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We have been sold as a carnage to the market, and as a prey to profligate wicked men, to torture and lash us as they please, and as their caprice may think fit, to murder us at discretion.

—OTTOBAH CUGOANO






Prologue

If you have heard anything about this story, it is probably that there was an eighteenth-century British slave ship named the Zong, and that its captain, Luke Collingwood, ordered the murder of scores of Africans on board. Although this has been the prevailing account for more than 240 years, virtually none of the information is accurate. The truth is, there was never any British slave ship by the name of Zong. It was a Dutch ship, the Zorg, which means “care” in Dutch—an unintended irony. As for how the Zorg ended up in British hands and the role Luke Collingwood played in the subsequent massacre, there were deeper truths waiting to be uncovered.

History is replete with similar inaccuracies—details obscured by the corrosion of time, flawed testimony from biased witnesses, and the missing voices drowned before they could speak. Sometimes the error is an innocent one, but when it is made by someone of consequence, it passes from one generation to the next like gospel. Christopher Columbus thought he had landed in India; therefore, the people he met were “Indians.” The name stuck for centuries.

So, too, it was with the Zorg. As handwritten correspondence about the ship emerged, some readers thought the r was an n. A few notable figures in England soon started calling the ship Zong. It was a mark on a page misread, but because the mistake was made by prominent individuals penning accounts of the ship’s journey, the incorrect name passed into history. Calling the ship by its proper name is the first of many confusions about the Zorg that ought to be set right.

This book is a journey to uncover the truth of what happened on board the Zorg in the waning days of 1781, as well as a chronicle of the historic consequences that followed. Millions of slaves would eventually be freed because the Zorg showed the world for the first time that the Atlantic slave trade was a morally bankrupt system of greed and violence that unleashed incalculable misery on the people of Africa. It also generated tremendous wealth for the slave merchants who financed the forty-thousand-plus voyages that crossed the Atlantic, beginning in the early 1500s.
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It took about a century for the Atlantic slave trade to develop after the first European ships ventured south during the Age of Exploration. The waters off the coast of western Africa initially proved impassable to European ships, until the Portuguese developed the caravel, a three-masted vessel with a lateen-rigged sail that allowed the ship to tack more effectively into the wind. The caravel carried Europeans beyond the Canary Islands for the first time, and by the end of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese had circumnavigated the entire African continent and reached India. Spanish explorers took to the seas as well, most notably when Christopher Columbus ventured westward in 1492 looking for a shortcut to India.

Following this initial reconnaissance of the Southern Hemisphere, Spain and Portugal signed the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, memorializing a decree by Pope Alexander VI that all lands 370 leagues (1,275 miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands belonged to Spain, and all lands east of that line were Portugal’s, including Africa. Had the matter stopped there, much of the Southern Hemisphere would certainly have been subjected to violence and colonization, but it was not a foregone conclusion that the Atlantic slave trade would unfold.

As fate would have it, Europeans had acquired a taste for a crystalline substance they first encountered during the Crusades. They called it “sweet salt,” and it only thrived in warm, tropical climates.

Not long after arriving in western Africa, the Portuguese established sugarcane plantations on uninhabited islands off the coast, including one visited by the Zorg, São Tomé. To meet the labor requirements of these plantations, the Portuguese erected a network of slave-trading outposts from modern-day Liberia to Gabon. They called this area Guiné (Guinea). From the Guinea coast to the mouth of the Congo River, the Portuguese exploited existing systems of slavery in Africa to fill their nearby island plantations with slaves.

The Spanish established their sugar plantations on several Caribbean islands and coastal South America. They struggled to obtain an adequate labor force to work on their plantations, in no small part because they decimated native populations. In 1518, King Charles V ordered the importation of four thousand slaves from Africa to Spain’s Caribbean territories. Since Africa belonged to the Portuguese under the 1494 treaty, they began shipping Africans to the Spanish colonies.

Thus began the era of the Atlantic slave trade.

The Portuguese ran a near monopoly on the Atlantic slave trade until the formation of the Dutch West India Company in 1621. Within two decades, the Dutch seized most of the Portuguese outposts on the Guinea coast and replaced the Portuguese as suppliers of slaves to the Spanish colonies. The Dutch also established sugar colonies in the Caribbean, including one on the tiny volcanic island of Sint Eustatius, which would play an important role in how the Zorg ended up in British hands.

The British made first contact with African slaves during a 1555 voyage commanded by John Lok, the great-great-grandfather of Enlightenment philosopher John Locke. Captain Lok touched Africa in modern-day Ghana and returned with gold, elephant tusks, and “certaine blacke slaves, whereof some were tall and strong men, and could wel agree with our meates and drinkes.”1

The English began colonizing sugar islands in the Caribbean in the 1620s. In 1655, they captured the island of Jamaica from the Spanish and developed it into one of the largest and most profitable sugar-producing colonies in the world. Thanks to sugar, British imports in 1773 from Jamaica alone were worth five times the combined imports from the thirteen American colonies.2

With its plantation economy thriving, England became the dominant force in a globalized “triangular trade.” British slave ships ventured to Africa, bartered tradable goods for slaves, carted them across the Atlantic, sold the survivors for proceeds that were used to purchase the sugar, rum, molasses, cotton, tobacco, and indigo produced through slave labor, and transported these goods back to England to sell for a profit, which made British slave merchants rich and financed their next triangle voyages.

By the late eighteenth century, the slave trade had permeated almost every aspect of British society and helped transform the nation into an economic superpower. “The importance of this trade to Great Britain, almost exceeds calculation,”3 stated one Liverpool ship captain. A Royal African Company official noted, “The negroe trade on the coast of Africa is the chief and fundamental support of the British colonies and plantations in America.”4 The British slave trade was “the Eldorado of the time,”5 and the only force on earth that could slow it down was the outbreak of the American Revolutionary War in 1775.

A series of cascading consequences of the Revolutionary War would place the Zorg in the hands of a British crew belonging to the Liverpool slaver the William. These men would commit the deliberate mass murder of slaves on board the Zorg when only the stars could bear witness. By fluke of circumstance, their actions would be exposed for all to see in a legal contest before the lord chief justice of the British Empire. There is a direct line of causality between the public exposure of the Zorg murders and the first movement to abolish slavery in England.

“The downfall of slavery under British power,” noted the great abolitionist Frederick Douglass, “meant the downfall of slavery ultimately, under American power, and the downfall of negro slavery everywhere.”6 It would take decades until the work was done, but the Zorg was the first undeniable argument against slavery.

It became the one slave ship to stand for them all.




Part I



TWO SHIPS




1

The William and The City That Slavery Built

Luke Collingwood woke on the morning of October 26, 1780, contending with a range of emotions. He would have been saddened to bid farewell to his wife, Sarah, before embarking on a twelve-month, twelve-thousand-mile clockwise journey around the north Atlantic Ocean. He would also have been anxious to leave behind his two children, nine-year-old Robert and seven-year-old Holly. The last time Collingwood departed Liverpool for an Atlantic voyage, he returned home to learn that his youngest child, Luke, had died just three weeks earlier on Christmas Day 1776, at the tender age of nineteen months. Sarah buried the baby in a tiny coffin at the Church of Our Lady and Saint Nicholas near the banks of the river Mersey.1 Returning to the news of his son’s death would have left a permanent wound in Collingwood, and the decision to leave Sarah and the children to fend for themselves for the upcoming year would not have come easily.

Although Collingwood had successfully completed the Guinea voyage at least eight times between 1764 and 1777, there were no guarantees of a safe return.2 The journey around the Atlantic claimed the lives of almost one-fifth of the British seamen who undertook it, making Collingwood’s survival across so many voyages somewhat remarkable.3 Each embarkation was like going to war—against the ocean, the elements, and time itself. With each passing day, the probability of catastrophe increased. The ship might get caught in a storm, illness might decimate the crew and its cargo, the enslaved Africans might revolt, the ship might exhaust its supplies of food and water, or it might cross paths with enemy vessels.

The risk of enemy seizure had increased dramatically due to the outbreak of the American Revolutionary War. “Every nation in Europe wishes to see Britain humbled,” wrote Benjamin Franklin in 1777, “having all in their turns been offended by her insolence.”4 French and Spanish squadrons were attacking British vessels bound for Africa, and American warships prowled the waters in the Caribbean on the hunt for British flags. Within a few months, the Dutch would join the attack.

Despite the dangers, Collingwood had little choice but to return to work. For more than three years, war had ground Liverpool’s slave-trading economy to a halt. “Our once extensive trade to Africa is at a stand-still,” bemoaned the Liverpool General Advertiser on September 29, 1775, “all commerce with America is at an end … survey our docks: count there the gallant ships laid up and useless … what become of the sailor, the tradesman, the poor labourer during the approaching winter?”5

This was likely the very question on Luke Collingwood’s mind—what would become of Robert and Holly in the approaching winter? Crowd diseases such as typhus, tuberculosis, and whooping cough ran riot during the winter months in England, especially in urban areas. Many children, such as young Luke, died in infancy, and one-third of England’s children perished before the age of fifteen. Was it an inability to afford firewood to heat their home that had cost Collingwood’s youngest child so dearly? What might the next winter bring for his family while he was thousands of miles away? Despite the uncertainty, there was only one way for Collingwood to earn a wage after three years of diminished income—back to sea.

Collingwood was a slave ship doctor, or “surgeon,” by trade. A prominent curate in Liverpool thought Collingwood was of “a milder and more humane disposition than most who are engaged in the slave trade,” even if he was still “deeply infected with the same unjust prejudices that mark all who are connected with that iniquitous traffic.”6 Being an experienced doctor on a slave ship made Collingwood one of the most important and well-paid members of the crew. It was his job to keep the sailors and Africans alive during the voyage, a formidable task for which he was typically paid £3–£4 per month (£675–£900 today).7 Dead Africans fetched no price at auction, and deathly ill ones were often sold for a loss as “refuse slaves,” to be patched up for resale in secondary slave markets.

Part of Collingwood’s compensation also included one or two “privilege slaves,” the value of which could double or triple his income from the journey. Privilege slaves were handpicked by the highest-ranking officers on a ship to sell for profit on arrival in the Caribbean. Once slave ship owners realized their officers were selecting the healthiest male slaves to maximize their incomes, they altered the system so that officers were paid based on the average price of all the slaves sold. The new system made the job of the ship’s surgeon even more important, as healthier slaves fetched higher prices.

Throughout his previous voyages, Collingwood had performed his job well. His last tour in 1776 reached Jamaica with an 8.6 percent mortality rate for the Africans on board. On the other hand, 18.4 percent of the Africans under his care died during his 1775 voyage, probably due to massive overcrowding of 674 slaves in the ship’s hold prior to crossing. Collingwood’s 1773 journey also had an 18.4 percent mortality rate. His best performance was a 1.2 percent mortality rate on his first-ever voyage in 1764, followed by a serviceable 11.2 percent in 1765.8 Taken together, Collingwood had outperformed the average mortality rates aboard British slave ships during the 1770s (14.8 percent) and 1760s (17.9 percent), which likely played a role in his repeated employment. Beneath these cold metrics lay an enormity of human misery that Collingwood’s next journey would unintentionally expose to the British public for the first time.

No matter how anxious he might have felt to leave behind his wife and children, Luke Collingwood needed the paycheck. He was in his mid-thirties, and there would only be so many more Guinea voyages he could undertake. When he finally received word that the financier of his last few expeditions was sending another ship to Africa, there was only one choice to make. After three long years, Collingwood would be sailing the Atlantic once again.
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The man underwriting Collingwood’s next Guinea voyage, William Gregson, was a Liverpool success story. Born on January 6, 1720, to a humble dockworker, a teenage Gregson found talent working as a rope maker for the deep-seafaring vessels that lined Liverpool’s waterfront. As he braided the cords that functioned like ligaments and tendons to the wooden creatures sailing around the world, a young Gregson yearned for his share of, as one Liverpool historian put it, “the great annual return of wealth” that was being generated by an exciting new enterprise in town: the slave trade. The city’s nascent participation in the slave trade was “increasing the fortunes of the principal adventurers, and contributing to the support of the majority of the inhabitants.” For modest earners like Gregson, “the attractive African meteor … so dazzled their ideas” that it was impossible not to dream of becoming rich from the “Guinea cargo.”9

The profits from a single voyage could be enormous. An investing syndicate led by one of Liverpool’s top slave merchants, William Davenport, generated an impressive 147 percent profit on the journey of the Hawke in 1780.10 On the other hand, any voyage could end in disaster due to insurrection or shipwreck. To mitigate the risks, wealthier slave merchants typically spread their investments across numerous ships, like a slave-trade mutual fund.

After saving his wages for several years, a twenty-four-year-old Gregson made his first slave ship investment with a share in the Carolina. Gregson received a deed on a sheet of parchment commemorating his contribution, “using lawful money of Great Britain,” the receipt of which “assigned and set over” his share of the ship as well as its “goods and chattels.”11 The Carolina departed Liverpool in 1744 and deposited 284 slaves in Jamaica; however, the ship and its cargo of sugar and other goods were lost at sea during its return voyage to England. Gregson’s first slave ship investment was a loss.

Undeterred, Gregson spent the next two years building up his capital once again. The second time around, he spread his investments across two ships that set sail in 1747.12 One ship disembarked 283 Africans at Saint Kitts and returned home safely, but the other was captured by the French. Using his profits from the successful voyage, Gregson continued financing Guinea voyages at a brisk pace, and by the late 1750s, he had become one of Liverpool’s most prominent slave merchants. As his wealth accumulated, so, too, did Gregson’s prestige. He became one of the forty-one free burgesses who controlled Liverpool’s governing corporation, the Common Council, and in 1762, he was elected mayor of Liverpool.

Gregson continued dispatching two to three slave ships a year throughout the 1760s and into the 1770s. Despite his multi-decade success as a slave merchant, in 1780, Gregson was feeling the pinch. His empire was measured in slaves delivered, and ever since war broke out with America, the numbers had dwindled. In 1775, Liverpool’s slave ships disembarked 21,212 Africans into slavery. Four years later, the number had dropped to 4,028. American warships captured twenty-three British slave ships in the summer of 1776 alone, sending a clear message to England that her considerable slave-trading revenues were cut off.13

The Royal Navy tried to protect British merchant ships once war broke out, but by 1777, its forces were stretched dangerously thin fighting the Americans and fending off attacks from European enemies. To expand its fleet, the navy resorted to the notorious tactic of impressment. Armed gangs roamed city streets and rounded up able-bodied men to force them to work on warships. More than eighty thousand British men were pressed into naval service during the American Revolutionary War, helping Britain wage counterattacks on its enemies and defend its merchant vessels.

By 1780, the seas seemed just safe enough that William Gregson could contemplate fitting out a ship for a Guinea voyage. He would have been especially eager to return to the Africa trade, as his financial pressures had been intensified by an ill-timed effort to start a slave ship insurance business in 1774. Thanks to conflict with the Americans, the slaving insurance market had dwindled, and the venture ended in bankruptcy in 1778.

Unfortunately for Gregson, his first attempt to return to the Guinea trade after the three-year hiatus ended in catastrophe. On September 1, 1780, Gregson dispatched the Swallow from Liverpool. The ship deposited 186 slaves on the island of Tortola, only to be lost to shipwreck during its return journey. With the losses mounting, Gregson’s next slave ship had to be a success. He happened to have a brand-new ship ready to depart, the eponymous William. She was a three-masted vessel, about one hundred feet from bow to stern with a carrying capacity of 120 tons “burthen,” a touch smaller than the average slave ship that departed Liverpool’s docks during the eighteenth century.

To finance the William’s maiden voyage, Gregson formed a syndicate of investors that included himself, his two sons, his future son-in-law, and two of Liverpool’s leading slave merchants.14 To helm the William, Gregson called up his nephew and one of Liverpool’s most experienced slave ship captains, Richard Hanley.
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Wearing his tri-corner hat and gold-buttoned waistcoat, Captain Richard Hanley shouted orders from the main deck of the William as overworked porters clambered up the plank to load the cargo needed for the forthcoming journey. Food was stowed in the lowest level of the ship near the stern, including beef, ham, bread, flour, peas, beans, cheese, butter, oil, prunes, sugar, coffee, brandy, gin, wine, and beer. Pigs, goats, and chickens were also loaded onto the ship to provide fresh meat during the journey. Thousands of gallons of water were stowed as well.

In addition to food and water, the porters loaded dozens of barrels of tradable goods that Hanley would use along the Guinea coast to barter for gold, ivory, and slaves. The goods included mirrors, tobacco, knives, iron bars, brassware, copper pots, gunpowder, firearms, brandy, and arrangoes (glass beads).15 Although most of the commodities used to purchase slaves were manufactured in Europe, two sets of goods were shipped fourteen thousand miles from South Asia. The first set, “India goods,” included a range of textiles, such as rumals (neckerchiefs), chintzes (upholstery), ginghams, nickanees (blue-white-striped cotton fabrics), bandannas, and linens. The second set were cowrie shells harvested from atolls around the Maldives. In 1780, the going rate was four hundred pounds of shell per African male.16

The William also required an array of supplies to repair any damage the ship might suffer during the journey, including hammers, axes, saws, rope, wood, lime, sand, and spare planks of wood. Muskets, pistols, bayonets, and blunderbusses were loaded to maintain control of the slaves and to fend off enemy attacks. Various tools of bondage, such as whips, handcuffs, leg-irons, manacles, and chains could be repurposed from one voyage to the next, with a few purchases made to replace damaged items.

The costs of outfitting the William for its Guinea voyage, including crew wages, was somewhere between $600,000 and $700,000 in today’s currency. Such a large amount of risk capital was typically fronted by Liverpool’s elite, although one contemporary observer noted that “many of the small vessels that import about an hundred slaves, are fitted out by attorneys, drapers, ropers, grocers, tallow-chandlers, barbers, [and] taylors.”17

Above the lowest deck of the William where provisions and goods were stowed was the ’tween deck, or slave hold. The ’tween deck was about five feet high, which would be cut in half as the ship sailed to Africa through the construction of platforms to maximize the ship’s carrying capacity of human cargo.

Working from stern to bow at the top level of the ship were the captain’s quarters, gun room, officers’ quarters and toilet, galley for the crew with iron and copper boilers, open-air waist deck (where a single grating led to the slave hold), followed by the slave galley, and the forecastle (where the animals were stowed and the sick were treated). The quarterdeck and wheel were located above the captain’s cabin.

Three masts thrust upward from the William, each of which had sails at three levels—the lower mast, top mast, and top gallant mast. The masts were held in place at the starboard and larboard (port) sides by numerous pieces of symmetrically attached rigging called shrouds. Rope ladders, or ratlines, ran up the shrouds, allowing sailors to climb up the masts to adjust the sails. The sails of the foremast and mainmast were square shaped, and the mizzenmast at the stern held the triangular lateen sail that allowed the vessel to tack into the wind. Unlike typical merchant ships, the hull of the William was sheathed in copper to protect against marine mollusks that would otherwise bore into wooden hulls in the tropical waters off the African coast.18
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Loading the William with adequate supplies for its yearlong voyage around the Atlantic was one matter, but the ship was no good without a crew, and Hanley needed to secure one as quickly as possible. The closer to winter he departed, the stormier the Atlantic passage might be. Hanley had successfully completed twelve triangle voyages beginning in 1762, and for all but one, he departed Liverpool during the springtime. The only other time he commenced a Guinea expedition this late in the year was in 1765.19 That trip, for which Collingwood was the surgeon, ended up being his longest at more than eighteen months, in no small measure due to stormier seas.

Although being a slave ship captain was a highly dangerous vocation, it had brought Hanley a life of adventure and wealth. After his first seven commands, Hanley had accrued enough money to become a minor investor in his next five voyages, along with his uncle William Gregson. Few of Liverpool’s Guinea ship captains had accrued Hanley’s level of skill, commercial instincts, and experience. He was an excellent mariner and a strict commander, and he understood the importance of hiring a competent crew.

The most important crew members for any Guinea voyage were the officers, consisting of the first mate, second mate, and surgeon. Selecting an experienced first mate was especially important, as he typically took command of the ship while the captain rested. He also replaced the captain if he became too unwell to perform his duties or if he died during the voyage.

Hanley’s second mate on the William, James Kelsall, is the man of interest, but the historical record on him is limited. There was a prominent Kelsall family living in Liverpool, including two James Kelsalls listed in Gore’s Liverpool Directory in 1781. One of these men lived on Mount Pleasant Street, and the other, like Luke Collingwood, lived on Highfield Street. One of the two Kelsalls was also a member of Liverpool’s Common Council, but it almost certainly was not the James Kelsall who worked on slave ships. Curiously, the Kelsall who served on the William called himself “Colonel,” even though he had no military record. Colonel James Kelsall would end up being one of only two people to provide an account of the disastrous events that were about to unfold. The second was not even a member of the crew.

Three of the officers on the William—Richard Hanley, James Kelsall, and Luke Collingwood—knew one another well. They might even have been friends. They had completed several Guinea missions together, most recently in 1775 and 1776.20 When sailors spend a year or more together crammed on a wooden box in the middle of the ocean facing peril at every turn, they have little choice but to trust one another with their lives. The 1780 voyage of the William would prove to be the final, and most consequential, time that these three men put their lives in one another’s hands.

Securing the remainder of the crew below the rank of officer required Hanley to identify the optimal mix of able seamen, ordinary seamen, and landsmen to handle an extended voyage around the Atlantic. Able seamen were sailors with prior experience at sea who were responsible for executing navigational orders, such as climbing the ratlines to set the sails. Ordinary seamen had less experience and were responsible for general maintenance and repair. Landsmen had no prior experience and usually performed the lowest tasks, such as cleaning the slave hold or standing guard at night.

Hiring a crew for slave ships was always a daunting proposition because most sailors in Liverpool knew that Guinea voyages had high mortality rates, offered poor wages, and required unpleasant tasks, such as guarding, cleaning, and feeding a cargo of several hundred captive Africans. As a result, one Liverpool captain lamented that “the crews of the African ships … were the very dregs of the community; some of them had escaped from jails; others were undiscovered offenders, who sought to withdraw themselves from their country.”21

According to the first sailor to publish an account of his experiences working on a slave ship, James Field Stanfield, Guinea captains like Hanley typically secured their crews by trolling the public houses (“pubs”) on Liverpool’s docks “without intermission” to prey on drunken seamen. Stanfield described how the captains identified a target and led him into one of the many “infamous dens” to get the man soused on gin and rum. The pub owners were involved in the racket, drawing lines on the wall with chalk, four for each shilling of an accruing debt. Eventually, when the debt was too great for the sailor to discharge, the captain “immediately insist[ed] upon their entering on board such a ship, threatening, in case of refusal, to arrest and throw them in prison.”22 Sometimes the captain offered an incentive of one month’s pay up front to close the deal.

The last resort was impressment. Just as roving gangs filled the manpower needs of the Royal Navy by seizing young men to work on warships, so, too, did Guinea ship captains employ gangs to force young men onto their ships. The result of these recruitment tactics, be it by ruse of drunken debts or violent impressment, was that many slave ships were manned by inexperienced sailors who had little desire to spend a year or more of their lives contending with the onerous tasks of transporting enslaved Africans thousands of miles across the Atlantic. This lack of experience led to elevated levels of violence, mortality, and in some cases, outright calamity.
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As the last of the butts and barrels were being loaded onto the William on October 26, 1780, Luke Collingwood would have prayed with his family one final time before making his way to the waterfront. In addition to the belongings he would keep in a small chest on board the ship, Collingwood carried a wooden case with the standard supplies of a ship’s surgeon: a bone saw, various knives and scalpels, tweezers, a scaler to clean teeth, and a small wooden reflex hammer.

From his home on Highfield Street, Collingwood headed southwest down Liverpool’s narrow alleys toward Chapel Street, past a lunatic hospital, an orphanage, the Church of Our Lady and Saint Nicholas (perhaps visiting his son’s grave), and finally a popular spot for the city’s slave merchants to gather to keep abreast of the latest news of the Guinea trade-the Merchants’ Coffee House.23 Arriving at the waterfront, Collingwood stepped into the heart of England’s maritime economy. The banks of the river Mersey were lined by more than six miles of docks, every inch of which was crammed with the elements of oceanic commerce. Warehouses stored sugar and tobacco from the colonies, as well as textiles and other tradable goods from Asia. The sky was pierced by the masts of scores of ships jostling for dockside real estate. Long poles were arrayed along the perimeter of the docks with hooks at the end to drag out people who had fallen into the river. The stench of dead beluga and humpback whales that had been harpooned near Greenland permeated the air.

The docks were also home to numerous pubs, roperies, anchor smiths, sailmakers, iron foundries, cotton manufactories, and timber merchants. Metal works manufactured the instruments of torture and bondage: chains, rivets, leg-irons, handcuffs, thumbscrews, and a medical tool designed to treat lockjaw that found a dreadful new purpose on slave ships, the speculum oris.

Although England entered the Atlantic slave trade in 1660, Liverpool did not meaningfully participate until the end of the century. The first recorded slave ship to depart Liverpool’s docks, the Liverpool Merchant, cast off on December 1, 1699, loaded 275 slaves in Africa, and disembarked 220 survivors at Barbados.24 Ten years later, Liverpool still only accounted for 8 percent of all British slave-trading vessels, most of which hailed from London and Bristol.

Liverpool’s disadvantage relative to other British ports was that oceanic vessels could not anchor close to its harbor because the river Mersey had two very high tidal surges each day, ranging up to twenty-eight feet between low and high tides. As a result, larger ships had to anchor a few miles from harbor, while smaller vessels, called lighters, went back and forth ferrying cargo. It could take two weeks to unload a one-hundred-ton ship in this manner, and having to pay the ferrymen siphoned profit out of the system. By comparison, the same process could be completed in a few days in London and Bristol, as their ships could anchor much closer to the docks.

Everything changed in 1709 when Liverpool’s Common Council authorized a bold solution. It would be an expensive, high-risk gamble, but if it worked, it would transform the city’s destiny forever. It was called the Old Dock.

When construction of the Old Dock was completed in 1715, it became the world’s first commercial wet dock. The dock was enclosed on three sides, and lock gates were used to keep the water level stable during tidal inflows. For the first time, deep-sea vessels could moor right next to Liverpool’s waterfront. Unloading times were reduced to a day or two, which bested any port city in England.

Following the success of the Old Dock, Liverpool went on a dock-building spree. Five more wet docks were constructed during the eighteenth century. The city also added five graving docks for ship repairs and three dry docks for ship storage. The advantages of Liverpool’s dock system attracted new investments into the slave trade. As Liverpool’s share of the slave trade increased, so did its fortunes. “Beyond doubt,” wrote one historian, “it was the slave trade which raised Liverpool from a struggling port to be one of the richest and most prosperous trading centres in the world.”25

By the time William Gregson began investing in slave ships, Liverpool had already overtaken Bristol and London as the top slave-trading center in England. In the words of one pamphleteer, Liverpool’s slave merchants “grew rich and waxed fat on the blood of the slaves. Like the magician’s wand, the traffic worked wonders; once poor, now rich; once ignoble, now great.”26 At its peak, Liverpool was responsible for 82 percent of all slaves trafficked by the British from Africa, and an astonishing 40 percent of the entire European slave trade.27

The only kink in Liverpool’s slave-trade machinery was the outbreak of the American Revolutionary War, which, as one scholar noted, “put an entire stop to the commercial progress of the port … from the beginning of the struggle, to its close in 1783.”28 Liverpool’s docks had been eerily quiet for more than three years, but as Luke Collingwood walked along the river Mersey on October 26, 1780, the city was finally getting back to the business of African cargo.

From the waterfront, Collingwood cut across Bromfield Street to arrive at the Old Dock, where he found the William moored next to several other Guinea ships. The William would be Collingwood’s home for the next year, a tiny wooden speck floating on a vast blue frontier.




2

Sailing to Guinea

Fifteen years before the William departed Liverpool, a junior clerk working at the Ordnance Office in London had a chance encounter that would lead him on a historic collision course with William Gregson and all the British slave merchants like him.

The clerk, Granville Sharp, was born in 1735 as one of fourteen children of an Anglican deacon. Sharp was a lover of music, could play several instruments, and, according to King George III, he had “the best voice in England.”1 Although he had little formal education, Sharp possessed a brilliant mind and was driven by an insatiable thirst for knowledge. He taught himself everything from theology to law to ancient languages, including Greek, Hebrew, and Latin.

One day in 1765, Sharp was visiting his older brother’s medical clinic on Mincing Lane, which was “open every morning for the gratuitous treatment of the poor,”2 when a teenage slave, Jonathan Strong, stumbled in with wounds all over his body. Strong’s owner, a sugar planter from Barbados, had beaten him within an inch of his life. “I could barely walk, or see my way, where I was going,” said Strong.

Sharp was deeply impacted by Strong’s predicament. He helped the boy recover from his injuries, only to learn that Strong’s owner had subsequently sold him for £30 (£6,750 today) to a Jamaica planter and had hired two thugs to kidnap him. Granville was outraged that a Black teenager living in England could be bartered like an animal. He managed to arrange a hearing in front of the lord mayor and won a declaration that Strong was “not guilty of any offence and was at liberty to go away.” Strong departed the hearing, “in the sight of all, in full liberty, nobody daring afterwards to touch him.”3

It was a rare moment in which a white Englishman came to the defense of a Black person on British soil. Although nothing changed by way of African rights as a result of the hearing, Sharp was not about to let the matter go. In the coming years, he would systematically build a legal argument against slavery. Once he was ready for a test case, some of the officers from the William would inadvertently provide it.
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Before setting sail from Liverpool, Captain Hanley assembled the thirty-six-man crew of the William on the main deck to review the instructions he received from the Gregson syndicate. Slave merchants typically provided detailed letters of instruction to their captains about the forthcoming journey, especially given the amount of capital that was at stake. Although most letters have not survived, the ones that have offer a glimpse at the kind of instructions Hanley likely received.

One British captain in 1773 was instructed “with the first opportunity of wind to proceed to sea through the South Channel [English Channel].” He was to direct his course to the Cape Verde Islands and slow his pace due to the “contrary currents” that have caused “many ships to be lost.” He was further advised that “for good merchantable slaves … always purchase none that are old and sickly.”4 Finally, he was ordered that upon reaching his destination of Antigua, he should be frugal with expenses and sleep on board the ship rather than rent a room on the island.

Another British captain in 1721 was instructed “in the choice of your negroes … have a regard no negroes be under twelve years of age nor any … above twenty-five years old, and if possible buy two males to one female … and observe that your negroes are sound, good and healthy and not blind, lame or blemished.” On arrival in the Caribbean, the captain was told to “have your negroes shaved and made clean to look well at every island you touch at and to strike a good impression on the buyers.”5

After detailing their instructions and the anticipated route to the Guinea coast, Captain Hanley would have led the sailors in a prayer for a fruitful voyage and safe return home. Upon the amens, Hanley instructed dockworkers to untie the ship from its moorings. He climbed to the quarterdeck and took his place behind the wheel. He snapped his orders to the first mate, who relayed them to the boatswain.

The boatswain ordered a few of the able seamen to clamber barefoot up the ratlines to unfurl the fore and main topsails. As one seaman carefully untied the gaskets that clutched the stowed sails in place, another tied down the ropes that held the sails open.

The moment the sails caught the breeze, the ship came to life. Wood, rope, cloth, and wind worked in concert to animate the vessel out of the dock. As Hanley steered the ship northward along the river Mersey, he had to carefully navigate several miles of shifting sandbanks and powerful tides toward a narrow inlet where the river Mersey met the Irish Sea at Rock Point. Cold gusts blew from the north, colliding with westerly winds from Ireland. Once Hanley sensed a favorable wind, he ordered the main sails to be unfurled. As the ship picked up speed on a southwest heading, Hanley inhaled the salty air and listened to the waves crashing into the hull. His thirteenth Guinea voyage was underway.

On the main deck, Collingwood watched Liverpool disappear from view. It would be months before he could dispatch a letter to Sarah from the Guinea coast and more than a year before he was back home with his family. All links to the life he knew had been severed. Only the void remained.
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Most British slave ships followed a time-tested route to the Guinea coast. Heading south from England, they “usually make the Canary Islands in the first instance,” explained one Liverpool captain, “proceed thence between the Cape de Verde Islands and the main[land],” after which they sailed southeast to “the land of Cape Palmas [Liberia].”6 From Cape Palmas, ships tracked due east into the heart of Guinea. The journey typically took two to three months.

Hanley would have used the three weeks of open ocean between England and the Canary Islands to tighten the ship’s routine and prepare for its African cargo. He ordered the crew to holystone, or scrub, the deck every few days. He also instructed his men to apply resin to all the woodwork—including the masts, yards, decks, and corridors—to help protect the ship from the intense heat and humidity of Africa. Ordinary sailors and landsmen would be given the onerous task of tarring the entire exposed exterior of the hull, leaving them with permanent stains on their fingers that made them easy to identify by the next press gang. They would also attach netting around the hull’s exterior to prevent Africans from taking their own lives by jumping into the ocean.

Conditions for the crew were manageable the first week or so of the journey. During this period, “the usage of the seamen is moderate,” recalled James Field Stanfield, “and their allowance of provisions sufficient.” However, once the ship was south of Portugal and there was “no moral possibility of desertion,”7 conditions for the sailors worsened.

One of history’s best-known slave ship captains, John Newton, described how most commanders would “imbibe a spirit of ferociousness, and savage insensibility”8 to ensure their crews maintained discipline throughout the journey. Newton commanded three triangle voyages out of Liverpool during the 1750s, so he understood there was no margin for error during a long tour at sea.9 Failure by a crew member to follow orders in a storm might lead to shipwreck. Failure to monitor the Africans day and night might lead to insurrection. Failure to track supplies might lead to exhaustion of provisions before arriving in the Caribbean. The slightest mistake had to be punished, usually with the infamous cat-o’-nine-tails, a short whip with nine knotted thongs designed to lacerate the skin. “The men were treated with great cruelty,” recalled one British sailor, “giving them four or five dozen lashes at a time, and then rubbing them with pickle.”10

Many Guinea captains relished the unbridled power that came with being in command, earning reputations of brutality and, according to the daughter of one such captain, “a savageness of spirit … which like a pestilential air, is so generally infectious that but few escape it.”11 John Newton might be one of the few who did manage to escape. After a successful slaving career, Newton became a prominent evangelical preacher, author of one of the most famous Christian hymns, “Amazing Grace,” and, eventually, a leading voice against the slave trade.21

South of Portugal, Hanley would have been forced to order short allowance of food and water for all non-officers. Slave merchants like William Gregson typically required that minimal provisions be loaded for the crew during the outbound journey to Africa so that, as Stanfield recalled, “every corner and cranny is crammed with … an avaricious accumulation of cargo.”12 Overloading the ship with tradable goods allowed captains to purchase the maximum number of slaves. However, doing so meant loading an inadequate supply of provisions for the crew. Hanley would have to cut rations “to the very verge of famine,”13 leaving the sailors hungry, weak, and relying on droplets of morning dew to quench their “raging thirst.”14 The officers, meanwhile, continued to enjoy full meals in their quarters. On occasion, Captain Hanley would invite the officers into his cabin for specially prepared meals around a candlelit dining table.

As the ship pressed southward, the carpenter prepared the ’tween deck for its cargo. One slave trader described how carpenters built “a strong partition at the main mast,” which created separate compartments for women and children on the stern side, and men on the bow side. Carpenters also constructed “a sort of half-deck along the sides … so the slaves lie in two rows, one above the other, and as close together as they can be crowded.”15 The half deck was about eight feet long, extending from the wall to the center of the hold. It cut the five-foot height of the ’tween deck in half, leaving insufficient space above and below for the Africans to sit upright.

It did not take long for the cold air of England to give way to warmer breezes. Sailors reached into their sea chests to exchange full trousers for those cut short. They donned hats to protect against the intensifying glare of the midday sun. Although Hanley and the officers were able to retreat into their quarters for temporary reprieve, the crewmen remained exposed on the main deck. There was not much for Collingwood to do at this stage of the voyage, other than patch up any injuries suffered by the sailors or treat the wounds of those who had been flogged. He would earn his keep once the ship reached Africa.

Nighttime meant the watch. Hanley divided the crew into three groups. The first group manned the watch from 8:00 p.m. to midnight, the next group from midnight to 4:00 a.m., and the final group from 4:00 a.m. to 8:00 a.m. While Hanley slept in his cabin, the other officers slept in individual berths in the adjacent quarters. Most of the sailors were forced to sleep on the deck or in the longboat. A clanging bell signaled the change of each shift.

Maintaining vigilance during the dark hours was vital to avoid sneak attacks from enemy ships. It would be even more important once the William was filled with hundreds of Africans desperate to break free. Slave insurrections occurred on about 10 percent of Guinea voyages. Most revolts were suppressed, although some were successful. The first documented slave ship insurrection was in 1532 on the Portuguese ship Misericordia. The ship departed the island of São Tomé with 109 slaves on board. The slaves revolted and killed all but three of the crew members. It is believed that most of the Africans escaped to shore.

Three centuries later, in 1839, one of the most historic insurrections took place aboard the Amistad. Fifty-three Africans took control of the ship
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Footnotes

Chapter 9: “violent Sickness and Mortality”


fn1 Although 442 Africans departed São Tomé, the total number of Africans on board the Zorg at this point in the journey was increased by one after Sia gave birth. Mother and infant remained alive after the Middle Passage.


Chapter 10: The Descent


fn1 Most quotations in this chapter are taken from an account provided by James Kelsall.


Chapter 15: Gregson V. Gilbert


fn1 Mansfield’s tally of thirty-six would include the ten Africans who took their lives by jumping into the ocean.
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