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A search of the Slave Voyages Database relating to the Zong yielded only brief details of its slave-trading history. The entry reveals how the Zong began its journey from Liverpool in September 1781 and reached its destination at Black River in the Americas in December that year. The captain of the ship and surgeon, Luke Howard Edward Collingwood, was an inexperienced sailor who had made nine or ten previous Atlantic voyages but had never captained a ship.[footnoteRef:1] According to the database, the ship carried 440 captives though only 208 disembarked at its final destination, a discrepancy not explained. [1:   Christine Sears, review of James Walvin, The Zong: a massacre, the law and the end of slavery (2011), Journal of World History, 24.4 (2013), 890-892.] 

The strengths and limitations of the Slaves Voyages website has been stressed by David Eltis of Emory University, who along with his colleague David Richardson oversaw the compilation of the database statistics. He reveals that the data provided can only ever be an estimate and that inconsistences may have arisen due to a combination of factors which may not accurately reflect the true situation.[footnoteRef:2] Furthermore, the facts relating to the Zong can only provide a starting point in researching its history. The statistics cannot convey the full horrors of the Transatlantic slave trade, rather it is the voices of the enslaved themselves along with the written logs of ships’ crews and doctors which reveal the lucrative yet appalling story of slavery. As Jeremy Paxman observed, the Transatlantic slave-trade was “opulence built on misery (that) could survive only by violence”.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  David Eltis, ‘A brief Overview of the Transatlantic Slae Trade’, in Slave Voyages, <https://www.slavevoyages.org> [accessed 20 November 2023].]  [3:  Jeremy Paxman, Empire (UK: Penguin, 2012), p.24.] 

The database facts relating to the Zong provide a useful starting point. Nevertheless due to limited available data, this assignment will incorporate both primary and secondary sources, in an effort to uncover as far as possible the events occurring during the Zong’s journey and how typical it was of the Transatlantic trade as a whole.
The Zong was part of the triangular trade in slaves, their capture usually orchestrated by West Africans who preyed on the unsuspecting inhabitants of isolated villages.[footnoteRef:4] The industry guaranteed merchants a healthy profit on each phase of its journey as goods including gold, sugar, tobacco and cotton were exchanged for enslaved Africans who were then transported to their final destination for use as forced labour on plantations or as domestic servants.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Angela McMillian, ‘Slavery in America: A Resource Guide’, <https://guides.loc.gov/slavery-in-america> [accessed 19 November 2023].]  [5:  ibid] 

As was common practice, captives were tightly packed onto slave ships, but the 459 people carried by the Zong on this voyage was way in excess of the 193 Africans typically carried by ships of a similar size.[footnoteRef:6] On most slave vessels, men were secured by leg irons and were crammed together below deck while women and children were kept in separate parts of the ship exposing them to both physical and sexual abuse by the crew.[footnoteRef:7] The Atlantic slave trade was responsible for a large percentage of the deaths associated with long-distance global migration.[footnoteRef:8] Many of the enslaved populations suffered from vitamin deficiencies exacerbated by a restricted diet, leaving them susceptible to diarrhoea, dysentery and whooping cough, not to mention other contagious diseases including small pox.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  James Walvin, The Zong: A massacre, the law and the end of slavery, (Yale: University Press, 2011), p. 28.]  [7:  The Transatlantic Slave Trade, https://liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/international-slavery-museum [accessed 23 November 2023].]  [8:  The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History <https://www.gilderlehrman.org> [accessed 26 November 2023].]  [9:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk152085474]First-hand accounts of the enslaved are rare but the testimonies of Olaudah Equiano and Aina both captured as children, exposed the reality of the slave industry. Equiano recounted the ‘loathsome stench’ when forced into the hold of a slave ship and his shock at hearing ‘the groans of the dying’ and the ‘shrieks of the women’.[footnoteRef:10] Aina meanwhile described how a fellow slave was flogged by the ship’s crew who ‘beat him unmercifully’ then set the ship’s dog on him; his ‘mangled carcass (was) later thrown overboard’.[footnoteRef:11]As with all autobiographical accounts, caution needs to be exercised in uncritically accepting the narratives at face value. While providing a rich source of detail, all autobiographical accounts are selective to some degree and facts can become distorted over time.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, 2018, Digireads.com Publishing]  [11:  The History of George Dale, a native of Africa 1790. Transcript of the story of George Dale. National Records of Scotland reference, GD50/235/6, https://nrscotland.gov.uk  [accessed 21 November 2023].]  [12:  John Tosh, The Pursuit of History, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), p.77.] 

Further evidence of the horrors of the slave-trade was provided by Thomas Nelson, a doctor employed by the Royal Navy. In an attempt by Britain to end the international slave trade, hundreds of ships were commandeered by the Royal Navy and the enslaved relocated to safe colonies. It was Nelson’s role to inspect the condition of the captives and to document their physical condition. His account of 1841, written up at each visit makes unsettling reading. On one ship he found 300 Africans on deck and documented “the sickening smell of the suppurative stage of small pox (and) dysenteric discharge”. Further, “wretched beings lay stretched, many in the last stage of exhaustion and all covered with pustules of small pox”.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Manuel Barcia, The Yellow Demon of Fever: Fighting Disease in the Nineteenth Century Transatlantic Slave Trade, (Yale: University Press, 2020), p.1.] 

The log book of the Unity captained by Robert Norris also provides a stark account of conditions on board slave ships including the deaths of enslaved Africans and multiple attempted rebellions. An entry for 6/6/1770 states that, “The slaves made an insurrection which was soon quelled with the loss of two women”. A further incident on 27/6/70 records that the captain observed of the captives that “Their obstinacy put me under the necessity of shooting the ring leader”.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ibid.] 

The Zong came to represent the ‘depravity and heartless violence of the entire slave system’ in an incident that was widely reported in the press and which became the catalyst for the abolition movement.[footnoteRef:15] To conserve the dwindling supply of drinking water on the ship, it was reported that captain Collingwood ordered his crew to throw overboard around 132 captives. It is not documented, but it likely that these constituted Africans who were disposable due to sickness or impending death. Ships’ captains and surgeons had a vested interest in keeping their captives alive as it was common practice to pay them ‘head money’ to safeguard their consignment.[footnoteRef:16] Moreover, it was assumed by the crew that the owners would be entitled to substantial compensation as the captives were classified as ‘cargo’ for insurance purposes.[footnoteRef:17] [footnoteRef:18] The owners claim that the slaves had been lost by ‘absolute necessity’, is a chilling reminder of the callousness of those involved in the trade though in the end the insurance company refused to settle their claim.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  James Walvin, The Zong, the law, a massacre and the end of slavery, (Yale: University Press, 2011), p.2.]  [16:  The Transatlantic Slave Trade, https://liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/international-slavery-museum [accessed 28 November 2023].]  [17:  Walvin, p.2.]  [18:  Rebecca Shumay, review of The Zong: A Massacre, the law and the End of Slavery’ by James Walvin, (2011), History London, 99 (334), (2014), 184-186.]  [19:  James Oldham, ‘Insurance Litigation Involving the Zong and Other British Slave Ships 1780-1807, Journal of legal history, 28, (2007), 299-318. ] 

This assignment has attempted to provide a brief overview of the Zong’s tragic history and how it was indicative of the slave-trade as a whole. A more in-depth account could have included a consideration of the discourse around race and the slave-trade and an examination of social, political and economic factors associated with the slave industry particularly in Britain. 
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