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The Middle Passage of an African King 

Among the darkest and most trying experiences of his or her life, a slave’s voyage from 

Africa to the New World - referred to as the “Middle Passage” - is frequently found in slave 

narratives as a topic of mostly macabre reminiscence. Details pervading such accounts can 

certainly be revolting: many recall a cramped, stifling life below deck endured for months on 

end, and instances of gross maltreatment and abuse by their captors are commonly related. A 

notable exception to this general trend, however, appears in “The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 

an African Negro King”, an abolitionist-sponsored autobiography recounting a black slave-

trading king’s own fall into slavery. Now an ardent abolitionist, Zamba surprisingly portrays the 

conditions of slaves undergoing the middle passage in an unusually favorable light. Can this 

antislavery text’s seemingly self-contradictory presentation of the slave trade be rationalized? By 

providing this explanation, this paper seeks to engender a better appreciation of the uniqueness 

of Zamba’s narrative and its implications on understanding the changing attitudes of abolitionists 

towards attacking slavery following the abolition of the slave trade. 

Like many slave autobiographies, significant space in Zamba’s book is devoted to 

describing his journey from Africa to the New World. The circumstances surrounding this 

middle passage, however, were singularly unique: an African king himself heavily involved in 

the slave trade, he boarded the slave ship of his own free will, initially as an honored guest of the 

captain whom he had frequently done business with (it was not until after his arrival in America 

that Zamba would be deceived and sold as a slave). This captain, Captain Winton, will play a 

major symbolic role in the book. To better understand the uniqueness of the voyage, an 

examination of the background of the characters involved is in order. 



Child of Zambola, the king of a small village in the Congo, Zamba enjoyed for his first 

years a luxurious yet far from pampered life of an African prince. By eight he had learned to 

shoot a bow and arrow, had a near-death encounter with a lion at fourteen, and around seventeen 

took on the responsibilities of king after his father died in battle. The only son of his father, King 

Zambola, Zamba was naturally expected to succeed him to the throne, and as a child the young 

prince enjoyed deferential treatment by visitors to the king’s court. These visitors ranged from 

neighboring African royalty to white traders eager to bargain with Zamba’s father for slaves, 

securing them for a mixed purchase price of gold, ammunition, and rum – it was in this context 

that Zamba first met Captain Winton, the aforementioned villain of the book. 

The relationship between Zamba and Captain Winton had deep roots extending far 

beyond Zamba’s fateful voyage. A regular visitor to the court of King Zambola to trade for 

slaves, Winton was long considered a family friend and had taken on an almost fatherly role 

throughout Zamba’s childhood.
1
 In addition to regularly bestowing the royal family with foreign 

novelties and trinkets, he began to teach Zamba to read and speak English, and was the 

individual responsible for introducing the young prince to Christianity.
2
 After he inherited the 

throne following his father’s death, Zamba continued to receive regular visits from Winton and, 

as Zamba presents it, the two maintained a cordial trading relationship. However, from his first 

visits Winton had inspired in Zamba a desire to himself experience Western civilization, and it 

remained a longstanding secret desire of the king to leave Africa and see the world. Having 

discussed the possibility with him privately for years, Winton eventually acceded to Zamba’s 

frequent requests to accompany him on a voyage to the new world.  

                                                           
1
 “He(Zambola) traded with various slave captains, both British and American; but his chief customer was Captain 

Winton, who generally came every year, sometimes oftener” Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 33. 
2
 “He(Winton) brought many curiosities to my father to adorn his palace” Zamba, The Life and Adventures of 

Zamba, 33,37. 



 Zamba first set foot on a slave ship sometime around his 20
th

 year.
3
 Though he had never 

boarded such a vessel personally, he had previously looked on them during trading expeditions 

with his father as a child, when he “was struck with wonder and amazement at the beautiful 

appearance and gigantic size of these ships, never having before seen any vessel larger than our 

canoes”. Accompanying him now were thirty-two “prime male slaves”, and he also took with 

him a large quantity of gold, having been urged by Captain Winton to do so.
4
 Preparations had 

been made for the oversight of his kingdom prior to his departure: two of his brother-in-laws 

would share rule during the king’s absence, he himself planning to return only after having first 

visited both America and England.
5
 Up until the point of departure, Winton continued to treat the 

black king with what Zamba considered to be the upmost respect, and at the time Zamba 

admittedly had no inkling of the betrayal that lay in store for him.
6
 

The year is 1800 and Zamba, himself occupying a “handsome stateroom” of the ship, 

describes the state of the slaves below deck.
7
 

“I found that, including my own thirty-two, there were in all four hundred and twenty-

two slaves on board: but as the vessel was of 500 tons burthen, they were not so crowded 

for space as I have since learned has often been the case with emigrants from Europe to 

                                                           
3
 Zamba claims he was born around 1780 and left Africa in 1800. 

4
 “I shipped…thirty-two prime slaves, about thirty pounds of gold dust, and somewhat over two hundred 

doubloons in gold coin” Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 85. 
5
 “Captain Winton was very anxious that I should put on board all the gold dust and other African produce that I 

possessed, and as many slaves as I could muster. I was not, however, blind to the imprudence of such a course: the 
ship might be lost, or I might be cut off by sickness or accident; and in either case I should be doing great injustice 
to my family to incur the loss of so much treasure…after visiting America and England, I(Zamba) should return with 
Captain Winton, bringing home as much property as would make me the richest king on the banks of the Congo” 
Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 85-86. 
6
 “He seemed, indeed, as if he could not do enough for my accommodation; and had I only possessed a little more 

shrewdness, and been less inexperienced in the ways of this deceitful world, I should have perceived that be had 
some underhand intentions in regard to me.” 
7
 “Captain Winton accommodated me with a handsome stateroom, and we left the Congo on the first day of 

October 1800” Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 86. 



America; their accommodation, however, was very miserable. As for provisions, they 

were much better off than in the generality of slave-ships…”  

While Zamba does admit here that “their accommodation was very miserable”, the general tone 

of this passage and those surrounding it almost seems geared to downplay the negative quality of 

life commonly ascribed to slaves during the voyage. Winton fed the slaves on his ship relatively 

well (three somewhat-decent meals a day), and the amount of free space was presented as 

favorable to most other voyages (Zamba mentions being told of ships where slaves “were 

literally packed on the top of each other”). Indeed, even in chapters prior to the voyage Captain 

Winton is presented by Zamba as in other circumstances too behaving more or less decently to 

his slaves. Still, a lack of the standard doom and gloom usually associated with the middle 

passage is hardly grounds for extensive intrigue. At least, not until the reader is made aware as 

the book progresses that the man responsible for their condition, Captain Winton, represents for 

Zamba the most wicked and morally depraved human being conceivable to the human mind. In 

this later context, such stressed allowances for the relative perceived humanity of the captain 

may come across as very strange indeed, and desire for an explanation of the apparent anomaly 

is naturally appropriate. A discussion of Zamba’s motivation behind this depiction supplemented 

with historical context will serve to address this concern.  

Though Zamba throughout the book had hinted at the captain’s deception, his continual 

emphasis on the captains perceived goodness successfully retains something of an element of 

surprise when Zamba is sold in America. Zamba himself later interprets the captain’s behavior: 



“He found, therefore, that, by allowing them what he called sufficient room and good 

provisions, with kind treatment, his speculations turned out much better in regard to the amount 

of dollars received; and that was all he cared for”
8
 

Even though Captain Winton was not a harsh master, his motivation was solely based on greed. 

The special uniqueness of Zamba’s work now fully comes to light. He does not waste time 

denouncing those supposedly fringe slaveholders who unabashedly abused their slaves. In 

building up the character of such a perceived morally praiseworthy slaveholder, Zamba’s 

narrative condemned all slaveholders as morally depraved. 

A few additional contextual considerations support this analysis. It is clear that Zamba’s 

target audience is England, “the only country upon earth where true and genuine liberty has 

taken up her abode”
9
. The slave trade at the time had already been abolished, thus, the degree of 

treatment on slave ships, no longer legally in existence, was no longer a topic of concern. 

However, this hardly provides the rational for ceasing to depict it as a horrid event in the life of a 

slave. Viewed in context though, that Zamba wishes to stress the hypocrisy of American 

slaveholders, it makes perfect sense for this initially flattering depiction to be present. If his 

target audience is England, his target is the American south. The seemingly kind man to his 

slaves, the man who had introduced Zamba to Christianity, Captain Winton, for Zamba 

represents the quintessential American southerner. Whatever claims the south had to moral 

respectability were to Zamba a sham, and proving this point, rather than improving the 

conditions of slaves, is what Zamba is after. 

                                                           
8
 Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, 88. 

9
 Zamba, The Life and Adventures of Zamba, ix (editor’s preface). 



Taken in context, Zamba’s unique treatment of the middle passage can thus be seen to be 

very much intentional and insightful. By criticizing so harshly one who outwardly “acted the part 

of a humane and considerate man” yet is, in actuality, repulsively immoral and selfish, Zamba 

struck at the heart of the evil of slavery to an extent that standard accounts at the time did not.
10

 

Far from limiting himself to openly crueler overseers, Zamba wishes to condemn all southern 

American slaveholders as morally depraved, and does so with his depiction of the outwardly 

merciful but inwardly devious Captain Winton. The narrative thus offers a stark contrast to the 

more common criticism concerning the blatant maltreatment of slaves – even those slave traders 

who might come off as treating slaves relatively “well” were, in the eyes of Zamba, severely 

morally depraved. 

                                                           
10

 “Although this captain (as will be shown in the sequel of my narrative) acted in a most dishonourable and 
treacherous manner towards me, and was totally devoid of all Christian principle, yet, to serve his own ends in the 
matter of the slaves, he acted the part of a humane and considerate man.” Zamba, The Life and Adventures of 
Zamba, 87. 


