RESEARCH NOTE

Surgeon’s Mate Lowes of H.M..S. Sirsus
and the First Fleet

JOHN PEARN

The pioneers of Western medicine in Australia included the seven-
teenth century incogniti of the Pera (1623)! and the surgeons of the
other Dutch and Spanish ships which voyaged in Australian waters.?
With Cook on H.M.S. Endeavour were Surgeon Monkhouse and Sur-
geon’s Mate Perry® and on Resolution (1776) was William Anderson (c.
1750-1778)* who first described ciguatera in the Pacific.?
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There were eleven medical men on the First Fleet® of 1787 and
1788. The lives of several, such as those of Surgeon-General John
White?, Thomas Arndell® and Thomas Jamison® have been the sub-
ject of comprehensive biographic publication. One, Lowes, has re-
mained a ghostly figure — not due to any supernatural presence, but
rather to the fact that he was not listed on the original H.M.S. Sirius
muster roll; and probably due also to the fact that he did his work well
and conscientiously. Neither infamy nor glory lead to his name being
entered in any of the official records of the day. The first written
record of him dates from 1793, in Tench’s Complete Account’® and men-
tions Lowes having been on an expedition in 1789. By 1992 it was
believed that any further information on Lowes was unlikely to sur-
face, “....existing only as a shadow from the past and efforts to con-
struct even a fragmentary biography of his life have proved fruitless”.!!
In 1938 1 wrote that “the elevation of the eleventh medical man of the
First Fleet, Lowes, to surgical respectability 200 years later still awaits
even the discovery of his Christian name".’?
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Lowes' name, recorded in contemporary accounts from 1790 as
Lowes of the Sirius, has always been an enigma. His name did not
appear on the Sirius manifest’”, and 1 had speculated that he might ab
initio have joined Sirius as Surgeon's Mate on the resupply run to
succour the starving colony at Port Jackson, arriving at Sydney Cove
on 9 May, 1789'. Lowes is not listed in Chapman's 1788 - The People
of the First Fleet”® nor in the 1788-1930 Pioneer Register of the 1788 -
1820 Association." Although the Convict Register from the First Fleet
has been reconstructed and is probably now complete, not all sailors
and marines had their names entered in contemporary registers.

Research at the National Maritime Museum (Greenwich, U.K.) did
not reveal any known Surgeon or Surgeon’s Mate by the name of
Lowes; and research of examination records showed that no Surgeon’s
Mate by the name of Lowes, who could have been on Sirius, had passed
any surgical examination.

Thus the matter had rested. Fortuitously, a collection of private
letzers from a midshipman on the H.M.S. Sirius was found in an atuc
in Devon in 1987 and subsequently bought at public auction in Lon-
don; and later published in Australia.!” One of those letters (letter
six}, written off Portsmouth on 4 March 1787 whilst HM.S. Strius was
waiting for the marshalling of the transportation fleet, prove indeed
that Lowes was a Surgeon’s Mate, and therefore is confirmed as one of
the eleven medical men of the First Fleet.

The Newton-Fowell Letters

Newton-Fowell of Devon entered the Royal Navy aged 12, as a mid-
shipman. He had been born at Blackhall, in Devon, and passed his
Royal Navy examinations for midshipman in 1786. He had served on

13, |. Pearn, References and Notes to “First Fleet Surgeons” in Pioneer Medicine in
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15. D. Chapman, 1788, The People of the First Fleet, Doubleday Australia, Pty Lud,
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lists and musters and colonial returns”, held in the Mitchell Library, Sydney]
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1788-1820 Association, Sydney, 1981.
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Liewtenant Aboard the Sirius Flagship of the First Fleel on ils Viyage to New South Wales, The
Fairfax Library, Sydney, 1988.
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the H.M.S. Perseus, H.M.S. Berwick, H.M.S. Ardent before his posting
to H.M.S, S#rius as midshipman, in 1787, He joined Sirtus, at anchor
at the Motherbank Roads, off Portsmouth, sheltered by the Isle of
Wight, in early 1787. He wrote regularly to his father, a most moving
series of loving and dutiful letters, each addressed to “Honoured Fa-
ther”. Newton-Fowell also sailed on H.M.S. Supply in 1790, in an at-
tempt to bring food and supplies for the starving colony at Port Jackson.
He had been promoted to Lieutenant, but on the return run, via Nor-
folk Island, died at sea on the 23 August 1790, of an unknown tropical
disease. His year of birth is unknown but he almost certainly died still
as a teenager.

The entire series of his letters were kept permanently by his fam-
ily. The Fowell family became bankruptin 1815" and the family home
and all its contents were sold. The purchasers did not disturb the
folio of correspondence. By a happy co-incidence, Ms Nance Irvine,
of the First Fleet Reenactment Voyage, met the present owner of that
Devon home at a Bicentenary reenactment celebration party in 1987,
and serendipidously learnt of the existence of the letters from the
Sirius. The letters were offered for sale at public auction by Sotherby’s
in London on 15 December 1987, and bought by the Mitchell Library
in New South Wales. They were subsequently edited by Nance Irvine
and published as The Sirius Letters.'

In letter six, dated 4 March 1787, the young midshipman wrote
that he had recently arrived on board H.M.S. Sirius, at anchor off
Portsmouth, and that

"The only one I know on board at Present is Mr Lowes, one of the Surg. Mates he is
avery genteel young man. I'learn all I can of Recommendations but tell Nothing.
He was Recommended by Mr Nepean.... .2

Thus Lowes, albeit still without a Christian name, has been confirmed
as a true “medical man” of the First Fleet.

18. P Brunton, Foreword to The Sirius Letiers, p-9

19. irvine, The Sirius Letters.

20. Irvine, The Sirius Letlers, Letter 6, Newton Fowell to his father, dated 4 March
1787, on board H.M.S. Sirjus, at Motherbank, Portsmouth.
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Lowes of the Royal Navy

Nothing is known of Lowes’ life prior to 1787, and his transfer to
Sirius as Surgeon's Mate. Another John Lowes was a Surgeon’s Mate
in the Royal Navy, in 1745. Original records concerning him are held
in the Royal College of Surgeons (in London) in the Bunt-Pearsall
Index of Royal Naval Surgeons®' at Greenwich.

Surgeon’s Mate Lowes was posted to H.M.S. Szius prior to March
1787. Whilst the ship was anchored off Portsmouth Harbour, at
Motherbank Roads, sheltered by the Isle of Wight. H.M.S. Sirius had
been built in 1780 as the $.S. Berwick for the East India trade. She was
badly burnt in a fire and re-built by the Royal Navy in 1786, and re-
named H.M.S. Sirius. She had a displacement of 540 tons, and was a
20-gun warship.

There were three surgeons on Sirius — George Bouchier Worgan
as the Senior Surgeon, and a Londoner, Thomas Jamison from the
Lake District, who had qualified in London and who was a strong
personality and an honourable man. Lowes was Surgeon’s Mate. The
term “Mate” was used as a formal Royal Navy rank, there being such
formal positions as Boatswain's Mate, Carpenter’s Mate and Surgeon’s
Mate. It is believed that the Australian use of the word “mate” prob-
abty dates from the naval use of the term from the time of the First
Fleet.®

Lowes birthplace is unknown, but the most likely candidate is Ite-
land, because of the publication of a letter he sent from Port Jackson,
for publication in the Dublin Chronicle, it appeared on the 17 Janu-
ary 1791.% Lowes must have joined the Royal Navy as a young teen-
ager, and embarked on a career either as a Surgeon’s Mate ab nitio, or
transferred into the medical branch. Because of the 1922 fire in the
Dublin Record Office, further attempts to trace him have proved un-

successful. He must have been born in a bracket of time ranging from
1752 to 1761.

21. E. Bunt, An Alphabetical List of Royal Naval Surgeons, compiled by Mr Eric Bunt
for Mr Pearsall showing dates when they passed various examinations, surgeon’s mates
of which dass, etc. Copy also held in The National Maritime Museum, Greenwich,
London. Original records held The Royal College of Surgeons, 35 Lincoln’s [nn Field,
London WC2.

22. Irvine, The Sirius Letiers, p-153.

23. Lowes, letter published in the Dublin Chronicle , 13 January 1791, entitled “State
of the Colony 1790", republished in Hisiorical Records of New South Wales, Vol 111, Grose
and Paterson, 1793-1795, ed FM.Bladen, Charles Potter, Government Printer, Sydney,
1893, pp. 770-771.
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Lowes was aboard Sirius off the harbour at Portsmouth, for at least
eight weeks before Sirius sailed on 13 May, 1787.

The first record of Lowes’ life in Australia dates from June 1789.
Itis probable that he was attached as Surgeon’s Mate to Surgeon Tho-
mas Arndell, at the Rose Hill Outpost in June 1789. He was chosen as
a member of Captain Tench’s six-man team for the expedition west
from Rose Hill in June 1789. That expedition discovered the Nepean
River. Lowes was also chosen as an expeditioner on the December
1789 expedition which penetrated further west. From this evidence it
is probable that he was a strong and robust person; and although no
details of his personality are known (indeed not any of those of the
First Fleet Surgeons*) it is probable from the content of the Fowell**
letters and from Tench’s Account?® that he was of an amiable disposi-
tion and firted in well with others in the sense of teamwork.

In 1790 Lowes was moved to write a letter describing the helpless
state of the colony. After the bridgehead settlement and an open air
gaol was established at Camp Cove in January 1788, the colony virtu-
ally starved for the next two years. Morale was low, and became lower
after Sirius was wrecked at Norfolk Island in 1790. Lowes wrote to the
Dublin Chronicle, giving one of the best firsi-hand descriptions of the
morale prevailing in the colony at that time:

It is now so long since we have heard from home that our clothes are worn thread-
bare. We begin to think that the Mother Country has entirely forsaken us. As for
shoes, my stock has been exhausted these six months, and I have been obliged since
that time to beg and borrow among the gentleman, for no such artide was to be
bought. In this deplorable situation famine is staring us in the face. Two ounces of
pork is the allowance of animal food for four and twenty hours, and happy is the
man who can kill a rat or crow to make him a dainty meal. We have raised some
excellent vegetables, but such food, without the mixture of the animal, does not
supply strength, but keeps us lax and weakly, I dined most heartily the other day
on a fine dog, and hope I shall soon again have an invitation to a similar repast.
The animals that were meant to stock the country are almost all butchered. Hun.
ger will be appeased [only] while any eatable remains.

Several of the convicts have perished by the hands of the natives, by rambling too

far into the woods. 1 accompanied twao of our gentlemen on a shooting party. We

24. Pearn, ‘Gentlemen of the Frcully'
25. Irvine, The Sirius Letlers.
26. Tench, A Complete Account.
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penetrated near 30 miles in two days over delightful country, free from underwood,
when we arrived at a rapid river that was not fordable [the discovery of the Nepean
River, as recorded by Tench?’]. On the other side the country seemed to be in a
state of romantic and uncultivated nature. The landscape was finished by a range
of hills that rise one above another, in a very grand style, to a considerable height
{the Blue Mountains, not surmounted until 1813].

The loss of the Simus was the first cause of our being put to such short allowance,
being obliged to supply the party a second time from the common stock. To pre-
vent murmuring, officers and men share alike.

Our births have far exceeded our burials; and whar is very remarkable, women
wha were pregnant past child-bearing, and others who have not been pregnant for
15 or 16 years, have lately become mothers.®

How long Lowes remained in the colony, and his subsequent fate re-
main unknown. The information from the Fowell Letters gives hope
to medical historians that other documents may yet surface for re-
searchers of the future.

University of Queensland.

27. Tench, A Complete Account.
98. Lowes, letter to the Dublin Chronicle, 1791,



