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The South Sea Company is known primarily for giving its name to the South Sea Bubble of 1720. Its role in restructuring the National Debt has received attention from financial historians. However, its slaving activities are less well known. It had a monopoly right to trade slaves to Spanish America under the Asiento contract. Many historians have assumed that this trade was negligible or that the company was not interested in carrying on the trade. There are two main reasons why the company’s slaving activities have been overlooked. Firstly, the South Sea Company’s own books were largely destroyed. Secondly, many myths have been built up around the South Sea Bubble which financial historians have countered with evidence from the stock market itself. Aspects of the South Sea Company’s existence which do not directly involve the stock market or the Bubble period are not given the same degree of attention. The company did ship thousands of slaves to Spanish America and used another British joint-stock company, the Royal African Company, as a provider of slaves. The Royal African Company’s history has been well documented up until the Asiento contract. The Royal African Company’s monopoly on sales of slaves from part of the West African Coast had been rescinded at the end of the seventeenth century. It faced competition from other English traders. It has often been assumed that the Royal African Company simply gave way to the South Sea Company or to other traders around the time of the Asiento. In fact, the Royal African Company did not wind down its operations until the middle of the eighteenth century. This paper puts forward evidence that the South Sea Company and the Royal African Company co-operated to furnish slaves to the ‘New World’. The main sources used are the Royal African Companies own minute books and Eltis et al’s database of transatlantic slaving voyages. Contracts and receipts which passed between the companies provide a great deal of information regarding the trade. They shed light on the workings of the two companies, the scale of their operations and the level of co-operation involved. This evidence counteracts the assumption that both companies were relatively inactive in slaving during the first decades of the eighteenth century.

