Database Exercise (Modern): The Zong (1781)

“The throw in circumstance
the weight in want
in sustenance
for underwriters
the loss
the order in destroy
the that fact
the it was
the were
negroes
the after rains”[footnoteRef:1] (Philip, lines 1-10) [1:    Philip, M.N. (2008) ‘Zong! Poems’, Small axe : a journal of criticism, 12(2), pp. 80–111. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1215/-12-2-80.] 



This small poem taken from Zong! Written by Nourbe Philip is just one haunting reminder of the horrific case of the Zong and the cruelty inflicted on enslaved people’s during the period of transatlantic slavery. Although the actual case name is Gregson vs. Gilbert this infamous case is often times referred to by the name of the vessel’s incident, The Zong Massacre. To provide a brief and oversimplified account of this tragedy, in 1781 a slave ship of over an estimated 400 enslaved peoples was essentially halved due to navigational errors resulting in around 200 slaved being forced to jump overboard to their deaths. 
To provide as many accurate details of this ship, its journey, and its history I will be utilising the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. Described as “a collaborative digital initiative that compiles and makes publicly accessible records of the largest slave trades in history”[footnoteRef:2] This database can lay out some of the key details of this exercise. The first and foremost details the beginning and end of the ships voyage, The starting place of the Zong was Liverpool, by around 1795 Liverpool would come to control over 60% of the entirety of European slave trade making it a hotspot for ships like the Zong. From there the principal place where slaves were purchased was the Gold Coast. The Gold Coast is a former British colony in what is now known as the Republic of Ghana, the nickname came from its abundance of gold. From there the ship would travel to Cape Coast Castle, also located on the coast of Ghana. It is at this location that the crew likely bought a portion of the enslaved people as Cape Coast Castle was one of the "slave castles" where many enslaved were taken from hundreds of miles distance to be sold to British slave ships[footnoteRef:3]. And the one until the ships last stop back in Liverpool was Anomabu. Located in South Ghana it resides around 12km from Cape Cod. Similar to that of the Zang’s previous stop located in Anomabu is Fort William which became one of the main hubs of slave trading along Ghana making it likely one of the places the ships purchased slaves. It is thought that between Anomabu and their next stop Black River located in Jamacia (a port used for unloading and auctioning enslaved people) that after ill timing the time taken to get to Jamacia that the crew forced half of the slaves to jump overboard[footnoteRef:4]. And finally, after a grand total of 298 days for the crew (homeport to disembarkation) the Zang would find itself back in Liverpool.  [2:  Slavevoyages.org. (2021). Slave Voyages. [online] Available at: https://www.slavevoyages.org/ [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].]  [3:  Blackpast.org. (2009). Cape Coast Castle (1652- ) [online] Available at: https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/cape-coast-castle/ [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].]  [4:  About Me (2021). Black River History - Boom, bust and survival. [online] Real-jamaica-vacations.com. Available at: https://www.real-jamaica-vacations.com/black-river-history.html [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].] 

After examining the Zong’s journey however let us examine its captain, crew, and owners. Sized by the British from the Dutch in 1781 the Zong would be bought by The William Gregson slave trading syndicate[footnoteRef:5] and kitted with a new makeshift crew to travel the slave route and return with a profit. The captain of this ship would now be Luke Collingwood, although credited as an experienced sailor the Zong would be Collingwood’s debut as ship captain and an unsuccessful one as it was on his orders that over 100 enslaved people would be forced overboard[footnoteRef:6], to place the entire blame of the incident on Collingwood however would be misguided as the syndicate and wider slave trade also hold the blame. [5:  Understandingslavery.com. (2020). The Zong case study. [online] Available at: http://archive.understandingslavery.com/index.php-option=com_content&view=article&id=373&Itemid=236.html [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].]  [6:  Visit Lancaster. (2021). Memorial to Zong | Visit Lancaster. [online] Available at: https://visitlancaster.org.uk/museums/maritime-museum/memorial-to-zong/ [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].] 

So, what of the owners of the ship and its associated “property”? The owner of the Zong was none other than William Gregson, Gregson was considered one of the most prolific slave traders based in Liverpool with over 150 slave voyages. This particular voyage however would start with a total 440 people on board 20 of them being the captain and crew and the other 420 enslaved people. By the conclusion of the voyage the ship saw 232 deaths 2 crew deaths one being the captain due to an unknown illness, meaning that 53% of the original amount of enslaved people that boarded the ship tragically never made it to their destination. 
The case of the Zong highlights just a few of the horrific aspects of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the court case in the aftermath of the massacre tells us the thoughts around slavery and how the laws in place facilitated the systematic abuse of power. Gregson v Gilbert demonstrates that this was essentially a business issue of accountability for lost goods, not a concern of human life or rights[footnoteRef:7]. Although not a spectacular achievement for human rights, this case would serve as a protest movement for British anti-slavery campaigners such as ex-slave Olaudah Equiano. [7:  Seán Crossan’s Scots Law. (2020). Gregson v Gilbert [1783] English Reports 83 – Seán Crossan’s Scots Law. [online] Available at: https://seancrossansscotslaw.com/category/gregson-v-gilbert-1783-english-reports-83/ [Accessed 21 Nov. 2022].] 

