Food on board the Warships in Nelson’s time
Supplying the fleets was an immense undertaking, and was controlled by the Victualing Board. The purser on each ship was in charge of supplying the food and consumables; like candles, coal, clothes (or slops as they were known) and tobacco. The food was of variable quality, sometimes very poor but always monotonous. Corruption amongst naval suppliers was not uncommon, they often sent food which was already going off or was of poor quality and charged the highest prices for it. To preserve the meat, beef and pork, it was salted and placed in barrels. Most of the other foodstuffs were supplied dried.
The notorious biscuit, or bread, was kept at the mess table in a bread barge. The biscuit was sometimes so old it would crumble away when tapped on the table. The reason for tapping biscuit on the table was to shake out the weevils. The frequency with which weevils were found in the bread is a subject for debate and varied from ship to ship. Weevils are small insects about the size of a corn fly, black in colour and as they like grain they were always found in flour or corn. They were always present in bread and biscuit. Another common type of vermin found on the ships were cockroaches. They liked warmth and commonly would hide in clothes or rags but were always present close to food. Often they were cooked in the bread as they were present in the dough when it went into the oven for baking.
Rats were also common on most ships and as they hid in dark corners they were difficult to catch except by using traps baited with a nice piece of pork fat. Catching up to 100 rats per month on a ship was not uncommon since they were fast breeders.

It is possible to overstate the poor quality of the food. Compared to his countrymen on land the sailor enjoyed regular, if monotonous, meals. Meal times were considered to be one of the highlights of the day.
The officers were entitled to the same food as the men, but the normal practice was to elect one of their number to buy in food and wine for their mess. They paid for this from their own pockets. They messed in the ward room, or the gunroom on a frigate, and were waited on by servants (the servants were crewmen and boys, and not domestic servants. The captain had his own steward, who was a domestic servant). The officers were also supplied with fresh food from the chickens, pigs and sometimes cows housed aboard the ship, again at their own expense. Fresh vegetables and fruit were virtually non existent when the ship was on long voyages, but were available when the ships were near land.
Drunkeness was a big problem in the navy, contributing to a large percentage of the floggings ordered. The men were entitled to a gallon of beer per day, this was small beer and not very alcoholic, in addition to this they received a half pint rum ration per day, with which, along with tobacco, they might hope to alleviate some of the tedium of life at sea. The rum ration was mixed with water to make grog and was issued twice a day. Hoarding your ration was a serious offence, but it was still common. As was smuggling of spirits, especially in home ports, the bumboatmen and women who visited the ships could be relied on for a regular supply.
It doesn’t take a great leap of imagination to see that the amount of alcohol available to the men must have been a contributory factor to the number of men dying of individual accidents. And the incidence of madness in the navy was far higher than in the population as a whole. Given the work they did in dangerous conditions, falling, crush injuries and being drowned were almost unavoidable consequences for the unwary. Men were lost overboard or fell on to the deck when they were working aloft (working on the masts and spars).

	Allowance of Provisions
from Regulations and Instructions, 1808

	Day
	Bisket lbs.
	Beer gals.
	Beef lbs.
	Pork lbs.
	Pease pints
	Oatmeal pints
	Sugar ozs.
	Butter ozs.
	Cheese ozs.

	Sunday
	1
	1
	-
	1
	0.5
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Monday
	1
	1
	-
	-
	-
	0.5
	2
	2
	4

	Tuesday
	1
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Wednesday
	1
	1
	-
	-
	0.5
	0.5
	2
	2
	4

	Thursday
	1
	1
	-
	1
	0.5
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Friday
	1
	1
	-
	-
	0.5
	0.5
	2
	2
	4

	Saturday
	1
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Weekly total
	7
	7
	4
	2
	2
	1.5
	6
	6
	12

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


The table above shows the weekly allowance of food for the average sailor when conditions were good. 

Scurvy is a disease resulting from a deficiency of Vitamin C. Scurvy was at one time common among sailors and others aboard ships at sea longer than perishable fruits and vegetables could be stored (subsisting instead only on cured and salted meats  and dried grains and flour). It resulted in skin sores, scabs, loss of hair and teeth and finally death if allowed to go on without eating fresh fruit or green vegetables. The disease had been known since the time of the Greeks before the birth of Christ. Citrus fruits such as oranges, lemons, limes etc are very good in preventing scurvy since they are high in vitamin C.
During the early part of the 18th century up to about 1750 scurvy killed more British sailors than any other disease or who were killed in action. Soon after 1760 British Naval ships carried barrels of lime juice which was given to all sailors as a weekly ration and after this date it was unusual for sailors to die of Scurvy. British sailors got the nickname of “Limies” because of this. James Cook in his journey around the world in his ship Endeavour (1768 – 71) did not lose a single man to the disease because of drinking lime juice.
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