
MEDICAL and SURGICAL JOURNAL of Her Majesty's Hired Convict Ship 

"Phoebe Dunbar" 

between 4th May 1853 and the 21st September 1853 during which the said Ship 

has been employed in conveying Male Convicts from England to Western 

Australia. 
 

General Remarks 

 
The "Phoebe Dunbar" was taken up in March 1853 for the conveyance of Prisoners from Dublin to 
Western Australia and by appointment I took charge as Surgeon Superintendent at Deptford the April 
following: on examination of the Ship was perfectly satisfied that she had the usual internal fittings; that the 
requisite stores and provisions had been shipped on board of apparently good quality and sufficient 
quantity. Indeed in every way the Ship seemed to have been admirably provided and well established for 
the Transport Service. 
 
The Military Guard of Pensioners, with their wives and children embarked at Tilbury Port the 4th of Mary, 
1853, making a total on one hundred and two souls; and two hundred and ninety five male Convicts were 
received on board at Newgate on the 31

st
 May, 1853, the Ship proceeding to sea on the 2

nd
 June, the latter 

having been carefully selected from a large body of men at the different Prisons in Dublin, but fully 
two-thirds of them coming from the Convict establishment "Mount Joy" all being at the time free of organic 
disease, principally young men but of slender frame and short stature; my attention at first sight was 
attracted by their singular appearance of being pallid, dejected and care worn, which lassitude I attributed 
at the time to long confinement and the Silent Systems as adopted at "Mount Joy" and that sea should 
afford a refreshing, a beneficial change in their condition by a change of diet and the sea air but was 
doomed to disappointment for they suffered from the commencement of their Voyage more than ordinarily 
by sea-sickness, Dyspepsia and its consequences, and about the middle of June fever of an intermittent 
character appeared amongst them and spread in an alarming extent commencing in some few instances 
with high inflammatory action demanding the use of the lancet and specially an anti-phlogistic treatment 
but for the greater part the disease set in with great mental and bodily depression; sudden loss of muscular 
power and Dyspnoea to such an extent as almost to threaten the extinction of animal life. 
 
Three cases of Cholera seen ended fatally, the symptoms being so severe from the commencement as to 
afford little or no hope of recovery although in each instance life was protracted to an incredibly long 
period, but the disorder resisted every type of treatment suggested by myself or recommended by the 
profession generally. Choleragic diarrhoea attacked the men with great severity and became pretty general 
throughout the Ship being much aggravated in most instances by a Scorbutic tendency in the system 
extending even to the youngest children. About the end of July Scurvy in a most virulent form appeared 
amongst the Convicts beginning with the convalescent prison fevers, then the old standing cases of 
visceral derangements and finally attacking all hands indiscriminately which induced me to make the Cape 
of Good Hope if possible, but the unsettled state of the weather and contrary winds prevented this. I had 
therefore to proceed on my Voyage without the benefit of fresh provisions most regrettably which 
increased my anxieties greatly as the usual Medicines and Medical Comforts proved in many instances 
quite inadequate to arrest the progress of the malady although I found the Mineral Acids in large doses in 
conjunction with quinine most serviceable and in Scurvy cases more efficacious than the Nitrade of Potash 
or other adopted remedies as an anti-scorbutic. 
 
The Guard was also very sickly during the Voyage but the Women and Children suffered much, the former 
from Hysteric afflictions and Uterine Disease, the latter whooping cough, visceral derangements, in five 
instances fulminating in convulsions and death. 
 
The Ship's Crew although living upon a diet in many respects dissimilar and quite distinct from the rest of 
the people on board also appeared with Scurvy and a low type of fever resembling the one then so 
prevalent amongst the prisoners but of a milder description and happily disappearing from the application 
of the usual remedies. 
 
The cause of so much sickness and mortality on board is not very easily for although the probable 
unfitness of the men for so long a voyage, coming directly as most did from the "Mount Joy" establishment 
where the Silent System is rigidly enforced and subsequently rapid alteration of temperature and climate 
acting upon the constitutions already depressed and predisposed to disease will afford some explanation, 
and the Malady attaining an epidemic character amongst a crowded and circumscribed population, the 
principal part of that population being indolent and dirt in their habits will show how difficult sick cases were 
to manage and how little were the chances of my treatment proving successful especially with Scurvy 
cases so intimately closeted with every case of disease. Most of the Prisoners were convicted in the early 
part of 1849 and in no way prepared by diet or treatment for the Voyage but would have been less 
susceptible of virulent infections had their transportation been carried into effect earlier. 
 
The Biscuit supplied to the Ship soon began to show symptoms of decay I the early part of the Voyage I as 
will be seen by the different surveys held and reported in my Journals and eventually became perfectly 
useless as an article of Diet and for which I had no efficient substitute' 
Immediately on my arrival at Fremantle I sent Forty of the worst cases to Hospital and although many were 
dangerously ill at the time they all eventually recovered simply by a change of Diet and removal from the 
pestulance in the Ship. 
 
Mr Will Bowler,  



Surgeon Supt. 
 
 
Notes:  
Appear to be added from Government Departments in London, on receiving the report. 
 
As the sickness and mortality which occurred amongst the Guard and Prisoners in the Ship appears to 
have been greatly increased by the general prevalence of Scorbutic complaints, it is submitted that the 
Surgeon be desired to state why he did not cause Lemon Juice to be issued more frequently than appears 
by his Journal - Viz once every two or three days. And farther as the Temperance men would not take 
Lemon Juice when mixed with wine why he did not immediately cause it to be supplied to them as directed 
by the Instructions  
W.F. 13

th
 July 

 
It does not appear that Mr Bowler employed Lemon Juice extensively in the treatment of Scurvy. He 
seems to have trusted more to the Mineral Acids  
A.B  5

th
 July 

 
Letter from Governor. 
 
I Charles FitzGerald Esquire, Governor of the Colony of Western Australia, hereby certify that the following 
Convicts, Pensioner Guards and their Wives and Children, were disembarked at the Port of Fremantle 
from the Ship "Phoebe Dunbar" on the 20

th
 September 1853 viz: 

Convicts   286 
Pensioners    29 
Wives     21 
Children     42 
Total   378 

 
That I have inspected the Journal kept by the Surgeon Superintendent, Dr Bowler, has discharged his 
duties in a manner highly creditable to himself, has not improperly or unnecessarily delayed his (reliosis 
horice) and I would therefore strongly recommend his re-employment in this service. Given under my hand 
and Seal this 11

th
 day of October 1853. 

 
    Charles FitzGerald, Governor. 
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