost', are given. It may be that this information was derived from the
Customs records of the ports of Liverpool, London and Bristol, since these
details are virtually identical with those listed in the P R O series. For the
remaining 339 vessels, which all traded only for slaves, the journals kept
by the vessels' surgeons were available to those who compiled the report
and so fuller details of the voyages were listed. As well as the vessel's
name and tonnage, the following details were given: (1) the English port
and date of clearance; (2) the West African place and date of entry; (3)
the West African place and date of clearance; (4) the West Indian place
and date of entry; (5) the West Indian place and date of clearance. It will
be noted that the English port and the date of return are not given. The
information on the slaves handled on each voyage, subdivided into the
numbers of men and women, boys and girls, includes the following details:
(1) the total number of slaves purchased; (2) the number of slaves dying
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before the vessel cleared from West Africa; (3) the number of slaves
relanded before the vessel cleared from West Africa; (4) the number of
slaves transshipped before the vessel cleared from West Africa; (5) the
number of slaves in the vessel when it cleared from West Africa; (6) the
number of slaves dying during the Middle Passage from West Africa to
the West Indies; (7) the number of slaves 'landed and sold' in the West
Indies.
This report appears to have come to light only in recent years, so that
no references to its reliability in detail are available. 47 However, details of
the report accord closely with the PRO scries and Troughton's data for
the years 1790 to 1797. Further, as will be discussed shortly, much of the
report's additional information on the chronology of the voyages and the
numbers of slaves handled, agrees with the Custom-based series reprinted
in Parliamentary Papers,*8 so the report as a whole appears reliable. A
few minor clerical errors have been detected but the one main deficiency
of the report is the occasional omission of voyage timing and cargo details
for certain of the slaving vessels, particularly from London.
Thirdly, use has been made of the extensive evidence given by abolitionists and pro-slavers before the parliamentary inquiries into the slave trade
in the late 1780s; reprinted in Parliamentary Papers, 1789, volumes X X I V ,
X X V , X X V I ; 1790, X X I X , X X X , X X X I ; 1792, X X X V , and 1795-96,
X L I I . 4 9 The main statistical series from this material which have been
used in this dissertation are all based on Customs records and are as
follows:
(1) PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 634, pp. 60-3. This lists the number and
tonnage of vessels clearing annually from English ports to West Africa
between 1772 and 1787; PP, 1790, X X X I , No. 705, p. 5, extends this
information to 1789. As will be discussed shortly, this information accords
quite closely with other PP series, so there is reason to believe that they
can be treated as reliable. Unfortunately, PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 634, pp.
60-3 and 1790, X X X I , No. 705, p. 5, do not distinguish between slaving
vessels and commodity traders, although the PRO series indicates that
about 10-20 per cent of all English vessels clearing to West Africa between
1789 and 1792 traded consistently in commodities. 60
(2) PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 631, pp. 1-8. This lists the name, tonnage, crew
size and date of clearance of vessels from Liverpool and Bristol to West
Africa between 1785 and 1788, and would seem to be fairly complete. This
series has not apparently been used before by others, and although it agrees
closely with PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 634, pp. 60-3 and 1790, X X X I , No.
705, p. 5, all three series were compiled by the Registrar General of Shipping and may all be derived from the same data. However, although the
reliability of this series is not clear, its information has proved useful in
studying the size of vessels in the West African trade, and their pattern of
clearance from England.
(3) PP, 1795-6, X L I I , No. 849, pp. 1-10. This lists for 320 slaving
voyages in 1789 and 1791-5, the name, tonnage, West African trading
location, the number of slaves purchased and the mortality amongst the
slaves before they reached the West Indies together with the number
landed in the West Indies. Although apparently not studied before, the
series seems reliable. Almost all of the voyages can be cross-checked and
verified by the PRO series and the material in H L R O Return. The absence
of any information for the year 1790 is regrettable, but the series as a

Liverpool slave trade
whole usefully augments the number of vessels available for the study of
several aspects of the slave trade.
(4) PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 629, pp. 1-6 is derived from Customs records
and lists English vessels arriving in the West Indies from West Africa,
between 1785 and 1787, together with their name, tonnage, crew size and
date and place of registry. Although apparently not used by others, these
details show general accordance with other PP series. Additional details
of the slave trade in the West Indies are given in PP, 1792, X X X V , No.
767, pp. 1-7. This lists slaving vessels entering the West Indies annually
between 1789 and 1791, giving the following details of the vessels; their
name, tonnage, West African trading location, West Indian market and
the number of slaves landed there. Practically all of the vessels listed here
can be traced in the PRO series and H L R O Return, so the series can be
considered fairly complete, the only weakness being the frequent omission
of the West African trading location. In a synopsis at the end of PP, 1792,
X X X V , No. 767, pp. 1-7, details of the annual total number of slaves
imported, exported and retained by each island between 1789 and 1791
are given. A series reprinted in PP, 1790, X X X I , No. 705, p. 7, extends
this information for the years 1787 and 1788, and together these series
seem to give a reliable and comprehensive picture of the state of the West
Indian markets between 1787 and 1791. Their information agrees closely
with the tonnage involved in the West African trade listed in PP, 1789,
X X I V , No. 634, pp. 60-3 and the PRO series and the market structure
of the West Indies depicted by H L R O Return. 6 1
Finally, information on the numbers and tonnage of vessels annually
clearing from Liverpool to West Africa between 1798 and 1807, and the
numbers annually clearing from London and Bristol between 1798 and
1804, has been obtained from Troughton. 62 His series begins in 1795 and
it agrees closely with the information provided by HL Main Papers for
1795—7. The source of Troughton's information is not known, but the
statistics and their tabulation suggest that they were derived from Customs
records, although they do not distinguish between commodity traders and
slaving vessels. However, by this last decade of the English slave trade,
the proportion of commodity vessels was probably substantially less than
the 10-20 per cent found between 1789 and 1795. 6 3

NOTES
1 This paper is based on material taken from my unpublished dissertation 'The English Atlantic slave trade in its final phase from the early
1770s to 1807', M.A. part requirement, Exeter, 1974. I am much
indebted to Professor W. E. Minchinton and Dr H. E. S. Fisher for
their advice and guidance during the period of preparation of the
dissertation; and to Professor R. T. Anstey, who immediately made
known to other scholars his discovery of the House of Lords lists, one
of my primary sources.
2 The data used in Table 1 and several other tables in this article are
based on the clearances of all vessels from England to West Africa,
and thus include those vessels which did not trade for slaves. However,
commodity traders usually accounted for only a small proportion of all
vessels clearing to West Africa, so that this information provides a
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not inaccurate indication of the level of activity in the slave trade.
See above, p. 107. For a description of the statistical sources, see Appendix II.
Sources of Table 1: (1710) Calendar of State Papers, American and
West Indies, 1710-11, No. 544; (1725) Public Record Office, C O
388/25; (i73 0 -39, 1750-59) P r O Adm 7/79-92; (1770 Bryan
Edwards, The history, civil and commercial, of the British colonies in
the West Indies, 2 vols. (1794), 2, p. 65.
Sources of Table 2: (1772-88) Parliamentary Papers (henceforth PP)
1789, X X I V , No. 634, pp. 60-3; 1790, X X X I , No. 705, p. 5; (1789-97)
P R O T 64/286; House of Lords Record Office 28.7.1800, Return concerning the Slave Trade (hereafter H L R O Return); (1798-1807)
Thomas Troughton, The history of Liverpool (Liverpool, 1810), p. 265.
Fuller details of clearances to West Africa between 1772 and 1807 are
given in Appendix I of my dissertation.
It appears that London merely withdrew from the shipping of slaves
and retained an important financial interest in the trade. See Richard
B. Sheridan, 'The commercial and financial organisation of the British
slave trade 1750-1807', EcHR n.s. 2 (1958-9), pp. 249-63.
Sources of Table 3: PRO T 64/286; H L R O Return.
Sources of Table 4: P R O T 64/286; H L R O Return.
Curtin found that 95-3 per cent of vessels clearing from Liverpool to
West Africa in the period 1783-93 were slaving vessels, see Philip D.
Curtin, The Atlantic slave trade, a census (Madison, 1969), p. 134.
Sources: as Table 2. For fuller details of the tonnage of vessels clearing
annually to West Africa from 1772-1807 see my dissertation, pp. 5-6.
Sources of Table 6: P R O T 64/286; H L R O Return.
The question of the eighteenth-century shipping tonnage measurement
has received considerable study recently. This research clearly indicates
that the transition from registered tons to measured tons produced
something of the order of a 50 per cent inflation in the tonnage of
vessels. My own study, based solely on vessels in the slave trade, closely
agrees with this and is given in detail in Appendix I.
The amount of growth may have been considerably more than 1,000
registered tons. As shown in Table 4, until the sudden decline of the
African trades of London and Bristol after 1793, slaving vessels
accounted for about 80 per cent of all clearances from Liverpool,
London and Bristol to West Africa, whilst considerably less than 5 per
cent of clearances from Liverpool in the 1790s were commodity
traders. Thus the tonnage of slaving vessels clearing annually to West
Africa in 1772-5 is likely to have been significantly less than 17,083
registered tons, whilst over 95 per cent of the equivalent of 18,000
registered tons clearing annually from Liverpool in 1798-1807 was in
the slave trade.
See above, pp. 99-100.
Elizabeth Donnan, Documents illustrative of the history of the slave
trade to America, 4 vols. (Washington, 1930) 2, pp. 582-9. Although a
slightly greater loading was allowed where a large proportion of the
vessels' slaves were less than 4 feet 4 inches high, it appears that none
of the vessels listed in H L R O Return utilised this qualification.
Sources of Table 7: (1) John J. Gould, 'Liverpool and the West African
slave trade from 1720 to 1769', University of Exeter M.A. dissertation
(1972), p. 46; (2) Roger Dancey, 'Shipping in the Jamaica slave trade,
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1686-1807', University of Exeter M.A. dissertation (1971), p. 22; (3)
Christopher French, 'The role of London in the Atlantic slave trade,
1680-1776', University of Exeter M.A. dissertation (1970), p. 11; (4)
Gareth Rees, 'The slave trade of Bristol in the eighteenth century - a
study of Bristol slave vessels in colonial ports, 1710-69', University of
Exeter M.A. dissertation (1970), p. 8. All four dissertations are based
on Naval Office Shipping Lists.
French, 'London slave trade', op. cit., p. 11.
Sources of Table 8 as Table 2. For fuller details of the size of vessels
in the West Africa Trade between 1772 and 1807, see my dissertation,
Appendix IV.
See Appendix I.
Using Naval Office Shipping Lists, Hobbs found that the average size
of English slaving vessels in Jamaica increased from 169 tons in 178493 to 266 tons in 1804-8; Philip Hobbs, 'The slave trade to the British
West Indies, 1784-1808", University of Exeter M.A. dissertation (1971),
p. 13.
See above, p. 96.
Source of Table 9: P R O T 64/286. For fuller details of the tonnage
distribution of English slaving vessels in the period 1789-92, see Appendix V I of my dissertation.
T o facilitate closer examination of the English trade with the West
African coast, the whole area has been divided into five regions, each
of which demonstrates considerable unity in its relief, climate, vegetation and the character of its slave trade. These regions are (1) Gambia;
(2) Sierra Leone, from the Bissagos Islands to Cape Palmas; (3) Gold
Coast, from Cape Palmas to the Ogun River; (4) Niger Delta, from
the Ogun River to Cape Lopez; and (5) Angola, from Cape Lopez to
Cape Frio.
Donnan, Documents, op. cit., 2, pp. 589-90.
Sources of Table 10: PP, 1792, X X X V , No. 767, pp. 1-7; X L I I , 1795-6,
No. 849, pp. 1-10; H L R O Return.
PP, 1790, X X I X , No. 698, p. 589, evidence of Falconbridge; Hugh
Crow, Memoirs of Captain Crow (1830), pp. 63-5.
This ratio is obtained by dividing the number of slaves a vessel carried
by the size of the vessel in tons. A 150-ton vessel carrying 300 slaves
therefore has an average ratio of slaves per ton of 2-0.
Sources of Table 11: Gould, 'Liverpool slave trade', op. cit., pp. 22-3;
Rees, 'Bristol slave trade 1710-69', op. cit., p. 30; Dancey, 'Slave
trade to Jamaica', op. cit., p. 35.
Edwards, British colonies in the West Indies, op. cit., 2, pp. 122-4;
Curtin, Census, op. cit., p. 135 and note.
See Graph 25 in my dissertation.
It is possible that on the minority of vessels which appear to have
overslaved, some of the slaves may have been less than 4 feet 4 inches
high. When smaller slaves formed a substantial proportion of the total
cargo, the 1788 legislation allowed a slightly greater loading than 1-67
slaves per ton. However, details of the cargoes indicate that the
numbers of smaller slaves on these vessels were not of significant proportions.
PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 633, p. 48, evidence of Tarleton; PP, 1789,
X X V I , No. 646a, part I, evidence of Newton; French, 'London slave
trade', op. cit., pp. 42-3.
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See above, pp. 98-100.
See above, p. 96.
PP, 1789, X X V I , No. 646a, part II, p. 13, evidence of Bowen.
PP, 1789, X X V I , No. 646a, part I, evidence of Newton; PP, 1789,
X X I V , No. 633, p. 32, evidence of Dalzel.
PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 633, pp. 43-4, evidence of Jones.
Ralph Davis, The rise of the English shipping industry in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (1962), p. 7.
6 and 7 W. and M. c. 12. IX.
Gary M. Walton, 'Colonial tonnages - a note', J.Econ. Hist., 27 (1967),
pp. 392-7; John J. McCusker, 'Colonial tonnage measurement: Five
Philadelphia merchant ships as an example,' ibid., pp. 82-91.
26 Geo. I l l c. 60.
Christopher J. French, 'Eighteenth century shipping tonnage measurements', J.Econ. Hist., 33 (1973). PP- 434"44For the detailed list of these vessels' average tonnages, see my dissertation, p. 90.
Sources of Table 12: PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 629, pp. 1-6 and No. 631,
pp. 1-8; P R O T 64/286.
The series shows that there were substantial clearances of slaving and
commodity vessels to West Africa in 1794. Until now, this information has been absent, and Curtin has interpreted this as indicating a
complete cessation of the trade: Curtin, Census, op. cit., pp. 154-5.
The return is noted in R. Anstey, The Atlantic slave trade and British
abolition, 1760-1810 (1975), p. 427.
Troughton, History of Liverpool, op. cit., p. 265.
The shorter list is Anstey's 'Lords A ' list, and the larger one his 'Lords
B ' list: Anstey, Atlantic slave trade, op. cit., p. 427.
PP, 1792, X X X V , No. 767, pp. 1-7; 1795-96, X L I I , No. 849, pp. 1-10.
This source has often been referred to in earlier studies of the trade.
PP, 1789, X X I V , No. 634, pp. 60-3 and 1790, X X X I , No. 705, p. 5,
have been reprinted in several established works, though without reference to their reliability; see, for example, Troughton, Liverpool, op.
cit., p. 265; Gomer Williams, A history of Liverpool privateers and
letters of marque with an account of the Liverpool slave trade (1897),
p. 678.
Part of BPP, 1792, X X X V , No. 767, pp. 1-7 and 1790 X X X I , No. 705,
p. 7, were reprinted in Edwards, British colonies, op. cit., I, pp. 241-2.
Troughton, Liverpool, op. cit., p. 265, reprinted in Williams, Liverpool
privateers, op. cit., p. 679.
See above, pp. 93-4.

