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Abstract 

This paper examines the web site Voyages: The Transatlantic Slave Trade Database. The 

database is a result of a decades-long, international, collaborative effort to compile a complete as 

possible dataset of archival records from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. It contains about 

35,000 transatlantic slave ship crossings providing scholars with a more complete look at the 

economic and political dimensions of the slave trade. The database is open access, and contains 

images, maps and reproductions of the archival documents. The community is invited to 

contribute their own research or make corrections to the database. The project is funded by large 

grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities in both the United States and the United 

Kingdom. 

Keywords: Transatlantic Slave Trade, Open Access Database, Academic Research, Archives 



VOYAGES: THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE DATABASE                      3	  

Introduction 

Voyages: The Transatlantic Slave Trade Database [Voyages Project] is an extensive and 

data rich internet-only archive located at http://slavevoyages.org The Voyages database contains 

records collected from archival documents describing nearly 35,000 separate slaving voyages 

between 1514 and 1866. The database is a collaborative project compiled by a team of 

international researchers. The web site is hosted by and maintained at Robert W. Woodruff 

Library at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia. Woodruff Professor of History, David Eltis is 

the lead for this project. The idea arose out of a chance meeting with University of Hull professor 

David Richardson at the British Public Records Office in 1990 (Voyages, History, 2008, para.2). 

Many scholars were doing much of the research on the transatlantic slave trade independently. 

Their work usually focused on one port, or country. Eltis and Richardson worked together to 

create a community of scholars that were willing to combine their research into one dataset. 

Grants played a major role in the development of the Voyages Project. Major funds came 

from the National Endowment for the Humanities in both the UK and the United States. The 

database is a collaborative effort of Eltis at Emory University and Richardson at the University 

of Hull in the U.K. Other partners are Harvard and Yale Universities, the Federal University of 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand. Grants in the 1990’s 

cumulated with the release of a CD-ROM version of the database. Continued funding allowed 

the database to grow as more researchers volunteered their own unpublished data to the database. 

As the records grew in volume, so did the need to parse the records, looking for duplicate entries 

or errors. It contains “approximately 82 percent of the total transatlantic trade” (Emery, Voyages 

Database, 2009, para. 2). Eltis believes that the database holds the majority of recorded voyages. 
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The database incorporates records from multiple sources, including Europe and the Americas, 

civilizations that kept careful administrative records. 

The site was launched at Emory University in late 2008. Eltis and Richardson continue to 

lead the project. The databases and web site are housed at the Emory Universities Libraries. The 

University of Hull states that they co-host the web site. However, none of the legal documents 

mention the University of Hull, so it is more likely that because both Eltis and Richardson are 

lead researchers on the project, and funding for the site comes from the National Endowment for 

the Humanities of both the Unites States and the United Kingdom, that Emory and Hull share the 

costs associated with hosting the database. 

Martin Halbert, now Dean of Libraries at the University of North Texas, once served as 

director of the Digital Programs and Systems division at Emery University. Halbert’s research 

surrounds creating communities of learners online. While at Emery, Halbert played a major role 

in the project team. He is listed as a principal grant investigator. Halbert	  doctoral	  thesis	  was	  

focused	  on	  using	  the	  internet	  as	  a	  means	  for	  scholarly	  communication.	  His	  influence	  in	  the	  

2012-‐2015	  strategic	  plan;	  objective	  three	  states,	  “in	  the	  new	  Research	  Commons,	  Emory	  

University	  faculty,	  students	  and	  other	  collaborators	  work	  together	  to	  apply	  digital	  tools	  

and	  techniques	  to	  their	  scholarly	  communications,	  research	  and	  teaching”	  (Luce,	  2011,	  

p.6).	  This	  idea	  of	  collaboration	  among	  scholars	  is	  seen	  in	  the	  open	  access	  Voyages Project	  

web	  site.	  The	  website	  provides	  the	  opportunity	  for	  researchers	  “to	  continue	  to	  contribute	  

their	  discoveries	  and	  correct	  errors	  in	  the	  data	  they	  might	  find.”	  After	  a	  peer-‐review	  

process	  new	  data	  is	  “added	  to	  the	  core	  database	  at	  three-‐year	  intervals	  (Voyages,	  History, 

2008, para.5). 
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The content  

The Voyages Project is actually more than one database; it is four. The Voyages 

Database “provides the most comprehensive source of data currently available on the 

transatlantic slave trade” (Voyages Guide, 2008, p.5). The Images Database contains digitized 

images of historical documents. They present the primary source material of scholars. The 

images can be browsed by category (manuscripts, places, slaves or vessels) or by time frame or 

keyword (Voyages Guide, 2008, p.9). Many of the items selected for digitization were from 

Emory’s Manuscript, Archives and Rare Book Library [MARBL]. The African Names Database 

contains over 67,000 Africans “collected from registers of Africans liberated from slaving 

vessels between 1819 and 1845, include the Anglicized spelling of each individual’s name, age, 

sex, and height; descriptions of any bodily markings; the vessel that was transporting the 

individual and the corresponding VoyageID in the Voyages Database; [date and] place of 

debarkation; and the individual’s country of origin” (Voyages Guide, 2008, p.9). 

In 2009, the African Origins Project was launched. This scholar-public collaboration uses 

the African Names Database to identify the likely origins of the liberated Africans. The project 

relies on “Africans, members of the African Diaspora, and others” with knowledge of “African 

languages, cultural naming practices, and ethnic groups” (African Origins, Welcome, 2009) to 

identify the “likely ethno-linguistic origin of an individual’s name” (African Origins, About, 

2009, para. 1). The project used the names found in the database, and created a sound recording 

of the pronunciation. To determine the ‘best’ estimation of the name, native speakers of the 

language spoken by the court were chosen. For example, a name recorded by a registrar of the 

court in Havana is “pronounced by a Spanish speaker with a Havana accent” (African Origins, 
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About, 2009, para. 2). This method effectively leverages the collective knowledge of the ‘crowd’ 

by bringing the dataset to a larger audience of scholars. 

The fourth is the Estimates Database. This database is located in the resource section of 

the website. It is devoted to assessing the slave trade. Essays and introductory maps are located 

in the resource section. This section is “organized around the three ways historians and 

researchers have used” the Voyages Database to assess the data (Voyages, Assessing, 2009). The 

Estimates Database contains quantitative analysis to make educated guesses about missing 

information. An example quantitative analysis generated by the database would be 12.5 million 

Africans were forced to cross the Atlantic but only about 10.7 million completed the journey. It 

was the largest forced migration in modern history. Researchers are able to query the Estimates 

Database using their own variables and obtain the answer in the form of tables, timelines or maps 

(Voyages, Assessing, 2009). 

In addition to the Voyages databases, K-12 educator resources are available. This single 

location provides all the tools needed to begin “understanding and investigating the history of the 

transatlantic slave trade” (Voyages Guide, 2008, p.5). An international team of curriculum 

developers using national standards in history, social studies, and geography developed the 

lesson plans. The lesson plans include a variety of themes and activities that would appeal to a 

middle school to high school audience. The Voyages Project is a remarkable tool to engage 

young learners in a meaningful way using historical inquiry. The addition of a curricular 

component to the website fulfills the Emory Libraries’ vision to “inspire creative expression, 

scholarship and new knowledge” (Emory,	  About,	  2009).	  
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The mission 

The Voyages Project was started so that researchers, students and any other interested 

party would have access to data that had otherwise been scattered in libraries and other 

repositories worldwide. The data is useful to anyone interested in “the study of cultural, 

demographic and economic change in the Atlantic world from the late sixteenth to the mid 

nineteenth century” (Eltis, 2010). It is hoped that scholars will be able to identify previously 

unidentified trends in the effects slaving had on African economies and warfare. The ship and 

owner information provided on the site will assist European scholars in pursuing new lines of 

inquiry into the social and economic role of trading by ship in general. No other data set of this 

kind exists at this time. 

The Voyages Project is designed for scholars, both academic researchers and history 

buffs, interested in the transatlantic slavery and shipping industry. The information in the 

database is useful for those involved in the study of applied history, where scholars collaborate to 

resolve questions raised by other scholars. All of the data is available and accessible to the 

general public. In short, the database is useful to several categories, including but not limited to: 

scholars, researchers, historians, political scientists, students, genealogists, and teachers. 

The	  project	  team	  

Project	  leaders,	  David	  Eltis	  and	  David	  Richardson,	  have	  been	  working	  on	  this	  

research	  for	  decades,	  but	  they	  does	  not	  work	  alone;	  an	  international	  team	  functions	  as	  the	  

steering	  committee	  and	  a	  North	  American	  team	  sits	  on	  the	  advisory	  board.	  Emory	  

University	  is	  home	  to	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  project	  development	  team,	  although	  some	  outside	  

organizations	  in	  the	  U.S.	  and	  some	  research	  assistants	  from	  New	  Zealand	  and	  Portugal	  

round	  out	  the	  team.	  	  
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A project of this size requires many different skill sets. The division of working teams 

came be inferred by the information posted on the website. Besides the advisory board and 

steering committee, there is evidence of grant coordinators, programmers/software engineers, 

digital image specialists, researchers, curriculum developers, web designers, and a publicity 

coordinator. The names of the project team members are listed alphabetically, which gives the 

impression that the organization is egalitarian in nature. This probability is reinforced by the fact 

that data acquisition is a collaborative effort, between scholars and members of the public who 

own or have access to new data. 

The	  technology	  

The Voyages Project is a product of an international collaboration, including major 

scholars in the history of the slave trade. Many of the original sources of data were unpublished 

and in archives that were inaccessible to most researchers. The site offers the entire Expanded 

Voyages Database for download. If a researcher downloads the dataset, there are 276 variables 

included to sort by, compared to ninety-nine variables online in the Voyages Database. This 

dataset is available in SPSS format – an open-source proprietary statistical software. The 

Estimates Database is also downloadable in SPSS, comma delimited (CSV), and dBase formats. 

Digital images of 171 original documents are offered as high-resolution JPEG files. 

These digital images are linked to the related dataset in the Voyages Database – where they are 

linked back to the images. Also downloadable are forty-two images of maps and etchings of 

places; nine drawings, etchings, and photographs of slaves; and nine images of vessels all linked 

to related datasets whenever possible. The information available in the Voyages Project is so 

valuable for academic research, it is highly likely that it will be preserved indefinitely either on 

the site or at the very least, by Emery and Hull University Libraries. 
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The web site was constructed using open source software components. In the spirit of the 

open source movement, and because of Federal funding, the data on the web site is free to use. 

Most of the components are licensed under the GNU General Public License 3.0. This permits 

copying, but changing is not allowed. Some of the content is licensed with the Creative 

Commons License 3.0 – Attribution-Non-Commercial-No Derivatives - the most restrictive 

license. This license also allows the data and images on the site to be downloaded for use by 

researcher with alteration as long as it is attributed to the Voyages Project. 

Promotion	  of	  the	  Voyages Project	  

According to Alexa, a Web analytics site, the statistics for Voyages Project show that 497 

sites link to the website. Looking at the top 100 referring sites shows that more than a third of the 

links are from other universities. As expected, blogs, news articles, and link aggregators made up 

the majority of the remaining links. These are almost exclusively referral listings and reviews of 

the databases. Outside of very specialized history and genealogy magazines, there are few recent 

articles written about the Voyages Project. The African Origins Project, started in 2009, and 

added to the site in 2011, triggered articles to appear again in more mainstream publications.  

The African Origins Project’s website has a small blog with 9 followers, a small presence 

on Facebook (657 ‘likes’ for the Origin’s Project compared to 407 ‘likes’ for the Voyages 

Project), and links to press coverage. The limited use of social networking is not surprising. The 

audience for the Voyages Project is limited. It would be somewhat difficult to stumble over in a 

search, although it does appear fourth in a Google search using the search words ‘slave trade.’ 

Lead researchers Elton and Richardson authored a book using the database (Atlas of the 

Transatlantic Slave Trade, Yale University Press, 2010). This book generated press coverage 

that linked back to the Voyages Project. 
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SWOT analysis 

Strengths 

The Voyages Project provides an amazing amount of information for anyone interested in 

learning details about the Slave Trade. There is enough detail and inclusiveness in the data sets 

to make entirely new lines of research and associations possible. It is an extremely valuable 

resource. The scheduled three-year cycle of the project makes the expansion of and correction to 

the site possible, making the data more complete and reliable. The academic focus on scholarly 

collaboration creates a community of learners. Voyages Project increases the audience of the 

database by providing well-designed curriculum. The licensing, GNU 3.0 and CC 3.0, allow the 

data and images on the site to be downloaded for use by researchers and teachers. The open 

access to the data promotes exploration and use of the resources. 

Weaknesses 

Although there is a lot of information about the shipping industry: the vessels, captains, 

crew and owners, however, because of the nature of the trade, there is no data regarding the 

names of slaves who were disembarked from the ships. Although never included in the original 

documents, the inclusion of names in the database would enhance the project’s value to those in 

pursuit of family histories.  The database is extensive and contains a lot of data but the databases 

may be a little intimidating for non-academic users. Ninety-nine variables to filter data means a 

lot of choices have to be made. Adding to the difficulty is that the names of the filters/variables 

are not intuitive. The Voyages Project is aware of this problem. They provide a complete section 

devoted to Understanding the Database. A user can download the instruction as a forty page 

PDF, making use of the database prohibitive to the casual user. This assumption is supported by 

the traffic statistics at Alexa show that visitors spend an average of three minutes at the site. 
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Opportunities 

The project team has already expanded the project to include the African Origins Project. 

This particular project can fully realize the power of crowdsourcing. Because there are thousands 

of African languages is no way a single academic researcher could be an expert in all of them. 

“African social groups and languages have remained somewhat consistent over the centuries” 

(Smith, 2011) if a visitor can identify even one name from the database, it would be a remarkable 

contribution. There are many opportunities for the site to expand. The data available could make 

connections to the history of the slave trade and major banks in Europe and the Unites States. 

This could be another area for expansion of the information already on this web archive. The 

curricular material could be expanded to include other subject areas; for instance, lesson plans 

related to mathematics making use of the Estimates Database. 

Threats 

As with all academic research endeavors, the site is vulnerable to variability in the 

economy and funding sources. Since the Voyages Project relies upon federal and international 

funding sources, they have some protection against a major change. Emory University is also 

highly unlikely to destroy the Voyages Project, as it is a valuable asset to its collection. 

Degradation of digital assets is somewhat of a concern. Emory University Libraries undoubtedly 

has a digital migration plan in place for the web site database. However, it is still unknown how 

long digital assets will last. Also extremely unlikely, the web site itself could be the object of an 

attack by internet hackers that might result in a disruption of service, limiting the delivery of data 

and information for a short time. 
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Summary 

The Voyages Project is a remarkable resource. The richness of the data gathered together 

makes collaboration and further research a possibility. Many of the archives from which the data 

is pulled from have limited access and are very far flung. To visit all of them, to interpret the 

handwritten archival documents and then to make estimates about the data, would be impossible 

working alone. The spirit of international collaboration is well placed. This is the perfect sort of 

resource that is viable as a result of Web 2.0 technology. Although it would seem that 

genealogists would be part of the audience for this type of resource, it is not suited for the sort of 

personal research. According to Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Harvard University professor, “their 

ancestries, their identities, their stories were lost in the ships that carried them across the 

Atlantic” (Wasley, 2011). The records that exist in archives denote the vessels and the captains, 

not the human cargo that was being forcibly taken and sold. The few records that exist of 

Africans that were freed during the last years of the trade are all that exist to link people to 

places. 

As more and more people become invested in research through digital databases such as 

this project, I would expect repositories similar to this one to appear – or to be discovered online. 

The blending of pure data and educational resources is where I see my place in the archives. 

Gathering and research are much different skill sets than taking information and providing a link 

from existing knowledge to new knowledge. As an educator, I have an understanding of the 

whole and segment and sequence it to make sense to others. Emory University Libraries vision to 

“inspire creative expression, scholarship and new knowledge” (About,	  2009)	  is	  certainly	  

fulfilled	  by	  the	  Voyages:	  The	  Transatlantic	  Slave	  Trade	  Database.	  
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Going	  forward,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  see	  the	  web	  site	  make	  connections	  to	  contemporary	  

slavery.	  Richardson	  is	  the	  director	  of	  WISE	  [Wilberforce	  Institute	  for	  the	  Study	  of	  Slavery	  

and	  Emancipation]	  at	  the	  University	  of	  Hull.	  	  In	  January,	  2012,	  WISE	  released	  a	  “series	  of	  

lesson	  plans,	  which	  feature	  people’s	  personal	  stories	  of	  slavery”	  (Quirk,	  2012).	  Education	  

can	  “dispel	  the	  myth	  that	  slavery	  is	  confined	  to	  history”	  (Quirk,	  2012).	  Adding	  this	  now	  

extant	  curriculum	  to	  the	  Voyages Project would be a relatively easy thing. It would generate 

much publicity, and would make solid connections between educators and the database.  
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