
DOCUMENT 1: King of Kongo Letter to King of Portugal 
  
 
 “...And we cannot reckon how great the damage is since the 
mentioned merchants are taking every day our natives, sons of the 
land and the sons of our noblemen and vassals and relatives because 
the thieves and men of bad conscience grab them wishing to have 
the things and wares of this Kingdom which they are ambitious of; 
they grab them and get them to be sold and so great, Sir, is the 
corruption and licentiousness that our country is being completely 
depopulated and Your highness should not agree with this nor 
accept it as in your service.  
  
 And to avoid it we need from those your Kingdoms no more 
than some priests and a few people to teach in schools and no other 
goods except wine and flour for the holy sacrament. That is why we 
beg of Your Highness to help and assist us in this matter 
commanding your factors that they should not send here either 
merchants or wares because it is our will that in these Kingdoms 
there should not be any trade of slaves nor outlet for them. 
Concerning what is referred above, again we beg of Your Highness 
to agree with it since otherwise we cannot remedy such an obvious 
damage . . ."  
 
SOURCE:  King Nzinga Mbemba, October 18th, 1526. Mbemba 
was the King of Kongo, a kingdom in West Africa. This is from a 
letter he sent to the King of Portugal.  
  



DOCUMENT 2: THE “BROOKES SHIP” MAP 

 

SOURCE:  Thomas Clarkson, 1789. Clarkson, a member of an anti-slavery group 
sent a diagram of the slave ship the “Brookes” to the Society for the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade. It was a graphic illustration of the inhumane way in which slaves were 
packed into slave ships to maximize profit.  



DOCUMENT 3: Oladauh Equiano’s Account of the Slavery Experience 
  
 The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast, was the sea, 
and a slave ship, which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These 
filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted into terror, when I was 
carried on board. I was immediately handled, and tossed up to see if I were sound, by 
some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad 
spirits, and that they were going to kill me.  
 
 …Indeed, such were the horrors of my views and fears at the moment, that, if 
ten thousand worlds had been my own, I would have freely parted with them all to 
have exchanged my condition with that of the meanest slave in my own country. 
When I looked round the ship too, and saw a large furnace of copper boiling, and a 
multitude of black people of every description chained together, every one of their 
countenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and, 
quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and 
fainted…. 
 
 I have already related an instance or two of particular oppression out of many 
which I have witnessed; but the following is frequent in all the islands. The wretched 
field-slaves, after toiling all the day for an unfeeling owner, who gives then but little 
nourishment….. Nothing is more common than for the white people on this occasion 
to take the grass from them without paying for it; and not only so, but too often also, 
to my knowledge, our clerks, and many others, at the same time have committed acts 
of violence on the poor, wretched, and helpless females, whom I have seen for hours 
stand crying to no purpose, and get no redress or pay of any kind. Is not this one 
common and crying sin enough to bring down God's judgment on the islands…” 
 
SOURCE:  Oladauh Equiano, 1789. Equiano was the first first-ever slave to write 
The autobiography covers all of Equiano's life including his experience in the Middle 
Passage and working in the plantation fields.  



DOCUMENT 4: Augustino’s account of being captured in Africa and brought 
to Brazil 
 
“Select House – How old are you? 
Augustino – I do not know. 
Select House – When were you brought over to Brazil> 
Augustino – I do not know. 
Select House – Have you any recollection of your being brought over to Brazil? 
Augustino – I recollect when I arrived, and I recollect also when I came on 
board a ship. 
Select House – Do you recollect anything which happened while you were on 
board ship? 
Augustino – I do….We were so closely packed together that there was no room 
to get anything at all in between them…It was the same as pigs in a sty 
Select House – Do you know whether many died on board ship? 
Augustino – When they were first put on board they were so packed thick 
together that a great many died in a day; five, six, ten, sometimes even a dozen 
died in a day, in consequence of excessive heat and want of water… 
Select House – Do you remember anything of Africa of being made a prisoner 
before you were put on board? 
Augustino – Yes…a merchant sold my uncle some merchandise, and before it 
was paid for, my uncle died, the merchant came and seized us all and made us 
all prisoners…” 
 
SOURCE:  The Select Committee of the (English) House of Lords, 1849. 
England abolished the practice of slavery in 1833. Yet, many still participated. 
The Select Committee of the House of Lords, in this case, was a group in charge 
of investigating English slave traders. This excerpt is from an interview between 
The Select Committee and Augustino, an African slave who had been captured 
and brought through the middle passage to Brazil. The interview was conducted 
as part of a trial procedure against an Englishman accused of trading slaves. 
 
  



DOCUMENT 5:  JAMES RAMSAY ACCOUNT OF SLAVERY IN WEST 
INDIES 
  
 “The ordinary punishments of slaves, for the common crimes of 
neglect, absence from work, eating the sugar cane, theft, are cart whipping, 
beating with a stick, sometimes to the breaking of bones, the chain, an iron 
crook about the neck... a ring about the ankle, and confinement in the 
dungeon. There have been instances of slitting of ears, breaking of limbs, so 
as to make amputation necessary, beating out of eyes, and castration... In 
short, in the place of decency, sympathy, morality, and religion; slavery 
produces cruelty and oppression. It is true, that the un-feeling application of 
the ordinary punishments ruins the constitution, and shortens the life of 
many a poor wretch.” 
 
SOURCE : James Ramsay, 1784. Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of 
African Slaves in the British Sugar Colonies Ramsay was a ship’s surgeon, 
Anglican priest, and abolitionist. He was born in Scotland but was 
appointed as a priest in British sugar colonies in the West Indies.  
 
  



DOCUMENT 6: Jesuit Priest Account of Portuguese Conduct in 
Brazil  
 
 “While the colonists are Christians, they act as 
barbarians….The colonists use all their Indian women as their own 
personal objects of pleasure…Even when they formally married one 
woman at the Church door, they continued to sleep with twenty or 
more slave girls…..Not long ago I remember asking a colonist’s wife, 
‘What slave girls are those you have with you?’ She answered that 
they were her husband’s wives. She was controlling them about 
everywhere with her, keeping an eye on them like the headmaster 
does of her nuns!” 
 
SOURCE:  Mnuel da Nobrega, 1549. Nobrega was a Jesuit Priest 
sent by the Catholic Church to convert the indigenous people of 
Brazil.  
 
 
 
  



DOCUMENT 7:  AUGUSTUS EARLE’S PAINTING OF SLAVE PUNISHMENT IN PORTUGAL 

 
SOURCE:  Augustus Earle, 1822. Punishing slaves at Calabouco, in 
Rio de Janeiro. Earle was a London-born travel artist. Unlike earlier 
artists who worked outside Europe and were employed on voyages 
of exploration or worked abroad for wealthy, often aristocratic 
patrons.   



DOCUMENT 8: Jesuit Priest account of working conditions for 
Brazilian Indians 
 

 “The work the Indians are forced to 
do is insufferable. The workers are 
always on the run and because of this 
many Indians die…This sugar bears a 
heavy load of guilt.” 
 
SOURCE:  Fernão Cardim, 1580’s. Cardim was a Jesuit priest who 
was commissioned by the Portuguese government as an observer of 
the conduct of the Portuguese colonists in Brazil. This is an excerpt 
from one of his record logs intended for the review of the 
Portuguese government. 
 
 
  



DOCUMENT 9: Jesuit Priest Account of treatment of Brazilian Indians 
 

“….the true purpose was to 
capture Indians: to draw from 
their veins the red gold which 
has always been the mine of 
that province!” 
 
SOURCE : Jesuit Priest Antonio Vieria, History of the Future, 1656. 
Vieria was a Jesuit missionary, orator, diplomat, and master of 
classical Portuguese prose who played an active role in both 
Portuguese and Brazilian history. This is from an excerpt of his book 
History of the Future that was created as a record of Portuguese 
conduct in Brazil. 
  



DOCUMENT 10: Bartolome de las Casas account of Spanish Encomienda system  
 

 “Yet into this sheepfold, into this land of meek outcasts there came 
some Spaniards who immediately behaved like ravening wild beasts, wolves, 
tigers, or lions that had been starved for many days. And Spaniards have 
behaved in no other way during tla! past forty years, down to the present 
time, for they are still acting like ravening beasts...They attacked the towns 
and spared neither the children nor the aged nor pregnant women nor 
women in childbed, not only stabbing them and dismembering them but 
cutting them to pieces as if dealing with sheep in the slaughter house.... 
 
 After the wars and the killings had ended, when usually there survived 
only some boys, some women, and children, these survivors were 
distributed among the Christians to be workers in the mines....The purpose 
was that these distributed Indians were to be instructed in the articles of the 
Christian Faith..... 
  
 ....And the care they took was to send the men to the mines to dig for 
gold, which is intolerable labor, and to send the women into the fields of 
the big ranches to hoe and till the land, work suitable for strong men...And 
the men died in the mines and the women died on the ranches from the 
same causes, exhaustion and hunger. And thus was depopulated that island 
which had been densely populated.... 
 The reason the Christians have murdered on such a vast scale and 
killed anyone and everyone in their way is purely and simply greed. . . . 
Their insatiable greed and overweening ambition know no bounds; the 
land is fertile and rich, the inhabitants simple, forbearing and submissive.” 
 
SOURCE:  Bartolome de las Casas, 1542. Brief Account of the Devastation of the 
Indies. Bartolome was a Spanish Friar who served as a missionary on the early 
explorations of the Americas. His report of the Spanish treatment of the indigenous 
population under the encomienda system led to internal conflict and divide within 
European empires over the issue of what constitutes slavery. 
  



DOCUMENT 11: De Bry Painting of Encomienda System 

 
 

SOURCE:  Theodore de Bry, 1596. Theodorus de Bry (1528 – 27 March 
1598) was an engraver, goldsmith and editor who traveled around Europe, 
starting from the city of Liège in the Prince-Bishopric of Liège (where he 
was born and grew up), then to Strasbourg, Antwerp, London and 
Frankfurt, where he settled. Theodorus de Bry created a large number of 
engraved illustrations for his books. Most of his books were based on first-
hand observations by Spanish explorers, colonists & missionaries. This is 
one of de Bry’s depictions of the Spanish encomienda system. 
  



DOCUMENT 12: Theodre de Bry Painting of Potosi Mine 

 
SOURCE:  Theodore de Bry, 1596. Theodorus de Bry (1528 – 27 March 1598) was an engraver, goldsmith and 
editor who traveled around Europe, starting from the city of Liège in the Prince-Bishopric of Liège (where he was 
born and grew up), then to Strasbourg, Antwerp, London and Frankfurt, where he settled. Theodorus de Bry 
created a large number of engraved illustrations for his books. Most of his books were based on first-hand 
observations by Spanish explorers, colonists & missionaries. This is one of de Bry’s depictions of the Spanish 
encomienda system  



DOCUMENT 13: POTOSI MINE PAINTING 

 
SOURCE:  Artist unknown, 1697. Brown University historical archives of Spanish-American history. 
 
  



DOCUMENT 14: Joseph de Acosta on the Potosi Mine of Spanish 
America 
  

 “The mountain or hill of Potosi so famous.... The ground and soil of this 
mountain is dry, cold, and very unpleasant, yea, altogether barren, which neither 
engenders nor brings forth any fruit, grass, nor grain. ... But the force of silver, which 
draws unto it the desire of all things, has peopled this mountain more than any other 
place in all these Kingdoms.... The mines of Potosi were discovered by the Divine 
Providence…. 
 
 The "Indians" labor in these mines in continual darkness and obscurity, 
without knowledge of day or night. And forasmuch as those places are never visited 
with the sun, there is not only a continual darkness, but also an extreme cold, with so 
foul an air contrary to the disposition of man, that such as newly enter are as they are 
at sea…. 
 
 The which happened to me in one of these mines, where I felt a pain at the 
heart, and heating of the stomach. Those that labor therein use candles to light them, 
dividing their work in such sort, as they that work in the day rest by the night… 
 
 Afterwards they carry up this, metal upon their shoulders, by ladders of three 
branches made of neats leather twisted like pieces of wood, which are crossed with 
staves of wood, so that by every one of these ladders they mount and descend 
together… 
 
 He that goes before carries a candle tied to his thumb, for, as it is said, they 
have no light from heaven, and so they go up the ladder holding it with both their 
hands; to mount so great a height which commonly is above 150 feet… 
 
 A fearful thing which breeds an amazement to think upon it, so great is the 
desire of silver, that for the gain thereof men endure any pains.” 
 
SOURCE:  Joseph de Acosta, Natural and Moral History of the Indies, 1590. Joseph de Acosta 
was a Spanish Jesuit (from age 15) who sailed to the New World in 1570 in his thirties. He joined 
the company of the Viceroy in Peru and witnessed government raids against Amerindians, 
though he probably spent the majority of his time at a Jesuit college on Lake Titicaca until 1587, 
when he returned to Europe and began publishing his writings. 
   



DOCUMENT 15: Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala on the silver mines of Spanish-America  

 The silver mines of Huancavelica are where the poor Indians are so 
harshly punished, where they are tortured and so many Indians die; The 
same is true in all the other mines: the silver mines of Potosi... 

 …And they (indigenous people of Peru) are not paid for the labor of 
traveling to and from the mines or for the time they spend at the mines. 
The Indians, under the pretext of mining chores, are made to spend their 
workdays herding cattle and conveying goods; they are sent off to the plains, 
and the Indians die. ... these Indians are not paid for their labor, and their 
work is kept hidden. 

 …And the mine owners keep Indian cooking women in their 
residences; they use cooking as a pretext for taking the women as 
concubines….They and their stewards force their way on some of the 
daughters of their Indian servants and rape them... 

 …And they oblige the Indians to accept corn or meat or chicha [corn beer] 
... at their own expense, and they deduct the price from their labor and 
their workdays. In this way, the Indians end up very poor and deep in debt, 
and they have no way to pay their tribute. 

SOURCE : Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, 1590’s. Felipe was an Andean noble, who 
was probably born just as the Spanish were invading the Incan empire. In the late 
16th century he composed a very long chronicle [the source] about the history of the 
region both ancient and recent--including hundreds of the pictures you see drawn 
below--that was basically a complaint to the Spanish king Philip II (who never 
received it) about how the Spanish colonial government was not a good institution 

 

 


