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Preface
This is one of a series of six titles for the National 4 & 5 History courses to be 
assessed from 2014 onwards. Students should study three main units in National 4 & 
5 History, with a very wide selection of topics to choose from (five in the first two, ten 
in the third). We are publishing titles on two topics for each unit.
The six titles in the series are:
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Changing Britain 1760–1900
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Hitler and Nazi Germany 1919–39
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: The Atlantic Slave Trade 1770–1807
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: The Era of the Great War 1910–28
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Free at Last? Civil Rights in the USA 1918–68
◗◗ National 4 & 5 History: Migration and Empire 1830–1939

Each book will contain comprehensive coverage of the four areas of mandatory 
content for National 5 as well as guidance and practice on assignment writing and 
assessment procedures.
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The Assignment: what you 
need to know

National 5
What is the Assignment for National 5? 
The Assignment is an essay written under exam conditions and then sent to the 
SQA to be marked. It counts for 20 marks out of a total of 80, so doing well in the 
Assignment can provide you with a very useful launch pad for overall success in the 
National 5 exam. 

What can I write about?
You can write about a question linked to this book or something from another section 
in the course. In fact you can write about any historical topic you want. You can even 
do your Assignment on local history.

What should I write about?
If you decide to do an Assignment based on the content of this book, here are some 
good possible questions:

◗✓ How important was the role of African leaders in organising the Atlantic slave 
trade?

◗✓ To what extent can Liverpool’s success in the Atlantic slave trade be explained by 
its geographical position?

◗✓ Why was the triangular trade so profitable?
◗✓ Why was it difficult for enslaved people to resist their captors on the middle 
passage?

◗✓ How far is it true to say that enslaved people offered little resistance to their 
owners on the West Indian plantations?

◗✓ How important was the case of the Zong to the growth of the abolitionist 
movement?

◗✓ To what extent was William Wilberforce responsible for the success of the 
abolitionist campaign?

◗✓ Why did it take so long to end the slave trade?
◗✓ To what extent was the fear of slave rebellion responsible for the ending of the 
slave trade in 1807?

What follows are bad titles for an Assignment:
◗✕ What was the triangular trade?
◗✕ What were the effects of the slave trade on Africa?
◗✕ Why was Bristol heavily involved in the slave trade in 1770 but less involved by 
1807?

◗✕ How was sugar produced during the time of the slave trade?
◗✕ In what ways did slaves resist their captors on the middle passage?
◗✕ Why was the middle passage a terrible experience for slaves?
◗✕ What part did William Wilberforce play in the abolitionist movement?
◗✕ The methods used by abolitionists in their campaign against the slave trade.
◗✕ What arguments were used by opponents of the abolitionist movement?

Be safe! There are no prizes for giving yourself a difficult question that you have 
made up yourself.
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Choose something from the history you have already been studying.
Avoid doing something risky – you only get one chance at this Assignment.

How long should my Assignment be?
Your Assignment has no set length – it is what you can write in 1 hour. Most essays 
are about four or five pages long.

What skills must I show I am using to get a good 
mark?
◗◗ You must choose a question to write about. That means your title should end with a 

question mark. Don’t just write a heading down because you will just start writing a 
story or a project. Your teacher is allowed to give you a little help with making your 
choice of title.

◗◗ Collect relevant evidence from at least two sources of information. For example, 
this could be two books or one book plus an interview.

◗◗ Organise and use your information to help answer your question. 
◗◗ Use your own knowledge and understanding to answer the question that you 

have chosen.
◗◗ Include at least two different points of view about your question in your answer.
◗◗ Write a conclusion that sums up your information and ends up by answering the 

question you started with.

Remember that you also have a Resource Sheet to 
help you
On your Resource Sheet you will write out the sources that you will refer to in your 
essay. This will show the marker that you have researched, selected and organised 
your information. 
Your Resource Sheet will be sent to the SQA with your finished essay. You will not be 
given a mark for your completed Resource Sheet but markers will use it to see that 
you have done the necessary research and have found appropriate sources to use in 
your Assignment. There is no time limit for completing your Resource Sheet and no 
word count. The Resource Sheet is yours. You can change it, colour it or print it out. 
You can write it anywhere, anytime before you write your Assignment under exam 
conditions. 
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National 4
The Assignment lets you show off your historical skills as you research a historical 
issue. You have a lot of choice in what you can find out about and you can also choose 
to present your findings in different ways. That means you don’t have to write an 
essay to display your historical skills, knowledge and understanding. 
To be successful in the National 4 you have to show you can research and use 
information by doing the following things:
◗◗ Choosing an appropriate historical theme or event for study. Your teacher can help 

you choose.
◗◗ Collecting relevant evidence from at least two sources of information.
◗◗ Organising and using the information that you have collected to help you write 

about the subject you have chosen.
◗◗ Describing what your chosen subject is about.
◗◗ Explaining why your chosen subject happened (its cause) or explaining what 

happened next because of your chosen subject (its effects).
In this book you have made mobiles, done presentations, created posters and 
artwork. All these things could be part of your National 4 Assignment. You then have 
to present your findings.
Don’t worry – if you get stuck your teacher is allowed to give you help and advice at 
any stage as you do your Assignment.

Do I have to write a long essay?
No you don’t. You can choose how you present your Assignment. You could do a talk 
and then be asked some questions about your subject by your teacher. You could do a 
Powerpoint presentation or keep a learning log or design a poster or some other way 
to display your work. You could even do an essay if you wanted to! 
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Chapter 1 Introduction

What is this course about?
The reason there is such a strong link between the West Indies and West Africa is the 
slave trade and the use of slaves in the Caribbean that existed until the nineteenth 
century.
In this book you will find out about why slavery was used in the Caribbean, and its 
effects on Britain and the Caribbean islands. You will discover how captured people 
from West Africa were treated on the middle passage, how they were sold into 
slavery and how they were treated on the plantations where they worked.
Finally, the book ends with a close examination of the personalities and the methods 
used in the abolitionist’s campaign to end the Atlantic slave trade.

What will this book help me to do?
This book will help you to be successful in your National 5 and 4 History course. It 
contains everything you need to know about all the mandatory content and illustrative 
examples provided by the SQA for ‘The Atlantic Slave Trade 1770–1807’. 
The book provides advice and examples to help you answer all the different types of 
questions you are likely to face in the National 5 exam. 
Finally, this book will provide guidance to help you work on the Added Value 
Assignment tasks.

The West Indies
Most people living in the West Indies can trace their ancestry back to West Africa. 
Even today the African influence is still strong. It can be detected in the languages 
that the people of the West Indies speak.
West African heritage can be seen in other ways. The champion athlete, Usain Bolt 
comes from Trelawny parish in Jamaica. When he was interviewed about his record-
breaking 100 m performance in 2009 he said that his success was partly due to his 
West African roots: 

The guys back in the day were so strong from physical work …  the genes are really 
strong. 

www.dailymail.co.uk
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The effect of the ancestry of some athletes became a controversial issue during the 
2012 London Olympics.
US sprinter Michael Johnson, who is of West African descent, believes that athletes 
like him have another weapon in their armoury: a unique genetic inheritance. Johnson 
argued that descendants of slaves from West Africa have a ‘superior athletic gene’. 
And it is this gene that put black Caribbean sprinters on the podium top spots at the 
2012 London Olympic Games.

Why are there so many connections 
between the West Indies and 
West Africa?
This book will describe the movement of millions of people from West Africa to the 
islands of the West Indies. It will explain why these people were forced to work 
in a new land far from their homes. This is sometimes referred to as the ‘African 
Holocaust’, a description that compares the experience of Africans to that of the 
Jewish victims of Nazism. This is not an accurate description. The term Maafa, a 
Kiswahili word meaning ‘disaster’, provides a more appropriate description. Kiswahili 
is a West African language sometimes called Swahili. 

Usain Bolt of Jamaica performing his ‘lightning bolt’ pose after winning the 
100 m sprint at the 2012 London Olympics. 

?
Use internet 
research to find 
out more about 
Jamaican 
athletes and 
the reasons 
for their 
successes.
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The triangular trade

Chapter 2 Why were people 
from West Africa taken to the 
West Indies?

Slaves
Many of the sources in this book use the word ‘slaves’ to describe the Africans 
affected by the Atlantic trade. It is important to remember that these people did not 
necessarily accept that they were slaves and fought against their enslavement in 
many ways. For that reason the term ‘enslaved people’ is used wherever possible.
So, why were people from West Africa taken to the  
West Indies? The short answer lies in a food you  
probably eat every day and something that happened  
for hundreds of years between the 1500s and the  
1800s. The food is sugar. The something that happened  
was the Atlantic slave trade, also known as the  
triangular trade.

1

What is this chapter about?
This chapter will describe the importance of sugar to the development of the West 
Indies. It will explain why there was a growing demand for sugar in Europe. It will then 
show the difficulties involved in producing sugar and show how these problems were 
solved.

By the end of this chapter you should be able to:

◗◗ Explain the connection between the production of sugar and why people were taken 
from West Africa to the West Indies.

◗◗ Describe the way in which the triangular trade was organised.

GloSSary
West Indies islands of the Caribbean 
Sea
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Why was sugar so important in the 
story of West Indian slavery?
Sugar had been known about for along time. By the sixth 
century ad, sugar cultivation and processing had reached 
the Middle East and then it spread to countries around the 
Mediterranean by Arabs who traded sugar with Europe. 
Originally, people chewed raw sugar cane to extract its 
sweetness. The flavour was very attractive to people whose 
food was often tasteless, sour and rotten. Remember, in 
those days there were no fridges and food could not be stored 
very easily. To preserve it, food was often salted. Anything to 
sweeten the sour and bitter tastes was welcomed. The problem 
was that sugar was very difficult to produce in large amounts 
and it was also very expensive.
The big breakthrough in sugar production came when Christopher Columbus 
‘discovered’ the New World: in other words Europeans had reached America. 
The year was 1492. 

This print from 1820 shows Christopher Columbus arriving in the  
‘New World’.

Columbus was really looking for a short route to India by going westwards from 
Europe across the Atlantic Ocean. When Columbus’s ship, the Santa Maria, ran 
aground on a large island in the Caribbean he thought he had reached India so the 
islands became known as the ‘West Indies’.
The Queen of Spain had sponsored Columbus’s voyage but only on the 
understanding that any lands he discovered would belong to Spain. As a result, 
Columbus named the island La Isla Española (Island of Spain). It soon became known 
as Hispaniola. Nowadays, the island is divided between two countries: Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic. 

GloSSary
Sugar cane a tropical plant with thick 
stem from which sugar can be extracted
New World the area of the Americas 
discovered by Europeans in the fifteenth 
century 

?
Who are the people on 
the left of the picture? 
What have they laid down 
on the ground at their 
feet? What are the man 
in centre of the picture 
(probably Columbus) and 
the man kneeling on the 
right both doing? What is 
the artist telling us about 
Columbus’s first meeting 
with the people of the 
‘New World’?
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When gold was discovered elsewhere in the New World, the Spanish became 
less interested in Hispaniola. However, on his second trip to the island, Columbus 
brought with him some sugar cane plants. Sugar cane was difficult to grow in Europe. 
Columbus hoped that this valuable crop would grow well in the island’s tropical 
climate. 
By the beginning of the sixteenth century, sugar was being grown on all of Spain’s 
island colonies. By the start of the eighteenth century, sugar had become the most 
important product of the West Indies. When other European countries fought Spain 
and took over its West Indian islands, they still kept on growing sugar.

The sugar business
Sugar cane
Sugar cane grew well in the islands of the West Indies. However, to extract the sugar 
from sugar cane involved lots of people to grow, harvest and process the cane. It took 
50 tons of sugar cane to make a ton of sugar. The following sources give you some 
idea of the difficulties.

Before planting canes, the land had to be made ready by burning and clearing away 
the grass. Rows of holes were then dug in which the new canes were planted. The 
canes had to be covered with earth and then covered again regularly as the cane 
grew. The growing canes also had to be weeded constantly 

Josephine Kamm, The Slave Trade

… once the cane was cut it had to be turned into crude sugar. It was crushed, boiled 
and distilled in a rough and often dangerous process which was as hard a task as 
working in the cane fields. 

James Walvin, The Slave Trade
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Who was used to produce the sugar?
Sugar production is very labour intensive. That means very many people were needed 
to make the sugar. 
At first, the Spanish used the Arawak natives to work for  
them but these gentle people gradually died out. It is thought 
that they were not immune to measles, smallpox and various 
fevers brought from Europe by the colonisers. Native Arawaks 
of the Caribbean were hunter-gatherers who were not used to 
farming.
Another supply of labour came from bond servants. 
Thousands of young men and women from England, Scotland 
and Ireland signed contracts agreeing to work on sugar 
plantations for four to seven years as bond servants. These bond servants would get 
free transportation to the West Indies and after working their contracts they were 
free to make new lives for themselves. However, the work was hard and many died on 
the journey or before their years were up. The harsh conditions were to blame as the 
following source shows: 

Bond-servants mainly worked as field hands under the control of an overseer. They 
had to work from sun up to sun down. Due to disease, 50 to 75 per cent of bond 
servants were estimated to have died before their term had expired. Diseases such 
as malaria, yellow fever, dysentery, dropsy and leprosy took their toll. 

Edited and amended from http://humanities.uwe.ac.uk 

Convicted criminals were also sent to the colonies to work on the sugar plantations. 
In the seventeenth century, Scotland produced a regular supply of workers who were 
sent to the colonies as a punishment rather than going to jail. 

Robert Armstrong and Anthony Pott being indicted and accused of theft and various 
other crimes … and being found culpable and guilty of these crimes … are to be 
sent to Barbados and there to be sold as slaves and never to return to any of His 
Majesty’s Dominions under pain of death. 

Edited and amended from court records 

GloSSary
Arawak a native people of the West 
Indies
Bond servant a person forced work 
for a period of time

A drawing from about 
1800 showing a 

group of African slaves 
in Jamaica carrying 

armfuls of sugar cane 
under the direction of a 

European. 
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Why were West Africans used 
to work in the West Indies?
The answer is that there were just not enough workers to keep 
up with demand for sugar. Cane sugar had long been a luxury 
commodity in Europe. It was restricted to the very rich who used it 
to sweeten exotic drinks such as coffee, tea and chocolate. Small 
amounts of sugar cane could be grown in Cyprus, Crete, North 
Africa and southern Spain. 
By the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, improved standards 
of living had led to growing populations and economic change in 
European towns and cities. This increased the demand for more 
and more sugar. 
As Europeans explored the Atlantic, they discovered new places 
that were very good for sugar cultivation. Cane was planted 
in Madeira, the Canaries and Cape Verde Islands. These were 
islands claimed by Portugal. 
The Portuguese already had trade connections with West Africa, 
so when new workers were needed to replace those who did not 
survive the heavy work, it seemed natural to look to the African 
coast for labour. Africans were captured and forced to work on 
the islands.
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by Spain and Portugal where sugar 
was grown using enslaved people 

from West Africa.

Chapter summary
The summary reminds you what this chapter has been about. Words that are important 
have been made into anagrams. Your task is to sort out the anagrams and then write 
out the correct version of the summary.
In 1492 Christopher Columbus landed on the island of ALOHA SNIPI. The islands he 
discovered in this part of the New World became known as the WITNESS DIE. Although there 
was little gold to be found, SAUCER NAG grew well here. The problem was finding OUR LBA  
to produce the sugar. The VINE AT people soon died out or fled. VERDANT SNOBS and  
SNICT VOC from Britain could be used. But as the MAD DEN for sugar increased, planters 
made use of enslaved people from A SWIFT RACE.

Activity 1
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How was the Atlantic slave trade 
organised?
The Atlantic Ocean is huge. The distances between West Africa and the West Indies 
are also enormous. How was it possible to organise an Atlantic slave trade? The 
answer to this question lies in something called the triangular trade.
The Atlantic slave trade is often called the triangular trade because there were three 
sides to it. When the routes taken by the ships involved in the trade were drawn on a 
map they looked like the three sides of triangle. 
The transportation of Africans to the West Indies was part of the triangular trade. 
Ships travelled from Britain to West Africa, then to the West Indies and then back 
to Europe. On the first part of the trip, from Britain to Africa, the ships carried trade 
goods such as cloth and metal pots and pans and guns to Africa. On the second part 
– known as the Middle Passage – enslaved Africans were taken to the West Indies. 
On the third and final stage, the ships brought back valuable goods such as sugar to 
Britain.

Work with a group. Imagine you are an entrepreneur living in Britain in the eighteenth 
century. You have made business connections with some sugar planters on the island 
of Barbados.
Produce a business plan showing how you would make maximum profit from the sugar 
business.
Business plan: 

◗◗ Name of company.
◗◗ Base.
◗◗ Aims of the company.
◗◗ Product.
◗◗ Customers: Who? Where? Why will 

they buy?
◗◗ Transport requirements.

◗◗ Insurance requirements.
◗◗ Labour: who will grow and process the 

sugar cane?
◗◗ Other staff.
◗◗ Financial summary: likely costs and 

likely income.

Activity 3

If this is the answer what is the question?
Below you will find a list of words or phrases. You have to make up a question that can 
only be answered by the word or phrase on the list. For example, if the word ‘sugar’ 
was the answer, a question could be ‘What was the expensive commodity imported 
into Britain from the West Indies?’

◗◗ … the New World
◗◗ … because you need to weed it all the time
◗◗ … about 50 tons
◗◗ … Arawaks
◗◗ … well, it’s got nothing to do with having to look after 007
◗◗ … it was an alternative to being sent to jail
◗◗ … worked on the Canaries
◗◗ … it made chocolate taste better.

Activity 2
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Question practice 

National 4
1 Describe the way in which sugar was produced in the West Indies during the 
eighteenth century.

Success criteria
Write an answer that gives at least two factual points of information about the way 
that sugar was produced in the West Indies during the eighteenth century.
2 Why were enslaved Africans taken to the West Indies in the 1770s?

Success criteria
Write an answer that includes at least two reasons to explain why enslaved Africans 
were taken to the West Indies.

The triangular 
pattern of the 

Atlantic slave trade.
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National 5
1 Describe how the triangular trade was organised. (5 marks)
For a ‘describe’ question like this, you should aim to provide five relevant and accurate 
points. You may gain additional marks if you can bring extra information to support 
a point you are making. In this way you could gain 5 marks for making three relevant 
points and then one point which you have developed with more information.
Put these sentences in a more sensible order to produce a 5-mark answer.
◗◗ On this leg of the triangle the ships carried trade goods such as cloth and metal 

pots and pans and guns. 
◗◗ Ships involved in the triangular trade travelled from Britain to West Africa then to 

the West Indies and then back to Britain. 
◗◗ The ships left the West Indies bringing valuable goods such as sugar and ivory to be 

sold in Britain.
◗◗ On the first part of the trip, ships left Britain to sail to Africa to collect slaves.
◗◗ On the next part of the voyage enslaved Africans were carried to the West Indies to 

be sold. 
Source A is about the growth of the slave trade.

SouRCe A

The trade in sugar created a great demand for labour to work on plantations. 
Sugar cane required many people to plant, harvest and process the crop. Various 
solutions to the labour problem were tried but these had little success. Eventually, 
people from Africa were brought to the West Indies. British traders at the time saw 
no harm in enslaving Africans to work on the sugar plantations. Even the Church of 
England had plantations and owned slaves. 

2 How fully does Source A explain the reasons for the growth of  
the slave trade? (6 marks)

For a ‘how fully’ question you should start by saying that the source explains the issue 
fairly well. This then allows you to bring in the points included in the source (usually 
three points) before balancing your answer with points from your own knowledge.
Choose three of these points from the source to explain the growth of the slave trade:
◗◗ The trade in sugar created a great demand for labour to work on plantations. 
◗◗ Sugar cane required many people to plant, harvest and process the crop. 
◗◗ Various solutions to the labour problem were tried but these had little success. 
◗◗ People from Africa were brought to the West Indies. 
◗◗ British traders at the time saw no harm in enslaving Africans to work on the sugar 

plantations. 
◗◗ Even the Church of England had plantations and owned slaves. 

Now choose two of these recall points to balance your answer:
◗◗ Very few of the native people were left to grow sugar cane.
◗◗ British people such as bond servants and convicts could not cope with the working 

conditions on the plantations.
◗◗ The voyage from Africa to the West Indies was long and dangerous.


