Longitude, Sauerkraut, and Scurvy at Sea

Fifty-eight days afloat in a fierce storm somewhere below the southern tip of Cape Horn.  The storm abated at times but only to recollect its strength.  It brought freezing air, sleet, ice, snow and rain.  The ferocious winds created huge waves that came crashing down on the pitching bow of the H.M.S. Centurion.  The timbers and beams groaned mournfully, and unfastened sails were ripped to shreds.  At times the seamen below deck feared that the rogue sea was going to break the ship apart.  The steady fury of the winds through the rigging and lines caused them to screech aloud at such a screaming pitch that no one on deck could hear even a blown whistle at ten feet distance.  Tall waves crashed across the deck and pitched the ship so drastically that some men lost their grips and were swept into the ocean tumult.  Men on deck struggled to catch their breaths from the swift winds while trying not to aspirate a drowning mist of salty sea air.  No one could stay dry, all deck hands were cold and wet both day and night-the only means to dry wet clothes was by sleeping in them.


British Commodore George Anson headed the ship westward against the onslaught.  Only a short time earlier, on March 7th, 1741 he had directed his squadron of six ships through the Straits Le Maire, traveling around the bottom of South America from the Atlantic to the Pacific.  Mariners refer to the east to west circumnavigation ‘as going around Cape Horn the wrong way.’  When the storm hit, the other ships in Anson’s squadron were separated from his flagship and some were never heard of again.  Nevertheless, he maintained course along the parallel at 60 degrees south latitude and figured that his vessel had progressed, after almost two months of battering, some 200 miles westward, far beyond Tierra del Fuego.  The first moonlit night saw the sea calmed.  Incredibly, through the foggy mist, land was immediately sighted.  Lo and behold, dead ahead lay Cape Noir, located merely at the western end of Tierra del Fuego!  How could this be?  

In reality, the H.M.S. Centurion had been virtually treading water.  The strong, opposing ocean currents thwarted any westward progress.  If he had been where he had anticipated Anson would have sailed northward with haste towards the island in the southern Pacific known as Juan Fernandez.  The ship was in dire need of fresh water and provisions.  Worse yet, the ship’s hold stank from sickness.  With urgency, Anson headed west again, and then he planned to veer northward to safety.  On May 24th, 1741, the Centurion reached the latitude of thirty-five degrees south, the same latitude as his island destination.  But which way to go now, east or west?  No one knew for sure for like all that went to sea before Commodore Anson, there was no way to accurately determine longitude.  On instinct he headed west but after four days his anxiety got the best of him.  He lost his nerve, switched direction toward the east and in just two days he sighted land.  It was not the island paradise of Juan Fernandez but rather the inaccessible and foreboding coastline of Chile.  Navigators sailed westward after rounding Cape Horn for some 200 nautical miles before tacking northward to avoid the treacherous Chilean coast.  A despairing man now, he realized that he probably was just short of his port destination when he altered direction.  Now again, Anson was forced to retrace his course.  After zigzagging for 16 days, the Centurion anchored at last in the harbor of Juan Fernandez.  There was little rejoicing among the crew.  Many had been sick for months while others had succumbed at sea.  At one point Anson had feared that if men kept dying there would be a shortage of hands to man the Centurion’s rigging.  Anson was an able navigator, he took to the seas with the maritime knowledge and good seamanship of the times.  He could determine latitude from the sun, set course by a compass or the stars, measure the hours on a set course with a sandglass calibrated daily to the noon sun, and imprecisely estimate his position east or west of home port by dead reckoning.  Factor in human error and the unknown ocean elements like currents and changing winds and dead reckoning often made you miss your mark, island or even continent.  Unable to fix the ship’s position precisely, Anson’s delays had meant an additional loss of 80 lives.  The sea beyond sight of land offered no clue about pinpointing with accuracy position east or west.  At sea, the crew lost six to eight sailors a day to illness.  The dying did not halt with landfall; men continued to die one by one, for Commodore Anson’s uncertainty about the ship’s whereabouts had given scurvy the upper hand.  In all, 250 men out of the original 500 never returned, many died from this dreaded scourge that had longed cursed sailors.


Lengthy voyages were often unduly extended for misjudgment of longitude, and the prolonged time at sea put sailors in jeopardy of succumbing to scurvy.  The ocean going diet of the day, devoid of fresh fruits and vegetables, deprived them of Vitamin C, and their bodies’ connective tissue deteriorating as a result.  Today, we know that scurvy is caused by a deficiency in Vitamin C (ascorbic acid).  One of the primary functions of Vitamin C is in the manufacture of collagen.  Connective tissue, abundant in the body, is composed mainly of collagen protein.  It helps support and protect blood vessels, bones, joints, organs and muscles.  It is a tissue that comprises a significant proportion of skin, tendons, the cornea of the eye, ligaments, cartilage, teeth and bone.  Collagen forms a protective barrier against infection and disease, and promotes healing of wounds, fractures and bruises.  The symptoms of scurvy are due to poorly formed collagen, and include the leaking of blood from small blood vessels, the reddening and bleeding of gums, loose teeth, joint pains, dry scaly skin and blood vessel damage.  Other symptoms include general weakness, shortness of breath, easy bruising, hemorrhaging, fluid retention, depression and anemia.  When blood vessels surrounding the brain rupture, death results.

Brined sauerkraut keeps practically forever on a ship.  Cabbage, finely cut and highly salted is fermented in barrels until it becomes sour.  Cabbage is high in Vitamin C.  Captain James Cook’s triumphant second voyage, which set sail in 1772, struck a serious blow against scurvy.  By serving hefty portions of German sauerkraut to his British seamen, the great circumnavigator, innovator and explorer made it the life saving vegetable of British men at sea.  His second voyage lasted for 1103 days, over three full years, and in this 70, 000-mile sojourn he lost just four men, one to sickness, none to scurvy.  And, sauerkraut went on saving lives until lemon juice and, later limes replaced it as rations intended to supply Vitamin C to the crewmen onboard ships of the Royal Navy.

Post Script:


Ironically, in 1736, an unknown London clock maker, a self taught commoner named John Harrison carried a promising timepiece of his design on a trial voyage to Lisbon aboard the H.M.S. Centurion.  The ship’s officers witnessed how Harrison’s clock could improve their reckoning of longitude.  At the same exact moment, they compared the local time aboard ship to the known time at the home port.  The difference in hours from the two clock readings was converted into degrees of geographical separation, east or west.  Indeed, they lauded Harrison when his ‘chronometer’ prevented mishap by showing that the H.M.S. Centurion was about 60 miles off course on the return to London.  By September 1740, when the H.M.S. Centurion sailed to disaster under the new command of Commodore George Anson, the clock and more refined prototypes remained behind in the workshop of John Harrison in London.  Such precise marine chronometers were not widely available for general navigation for another fifty years.  When Cook returned from his second voyage he had nothing but superb praise for his success in determining longitude with the aid of a timepiece built by watchmaker Larcum Kendall in 1770 as a replica of Mr. John Harrison’s final test version.  With it he drew the first and exact maps of the South Sea Islands, and much of the Pacific.  Cook was so sure about the timepiece that he took it on his third expedition in 1776 where in 1779 he was killed in hostilities with Hawaiian natives.  Firsthand accounts report that the clock stopped ticking on Kealakekua Bay at his death.
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