
The Transatlantic Slave Trade

Activity 33: TThe SSlave SShip ZZong

Give students a copy of the Slave Ship Zong case study to read. 

Tell the class that they will be taking part in an imaginary court case
between abolitionist Granville Sharp and the Zong's owners and
crew. Sharp is taking the ship’s owners and the crew to court to try
them for the murder of 133 slaves.

A vital piece of evidence has been left out of the case study. It
should not be given to the class until the court case has been
acted out and the jury have come to their verdict.

PREPARATION
There are nine characters and a jury.

Characters:
Choose nine pairs and give each pair a character quote. Only one
person from each pair will represent the character in the court case.
But students should prepare the character’s testimony in their
pairs.

They should be allowed a good deal of time (perhaps one lesson
and homework time) to prepare their roles.

Students should use other sources to build their testimonies, for
example excerpts from this pack such as Olaudah Equiano's
account of the Middle Passage, the excerpts from Thomas
Clarkson's essay and the arguments in favour of the slave trade
from the video and pack. They could also use some of the materials
suggested on page 28 such as websites, narratives or other books.

Jury:
The remaining students will act as the jury. Their role will be to
decide if the owners of the ship and its crew are innocent or guilty
of murder.

While the characters are preparing their testimonies, the jury
should also be preparing roles.

They should decide what character they would like to play on the
jury. They should create a name for this person, a job, a personality
and how they feel about being called to be on the jury for this trial
(for example they may think it is a waste of time because the slave
trade is a good thing, or they may feel strongly that justice must be
served, depending on the character they choose to represent).

There would have been a number of different people with different
opinions at the time. Some may have been directly involved in the
slave trade (for example slave ship owners or Captains) and some
indirectly and without even realising their involvement (like 
shopkeepers, or people working in the ports).

The jury should not prepare anything for the court case itself. They
should not do any research on the case at all, so that they provide
an objective opinion. And they should not ask any questions during
the trial. They should just observe.

THE CCOURT CCASE
When the characters and the jury are prepared, the classroom
should be arranged to resemble a courtroom as far as possible. 
This will help students to fall into role more easily.

The jury should begin by standing up and presenting themselves 
to the court. Then the case should begin. Characters should act 
out their roles as convincingly as possible, having planned their 
arguments and evidence. 

Each character should be given a maximum of five minutes in the
dock. The case should take no more than one hour to act out.

AFTER TTHE CCOURT CCASE
After all the characters have given evidence, the jury should be
given only five minutes to reflect and decide individually whether
the ship owners and crew are innocent or guilty. They should vote
individually and the majority will determine the result.

Now tell the class the missing evidence:

Luke Collingwood, the ship’s master knew this. However he died
soon after the Zong tragedy. It is possible that none of the crew
knew this and were just following his orders. It is also possible that
some/all of the crew were lying.

The class should then discuss the case together. Out of their roles,
students may have very different opinions about the characters they
played. The following are discussion points that teachers may want
to cover:
Is it right to treat human beings as property?
Is it possible to put a price on someone's life?
Slavery is against all Christian beliefs.
Slavery was a respected ‘business’.
Africans were treated as less than human beings.
Could this happen today?

If appropriate, the trial could be performed again, to other classes
or to the rest of the school for a special event to commemorate the
slave trade.

WWhheenn tthhee sshhiipp aarrrriivveedd iinn JJaammaaiiccaa,, iinn ffaacctt iitt hhaadd 442200 ggaalllloonnss ooff
wwaatteerr lleefftt oonn bbooaarrdd..

AAIIMM::

TThhee aaiimm ooff tthhiiss aaccttiivviittyy iiss ttoo mmaakkee ssttuuddeennttss qquueessttiioonn tthhee
mmoorraall iissssuueess aarroouunndd tthhee ssttoorryy ooff tthhee ssllaavvee sshhiipp ZZoonngg..

IItt iiss aallssoo ttoo eennccoouurraaggee ssttuuddeennttss ttoo uussee tthheeiirr iimmaaggiinnaattiioonnss,,
tthhiinnkkiinngg aabboouutt wwhhaatt ssoocciieettyy mmaayy hhaavvee bbeeeenn lliikkee iinn aa cciittyy lliikkee
LLiivveerrppooooll tthhaatt wwaass ggrroowwiinngg eennoorrmmoouussllyy rriicchh aass aa rreessuulltt ooff tthhee
ssllaavvee ttrraaddee..

IItt iiss iimmppoorrttaanntt ttoo nnoottee tthhaatt iinn ffaacctt tthhiiss ccoouurrtt ccaassee nneevveerr ttooookk
ppllaaccee.. IInn ssppiittee ooff tthhee eeffffoorrttss ooff GGrraannvviillllee SShhaarrpp,, wwhhoo wwrroottee 
lleetttteerrss ttoo ppeeooppllee iinn ppoossiittiioonnss ooff ppoowweerr,, iinncclluuddiinngg tthhee PPrriimmee
MMiinniisstteerr,, eevveerryyoonnee iinnvvoollvveedd iinn tthhee ttrraaggeeddyy ooff tthhee ssllaavvee sshhiipp
ZZoonngg wweenntt uunnppuunniisshheedd.. 

They wwere nnever bbrought tto jjustice. 

3. The Middle Passage 
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CCaassee SSttuuddyy

On 6 September 1781, the slave ship Zong
sailed for the West Indies from Sao Tomé, an
island off the coast of West Africa,  carrying
about 470 slaves and a crew of 17. The ship
was owned by Liverpool banker and slave 
trader William Gregson and his colleague
George Case. A month into the journey a high
percentage of the slaves and crew had died or
were sick and unlikely to recover. 

Luke Collingwood, the ship's master knew that
if death were a result of natural causes, the
insurers wouldn't pay them for their losses.
They would pay however, if it had been 
necessary to kill them for the safety of the
ship. Luke Collingwood told the insurers that
the water was running short and in order to
save the crew and the ship, they had been
forced to throw 133 slaves overboard, alive,
into the sea. A small number of slaves 
managed to break free from their captors and
jump to their death, before they were thrown.

As it happened, the insurers refused to pay the
claim and the case was taken to court twice in
1783, the owners demanding to be paid £30
for each 'lost' slave. Abolitionist Olaudah
Equiano heard about this case and told fellow
abolitionist Granville Sharp, who immediately
launched a campaign for justice. Within three
days he had instructed solicitors to start 
proceedings 'against all persons concerned in
throwing into the sea 133 slaves' and 
demanded that those of the crew who had 
survived should be tried for murder.

‘The Print’, Thomas Clarkson’s image of a slave ship,
showing slaves ‘packed like books on shelves’.
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GGrraannvviillllee SShhaarrpp - AAbboolliittiioonniisstt

TThhiiss iiss nnoott jjuusstt aann ooffffeennccee aaggaaiinnsstt GGoodd,, bbuutt aaggaaiinnsstt aallll mmaannkkiinndd.. TThhoossee wwhhoo hhaavvee ttrreeaatteedd
tthheessee PPEEOOPPLLEE aass mmeerree ggooooddss aanndd cchhaatttteell sshhoouulldd ffaaccee tthhee mmoosstt sseevveerree ooff ppuunniisshhmmeennttss aanndd
tthhiiss sshhoouulldd bbee uusseedd aass aann eexxaammppllee ttoo pprreevveenntt ssuucchh iinnhhuummaann pprraaccttiicceess ffrroomm hhaappppeenniinngg iinn
tthhee ffuuttuurree..

OOllaauuddaahh EEqquuiiaannoo - AAbboolliittiioonniisstt

MMyy eeyyeess hhaavvee bboorrnnee wwiittnneessss ttoo sscceenneess ooff ddeepprraavviittyy wwoorrssee tthhaann II ccoouulldd eevveerr hhaavvee iimmaaggiinneedd..
YYoouu ttaallkk ooff ssaavvaaggeerryy ooff tthhee AAffrriiccaann…… iiss nnoott tthhee uunnmmeerrcciiffuull ffllooggggiinngg ooff aa mmaann rreessuullttiinngg iinn hhiiss
ddeeaatthh nnoott ssaavvaaggee?? IItt iiss nnoott oonnllyy tthhoossee ppoooorr wwrreettcchheess aabbooaarrdd tthhee ZZoonngg,, II kknnooww ooff ssoo mmaannyy ooff
mmyy wweeaarriieedd ccoouunnttrryymmeenn,, wwhhoo aabbooaarrdd tthhee ffaatteeffuull ssllaavvee sshhiippss,, pprreeffeerrrreedd ddeeaatthh ttoo aa lliiffee ooff 
mmiisseerryy aanndd jjuummppeedd iinnttoo tthhee sseeaa.. IItt iiss oofftteenn ssaaiidd tthhaatt AAffrriiccaannss aarree nnoo mmoorree tthhaann aanniimmaallss aanndd
sshhoouulldd bbee ttrreeaatteedd aass ssuucchh.. BBuutt ssllaavveerryy ddeepprreesssseess tthhee mmiinndd aanndd mmaakkeess iinnhhuummaann bbeeiinnggss ooff 
aallll ooff uuss..

JJoohhnn LLeeee - SSoolliicciittoorr GGeenneerraall

WWhhaatt iiss tthhiiss ccllaaiimm tthhaatt hhuummaann ppeeooppllee hhaavvee bbeeeenn tthhrroowwnn oovveerrbbooaarrdd?? TThhiiss iiss aa ccaassee ooff cchhaatttteellss
oorr ggooooddss.. BBllaacckkss aarree ggooooddss aanndd pprrooppeerrttyy;; iitt iiss mmaaddnneessss ttoo aaccccuussee tthheessee wweellll sseerrvviinngg 
hhoonnoouurraabbllee mmeenn ooff mmuurrddeerr.. TThheeyy aacctteedd oouutt ooff nneecceessssiittyy aanndd iinn tthhee mmoosstt aapppprroopprriiaattee mmaannnneerr
ffoorr tthhee ccaauussee.. TThhee llaattee CCaappttaaiinn CCoolllliinnggwwoooodd aacctteedd iinn tthhee iinntteerreesstt ooff hhiiss sshhiipp ttoo pprrootteecctt tthhee
ssaaffeettyy ooff hhiiss ccrreeww.. TToo qquueessttiioonn tthhee jjuuddggeemmeenntt ooff aann eexxppeerriieenncceedd,, wweellll ttrraavveelllleedd ccaappttaaiinn hheelldd
iinn tthhee hhiigghheesstt rreeggaarrdd iiss oonnee ooff ffoollllyy,, eessppeecciiaallllyy wwhheenn ttaallkkiinngg ooff ssllaavveess.. TThhee ccaassee iiss tthhee ssaammee
aass iiff hhoorrsseess hhaadd bbeeeenn tthhrroowwnn oovveerrbbooaarrdd..  

WWiilllliiaamm GGrreeggssoonn - SShhiipp''ss OOwwnneerr

II hhaadd nneevveerr tthhoouugghhtt tthhaatt ssllaavvee sshhiippss wweerree aass bbaadd aass hhaass bbeeeenn ddeessccrriibbeedd ttoo mmee rreecceennttllyy.. 
NNoo ddoouubbtt II ccaannnnoott ddoo wwiitthhoouutt mmyy ssllaavveess,, tthheeyy aarree mmyy lliivveelliihhoooodd aafftteerr aallll,, bbuutt II ccaann cceerrttaaiinnllyy
eennssuurree tthhaatt tthheeyy aarree ttrreeaatteedd aass hhuummaann bbeeiinnggss..
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GGeeoorrggee CCaassee - CCoolllleeaagguuee ooff sshhiipp’’ss oowwnneerr

The ccrossing wwas aarduous aand ffor nnatural ccauses ssuch aas wweather, wwe ccannot bbe hheld aaccountable.
The wwater bbecame sshort tthrough nno ffault oof oours oor CCaptain CCollingwood aand iit wwas nnot aa vvoluntary
act bbut oone oof nnecessity tthat bbrought aabout tthe ddifficult ddecision tto ddispose oof tthose 1130-oodd sslaves.

JJaammeess KKeellssaall - CCrreeww MMeemmbbeerr

There wwas nno ppresent wwant oof wwater tto jjustify ssuch aan eextreme mmeasure. IIt iis ttrue tthat tthey aare oonly
slaves bbut tthey ddid nnot cchoose tthis ffate oor mmerit ssuch ccruelty.

CChhaarrlleess KKiinnggsslleeyy - RReepprreesseennttiinngg tthhee iinnssuurraannccee ccoommppaannyy

Luke CCollingwood kknew tthat iif ssick sslaves ddied aa nnatural ddeath ffrom ddiseases ssuch aas ddysentery,
smallpox oor ddropsy aas aare ooften ccontracted aaboard tthe sslave sships, tthe lloss wwould bbe tthat oof tthe
ship's oowners ((and CCollingwood hhimself wwould hhave hhad tto bbear ssome oof iit). IIf sslaves hhad tto bbe
thrown aalive iinto tthe ssea tto pprotect tthe ssafety oof tthe sship aand ccrew, tthe llaw sstates tthat wwe wwould bbe
obliged tto ccompensate tthe oowners. LLuke CCollingwood sstated sshortage oof wwater tto bbe tthe ccase,
hhoowweevveerr tthheerree iiss mmuucchh eevviiddeennccee ttoo tthhee ccoonnttrraarryy..

GGeeoorrggee GGrreeggoorryy - RReeccttoorr ooff WWeesstt HHaamm

To tthose wwho mmay tthink tthat tthe pplea oof wwanting wwater iis aa ssufficient jjustification, II wwill pput oone pplain
question: IIf tthose ppersons wwho ssuffered hhad bbeen wwhite mmen aand nnot sslaves, wwould tthey hhave bbeen
thrown ooverboard?

JJiimm SSttoonnee - CCrreeww MMeemmbbeerr

We ffollowed oour ggood CCaptain's jjudgement oon hhow mmuch wwater wwas lleft tto tthe sship aand hhe wwould
have aadvised uus tto tthe bbest oof hhis kknowledge. IIt iis ttrue tthat ssome oof tthe sslaves wwere ssick bbut wwith aa
shortage oof wwater aanyway, wwas iit nnot lless ccruel tto tthrow tthe ppoor ssick wwretches iinto tthe ssea, rrather
than llet tthem llinger ffor aa ffew ddays wwith tthe ddiseases tthat wwould kkill tthem?


