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Knowledge Organiser – The British Empire

1. By 1901, Britain ruled the largest empire the world had ever known. This 
included over 450 million and covered ¼ of the surface of the world.

Summary

15. Empire A group of countries, people or land ruled by one 
single country referred to as the “mother” country.

16. Colony A country that is part of an empire.

17. Jewel in the 
crown

The largest and richest part of Britain’s Empire

18. Commonwealth A group of countries that were once part of Britain’s 
Empire

19. Imperialism The act of building an empire.

20. Nationalism Wanting your country to be the best or to be free 
from someone's empire

21. Britannia A female figure used to symbolise the British Empire

22 East India 
Company

Trading company that gradually took control of India

23. Famine A shortage of food.

24. The Raj The period of British rule in India after 1857. From the 
Hindi word for reign.

25. Mahatma Gandhi A leader of the Indian independence movement.

Key Terms

2. 1586 Sir Walter Raleigh organised a small settlement in America named 
Virginia in honour of Elizabeth I.  

3. 1620: The Mayflower ship set sail for America taking the first English 
colonisers called the Pilgrim Fathers.

4. 1756-63: The Seven Years War resulted in England winning Canada from 
the French.

5. 1770: Captain Cook claimed Australia for Britain. It became a penal colony.

6. 1775-83: Britain was defeated in the American War of Independence and 
lost its 13 American colonies. Remembered in America on 4th July.

7. 1845: The Irish Potato Famine began.

8. 1876: Queen Victoria was declared Empress of India.

Key Events

11. Australia Used as a location for criminals. Criminals would be shipped to 
Australia, where they would be used as a workforce

12. Caribbean Sugar, cocoa and coffee were all grown and taken to Britain.

13. Africa Britain used the people as slaves and made a lot of money selling 
them at auctions. The Gold Coast was important because it held 
lots of gold, ivory and silver, which were traded for fortunes. 

14. India Provided spices,  jewels and silks that were traded for money 
across the Empire.  The Kohinoor jewel – one of the biggest 
diamonds ever found- belonged to an Indian prince and is now 
amongst the crown jewels. 

Key places

9. 1919 The Amritsar massacre. The British massacre peaceful protestors who 
wanted Indian independence.

10 1921: Southern Ireland won its independence from Britain.

11 1947: India gained independence from Britain’s Empire 

12 1960’s most of Britain's colonies become independent countries.



An 'empire' is a group of countries ruled over by a single monarch or ruling power. The British Empire comprised of Britain, the 'mother country', and the colonies, countries ruled to by Britain. The British began 
to establish overseas colonies in the 16th century. The Empire meant that Britain was able to buy and sell more products like tobacco and sugar. By 1783, Britain had established an empire which comprised of 
colonies in Canada, America and the West Indies including New Zealand after Captain James Cook claimed it for the British crown in 1769, trading posts in India ,naval bases in the Mediterranean - Gibraltar and 
Minorca.
But: Britain's defeat in the American War of Independence meant the loss of the American colonies and the end of the 'first British Empire’.

Triangular slave trade 
At least 12 million Africans were taken to 
the Americas as slaves between 1532 and 
1832 For the British slave traders it was a 
three-legged journey called the 'triangular 
trade’: West African slaves were exchanged 
for trade goods such as brandy and guns. 
Slaves were then taken via the ‘Middle 
Passage’ across the Atlantic for sale in the 
West Indies and North America.
Finally, a cargo of rum and sugar taken from 
the colonies, was taken back to England to 
sell.

Middle Passage
The voyage from Africa to the New 
World of the Americas was called the 
Middle Passage. Slave ships usually took 
between 6-11 weeks. Slave ships made 
large profits by carrying as many slaves 
as possible across the Atlantic to sell at 
auction, so conditions were incredibly 
cramped. It is estimated that 15–16 per 
cent of slaves died on the Middle 
Passage

Slave Auction
Once a slave ship made it to the Caribbean, 
the cargo of slaves would be sold at auction. 
Two  factors affected the price of the slave, 
the condition of the slaves and how many 
slaves were available at auction. Families 
were often split up during auction. By 1850, 
a young man could be worth almost $1000, 
and wealth was measured by how many 
slaves slavers owned. 

Life on plantations
By the end of the 1700s the average sugar 
plantation spread over about 900 acres. There 
were two types of slaves, house slaves and field 
slaves. 
The house slaves would be servants to their 
masters. Field slaves worked from dawn until 
sunset. They dug, hoed, weeded, planted and 
manured the sugar canes. 
Slaves spoke many different languages because 
they came from many different African tribes. As 
families were often split up, the slaves would 
choose a ‘good parent’ to look after any 
children. 

Resistance
Slaves took drastic actions to escape from 
slavery, such as: suicide, murder, escaping or 
revolt. Slaves could either choose passive 
resistance or active resistance. Both would cost 
slavers a lot of money, so they were dealt with 
very severely.  
The Jolly Batchelor (1742) was attacked and 
captured by slaves. The crew were killed in the 
fighting, the other slaves in the hold were 
freed.

Abolition 
in 1807 Parliament voted to end trading 
in slaves. Historians say the end of the 
slave trade was abolished because of the 
efforts of humanitarians like William 
Wilberforce or due to plantations closing. 
In America, slavery would be an integral 
part of the American Civil War (1861-65). 
In September 1862, Lincoln issue his 
Proclamation of Emancipation, promising 
freedom to all slaves .Ex slaves would 
then help the Northern states to win the 
American Civil War.

Life after slavery
For many black people freedom was like slavery. Although some of the freed slaves found jobs in industry, most of them continued to work on large estates. Former slaves had no land to live off, so they agreed 
to work in return for a share of the crop. The share which workers received was usually one third, but often they had to pay for seed, tools and other costs. This was called sharecropping. 
There were some well respected Black Americans such as Frederick Douglass  and jazz music became popular but for many Black Americans life stayed very much the same.
Black Americans were not treated as equal to White Americans and they started to live in a segregated society where they would have their own schools and orphanages. There were also groups like the KKK 
who would lynch (kill) Black Americans.
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