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•1492- Columbus in the Americas.
•1502- Arrival of the first enslaved Africans in the Americas. 
•1510- The systematic transportation of African slaves to the New 

World begins after King Ferdinand of Spain authorizes a ship-
ment of 50 African slaves to be sent to Santo Domingo.

•1650- British Buccaneers settle in British Honduras.
•1660- Bartholomew Sharpe, British pirate, makes British Honduras 

his base and begins to harvest logwood for sale to U.K.
•1724- Report by Spanish missionary’s reports the presence of en-

slaved Africans in the settlement and  states that the British 
recently had been importing them from Jamaica and Bermu-
da.

•1765 & 1768 - Slave revolts. In 1768 23 slaves had gone off to the New 
River to the Spaniards.

•1773- An uprising began in May on the Belize River; Captain Dav-
ey arrived at St. George’s Caye and sent officers to contain 
the slaves.  This was the biggest revolt which lasted several 
months and resulted in the recapture of 14 slaves while many 
escaped for refuge at the Spaniard’s post on the Rio Hondo. 

•1807- On March 25th, the Act for the Abolition of Slave Trade was 
passed by the British Parliament which made the trading of 
slaves illegal throughout the British Empire. 

•1820- Last slave revolt led by slaves Will and Sharper who were be-
lieved to be leaders of the revolt. This took place on the Belize 
and Sibun Rivers. The Superintendant declared Martial Law 
as a considerable number of slavers were well armed.  The re-
volt lasted for approx. one month.

•1833- Act for the Abolition of Slavery – Britain abolishes slavery 
and provides for the emancipation of enslaved people in the 
British West Indies, to take effect on 1 August 1834. The Act 
declares that the former enslaved people must serve a period 
of unpaid apprenticeship before receiving full emancipation. 

•1838- Emancipation of Slaves in Belize and throughout the British 
Empire.

•1926- League of Nations adopted the definition of slavery to include 
“the state or condition of an individual on which are exerted 
attributes of the right of ownership or some of those rights”. 

•1948- On December 10, General Assembly of the United Nations 
adopts Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Article 4 
states: ‘No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery 
and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.’

•1956- Supplementary Convention adopted which added servitude 
for debt, serfdom, the marriage of a woman without her con-
sent and the assignment of children for purposes of exploita-
tion to the list of slavery institutions and practices.

Belize Slavery & Emancipation Timeline



The system of slavery 
throughout the British 
Caribbean based on sugar 
production is well docu-
mented in historical re-
cords and settlements such 
as Jamaica were major 
sugar producing colonies. 
Large numbers of enslaved 
persons worked on huge 
plantations and this led 
to the emergence of Carib-
bean societies influenced 
by the cultural values of 
enslaved Africans.

 In Belize, the slave trade 
was centered on the cut-
ting of logwood and by the 
end of the 19th century on 
the cutting of mahogany. 
This resulted in system in 
which slave occupations 
were distinctly different 
from other parts of the 
sugar growing Caribbean. 
Despite the differing occu-
pations the fact was that 
slaves were treated as the 
property of their masters 
and could be bought and 

Slavery in Belize

sold in a system  referred to as “Chattel Slavery”.  

The first settlers in British Honduras cut their own logwood but as 
the logging trade expanded and became more lucrative the need 
for a larger labour force arose leading to the forced importation of 
African people. The earliest historical record of enslaved Africans 
in Belize was from a Spanish missionary in 1724 who reported that 
they had been imported from Jamaica and Bermuda. The location of 
timber supplies led to logging camps being situated along the rivers, 
creeks and lagoons. It was a seasonal occupation where cutting was 
done during the dry season and the rafting of logs down river being 
done during the rainy season. 

The first step towards emancipation was the registering of all slaves 
in the settlement before August 1834. An Order-in-Council reached 
Belize in March 1834 and established a registration period of two 
months.  In order to compensate slave owners for their losses they 
would incur once the slaves were free, Britain paid 20 million pounds 
in government bonds. This was equal to roughly 40% of the national 
budget at the time and about 1.34 billion pounds today; on the other 
hand the slaves received nothing.  Instead the final emancipation 
would be reached over a period of six years which was later short-
ened to four years. In Belize slave owners were paid an average of 
£54 per enslaved person.
 In British Honduras, the period of apprenticeship was generally 
free of disturbances and revolts. While little seemed to have changed 
in terms of labor control there were new power relations between 
the master and the slaves. Matters regarding punishments and other 
disciplinary actions were not dealt with until after Emancipation. 
A special magistrate was appointed to each colony to oversee rela-
tions and enforce that the slaves were working a required 45 hours 
per week.  The end of the apprenticeship period came early since it 
was found that abuse and ill-treatment of enslaved people had got-
ten worse.
In British Honduras, the end of the apprenticeship period on its eve 
of July 31st, 1838 was marked with prayer and mild celebration... In 
places like Jamaica, the end of slavery was symbolized by burying a 
coffin containing a whip and chain inside. The Superintendent of the 
Belize reported that the day after most of the ex-slaves were carry-
ing on with their own activities.   
Life after Emancipation
After Emancipation the former masters still found various ways 
to control the labor force and developed a system of dependency.  
The first step was to change free land grants in 1858 and allow only 
white men to own land and no crown land would be given out the 
former slaves. It was argued that the allowing the ex-slaves to ob-
tain land “would discourage labor for wages”.  Land was then to be 
sold at a price £1per acre which was too expensive for the ex-slaves 
to purchase. The British woodcutters further controlled the labor 
law system and developed the ‘advance system’ where advances 
given under a strict contract system. This ensured that the laborers 
were bound to the employer for a period of six to twelve months.  
The laws imposed a penalty of imprisonment with hard labor for 3 
months on a servant failing to perform a contract and allowed the 
apprehension of a servant without a warrant by the employer.  In 
combination with the advance system was the “truck system” which 
forced laborers to take a portion of their wages in goods from their 
employers’ store.  The effect of all these forms of labor control was 
that the freed men remained bound to their former masters.

Apprenticeship Period to Full Emancipation 1838



With the slavery system based 
on the woodcutting industry en-
slaved persons were given into 
various jobs. A number of distinct 
occupations were required in the 
process of mahogany extraction. 
First there were the huntsmen 
whose job it was to search and 
survey the forest to locate the 
mahogany trees. The slave owner 
depended on the huntsman’s skill 
to not only find the mahogany 
but also to report his find. This 
was perhaps the occupation with 
the most freedom as huntsmen 
worked independently with mini-
mal supervision. When the trees 
were found the axe men were sent 
to cut the trees. This was one of 
the most dangerous and arduous 
jobs as it required the operation 
of a heavy axe on a springy plat-
form twelve feet off the ground 
known as a “barbecue”. There 
were also cattlemen who were 
responsible to feed and work the 
cattle used in hauling the huge 
trunks. After the trees were cut, 
men were also used to receive the 
logs at the river mouth and to 

Slave Occupations

Woodcutting

square the wood in preparation for final shipment. Slave owners 
worked with as few as two slaves or with as many as fifty depending 
on how much slaves they could own.

Other occupations not directly linked to the woodcutting trade 
played an important part in sustaining the day to day livelihood of 
the settlement. The cultivation of provision grounds for the produc-
tion of ground-foods, vegetables and other subsistence crops.  

Women were responsible for the domestic operations of the house-
hold and they also cooked, sewed, washed and ironed.

1807 Abolition of the Slave Trade
The first major step on the road to emancipation was an ‘Act for the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade’ in 1807. The members of the Society for 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade decided to concentrate on a cam-
paign to persuade British Parliament to prohibit trading in slaves. 
They felt they were more likely to succeed than if they demanded the 
abolition of slavery itself throughout the empire. They also believed 
that if the trade was ceased, slavery would eventually be brought 
to an end.  In the decades until 1838 several bills were put to Par-
liament, the first in 1791 which was rejected. For all the awareness 
raised in by abolitionists’ campaign, they were those with economic 
interest who benefited from the trade and   therefore formed strong 
opposing opinion. The Bill for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was 
introduced in the House of Lords on 2nd January 1807. On 25th 
March, 1807 the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade made it 
illegal to carry enslaved people on British ships.  When it became 
clear that the abolition of the slave trade would not result in the end 
of slavery, the campaign for the total abolition gained momentum.

Road to Emancipation

1833 Abolition of Slavery  
 In July 1833, a Bill to abolish slav-
ery throughout the British Empire 
was passed in British Parliament. 
This was the result of several fac-
tors which included:
• The education campaign led by 

the abolitionists.
• Major slave revolts in Jamaica, 

Demerara and Barbados.
• Reduced Demand for slave-

based goods.
• The Reform Act of British Par-

liament in 1832. 
As of August 1, 1834 Slavery was 
officially brought to an end pend-
ing a transition period known as 
Apprenticeship.

Pro-Slavery Literature

Anti- Slavery Literature



Slavery Statistics Treatment of Slaves
 Incidences of slave children born 
to white Masters are evidence 
of the sexual favors enslaved 
women were required to perform 
as mistresses. Children born in 
slavery became adapted to the 
life of servitude from a young 
age. Young girls and boys would 
wait at tables. Girls also served as 
chambermaids while boys served 
as footmen. As the children grew 
older they were moved on to more 
demanding occupations.  

In ‘Correspondences Relative to 
Slaves at Honduras 1820-1823’, 

Superintendent George Ar-
thurs wrote a series of letters 
to England detailing the harsh 
cruelty suffered by the slaves 
at the hands of their masters. 
With no formal law in place 
for the protection of slaves, it 
wasn’t until 1821 that the King 
of England gave a royal proc-
lamation that the “Consoli-
dated Slave Law of Jamaica” 

should be observed in 
the settlement when it 
came to the treatment 
of slaves. 



Slave Revolts Peggy
Resistance against 
slavery has been re-
corded throughout its 
existence in the settle-
ment of Belize. Slaves 
used both active and 
passive approaches to 
resisting their enslave-
ment. For women it 
was observed through 
actions such as abor-
tions where women 
who were made preg-
nant by their Brit-
ish slave masters had 
abortions as they re-
fused to raise a child 
under the conditions of slavery. Obeah was also believed to be prac-
ticed by some of the slaves against their masters and was made pun-
ishable by death in 1791. Men resisted slave control in a more active 
approach which resulted in running away or revolts. 
1773 Revolt
The largest reported revolt occurred in May 1773 and involved fifty 
slaves that took control of five logging camps and killed six British 
men. It was not until five months later and with the assistance of sea-
men and a British naval force brought in from Jamaica that the re-
volt was suppressed. It began on the Belize River and on the 21st June 
it was reported that the slaves were armed with muskets, cutlasses 
and other weapons and as the settlers tried to attack them this made 
them retreat farther into the forest.  Fourteen slaves surrendered 
to Captain Davey and he organized three parties that consisted of 
forty men each to track down and kill the remaining fugitive slaves. 
During this time trade was at a standstill for most of the area while 
settlers remained in fear.  Settlers reported that the fugitives had 
been trying to reach the Spaniards who offered asylum to the slaves 
at their post on the Rio Hondo River. Eleven slaves were reported to 
have made it and it was not until November that the revolt was over.
1820 Revolt
In 1819 Superintendent George Arthur reported that there was brew-
ing tension between the slaves and their masters at Christmas and it 
wasn’t before long that the last major slave revolt occurred in 1820.  
In a letter to Earl Bathurst, Superintendent Arthur reported “a con-
siderable number of slaves” had organized a group at the Belize River 
and were well armed and had already created disturbances and of-
fenses. Arthur travelled there in hopes of finding a middle ground 
with the slaves through a “milder means of persuasion” and “without 
having to recourse to military force”.  The rebels had destroyed some 
cattle and robbed two houses.  Martial Law was proclaimed and a re-
ward was given for the apprehension of the slaves. It was at this time 
that slaves Will and Sharper were believed to be leaders of the revolt.  
Almost a month after the revolt started it was over and Martial Law 
was ended.

In September of 1821 Dr. Mansfield Bowen, a 
magistrate in the settlement,  was brought to 
trial for cruelty to his slave named Peggy. Peg-
gy was suspected of having stolen two dozen 
handkerchiefs. As a result, she was tied up and 
severely flogged, then handcuffed and chained 
in a rat-infested shed for five days and nights.

Her common-law husband Sergeant Rush, a re-
tired pensioner, offered to pay for the handker-
chiefs if they were not found.  When she was 
released she filed a report on Dr. Bowen. In 
response Dr. Bowen tied Peggy to the ground 
fastened to four stakes and had her clothes re-
moved to below her waist and then ordered for 
Peggy to be flogged by another woman. Bowen 
supervised the punishment. 

In the trial the prosecutor requested that three 
enslaved women, Sarah, Thisbe and Nancy be 
called to provide evidence against Dr. Bowen. 
The Magistrate determined that as legally held 
slaves they could not testify. Despite the inju-
ries to Peggy, the jury returned a verdict of: 
NOT GUILTY.


