The Slave-Ship Zong

The Ship
The slave ship Zong was a slave ship in operation in 1781 transporting slaves from Africa to the Americas. The Zong appears on the Salve Voyages database just once, completing a journey commencing from the 5th of March 1781 and ending on the 30th July 1782[footnoteRef:1]. The cargo space of the Zong was approximately 195 standard tonnes, being on the smaller size of 18th century cargo ships[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  "Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade - Database", Slavevoyages.Org, 2020 <https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database> [Accessed 5 November 2020].]  [2:  Christopher J. French, "Eighteenth-Century Shipping Tonnage Measurements", The Journal Of Economic History, 33.2 (1973), 434-443.] 


The Crew
The Zong was owned by the Gregson family, passing hands to William, John, and James, and then being owned  by Edward Wilson and James Aspinall. It was under the ownership of Aspinall during the 1781-2 voyage.  The captain of the Zong was Luke Collingwood, a previous captain of the Zong Edward Howard. Collingwood found himself in the middle of a legal battle after his actions in the Zong Massacre where the slaves were thrown overboard so compensation could be derived from insurance agencies. 

The Voyage

The voyage of the Zong began on the 5th of March 1781, departing from Liverpool. The Zong  then arrives at least 6 months later in the Gold Coast a British Crown Colony in modern day Ghana, West Africa[footnoteRef:3]. After purchasing slaves from the Cape Coast Castle, the Zong also purchased slaves from Anomabu a town about 10 miles from the castle. Departing Africa  on the 6th of September 1781 embarked on the 5,000-mile trip from Ghana to Jamaica. The Zong lands in Jamaica  on the 29th December 1781 and spends 5 months in Jamaica, before leaving back for home and arriving in Liverpool on the 30th July 1782.  The trip took a total of amount of 1 year, 4 months, and 25 days.  [3:  There is no date for the Zong’s arrival in Africa, but the departure date show the ship leaving Africa by the beginning of September 1781. ] 
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The Enslaved
The Zong bought 440 slaves from the Gold Coast in Africa, but landed with only 208 slaves in Jamaica, 232 died during the middle passage with a mortality rate  of 53%. The Zong is a unique amongst the slave ships as there was a large litigation against the crew as during the middle passage, the crew of the Zong  had 132 of the enslaved people thrown overboard in an attempt to defraud insurance agencies , with 100 dying from hazardous environment or malnutrition. The abhorrent murder of these slaves allowed the case of the Zong to be used frequently by British abolitionists[footnoteRef:4]. The murder of 132 people with the justification being for capital  gain is a prime example of the barbarism and inhumanity of slavers during the slave trade, with those enslaved people being reduced to a number in an equation. This unfortunately is an honest display of the transatlantic slave trade during this time, with litigation occurring not for the murder, but for the damage of property. This is exemplified best by the British Solicitor General, who in refusal to bring charges against the Zong said:  [4:  Anita Rupprecht, "‘A Limited Sort Of Property’: History, Memory And The Slave Ship Zong", Slavery & Abolition, 29.2 (2008), 265-277.] 

“What is this claim that human people have been thrown overboard? This is a case of chattels or goods. Blacks are goods and property; it is madness to accuse these well-serving honourable men of murder… The case is the same as if wood had been thrown overboard.[footnoteRef:5]” [5:  Caroline A. Brown and Johanna X. K. Garvey, Madness In Black Women's Diasporic Fictions (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), p. 52.] 


Despite charges being bought against the crew by abolitionist Granville Sharp and Olaudah Equiano, the actions in the case of the Zong went on to aid other abolitionist movements. 


Archived Materials
Information gained from the Zong and used on the Slave Voyages databases originated from a myriad of locations. There are the 18th century session papers  from the House of Commons, which unfortunately due to copyright protection, direct access is not available[footnoteRef:6]. There is also mention of the Zong  within contemporary newspapers such as the Royal Gazette (1782) and the Cornwall Chronicle (1781).The Zong also appears in Gomer William’s History of the Liverpool Privateers and Letters of Marque, it is in these papers where accounts of the Zong crew throwing slaves overboard  in “order  to defraud the underwriters” and claim they did not have enough water for the journey[footnoteRef:7]. The Slave Voyage Database is an extremely useful in accumulating all the data for slave ships and processing it into one central database. Unfortunately, the database deals only in numerical data with no context or background history given. If one was to look at the Zong using only the Ship Voyages Database, the murder of the slaves during the middle passage is not mentioned, a very integral piece of information which has been omitted. [6:  "Catalogue Record: House Of Commons Sessional Papers Of The Eighteenth Century", Hathi Trust Library <https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100696640> [Accessed 5 November 2020].]  [7:  Gomer Williams, History Of The Liverpool Privateers And Letters Of Marque (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2004), p. 568.] 
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