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The Death Fleet’s Hell Ship 
 
A brutal gust of fierce, raging wind unsympathetically struck my gaunt, colourless, and 
bony skin. It was no different for Mary.  
“Elizabeth, when are Mother and Father coming back? I have not heard of them or 
seen them since they brutally got caught stealing that bruised apple in 1787. It has 
now been three years. I greatly miss the times where Mother used to dress me in my 
little white linen dresses when I was four,” my little sister mournfully explained.  
I ignored the question, avoiding eye contact with her eyes which were as bright as 
expensive cerulean sapphires twinkling in the sunlight. Just thinking about my parents 
would make me grief-stricken, so I walked away, letting my dirty blonde hair flow in the 
breeze.  
I advanced towards the busy River Thames – through the narrow, overcrowded, and 
filthy streets filled with thick, overgrown weeds and the revolting stench of the contents 
of chamber pots – seeking any valuable items that could be sold for subsistence. I 
thoroughly scavenged along the river to the fullest extent, trying not to get my only 
rough, old cotton dress dirty, but I was unsuccessful in finding anything useful. The 
only things I saw were other young children searching for lumps of coal, rope, iron, or 
copper for the same reason as me.  
I had no choice. With nothing found, I didn’t know what else to do. The empty look in 
Mary’s worn-out eyes and her pale, hollow skin with dull, sunken eyebags and 
prominent bones told me she was severely malnourished. Hunger gnawed at her 
stomach like a relentless beast. I had to steal.  
“Don’t! Mother and Father never came back after they got caught stealing that apple!” 
Mary weakly cried.  
“It will be fine, I won’t get caught,” I comfortingly reassured.  
“But what if you do?” she worriedly asked, with her innocent eyes beginning to tear up.  
“You’ll never find out what happens, because I won’t get caught,” I gently repeated.  
Mary forcefully marched away, huffing with clenched fists and furrowed eyebrows, 
hiding her tears and leaving a trail of icy silence as she got further and further away, 
eventually fading from my sight. It was too late. Nothing could change the fact that I 
had already made up my mind. I was left with no choice. No choice at all but to steal.  
 
I stealthily crept behind the popular street vendor, blending in with the rowdy huddle 
of chattering people. I nervously waited for a distraction. Perfect! He was finally 
interacting with a customer. This was my only chance. The loaf of bread only cost 3 
pence after all. In a flash, I frantically snatched the stale, dry, and hard loaf of bread 
from the old wooden handcart and sprinted like there was no tomorrow. I was like a 
lightning bolt, appearing in one place and then another in the blink of an eye. I then 
heard the infuriated voices.  
“Stop! Get her!” the townspeople furiously yelled.  
“Someone stop her, this instant! What a disgrace,” people shamefully called out.  
It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered to me at this point. What was the worst that could 
happen? Only a foolish person would be able to trip. I couldn’t stop; I had gone way 
too far to give up now. Evil people were chasing me, ruthlessly throwing sharp rocks 
and stones at me, and heartlessly threatening me. Nothing could stop me; at least I 



thought . . . then I tripped over my old, rugged, brown clogs that barely fit three quarters 
of my growing foot. I slowly felt the dread gruesomely consume me as I feebly laid 
there on the rough, cold, cobblestone street, paralysed by fear. Without hesitation, 
inconsiderate bystanders reacted harshly by immediately pinning me to the floor, 
followed by instant capture. News spread like wildfire.  
Before I could comprehend what was going on, I was met with an old, intimidating, 
and overcrowded room full of countless people and inadequate lighting, faced with a 
stern-looking judge. It was the Old Bailey Courthouse. My criminal trial began and I 
pleaded innocent to hopefully avoid death, knowing full well I was guilty. The irritated 
street vendor bitterly explained – along with his other witnesses – what had actually 
happened. They had addressed their outrageous experience with me and how I was 
a severely dangerous threat to property and public order. I then expressed my terribly 
weak position at that time. I spoke with a trembling voice about how I was a starving 
orphan who had tried everything that I possibly could’ve done to make sure my little 
sister had food in her stomach. I pleaded for mercy and compassion to the judge and 
jury, but it was already too late. They had already come to a conclusion. I was helpless. 
The judge asked the jury if they had reached a decision. They delivered a guilty verdict. 
I was frozen in terror, with my heart rapidly leaping into my cold throat as I heard the 
most dreadful words come out of the judge’s large mouth.  
“Elizabeth Brown, sentenced 7 years transportation,” the insensitive judge blaringly 
declared.  
My lips were quivering as I stared at the compassionless judge with wide eyes, numb 
with horror. I looked like a deer in headlights. My knees were going weak as I 
desperately searched for an escape. An escape that wasn’t there.  
 
I was transported from the Old Bailey Courthouse to the York Gaol by cart. The brutal 
journey was uncomfortable and humiliating. The horse-drawn cart was cramped and 
had terrible ventilation. Once I had arrived, I remained inside the unhygienic, stone-
walled gaol for a few days until arrangements could be made for onward 
transportation.  
 
After those few days had passed, I was once again being roughly transported by cart 
from the York Gaol to Portsmouth. Then, by January 19, my intense journey begun. I 
was slowly getting loaded onto the large, three-deck ship. I carefully noticed it was 
equipped with masts and a complex system of sails and rigging. I closely examined 
the hull of the dark-coloured boat and soon realized that it was made out of wood. 
Something didn’t seem right though. Something about the enormous ship made me 
feel abnormally uneasy. What was it though? I carefully inspected the ship once more, 
and what I found out made my weak stomach churn. I couldn’t have been hallucinating; 
it was as clear as day. The hull of the boat read, Neptune. A boat that was previously 
part of the First Fleet with 48 deaths. The boat that was also known as, The Hell Ship. 
The stench of impending doom hung in the air.  
Like sand through an hourglass, the hours rapidly slipped away. My first torturous week 
on the Neptune had already gone by. Our villainous master, Donald Traill, ordered us 
to undergo notoriously cramped, dark, and unsanitary conditions. As the days passed, 
the death rate raised. Sicknesses instantly spread around the disease-ridden prison 
deck, as I watched the death of many other convicts take place right in before my eyes. 
I was provided insufficient food and water no matter how hard I begged for more.  
 



By the fourth year, all I could hear were miserable people wailing and throwing up all 
over the place. I could never peacefully fall asleep on the filthy, privacy-lacking, linen 
hammock. The unilluminated ship had a horrifying smell of decaying bodies, human 
waste, and unwashed people. Master enragedly yelled at me because I was late to 
rope and sail making. I then decided I have had enough of all this unbearable pain and 
suffering. I did the unthinkable. I refused to go.  
“Get back to work, you lazy sod! You’re getting the leg irons for that,” Donald Traill 
viciously announced for the whole ship to hear.  
“It was a mistake, Master; I will certainly do as I am told next time,” I faintly responded.  
“You don’t know what you’ve done to yourself . . .” he spitefully replied.  
My heart was penetratingly hammering against my hard ribcage. My jaw was tightly 
clamped shut; a silent scream trapped behind it. My eyes, dilated and widened were 
my only evidence of terror. What was he going to do to me? The agonising pain of the 
bulky leg irons were already harrowing, chafing my ankles raw. My feet were bound 
by a D-shaped clinking weight that dragged with each shuffling step I slowly took. 
Rumours begun to uncontrollably spread like the diseases on the ship.  
“Poor girl, she doesn’t deserve a flogging with the cat o’ nine tails,” a convict 
sympathetically murmured.  
“Nonsense! Only an absurd, thick-skinned person would make a 12-year-old girl go 
through such tormenting pain. Solitary confinement or head shaving would be the only 
reasonable punishments,” their friend sternly argued.  
A cold, unsettling shiver ran down my spine. It had to be one of those last two options. 
There was no way an infallible, young girl like me would be brutally whipped by nine 
long lengths of hard knotted cord. Not even someone as cruel as a wolf in sheep’s 
clothing would be evil enough to do such a thing. Nothing could have ever prepared 
me for what would happen next.  
All of a sudden, I was brutally being dragged by rough, heartless guards by my 
delicate, dainty, and skinny arms up the bumpy wooden stairs from below-deck to the 
ship’s deck. Why were they doing this? Was this my punishment? I was far from 
correct. This wasn’t even the beginning. I was then violently shoved near the ship’s 
railing, where I was visible to the entire crew and convicts. A wave of fear began to 
drown me. I knew where this was going. All I could do was close my tired eyes and 
pray I would make it out alive. I was uncomfortably stripped to the waist, forced to take 
my coarse linen shift off, and was harshly tied to the flogging triangle. My arms were 
stretched above my head, my legs were spread apart and secured to the frame, and 
my back was facing the guard. The loud silence was broken by the first three gut-
wrenching lashes of the cat o’ nine tails. I could count each knotted cord, one by one 
as they all struck my bare back, with every blow getting more and more intense. The 
excruciating, piercing pain was unbearable. It felt like my sensitive back was hastily 
being teared to shreds. Teardrops swiftly trickled down my red cheeks. Terror 
suffocated me, causing only a choked, muffled sound to escape from my pale and dry 
lips, no matter how loud desperately I tried to cry for help. What had I done so wrong 
to deserve this?  
 
I was now halfway through the last year of being on this cruel, living hell, barely 
recovered physically from the flogging. I will never recover mentally. The crystal-clear 
memory still haunts me to this day.  
 
A few months later, I was once again assigned to the task of rope and sail making. 
This unforgettable job will forever traumatise me. I headed to the ship’s deck, and I 



saw something that made me gasp! My eyebrows shot up and my jaw dropped as I 
stood frozen in disbelief. It was land, it was Australia! I instantly alerted the other 
uninformed convicts, and they all had the exact same reaction as me, except one.  
“Will we even make it there alive though?” she concernedly questioned with a sick, 
raspy voice.  
“We can only hope,” I nervously replied, with my smile wiped off my face.  
“Hope means nothing,” she sharply whispered.  
I tried not to think much of it, but what if she was right? What if we truly never make 
it?  
What if I had listened to my sister, and never attempted to steal that loaf of bread?  


