


Methodology


This research began with a search of the Transatlantic Slave Trade Database (hereafter TSTD) using the vessel name and date, and subsequently an interrogation of the database using search terms which emerged in the initial set of results (for example, the names of the owners). The purpose of widening the search beyond the Zong was to find context and connections including, if possible, information on the enslaved people themselves. Further research was then conducted using the African Names Database and relevant primary and secondary sources.


Key Findings


The Zong (voyage ID 84106), a 107-ton ship (originally Dutch but taken as a prize by the British) is recorded as setting sail from Liverpool[footnoteRef:1] on 5th March 1781 under a British flag and with a crew of twenty under the captaincy of Luke Collingwood and Edward Howard.[footnoteRef:2] The ship was co-owned by William, John and James Gregson, Edward Wilson and James Aspinall. William Gregson in particular was a prolific slave trader (TSTD lists him as part-owner in the records of one hundred and forty voyages between 1745 and 1793). [1:  The departure port of Liverpool is listed as imputed data. The ship was actually taken by the British (with slaves already onboard) off the Gold Coast in February 1781 and continued its journey to Jamaica after being purchased on behalf of the owners and acquiring additional slaves. ]  [2:  Collingwood was replaced by Howard following the former’s death shortly after arriving in Jamaica. ] 


No date is recorded for the Zong’s arrival on the Gold Coast in Africa (modern-day Ghana), but a total of four hundred and forty enslaved people were acquired (this figure includes those already on board at point of capture), first at Cape Coast Castle and then Anomabu; even for ships which specialised in carrying as many enslaved people as possible, this was a high number.[footnoteRef:3] The ship subsequently departed for the Americas on 6th September 1781, landing its enslaved people at Black River, Jamaica on 28th December 1781. Of the four hundred and forty who embarked, only two hundred and eight disembarked; two-hundred and thirty-two died during a middle passage which lasted an unusually long one hundred and thirteen days.[footnoteRef:4] The mortality rate was a grim fifty-three percent, significantly higher than the average for a British transatlantic slave ship, which was approximately eleven percent.[footnoteRef:5] Causes of death during the middle passage have been much discussed by historians, but the heat, humidity and lack of hygiene belowdecks enabled dysentery to thrive, leading Kiple and Higgins to propose dehydration as the major cause of death of enslaved people (often already weakened by their treatment prior to boarding) during the middle passage.[footnoteRef:6] The higher than average figure for the Zong is explained by the deliberate “jettisoning” of live enslaved peoples.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Jane Webster calculates that the Zong was carrying 4.0 slaves per ton of capacity, whilst a typical ship would carry 1.75 slaves per ton. J. Webster, ‘The Zong in the Context of the Eighteenth-Century Slave Trade’, The Journal of Legal History, 28(3) (2007), pp. 285-298 (p.289). ]  [4:  Ibid. p.289. Webster calculates the average for a British voyage as 63.3 days; the reasons behind the additional time taken by the Zong remain unclear. ]  [5:  Herbert Klein calculates the average mortality rate for an English ship between 1750 and 1807 at 11.1%, H. S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p.141. ]  [6:  See K. F. Kiple and B. T. Higgins, ‘Mortality caused by Dehydration during the Middle Passage’, Social Science History, 13(4) (1989), 421-437 (pp. 429-430).]  [7:  The use of the word “jettisoning” should not disguise the fact that, when applied to human cargoes, it meant murder.] 


After a little short of five months, the Zong departed Africa on 20th May 1782, completing its voyage in Liverpool on 30th July 1782.


Wider conclusions


A study of the Zong using TSTD has much to tell us about the transatlantic slave trade more generally, not least that the provision made for imputed data is indicative of remaining gaps in the historical record. Whilst Eltis and Richardson suggest that ‘some documentary trace of every slave voyage that occurred…survives to the present’, this does not mean that full records for each voyage are available, and some data is therefore calculated by algorithm.[footnoteRef:8] Even were full records available, they would preserve only that which those conducting the trade chose to record, what was useful to their business or required by government. As a result, the type of information found in TSTD, derived from these contemporaneous records, deals in facts related to profit. The overwhelming majority of data available on the Zong relates to her ownership and details of the voyage or ship; the enslaved people onboard feature as a series of numbers, with not even general demographic information (such as age or gender) included. Although some voyage records in TSTD do include the numbers of men, women and children onboard, it is clear from the absence of this information in many cases (including the Zong) that the biographical details of enslaved people were not generally considered worthy of record.[footnoteRef:9] Also absent from TSTD is any explicit reference to the horrors of the enslaved peoples’ experience, although some of this can be inferred from the mortality rate and the recorded length of the middle passage.   [8:  D. Eltis and D. Richardson, ‘A New Assessment of the Transatlantic Slave Trade’, in Essays on the New Transatlantic Slave Trade Database, p.3.]  [9:  Incidentally, also absent is any biographical information on the crew. Whilst not comparable with the experience of enslaved people, life on a slave ship was difficult and dangerous for its crew. Of 5,000 crew members on British slave ships in 1785, fewer than half (2,320) returned home, J. Walvin, The Zong: A Massacre, the Law and the End of Slavery, (Yale University Press, 2011), p.45. See also S. D. Behrendt, ‘Crew mortality in the transatlantic slave trade in the eighteenth century’, Slavery and Abolition, 18(1) (1997), pp.49-71 (p.55).] 


The data provided on ownership of the Zong makes possible some deductions relating to the cost of mounting a slave trading voyage. Its ownership by a syndicate or consortium is suggestive of the large outlay involved in outfitting a ship, crewing and provisioning it, and purchasing the initial cargo to be traded or exchanged in Africa.[footnoteRef:10] Given, therefore, the not insignificant cost of participating in the slave trade, there must have been sufficient profit available to make the initial outlay and risk worthwhile (although insurance to mitigate that risk was widely used). Such risks included shipwreck, capture by a foreign vessel, disciplinary problems aboard the ship and, of course, slave mortality. It is important to note that whilst the Zong’s mortality rate was higher than average, “jettisoning” was not the sole cause of mortality. Walvin points out that by the end of November 1781 sixty-two enslaved people had already died of ‘natural’ causes; the death of a large number en route was clearly considered an acceptable cost both in terms of lives lost and reduced profit, although there is an observable reduction in mortality rates from the middle of the eighteenth century onwards.[footnoteRef:11] Enslaved people, it seems, were a valuable enough commodity that such losses were an accepted part of the trade, as was the insurance of human beings as cargo (such humans famously, albeit perhaps unintentionally, compared to horses by Lord Mansfield).[footnoteRef:12] [10:  See Appendix, Table 2 for details of consortia sizes for voyages listing William Gregson amongst the owners.]  [11:  Walvin, The Zong, p.89. For a discussion of declining mortality rates see R. Haines and R. Shlomowitz, ‘Explaining the mortality decline in the eighteenth-century British slave trade’, Economic History Review, LIII(2) (2000), 262-283 (pp. 1-2).]  [12:  ‘…just as well as for Horses killed but you don’t pay for Horses that die a natural death.’ Walvin, The Zong, p.138-159 provides details of the 1783 review of the original Zong case, and takes this quotation (found on p.153) from the transcript commissioned by Granville Sharp, National Maritime Museum, Greenwich: Documents Relating to the ship Zong, 1783, REC/19 (p.20-1). ] 


The events on the Zong are well-known (if not necessarily well-explained), and despite assisting in bringing about abolition, no criminal case was ever brought against the owners or crew (despite Granville Sharp’s best efforts).[footnoteRef:13] The fact that the “jettisoning” of live enslaved people on the grounds of ‘necessity’ was a legal (although not necessarily commonplace) action, and that Gregson and his partners were able to continue in the trade is indicative of the lack of humanity accorded to those people;[footnoteRef:14] despite the deliberate murder of one hundred and twenty-two enslaved people, the Zong’s voyage is recorded as ‘completed as intended’.[footnoteRef:15] It also suggests that the economic benefits of the slave trade to Britain as a whole were such that there was little political will for reprisals against those who contributed towards those benefits.  [13:  Thomas Clarkson details the use of the Zong in bringing the atrocities of the slave trade to the attention of the public, T. Clarkson, The History of the Rise, Progress and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the African Slave-Trade, by the British Parliament (Project Gutenberg), 1839, pp. 27-28.]  [14:  Of the 140 voyages in which William Gregson is listed as owner, 42 of these are dated after the landing of the Zong’s enslaved people. For details of these voyages, see Appendix, Table 1.]  [15:  For details of the number of enslaved people killed, see J. A. Rawley, The Transatlantic Slave Trade: A History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005), p.257. ] 


In terms of ‘raw data’ TSTD tells us a great deal about the operation of the transatlantic slave trade but, unavoidable though it might be given the nature of the data behind it, it is far from a complete record. What is not detailed (in particular the horrifying experiences of enslaved people and the destruction of the lives of even those who survived the journey) is just as vital, arguably more so, to our understanding of this unpalatable trade. Despite, or perhaps because of, these gaps, the dehumanisation of enslaved people and their historical treatment as a commodity is written across TSTD in the absence of their personal details, the reduction of human lives to numbers, and in the brutality of ‘voyage completed as intended’ despite the awful events on board the Zong.





Appendix 


	Voyage ID
	Vessel Name
	Year arrived with slaves
	Slaves arrived 1st port

	
	
	
	

	84046
	William
	1781
	350

	84106
	Zong
	1781
	208

	84047
	William
	1782
	292

	81582
	George
	1783
	607

	83461
	Saint Leger
	1783
	564

	81583
	George
	1784
	510

	84015
	Will
	1784
	240

	84048
	William
	1784
	390

	81206
	Elizabeth
	1785
	573

	84016
	Will
	1785
	231

	84049
	William
	1785
	295

	81207
	Elizabeth
	1787
	550

	81584
	George
	1787
	484

	83665
	Swallow
	1787
	179

	84018
	Will
	1787
	240

	84050
	William
	1787
	300

	81560
	Gascoyne
	1788
	501

	82771
	Molly
	1788
	320

	84019
	Will
	1788
	

	81599
	Gipsey
	1789
	113

	82772
	Molly
	1789
	410

	84020
	Will
	1789
	171

	81561
	Gascoyne
	1790
	288

	81600
	Gipsey
	1790
	261

	84021
	Will
	1790
	210

	81057
	Dolphin
	1791
	87

	81058
	Dolphin
	1791
	68

	81176
	Eliza
	1791
	252

	81557
	Gascoyne
	1791
	296

	81587
	George
	1791
	307

	81601
	Gipsey
	1791
	260

	82773
	Molly
	1791
	304

	80943
	Cyclops
	1791
	349

	84022
	Will
	1791
	183

	80355
	Ariel
	1791
	164

	81602
	Gipsey
	1792
	201

	80356
	Ariel
	1792
	107

	84023
	Will
	1792
	214

	81558
	Gascoyne
	1793
	381

	81588
	George
	1793
	270

	81603
	Gipsey
	1793
	275

	82774
	Molly
	1793
	387

	80944
	Cyclops
	1793
	204

	84024
	Will
	1793
	125


Table 1: Voyages undertaken by ships part-owned by William Gregson and dating after the Zong’s voyage (1781).[footnoteRef:16] [16:  A search for William Gregson brings up records for both the William Gregson relevant to this research and a William Gregson Jr (his son). Results for the latter have been removed. Retrieved from Slave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, <URL: https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyages/NH7MSiit>, [Accessed: 29th October 2021].] 



























Table 2: Consortium sizes for voyages part-owned by William Gregson.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  A search for William Gregson brings up records for both the William Gregson relevant to this research and a William Gregson Jr (his son). Results for the latter have been removed. Averages have been rounded to two decimal places. Retrieved from Slave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, <URL: https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyages/2qM0FBDz>, [Accessed: 29th October 2021].



] 

	Decade slaves landed
	Lowest consortium size
	Highest consortium size
	Mean (average consortium size)

	1740-1749
	4
	10
	6.25

	1750-1759
	2
	10
	6.35

	1760-1769
	2
	7
	4.5

	1770-1779
	3
	7
	4.33

	1780-1789
	5
	10
	7.55

	1790-1799
	7
	10
	8.82
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