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Introduction
Sometimes the lists are long – pages of materials described, valued, distributed, sold, or disposed of, treatments tried scattered across pages reporting months of intermittent treatment, long, sweeping lists of person 

after person felled by disease – but sometimes they are painfully brief: In October 1856, aboard the Benin, returning from Africa towards York, “Francis Mariana, Seamen died from mortification in the hand. He was 

buried in what effects he had.” Mariana, 22, from Manila, had escaped the fever and scurvy that killed several of his shipmates, but where their effects were listed, results of the sales of items gathered to send back to 

their families, all that Mariana had went with him. 

The Documents

Unlike a ship’s log, the Official Log recorded only items as 

legally required by act of Parliament. These Logs, part of the 

wholesale reworking of British maritime law in the 1850s, 

were returned at the end of each voyage of ships of the 

British merchant marine. This formalized the structures 

surrounding the long tradition of inventorying and 

distributing the effects of sailors who passed on a voyage, 

providing a unique window in material culture and medical 

practices in the past. However, between the individual 

officers, consuls, seafarers, and administrators, what was 

recorded varied from the minimalist to shockingly detailed. 

Lists of effects of officers, crew, and sometimes passengers 

collectively describe an exceedingly rare cohort of individuals 

of extremely variable social and economic standing, 

nationality, and life stages making the breadth and variety of 

material recorded and biographical connections drawn 

through them uniquely revelatory. 

Project Description

The Inventories of Life (IoL) Project found, transcribed, and 

studied the death inventories of the Crew Agreements and 

Log Books collections of the Maritime History Archive, a 

collection which stretches from roughly 1860 to 1974. It has 

created a catalogue of inventories along with the relevant 

medical information (i.e. cause for recording the inventory 

and record of treatment) which will be made accessible 

through the project website. The project website hosts the 

data as well as an online exhibit to illustrate and 

contextualize the data and the stories it tells. 

Progress

Currently in the writing and exhibit design phase, a selection 

of inventories gathered and transcribed by student and 

volunteer researchers are being assembled as a GitHub 

repository that will feed directly into page allowing browsing 

and searching of the data, making it accessible to 

international researchers for use in their own projects. The 

Rooms has allowed researchers access to artefact storage 

and will provide museum-quality photographs to help 

construct the online exhibit. Project leaders and student and 

volunteer researchers will all be contributing exhibit text 

highlighting themes, connections, and individual objects and 

stories from the data. 

Outcomes

● The IoL team has been invited to form a panel at the 6th 

European Labour History Network Conference in Barcelona 

in June.
● Write ups on the digital methodologies applied to the IoL 

project will be submitted to the Global Maritime History 

blog series Academic Processes & Digital Humanities.
● At least two articles will be submitted for peer-reviewed 

publication from project researchers based on the materials 

prepared for the ELHN conference.
● The website and exhibit will launch this summer (2026). 
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The Research

“As Directed by the Medical Book”: The Practice of Maritime Medicine aboard Merchant Vessels, 1860-1900.”

Heather Christie

“Treated as Directed by the Medical Book” was common phrase recorded in 19th century British Merchant Vessel Logbooks. 

Shipboard medicine during this period was far from standardized, especially in the merchant marine, where regulations required 

standardized medical supplies, but not medical professionals or standardized practices. These records reveal a wide range of 

improvised responses to illness, shaped as much by limited materials and practical constraints as by medical intention. My research 

examines the medical practices used aboard these vessels, investigating their effectiveness within the restrictive environment of life 

at sea and the pressures that shaped medical decision-making.

“The Sea Will Insult and Murder Him”: Mental Health and Merchant Seafarers, 1860-1900

Kai Barron

Histories of mental illness and mental health are infamously difficult to access outside of clinical or institutional or highly 

individualized, often upper-class, personal sources. Official Logs kept aboard ships of the British merchant marine provide startling 

insight into mental health, wellness, and treatment for labourers, migrants, and especially seafarers. Seafarers’ working conditions 

made mental health a matter of discipline as much as a social or ethical concern, with consequences including docking of pay, 

confinement in the workplace, or even discharge. Restricted by the conditions of their labour, the environment of the ship, and the 

many other contingencies of life at sea, the Official Logs present a compelling picture of everyday attitudes towards and approaches 

to mental health by and for the labouring classes.

“What Lost Sailors Left Behind”

Alexa Bailey

Access to consumer goods and attitudes towards consumption have varied, but possessions have been significant markers of self 

to people of the past as they are today. This presentation examines inventories of citizens from the British imperial periphery and of 

non-European origins between 1900 and the early 1950s. These inventories allow exploration of themes of migration, mobility, and 

diaspora, as well as ethnicity and race in maritime labour and passengers. As global trade expanded and the cost of mass-produced 

consumer goods fell, the meaning of material goods and consumption habits shifted despite continuing economic precarity, 

highlighting not just differences in individuality and culture, but access to goods of itinerant populations across the globe.
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