
An essay written in 1799 by Dr Anthony Fothergill 
describes three shipwrecks in which 27 lives were lost. 
Its publication was an effort by the Royal Humane 
Society to draw public attention to the problem of 
shipwreck and encourage solutions to it. 

Ships were wrecked for a variety of reasons: 
• being in poor condition
• being caught in terrible storms at sea
• mistakes made by the Captain or crew 
• a combination of the above reasons.
Shipwreck is a chaotic and frightening experience that 

sends people into a state of shock. At this time many 
people could not swim and, even if they could, waves 
could easily overcome them before they could reach 
land. Drowning, hypothermia, exhaustion and injury 
could all take the lives of shipwrecked souls. 

As Dr Fothergill explains, people often gathered to 
try to help those suffering as a result of shipwreck but, 
having no way in which to save them, could only watch 
them perish at sea.

Source 1:    Shipwreck!

Extract from An Essay on the Preservation of 
Shipwrecked Mariners, in Answer to the Prize 
Questions Proposed by the Royal Humane Society
© The British Library Board, Shelfmark T.350.(4)
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The Wreck of the St George
Courtesy: Manx National Heritage

1. Read through the extract from Dr Fothergill’s essay and look 
at the pictures above.
 
Imagine how the passengers, crew and Captain of a shipwrecked 
vessel would be feeling. How would you feel if you were 
watching from the shore and you could not help to save them?

2. What impact would shipwreck have had on people living in 
the Britain at that time? Try to think of at least one impact:
 • socially
 • economically
 • politically
 • environmentally.

Q

Illustration showing ‘the likely outcome 
of shipwreck’ from The Life-Boat Journal 
Courtesy: RNLI

Source 1:    Shipwreck! (continued – page 2)

The Lifeboat in the Act of Saving Part of the Crew of a Ship 
Wrecked Near Tynemouth Castle after W Elmes, 1803
Courtesy: RNLI Heritage Trust 
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