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The Horrors of Slavery  
and Transgressed Gender 

Slave Trade as Symbol  
in Emilie Flygare-Carlén’s Jungfrutornet 

Sam Holmqvist 

It’s not exactly her finest work. As a matter of fact, the 1848 
Swedish novel Jungfrutornet (The Maiden Tower) is the best-
selling author Emilie Flygare-Carlén at her absolute worst; a 
haphazard story written for money, quickly and without 
finesse.1 The narrative is all over the place, the characters are 
clichés, the ending is melodramatic, and the scenery boring.2 

All in all, it comes as no surprise that Jungfrutornet is Flygare-
Carlén’s forgotten novel. 

All the same, Jungfrutornet is quite spectacular. As far as I 
have been able to gather, it is the first novel to depict a Swedish 
slave ship. The main character spends some time on the ship, 
befriends people who work there and learns the basics of how 
the transatlantic slave trade worked. Jungfrutornet is a long 
novel, and the episode on the slave ship is short (all in all 24 
pages, of 1204). But although brief, the episode makes Jungfru-
tornet a novel without comparison in Swedish literary history. 

— 
1 Emilie Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet: Sjöroman (N.H. Thomson, 1848). Jungfru-
tornet has been translated into several languages but not English, and all translations 
in the text are my own. A note on terminology: The novel obviously uses 19th century 
terminology throughout, and in my own text I have rephrased racist expressions. 
However, I have retained certain such terms in quotations when necessary to under-
stand the context. 
2 According to Lauritzen simply because it was written collectively, not only by 
Flygare-Carlén herself but also her husband and brother: Monica Lauritzén, En 
kvinnas röst: Emilie Flygare-Carléns liv och dikt (Albert Bonniers förlag, 2007), 324– 
334. 
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Jungfrutornet is a maritime adventure novel, and within a 
European context that would make the depiction of trans-
atlantic slave trade much more common than in Sweden. 
Christopher Miller has pointed out how the French ban on 
slave trade in 1818 made it a perfect subject for fiction.3 During 
the 1820s and 1830s, the French slave trade was illegal and was 
run by pirates and thereby observable from a reasonably sus-
penseful distance. This made it, Miller writes, perfect for the 
adventure novel.4 Arguably, this European trend inspired 
Flygare-Carlén as well. However, when the transatlantic slave 
trade was at all mentioned in Swedish fiction during the 19th 
century, it was usually in the background.5 In Swedish novelist 
Fredrika Bremer’s The Neighbours (original Grannarne pub-
lished in 1831), one of the main characters has a history of kid-
napping, enslaving and trafficking people in Africa, but in the 
novel’s present he has left that part of his life well behind.6 In 
Sophie von Knorring’s Vännerna (‘The friends’), published a 
few years before The Neighbours, neither enslavement nor the 
slave trade is ever mentioned, though it is implied, in the back-

— 
3 Christopher L. Miller, The French Atlantic Triangle: Literature and Culture of the 
Slave Trade (Duke University Press, 2008). 
4 Ibid., 200. 
5 This changes during the 20th and 21st century. For example, Ale Pålsson has 
discussed how Saint Barthélemy is portrayed in four Swedish novels from 1945, 1982, 
1991, and 2017: ‘Lingonröd sol: Sexualitet, alienation och svenskhet i svenska kolo-
nialromaner’, Historisk tidskrift 140, no. 3 (2020): 498–528. Apart from Pålsson’s 
article, as well as my own on Bremer’s The Neighbours mentioned below, previous 
research has rather investigated colonial traces in Swedish culture more broadly, , 
e.g., Åsa Bharathi Larsson, Colonizing Fever: Race and Media Cultures in Late 19th-
Century Sweden (Mediehistoriskt arkiv, 2016); Tomas Björk, Bilden av ‘Orienten’: 
Exotism i 1800-talets svenska visuella kultur (Atlantis, 2011); Dan Landmark, ‘Vi, 
civilisationens ljusbärare’: Orientalistiska mönster i det sena 1800-talets svenska 
litteratur och kultur (Örebro universitet, 2003); Therese Svensson, Vithetens 
koagulerade hjärta: Om avkoloniserande läsningars möjlighet (Institutionen för 
litteratur, idéhistoria och religion, 2020). 
6 Fredrika Bremer, The Neighbours: A Story of Every-Day Life. Volume I, trans. Mary 
Howitt (Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1842), digital version https:// 
catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100654652. 

https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/100654652
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ground of a French, Black servant.7 Jungfrutornet, then, is 
something altogether different. Unlike the other two novels, 
the issue is neither implicit nor distant. With regards to both 
time and nation, the transatlantic slave trade takes place right 
here, right now – right in ‘our’ midst. 

At the centre of my analysis in this chapter are the scenes 
on the slave ship and the protagonist’s meetings with two of its 
crew members: the cross-dressing Jewish Swedish slave trader 
‘mummy First mate’ and their mixed-race son Achilles.8 If 
other Swedish novels of the time depicted the transatlantic 
slave trade as far from ‘home’ – then what happens when the 
main character sets foot on a Swedish slave ship? 

A Swedish Slave Ship 
The plot of Jungfrutornet is intricate – as in most adventure 
novels of its time –but revolves around young Albin finding 
his way in life and falling in love with the daughter of his 
father’s murderer. At the beginning of the novel, he is 13 years 
old and on his way from France where he has spent his child-
hood, to his home country Sweden. On the way, his father is 
murdered, his brother is kidnapped and presumed dead, and 
Albin himself is lost at sea. There, drifting helplessly in a small 
rowing boat, he is saved by the ship The Flying Fish  (Flyg-
fisken). When spotting the ship at a distance, Albin shouts for 
help ‘as hard as his thirteen-year-old lungs could’, and finally 
sees ‘a black-crusted head’ on the ship’s rail.9 A boy of his own 
age – Achilles, as we will learn later on – swings himself over 
the railing ‘with the agility of a cat’, replies to Albin ‘in a mixed 

— 
7 Sophie von Knorring, Vännerna (Hæggström, 1835). 
8 This character changes names, gender, and pronouns throughout the novel. I will 
be following the novel’s choice of pronouns when referencing any particular episode, 
otherwise I shall use the singular they (they/them) as a gender-neutral pronoun.   
9 ‘Så hårdt hans trettonåriga lungor förmådde’; ‘ett svartkrusigt hufvud’. Flygare-
Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 108.  
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gibberish of Swedish and English’ and sends him a rope with 
which to climb onto the ship.10 

At first, Albin is only told that the cargo is ‘colonial goods’.11 

He notices that both the crew and number of canons appear 
disproportionately large, but he does not reflect on why. It is 
only later, after an explanation of the ship’s precise route, that 
the reader realises what the many crew members and canons 
are needed for. The cargo now consists of colonial goods in 
little need of protection – but that is only during one of its trips 
along the triangular trade route. Now on its way to Sweden, the 
ship has previously been in the West Indies and before that, on 
the African coast.  

The origin of the ship, however, is something Albin soon 
realises he should not be talking about. It is no secret that they 
are on their way to the Swedish coastal city Gothenburg, but 
no one wants to answer where the ship actually belongs. 
‘You’re just avoiding me’, Albin complains to one of the crew 
members after he has refused to answer where the ship is 
originally from: ‘Surely the ship is from some particular 
place?’12 But there is no home port, according to the crew. The 
ship is from nowhere, Albin is told, unless ‘the sea would 
decide to be a place of its own!’13 

That assertion, however, may certainly be disputed. Defin-
ing what would be a ‘Swedish’ ship is not without complica-
tions.14 The Flying Fish does not carry the Swedish flag – as a 
matter of fact, no flag at all – and the crew is described as ‘col-

— 
10 ‘med en katts vighet’; ‘på en blandad rotvälska av svenska och engelska’. Flygare-
Carlén, 108.  
11 ‘kolonialvaror’. Flygare-Carlén, 110. 
12 ‘Du bara undviker mig – nog är väl fartyget från någon viss plats?’. Flygare-Carlén, 
120.  
13 ‘såvidt hafvet skulle hitta på att vara en plats för sig!’ Flygare-Carlén, 120.   
14 For an attempt to do so, see Holger Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg: 
Koloniala drömmar och verklighet i Afrika och Karibien 1770–1847 (Atlantis, 2016), 
115–118. 
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lected from several nations’, ‘even two Malaysians’.15 But at 
least one of the deckhands is Swedish, and more importantly, 
so is the captain/owner and his wife the first mate. They both 
grew up in Sweden but haven’t been back since they were 
married. Now, having made a fortune in the slave trade, they 
are about to settle down. After selling off their cargo in 
Gothenburg, they intend to make one more trip and then move 
back to Sweden. That movement mirrors the way in which 
nations in general and Swedishness in particular are described 
in the novel. Just as the protagonist Albin has been raised in 
France but is on his way home, so are most of the characters 
moving between different countries in order to return to their 
native Sweden.  

The ship is, then, only the first small step on Albin’s way 
home – where he will eventually grow up, find new and old 
family, make a fortune on honest work, and marry his beloved. 
Throughout his journey, The Flying Fish will remain as a dark 
shadow of the past, a threatening remembrance of horrors. 
Albeit a minor part of the novel, Albin’s time on the slave ship 
is thus significant for the narrative. After he has left the ship, it 
is still used as a point of reference in the novel. 

The First Mate 
While the ship remains a cautionary tale throughout the novel, 
the reason for its immorality is not only its trade. While Albin 
certainly expresses his disgust for the slave trade, he seems to 
connect it only to the first mate. Of all the strange and upset-
ting things that Albin finds on the ship, the first mate seems to 
be the worst, and they remain one of his major obstacles 
throughout the novel, trying to either seduce or kill him. As a 
matter of fact, the first mate seems just as – or perhaps even 
more – immoral as the slave trade itself. 

— 
15 ‘hopsamlad af flera nationer’, ‘tillochmed tvenne malayer’. Flygare-Carlén, Jung-
frutornet, 110f. 
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The first mate is first described simply as a man. In a way 
that is typical of transing narratives of the time, the novel puts 
quite some effort into describing the first mate as passing as a 
man, but not quite, simultaneously concealing and empha-
sising sex beneath gender.16 On the one hand, the first mate 
passes completely, and no one outside the ship seems to ques-
tion his masculinity. On the other hand, sex sets clear limits to 
his gendered abilities: ‘Chin and cheeks were beardless and 
seemed to belong to a woman; but this was contradicted by the 
male voice and posture’.17 The first mate boasts about his 
strength, but even to the naïve Albin it is obvious that the crew 
members are pretending that he is stronger than he actually is, 
playing along to humour him. When the ship’s official secret is 
revealed – that the first mate is a woman – things fall into place. 
Again in a way that is typical of transing narratives, the reve-
lation of the ‘true’ sex beneath gender serves as an explanation 
of non-normative gender.18 

The first mate’s background is complex. Their story is told 
– as are, as I will soon return to, all the secrets of The Flying 
Fish – by their son Achilles. He is the one who gives them the 
nickname ‘mummy First mate’, used also by Albin and the 
narrator. Later on however, the first mate is also called by their 
given name Susanne, married last name Ennes, and taken 
name John. ‘Mummy First mate’ grew up as a Jewish girl in 
Sweden, living on the streets until discovered by the captain of 
The Flying Fish. Achilles says his mother was a ‘little beautiful 
Jewchild’ and explains that the captain has had an ‘always 

— 
16 Sam Holmqvist, Transformationer: 1800-talets svenska translitteratur genom Lasse-
Maja, C.J.L. Almqvist och Aurora Ljungstedt (Makadam, 2017); Sam Holmqvist, 
‘Reading a History of Trans* Literature: Narratives of Transing in Sarah Grand’s 
“The Tenor and the Boy”’, 19th Century Gender Studies 16, no. 1 (2020). 
17 ‘Haka och kinder voro skägglösa och tycktes tillhöra en kvinna; men detta mot-
sades af den manliga rösten och hållningen’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 110. 
18 Holmqvist, Transformationer; Holmqvist, ‘Reading a History of Trans* Literature’. 
On the cisnormative ‘reveal’, see Danielle M. Seid, ‘Reveal’, TSQ: Transgender Studies 
Quarterly 1, no. 1–2 (2014): 176–77. 
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tender heart’ – for anyone but people of African descent.19 

Hence, the captain took care of the child, dressed her as a boy 
and raised her on board his ship. Later, he took her as his wife, 
‘when little child be fifteen years old, but captain very old’.20 

Not only is the captain the legal guardian of his wife; he has 
literally picked her up from the street and raised her to his 
liking. But while marrying a fifteen-year-old foster child may 
seem a bit steep, it is not a complete deviation from 19th 
century idealisations of marriage dynamics.21 All the same, the 
standard 19th century hierarchy of husband and wife goes 
beyond the usual framework here. Two things make this mar-
riage into something other than a standard love story of its 
time. Firstly, that the future wife is (for unspoken, but arguably 
practical, reasons) dressed in boys’ clothing by the future hus-
band – while this is not an uncommon literary motif, it obvi-
ously defies normative expectations.22 Secondly, and more 
importantly, the hierarchy of father and child, husband and 
wife, man and woman, are overthrown and are rather turned 
into a perversion of classic heterosexual dynamics. Albin soon 
learns that the captain is captain in name only. In effect, the 
ship is run by the first mate, who has taken command of the 
ship after marrying the captain. While the captain in theory is 
both owner and ruler of the ship, in practice those duties are 
instead performed by his wife.  

Some of the complexities here are illustrated by Achilles’ 
parentage. He is the son of the first mate, but not the captain’s. 
His father instead was one of the victims of the ship, a man who 
his mother and her husband held captive. He was, Achilles 
says, ‘young, beautiful,’ and was bought by the captain and 
enslaved on the ship for several years. While there was cer-

— 
19 ‘liten vacker judebarn’; ‘alltid ömt hjerta’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 129, 130.  
20 ‘då lilla barn vara femton år, men kapten mycket gammal’. Flygare-Carlén, 130. 
21 The novel’s hero Albin also marries a woman he has met when she was a child, and 
her (low) age and childishness is a constant object of desire in the novel. 
22 For other examples in Swedish fiction see Holmqvist, Transformationer, 167–171. 
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tainly nothing unusual about slave owners raping people in 
their captivity, traditional gender roles are here inverted. 
Instead of the common rape of enslaved women by their male 
enslavers, here it is the female owner that conceives a child 
with one of their captives.23 As Fay Yarbrough writes, although 
the sexual standard of the time ‘failed to recognize white 
women as sexual aggressors’, testimonies by enslaved persons 
confirm such relations.24 Sexual assaults by white women on 
Black men were much less commented on in abolitionist argu-
mentation, but did receive particular attention as evidence of 
non-normative femininity.25 The first mate in Jungfrutornet 
does not only fail to live up to expectations on women, but 
overturns them completely by becoming a man, and then over-
turns masculinity as well by becoming a mother. ‘Mummy 
First mate’ is not a nickname like any other, but rather an arti-
culation of the inversion of gender that the first mate repre-
sents. They are the captain and the captain’s wife, the rapist of 
the lover, and the mother of their property. 

Things, however, become more complicated. Achilles 
explains to Albin that after he was born – or rather, after the 
captain discovered that his wife was pregnant with one of the 
enslaved men on the ship – Achilles’ father was either killed or 
sold. Achilles doesn’t know what happened to him, but only 
that his mother grieved, and that upon remembering the event, 

— 
23 It is complicated to determine how to describe the relationship between Achilles’ 
father and the first mate – ‘rape’ is a term that meant something altogether different 
in the context of the novel. While there is no doubt in my mind that Flygare-Carlén 
would rather have described this as the first mate taking on a lover, I am for obvious 
reasons reluctant to describe it in that way. 
24 Fay A. Yarbrough, ‘Power, Perception, and Interracial Sex: Former Slaves Recall a 
Multiracial South’, Journal of Southern History 71, no. 3 (August 2005): 572. 
25 Martha Hodes, ‘Wartime Dialogues on Illicit Sex: White Women and Black Men’, 
in Divided Houses: Gender and the Civil War, ed. Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber 
(Oxford University Press, 1992), 230–44, https://doi.org/10.1093/ 
oso/9780195074079.003.0013. 

https://doi.org/10.1093
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‘go wild like tiger, whip the old captain’.26 There are in other 
words several power dynamics at play here. On the one hand, 
the captain has gotten rid of the man that his wife raped/slept 
with – killing or selling him, as one would do with property – 
apparently without his wife’s consent. As his wife, she is juridi-
cally and socially under his control and has nothing to say on 
the matter. On the other hand, she reacts by whipping him. 
While officially subordinated (as woman, wife, and first mate 
to the captain) she also has the upper hand in the marriage. 
The captain is not the captain of the ship, the first mate is. The 
husband is not the husband, the wife is.  

The consolidation of binary sex was fundamental in 19th 
century conceptions of both race and gender – and by exten-
sion humanity. Gender difference was constructed through 
counter images of gender transgressions and so-called herma-
phroditism, which was in turn linked to several understand-
ings of ‘defective’ bodies and practices – in turn related very 
much to understandings of race. This intersecting construc-
tion of race and gender has been discussed in a wide array of 
earlier research.27 While Swedish research on the topic is more 
sparse, previous scholarship has demonstrated similar under-
standings here, pointing out the understandings of non-nor-
mative sex and gender in relation to race.28 

— 
26 ‘blifva vild som tigerkatta, piska upp gamla kapten’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 
129.  
27 E.g.: Londa Schiebinger, Nature’s Body: Gender in the Making of Modern Science 
(Beacon, 1993); Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in 
the Colonial Contest (Routledge, 1995); Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of 
Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things (Duke 
University Press, 1995); Siobhan Somerville, Queering the Color Line: Race and the 
Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture (Duke University Press, 2000); 
Valerie Rohy, Anachronism and Its Others: Sexuality, Race, Temporality (SUNY 
Press, 2009). 
28 Pia Laskar, Ett bidrag till heterosexualitetens historia: Kön, sexualitet och njutnings-
normer i sexhandböcker 1800–1920 (Modernista, 2005); Maja Bondestam, Tvåkönad: 
Studier i den svenska hermafroditens historia (Nya Doxa, 2010). 
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These contexts of non-normative, intersecting race and 
gender are vital for understanding the first mate of The Flying 
Fish. Not only have they turned marriage and heterosexuality 
upside down, but also nation, ethnicity, and religion. They 
refer to Sweden as ‘the country that at once gave birth to me 
and rejected me’, in a bitterness quite typical of 19th century 
antisemitic depictions of Jews.29 As a Jew in Sweden, the first 
mate is Swedish but not Swedish – analogous to how they are 
and are not a man. Unsurprisingly, the only contemporary 
review of Jungfrutornet to take up the character of the first 
mate, described them as ‘completely un-Swedish’.30 Not quite 
woman, not quite captain, not quite Swedish. 

The instability of the first mate’s identity is typical of a par-
ticular kind of transing narrative, in which cross-dressing is 
used to signal unreliability.31 More specifically, such a narrative 
conflates perceptions of destabilised gender with destabilised 
race, usually in terms of Swedish minority groups, e.g. Jews and 
Romani as well as southern Europeans. Such fictional cha-
racters can be described in terms of a cluster of (in)stability, 
which labels certain intersections of race and gender as lacking 
stability as well as trustworthiness.32 It is this cluster of insta-
bility that explains why the first mate is at the centre of Albin’s 
contempt for The Flying Fish. Albin shows no interest in the 
captain and is likewise uninterested in the crew. He does not 

— 
29 ‘det land, som på en gång födde och försköt mig’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 
131.  
30‘helt och hållet osvensk’. –h-, “Litteratur. Jungfrutornet Af Emilie Carlén.’, Post- och 
Inrikes Tidningar, 21 July 1848. The only other review that I have been able to find is 
I, ‘Litteratur. Nya Svenska Parnassen. Jungfrutornet Af Emelie Carlén.’, Dagligt 
Allehanda, 17 June 1848; also mentioned in Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst, 328. There, 
the first mate is mentioned only in the last sentence as an example of the novel’s 
exaggerations. Although both reviews write extensively on the novel’s ethics, and the 
first one mentions the ship The Flying Fish, neither indicates that the novel depicts 
enslavement or the transatlantic slave trade.   
31 Holmqvist, Transformationer, 154–198. 
32 Sam Holmqvist, ‘Stabilitetsklustret: Ellen Craft, flyktberättelsen och rasifieringen 
av kön’, Astra, no. 3 (2020). 
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seem to hold them accountable for participating in the slave 
trade, and even befriends a Swedish member of the crew and 
continues that friendship throughout the novel. Later on, that 
man explains that he only worked on the ship for a short time, 
and even if he hadn’t, he would surely never have managed to 
‘steal as much as half’ a person.33 But while the transatlantic 
slave trade is framed as a symbol of immorality, that immo-
rality seems above all to be concentrated within one individual: 
the first mate. ‘With that woman,’ Albin says, ‘I do not want to 
travel, nor eat her bread for even a minute after we have 
reached harbour’.34 

The Witness 
While the first mate is ephemeral, unstable, and filled with 
complexities, their son is something altogether different. 
Achilles is kind, caring, and befriends Albin immediately. Even 
though he is certainly complicit in it, he takes a firm stance 
against the slave trade. And also unlike his mother, he knows 
his place. 

When Albin first understands what The Flying Fish is 
trading in, he assumes that Achilles is enslaved. His new friend 
is of African descent and lives on a slave ship – the conclusion 
appears, for Albin, obvious. But instead, Achilles’ place on the 
ship is unclear. Is he part of the crew? He works there, and he 
does not have any other home. While everyone on the ship 
knows that Achilles is the first mate’s son, he is not officially 
acknowledged as such. As the colour of his skin also makes 
clear that he is not the son of her husband, he has no economic 
rights, and his social position remains uncertain. 

Achilles mirrors Albin, functioning as a point of reference 
for the idealisation of the protagonist. The boys are of the same 
age, and after Achilles has rescued Albin from the water, they 
— 
33 ‘stjäla så mycket som en half’. Flygare-Carlén, Jungfrutornet, 204.  
34 ‘Med den qvinnan – blif icke ledsen för det – vill jag icke resa och ej heller äta 
hennes bröd en minut sedan vi kommit i hamn’. Flygare-Carlén, 130. 
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immediately become friends. Achilles both feels sorry for and 
recognises himself in Albin, saying that he must be ‘very un-
happy’ after losing his loved ones, and that Achilles himself has 
‘also no father, never had brother, not being happy always’.35 

At the same time, the distinction between the boys is also 
made abundantly clear. While Achilles is born and raised on 
the ship, he has learned Swedish – presumably from his mother 
and other Swedish crew members. But as previously men-
tioned, his language is described as ‘a mixed gibberish of 
Swedish and English’.36 In practice, Achilles’ lines in the dia-
logue are usually a grammatically simplified Swedish. Achilles’ 
language thus marks him as different, while at the same time 
establishing a hierarchy between him and Albin. This dis-
tinction between the boys is underlined through reminders of 
racial difference. Achilles is consistently referred to in terms of 
colour, as a ‘mulatto boy,’ or ‘mulatto’.37 He embraces the same 
distinction by calling Albin ‘white boy’ – or actually, the gram-
matically incorrect ‘hvita pojke’.38 It is in other words the 
mixed-race Achilles that insists on racial fixity. He also calls 
himself a ‘nigger’, but then Albin disagrees. The new friend is 
not Black, says Albin, ‘you’re brown!’39 

In general, Albin is the voice of reason in the boys’ dia-
logues. This is unsurprising, since throughout the novel Albin 
is portrayed as intelligent, reasonable, and all in all a model of 
humanity. But in the context of abolitionism and the trans-
atlantic slave trade, it is particularly interesting to note that he 
also expresses an anti-racist stance in front of Achilles. In one 
of their first conversations, Achilles expresses his fear of the 
racism to which he believes Albin will subject him. He ques-

— 
35 ‘mycket olycklig’; ‘också ingen far, aldrig hafva haft bror, icke vara glad alltid’. 
Flygare-Carlén, 120.   
36 ‘en blandad rotvälska av svenska och engelska’. Flygare-Carlén, 108. 
37 ‘mulattgosse’; ‘mulatten’. Flygare-Carlén, , e.g., 108; 111; 119; 120; 123; 130. 
38 Flygare-Carlén, 108, 109, 120, 129; also 194, 203. 
39 ‘nigger’; ‘du är brun!’ Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
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tions whether ‘white boy can be true friend of brown boy’ 
because, as he says, being brown ‘is being despised, being 
dog!’40 But Albin reassures him: ‘Colour doesn’t matter, if you 
love a person’.41 Instead, he is hurt that Achilles would think so 
badly of him. 

Albin’s ingenuity may seem obvious to a contemporary 
reader, but it is not without complexities. Albin is depicted as 
the voice of reason and the more intelligent, but he is also 
portrayed as more than a little naïve. When entering The Flying 
Fish, Albin does not understand its trade at all. He does not 
understand what all the crew members or weapons are for, nor 
does he worry himself about it. Instead, it is Achilles that 
explains that the ship occasionally sails ‘home to my country’.42 

As Achilles is born on the ship, his ‘country’ would rather 
mean the origin of his father, arguably somewhere along the 
African coast. There, Achilles explains, the ship’s crew ‘buy 
[…] and attack themselves in the night, and steal’ people. 
These persons are then taken ‘away to yellow men’ who will 
whip them to death if they do not work hard enough.43 Achilles’ 
explanation is brief, but it paints a relatively clear picture of the 
basics of the triangular trade. Just as in reality, The Flying Fish 
sails to Africa where they buy and kidnap people, onward to 
America to sell them, then to Europe with colonial goods such 
as sugar and coffee. And as Achilles explains to Albin, so is it 
explained to the reader of the novel.  

Achilles continues, throughout his time on The Flying Fish, 
to witness the realities and atrocities of the slave trade. Far 
from trying to hide his own complicity, he questions Albin’s 
friendship not only because of racial difference, but also 

— 
40 ‘hvita pojke kan vara riktig vän med bruna pojke’; ‘vara föraktad, vara hund!’ 
Flygare-Carlén, 127.   
41 ‘Färgen gör ingenting, om man har någon menniska kär’. Flygare-Carlén, 127.   
42 ‘hem till mitt land’. Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
43 ‘köpa […] och öfverfalla sjelfva om natten, och stjäla’; ‘bort till gula männer’; ‘i 
stora fält med långt gräs’. Flygare-Carlén, 128. 
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because he is so ashamed, and fears Albin has not really under-
stood what he has been complicit in. Albin doesn’t know, 
Achilles says: ‘White boy doesn’t know Achilles’ purses of 
gold’, gold that has cost Black people’s blood.44 Achilles is torn 
between loyalties – he does not want to leave his ageing 
mother, but neither does he want to ‘drink father’s blood’.45 

There is in other words some level of openness here. The 
novel constantly vacillates between allowing Achilles to wit-
ness the atrocities of the slave trade, while at the same time 
taking for granted Albin’s disinterest in the matter. When 
Albin decides to leave the ship, Achilles also suggests that he 
could instead join the ship’s crew. They could make one last 
trip together with The Flying Fish and then settle down. Albin 
refuses but interestingly does not state the trafficking of 
humans as a reason. He does not mention slavery, nor the ship, 
nor the implicit understanding that the fortune they will gather 
from a final trip Africa–America–Europe will come from the 
slave trade. Albin only insists that his refusal to stay on the ship 
has nothing to do with Achilles – only with his mother.  

By making Achilles witness to the trade, the depiction of the 
bloodiness and horrors of it are given over to a firsthand 
witness. At the same time, this allows the protagonist Albin to 
act as the naïve bystander. He does not understand what the 
ship trades in until Achilles tells him so, and upon finding out, 
he is horrified. Equally, he is horrified when Achilles presumes 
Albin will treat him badly because of his brown skin. Although 
firmly against the slave trade, no one could accuse Albin of a 
white saviour syndrome. He is after all not interested in saving 
neither former nor future victims of The Flying Fish. After 
leaving the ship, he remembers its first mate in horror – think-
ing that they were a ‘beast’, ‘stealing’ people and ‘engaging in 

— 
44 ‘Hvita gosse icke känna Achilles’; ‘påsar med gull’. Flygare-Carlén, 131. 
45 ‘dricka faders blod’. Flygare-Carlén, 131. 
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so much evil’.46 But he turns his back, continues with his life, 
and that is all. 

Concluding Remarks 
A reading of Jungfrutornet as engaged in abolitionist argumen-
tation is not motivated by thinking that Jungfrutornet is a per-
fect exemplar – quite the opposite. In terms of the depiction of 
actual slavery and the persons subjected to it, Jungfrutornet is 
a terrible source. What Flygare-Carlén knew about the slave 
trade was arguably what she had read in the papers; argumen-
tation against slavery and the slave trade appeared in the 
Swedish press from the late 18th century and onwards.47 There 
is little reason to believe that Flygare-Carlén had ever met 
anyone that had themselves been forced into enslavement, and 
nor does Jungfrutornet demonstrate any particular interest in 
the question of the transatlantic slave trade. Its function as a 
symbol of immorality is just that – a symbol.  

But these are precisely the reasons why this novel is inte-
resting. Previous research on the depiction of transatlantic 
slave trade in the novel The Neighbours has indicated that it 
functioned as a symbol of un-Swedishness, and as a demons-
tration of Swedish exceptionalism.48 This is further underlined 
by studies showing that abolitionist argumentation in the 
Swedish press generally took for granted that Sweden had little 
or nothing to do with the matter.49 Jungfrutornet treats the 

— 
46 ‘vidunder’; ‘stal’; ‘förlovade så mycket ondt’. Flygare-Carlén, 140. 
47 Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg, 201. The scope of this article does 
not allow for any real investigation into Flygare-Carlén’s experiences or sentiments, 
but it is possible she learned more about it from her brother, who worked at sea. In a 
later edition, the author added a footnote saying that her brother’s memories had 
inspired some of the protagonist’s adventures: Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst, 327. 
48 Sam Holmqvist, ‘Två gräl: Slavhandel, kvinnokamp och moraliskt gnissel i 
Fredrika Bremers Grannarne’, Tidskrift för genusvetenskap 42, no. 2–3 (2021): 48–67; 
Sam Holmqvist, ‘Hagar and the Symbols of Slavery: Reading Fredrika Bremer’s The 
Neighbours through Jane Eyre’, NORA: Nordic Journal of Women’s Studies, 2021. 
49 Weiss, Slavhandel och slaveri under svensk flagg, 203. 
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transatlantic slave trade much like most Swedish culture seem 
to have done during this period. On the one hand, an absolute 
symbol of immorality, on the other hand relativised.  

And while the slave ship The Flying Fish connects the novel 
to the transatlantic slave trade, its victims are conspicuous by 
their absence. The people who Mummy First Mate and her 
crew have enslaved have already been killed or sold, left at 
another halt of the triangular passing. The only person of 
African descent left on the ship is Achilles, who is descended 
from enslavement and enslaving alike. And Achilles too, some-
how, appears almost ghostlike. On board the ship, he functions 
as a witness and truth teller of the trade. But while the other 
characters with whom Albin is acquainted on the ship reappear 
later in the novel, Achilles disappears. After Albin has left the 
ship, he only resurfaces in memories; in Albin’s thoughts, and 
eventually in memories of the first mate grieving their then 
deceased son. This too enables the slave ship of the novel to 
become something almost unreal. It may have happened, but 
it was far away. And it appears to have absolutely nothing to 
do with our lives, not even if it is happening right here, right 
now.  
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