Triangular Trade

Trade between West Africa and Europe flourished around 1500 CE. Europeans traded copper, brass, and clothing for the gold and salt of West Africa. At first, the areas were equal trading partners. In time, their relationship changed. The Portuguese sailed around the tip of Africa and discovered East Africa. Wealthy cities in this region traded goods from the center of Africa to as far away as India and China. The Portuguese no longer wanted to trade with the Africans. They wanted to gain control of trading centers across Africa.

On the west coast of Africa, Portugal and other European nations established trading colonies. The European colonists in the Americas traded foods such as corn and cassava for African gold, ivory, skins, and pepper. This exchange of goods greatly impacted the Americas and Africa.

Latin America and the West Indies
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Europeans introduced sugar cane to the islands of the Caribbean Sea. The soil and climate were agreeable to the plant. Sugar was brought back to Europe and became a popular sweetener. The Spanish established large sugar cane plantations. The need for workers on these large farms encouraged the institution of slavery in the West Indies. Spain and Portugal would raid tribal villages on the western coast of Africa. Africans were then loaded onto ships and were transported to the West Indies to plant, maintain, and harvest sugar cane crops.

Europeans also took the coffee bean from Africa and brought it to the New World. The plants were transplanted on the island of Martinique. Coffee soon spread to other areas of the Americas. Today, many South American nations are the world’s leading coffee producers.

African Slavery
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Slavery has existed since ancient times. Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Persians, Indians, and the Aztec captured enemies from battles and kept them as slaves. Enslaved Aztec could buy or regain their freedom in time. Furthermore, Africa traded people within the continent. Men captured in battles between warring African tribes were taken as slaves rather than being killed. The enslaved could either earn their freedom, or a family member could buy their freedom. However, the slave trade that developed in Africa during the 1500s was different.

As Europe established colonies in the Americas, the need for labor in the agricultural and mining businesses increased. Europeans forced Native Americans to work in the sugar plantations and in the gold mines. Eventually, the population of the Native Americans decreased dramatically. They died from diseases such as measles, malaria, and smallpox spread by the Europeans. As a result of the decline in the population of Native Americans, the colonial empires needed a new source of laborers to work in the plantations and mines. Africans were chosen because they were highly skilled farmers and metalworkers, and they could handle the hot climate of many of the colonies of the Americas. 

Triangular Trade
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Trade between Europe, colonies in the Americas, and Africa, was known as the triangular trade. Merchants from Europe brought manufactured goods to trade for the captured Africans in one leg of the triangle. Africa received items such as guns and cloth from Europe, and rum and gunpowder from the American colonies. Another part of the trade triangle was known as the Middle Passage. The enslaved Africans were transported from Africa to the West Indies on crowded ships and traded for sugar, molasses, and other products. The agricultural goods and other products were shipped to Europe and European colonies in the third leg of the triangle.

Questions From the Reading:

1. Study the map above--what three areas were MOST impacted from the triangular trade?

2. Why were Africans used to replace enslaved Native Americans?

3. What continent is currently the leading producer of coffee?

