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The children of the empire: Thetransportation of
children overseasin early modern Britain

WU Han
(School of History, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210023, China)

Abstract: During the period of the 17th and 18th centuries, which is the initial stage of the British Empire, an activity
of transporting children to the overseas colonies sprang up in the British society. Such activity consisted of official
transport activities, private children trafficking and charity activities. Its forms and characteristics were constantly
evolving with the rise and fall of the British Empire. The transportation of children overseas in early modern Britain has
many characteristics, such as the coexistence of both official and private transport activities, the combination of both
legal and illegal means, mutual participation of both government and businessmen, and high mortality of children,
which profoundly reflected the cruelty and reeking of blood of the development of the British Empire. Besides, as an
important means of regulating the relationship between British socioeconomic development and the construction of
colonial empire in the early modern times, this activity also exerted an important impact on the construction of the
concept of the modern British “empire”.

Key Words: Britain; children; colonial expansion; human trade; concept of empire
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