
how many convicts died on the first fleet

How many convicts died on the First Fleet, a pivotal event in Australian history, is a question that delves
deep into the annals of British transportation and colonial expansion. The First Fleet, which departed from
Portsmouth, England, in May 1787, was the initial group of ships tasked with transporting convicts to the
new penal colony established in New South Wales, Australia. This monumental journey marked the
beginning of a significant chapter in both Australian and British history, as it set the stage for the
settlement of Australia and the complexities of convict transportation. In this article, we will explore the
details surrounding the mortality rate among the convicts of the First Fleet, including the conditions of the
voyage, the health of the convicts, and the broader implications of their experiences.

Overview of the First Fleet

The First Fleet consisted of a total of 11 ships, including two Royal Navy ships and nine transport ships. It
was primarily composed of convicts, but it also included officers, marines, and free settlers who would help
establish the new colony.

Composition of the Fleet

The ships in the First Fleet included:

1. HMS Sirius - Flagship and Royal Navy escort.
2. HMS Supply - A smaller naval vessel that accompanied the fleet.
3. Transport ships:
- Lady Penrhyn
- Scarborough
- Friendship
- Alexander
- Charlotte
- Prince of Wales
- Borrowdale
- Neptune
- Scarborough

The fleet set sail on May 13, 1787, and after a grueling journey of approximately 8 months, they arrived in
Botany Bay on January 18, 1788.



Convicts on Board

The First Fleet transported around 730 convicts, the majority of whom were men, although there were
also women and children among them. These convicts were sentenced for various crimes, ranging from
theft to more serious offenses. The demographics of the convicts included:

- Age: Most convicts were between 18 and 30 years old, though some were older.
- Gender: Approximately 580 men and 250 women.
- Crime: The most common crimes were theft and burglary, but various minor offenses also resulted in
transportation.

Conditions During the Voyage

The journey to Australia was arduous, with the fleet facing numerous challenges. The conditions aboard
the ships were far from ideal, leading to significant health issues among the convicts.

Health and Nutrition

The health of the convicts was adversely affected by several factors, including:

- Overcrowding: The ships were packed with convicts, leaving little room for movement or comfort.
- Poor Nutrition: The rations provided were meager and often spoiled. Typical rations included:
- Biscuits
- Salted meat
- Peas or beans
- Occasionally, fresh vegetables or fruit when available

- Lack of Medical Care: Medical facilities were rudimentary at best, and with limited supplies and
knowledge, treating illnesses and injuries was a significant challenge.

Disease and Mortality Rates

The cramped conditions and lack of proper nutrition led to the spread of diseases among the convicts during
the voyage. Common ailments included:

- Scurvy: Caused by a lack of Vitamin C, which was prevalent due to the absence of fresh produce.
- Dysentery: Poor sanitation and contaminated water sources contributed to gastrointestinal diseases.



- Tuberculosis and pneumonia: Respiratory illnesses were common in the crowded and damp
environments.

The mortality rate among the convicts during the voyage was alarmingly high. Out of the approximately
730 convicts on board:

- Total Deaths: Around 48 convicts died during the journey.
- Percentage: This represents approximately 6.5% of the total convict population.

Arrival and Aftermath

After an arduous journey, the First Fleet arrived in Port Jackson, a more suitable location for settlement
than Botany Bay, on January 26, 1788. The arrival marked the establishment of the first permanent
European settlement in Australia.

Survival in the New Colony

The convicts faced new challenges upon their arrival. The harsh realities of life in the colony included:

- Labor: Convicts were put to work building roads, constructing buildings, and developing agricultural
practices.
- Food Shortages: Initial food supplies were inadequate, and starvation was a constant threat.
- Conflict with Indigenous Peoples: The arrival of the British settlers led to tensions and conflicts with the
Aboriginal peoples, who had lived in the region for thousands of years.

Despite these challenges, many convicts adapted to their new surroundings. Some were granted tickets of
leave, allowing them to work for themselves and eventually integrate into the colony as free settlers.

Legacy of the First Fleet

The First Fleet is a significant part of Australian history, symbolizing the beginning of European
settlement on the continent. The story of the convicts and their experiences during the journey and
beyond has had lasting implications for Australian society.



Commemoration and Historical Reflection

The events surrounding the First Fleet are commemorated annually on Australia Day, January 26. This
day is marked by celebrations, but it is also a time for reflection on the impact of colonization on Indigenous
peoples.

- Cultural Impact: The legacy of the First Fleet continues to shape Australian national identity, with
ongoing discussions surrounding the rights and recognition of Indigenous Australians.
- Educational Importance: The story of the First Fleet is a crucial part of Australian history education,
providing insight into the penal transportation system and its consequences.

Conclusion

In summary, how many convicts died on the First Fleet is a poignant reminder of the harsh realities faced
by those involved in the early days of Australian settlement. With around 48 convicts perishing during the
journey, the First Fleet serves as both a testament to human endurance and a cautionary tale about the
suffering endured by those transported to a distant land. The legacy of the First Fleet and its convicts
continues to resonate in contemporary Australia, shaping discussions around identity, history, and
reconciliation with Indigenous peoples. Through exploring the past, we gain a deeper understanding of the
complexities of our present and the path forward.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many convicts were part of the First Fleet?
The First Fleet, which arrived in Australia in 1788, consisted of approximately 736 convicts.

How many convicts died during the First Fleet journey?
During the voyage of the First Fleet, at least 48 convicts died before reaching Australia.

What were the main causes of death among convicts on the First Fleet?
The main causes of death among convicts on the First Fleet included disease, malnutrition, and harsh living
conditions on the ships.

Did the mortality rate among convicts on the First Fleet vary by ship?
Yes, the mortality rate did vary among the ships of the First Fleet, with some ships experiencing higher



death rates than others.

How did the First Fleet's death toll compare to other voyages of its time?
The death toll of the First Fleet was relatively low compared to other voyages of the era, which often
faced higher mortality rates due to disease and poor conditions.

What was done to improve the conditions for convicts during the First
Fleet?
To improve conditions for convicts during the First Fleet, efforts were made to provide better rations,
medical care, and living arrangements on the ships.
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