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Assessment Three Database Exercise

Database research can be a valuable tool when carrying out historical investigations as they contain information in a format that is easy to understand and filter to get evidence relating to a particular topic.  One such database is the Transatlantic Slave Trade Database (TSD).[footnoteRef:1] Using this source, this paper aims to explore the voyage of the slave ship, Hannibal  which set sail from England on the twenty fifth of October 1693 under the command of Thomas Phillips, a ship’s captain from Brecon, and seventy crew members across the middle passage to Barbados.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Slave Voyages, Transatlantic Slave Database 2021 Voyage ID 9714  https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database [accessed 21st November 2023]]  [2:  Ibid.] 


Hannibal’s first port to buy slaves was Ouidah, Benin[footnoteRef:3] where it made landfall in January 1694. Ouidah was one of the busiest slave trading ports in Africa and it is estimated that upwards of two million slaves were transported during its operation.[footnoteRef:4]  From Ouidah, the ship sailed to an unspecified port along Africa’s Gold Coast and on to Sao Tome in modern day Ghana[footnoteRef:5] before sailing to Barbados at the end of July 1694.   The Slave Trade Act of 1788 restricted the numbers of cargo due to concerns about loss of life through disease and infection because of lack of space.   The Act required that no more than 1.67 slaves per tonne were to be transported on a ship weighing up to 207 tonnes, and one slave per tonne thereafter.[footnoteRef:6]  The Hannibal weighed 336.6 standardised tonnes with a permitted load of 475 captives, however it carried at total of  700 slaves, 241 more that allowed than legally permitted. [footnoteRef:7]   [3:  Transatlantic Slave Database]  [4:  UNESCO, Slavery and Remembrance: A guide to sites, museums, and memory. Ouidah. https://slaveryandremembrance.org/articles/article/?id=A0120 [accessed 21st November 2023]]  [5:  UNESCO, Slavery and Remembrance: A guide to sites, museums, and memory. Gold Coast. https://slaveryandremembrance.org/articles/article/?id=A0109 [Accessed 21st November 2023]]  [6:  Cohn, R. L. (1985). Deaths of Slaves in the Middle Passage. The Journal of Economic History, 45(3), 685–692. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2121762   LoGerfo, J. W. (1973). Sir William Dolben and “The Cause of Humanity”: The Passage of the Slave Trade Regulation Act of 1788. Eighteenth-Century Studies, 6(4), 431–451. https://doi.org/10.2307/3031578 [accessed 22nd November 2023].]  [7:  Figures calculated from information given in Cohn regarding ratios and percentages from the Transatlantic Slave Database] 

The TSD shows that it took three months for the Hannibal to travel from England to Ouidah where it docked on the twenty fifth January 1694.  The length of the voyage does not appear to be unusual.  For example, the Kendall, a lighter Fragata took nearly five months to make shore at Ouidah from the start of her voyage whilst other ships took less time, including the Falconberg under the command of Francis Butteram which took just over a month to make first port [footnoteRef:8].  Phillips gives reason for some of the delay in his journal where he writes about severe weather in the English Channel and the loss of a crew member.  He also writes that as a result of the storm, repairs were necessitated.[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore, on the twenty third of November, the Hannibal battled a French frigate resulting in the loss of thirty-seven dead and wounded crew and again, repairs to the ship were needed and so further work on the ship was carried out at  St Jago before arriving in Ouidah.[footnoteRef:10]   Phillips’ journal indicates that it took approximately nine weeks in May of 1694 to procure 684 slaves[footnoteRef:11], but the TSD indicates that he was unable to commence the crossing until July of that year[footnoteRef:12]. This was possibly due to a stop in St Thomas.[footnoteRef:13]  [8:  Slave Voyages, Transatlantic Slave Database 2021 Voyage ID 9702 and 9710 
 Phillips p. 176 – 177 ]  [9: ]  [10:  Phillips p 180 - 182]  [11:  Phillips p. 214. The Transatlantic Slave Database 2021 states that there were 700 slaves aboard ship but Phillips lists 684.]  [12:  Slave Voyages, Transatlantic Slave Database 2021 Voyage ID 9714  ]  [13:  Phillips p.215] 

The TSD states that following a crossing of one hundred days, Hannibal arrived in Barbados in November 1694 carrying 372 captives.  328 slaves died during the crossing.  Whilst it was commonplace to lose slaves on a voyage across the middle passage, at forty seven percent Hannibal lost more slaves than other comparable voyages. For example, Kendall lost four percent, Falconberg lost eleven percent, Scepter lost twenty four percent and John Bonadventure lost fifteen percent.[footnoteRef:14]  Thomas notes that the death of so many slaves was considerable, writing that ‘the lo[s]s in all amounted to near 6560 sterling’[footnoteRef:15].  The TSD states that the cash price for the slaves was £21.77 each[footnoteRef:16] but this is disputed in Thomas’ journal where he posits a figure of nineteen pounds per slave.[footnoteRef:17] Thomas records the reason for the loss of life as being caused by ‘white flux’ or dysentery[footnoteRef:18], potentially due to drinking foul water and contaminated rum on the Island of St Thomas[footnoteRef:19] and whilst this may be an accurate account, the fact that the ship was overloaded suggests that infection would have spread very quickly and with greater mortality.   [14:  Transatlantic Slave Database voyage ID 9702, 9710, 15078, 9716. One notable exception was the East India Merchant who lost 70% of her cargo – this ship was berthed with Hannibal at various points on the journey. ]  [15:  Phillips p. 236]  [16:  Slave Voyages, Transatlantic Slave Database 2021 Voyage ID 9714  ]  [17:  Phillips p. 237.]  [18:  Santa Clara University Digital Exhibits , Flux/Dysentery  https://dh.scu.edu/exhibits/exhibits/show/health---medicine-aboard-trans/flux---dysentery [accessed 24th November 2023]. ]  [19:  Phillips p. 182.] 

The TSD does not indicate when the Hannibal arrived back in London on the database, but it appears to have left Barbados on the second of April 1695, some five months after arriving which is about two months longer than the data from the ships used for comparison from the TSD[footnoteRef:20].  This delay may be explained by Phillips who wrote that the island was firstly hit by a hurricane and soon after by plague, causing the deaths of a further eighteen crew.[footnoteRef:21] Phillips states that Hannibal  arrived back at Falmouth on eighteenth of May 1695. On the twenty eighth of May 1695, Hannibal ran aground in Falmouth Harbour and on the twenty ninth of May, collided with another ship causing irreparable damage[footnoteRef:22]; this may explain why the TSD is not able to confirm the date the ship arrived back to its homeport, but it may explain why there is only one entry for the Hannibal in the database. [20:  Transatlantic Slave Database voyage ID 9702, 9710, 15078, 9716]  [21:  Phillips p. 238]  [22:  Ibid. p 239] 

Using quantitative source material such as a database can be invaluable to research as data can be interrogated quickly and easily.  However, this paper has shown that databases alone are often unable to tell the whole story and so further qualitative research may be needed to contextualise the historical facts[footnoteRef:23].  Notwithstanding the requirement to put figures into context, using databases as part of a holistic approach to research may facilitate a greater depth of understanding of historical events that might be the case if using qualitative sources alone. [23:  It should be noted that The Transatlantic Slave Database did not use Thomas Phillips’ journal as source material, but it did utilize a number of archival sources.] 
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