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Clinical and Other Notes 

REGIMENTAL MEDICAL SERVICE ONE HUNDRED 
'YEARS AGO 

(An Authentic Episode) 
BY 

"SENEX" 

IT has recently been s.uggested that one reason for the existing shortage of .. 
applicants for regular commissions in our Corps may be lack of the "spirit 
of adventure" in the modern generation. 

That our predecessors and forebears were sometimes plunged unwittingly 
into adventures rare in our present times is perhaps revealed by the following 
extracts from a letter written by a Regimental Medical Officer in the 27th 
(Inniskilling) Foot to his mother nearly one hundred years ago. 

The Regiment was at the time in transit on a peacetime transfer to India, an 
operation, as may be seen, somewhat different to modern "trooping." -

. The ship in question, H.M. Troopship "Charlotte" of 585 tons (Captain 
Affieck), had left Queenstown on June 28, 1854, carrying one Company (Captain 
Warren) and families of the Regiment. 

The writer of the letter was Assistant Surgeon in charge of the party; both 
he and the Surgeon Major (W. A. Thompson) later attained the rank of Deputy 
Surgeon-General. 

62 N.C.O.s·and men; 11 women and 26 children were lost in the disaster; 
the survivors were later sent on to India in another ship and later served in 
The Mutiny campaigns. 

As a strange coincidence the writer was later involved in another maritime 
disaster when he was returning from India in medical charge of invalids in the 
troopship "Eastern Monarch," which was blown up as the result of fire at 
Spithead on June 3, 1859. 

On both occasions he was "Mentioned in General Orders" for good services. 

"Port Elizabeth, 
Algoa Bay, 

South Africa. 
Monday, 25ih September, 1854, 

"My dearest Mother, 
I have no doubt that you will be surprised at receiving a letter from this place, you 

need not feel the least uneasiness or alarm about me on this account, I daresay you knew 
that it was not our intention to t~uch any place. 
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We had a_ most beautiful and prosperous voyage till we commenced to near the 
Cape, where we proposed touching fDr the same purpose that brought u's here, namely to 
procure water. On the 8th Sept we got so close to the entrance of Table Bay that we 
were in full view of Cape Town, the surrounding count'ry and ships in the Harbour, but 
wind having sprung up in the opposing direction we were obliged to put to sea again. We 
made two successive attempts afterwaTds to get in, but both were unsuccessful and S'O we 
bore away and came on in this direction. 

We had a! good deal of dhty weather between the Cape and this, a distance of about 
500 miles, but arrived here 'On the morning 'Of the 19th. There aTe a gDod many ships 
lying at anchor here, but none so large as the Charlotte. We got on very well the first 
day ... it was Capt. Stapylton's wish that I should only be away from the ship a few 
hours at a time and never sleep on shore; consequently I had intended going ashore next 
day .... 

In the morning we found the smf on the beach Tunning to such an extent that unless 
for some very powerful object no one would think of leaving the shDre to bring us out 
of the ship, so we had to content ourselves on board in the course of the day. Signals 
were made from the Harbour Master's office to moor ship mOFesecurely and prepme for 
a gale; this was accordingly done, a second anchor was cast and some of the .highest 
yards taken down. The wind at this time was blDwing from the S.E., directly on shm-e; 
it was merely a breeze, not at all resembling the violence of a gale. 

The ship was very high out of the water, havi?g 'Such a light cargo; the heaviest part 
wa·s the stem which was 'SDme fourreet lower in the water than the bow. Consequently 
the 'Strain on the chain cables was very great; their strength and length were objects 
of some admiration to the Captain that he brDught Warren and me to the forecastle 
to watch the tugging 'Of each chain as the ship rose 'On the .rollers which were running in 
heavily towards shoTe. 

While we were there and actually had our eyes on the cables one of them broke; this 
was an immediate cause of uneasiness for we knew that should the other cabie break 
we should immediately commence to run on shore. WIiilst signalling to the shore for 
another anchor OT whatever other assistance they could send the second chain snapped 
likewise. 

The sun having gone below the horizon a few minutes before, the Captain immediately 
made sail for the purpose of beating out of the harbour, in which attempt we were 
commencing to congratulate one another on succeSs when. the wind, which all along 
had not been favourable but better than none, failed illS entirely and we perceived 
ourselves coming steadily in towards ,shore. It was now quite dark but the people on shore 
had brilliant fixes all along the beach; the Churches and all the other houses showed 
lights in their windows and the Church bells were rung. 

TD anyone in idle consciousness of approaching danger the scene was (indescribably) 
awful; few except the officers of the ship, Warren and myself were awaTe of the exact 
circumstances; as it was we were all so busy assisting and encouraging the men to assist 
in working the ship that we had not much time for feaT. 

At about 8 p.m. the ship struck. Being now fixed and unable to rise with each wave 
we were frequently deluged with heavy masses of water. . .. The scene now became 
awful in the extreme; the screams of the poor c:reatures, many of them almost naked, 
each wave deluging us with water and the ship rolling violently as she settled on the 
sharp and cruel rocks. 

I si:ood for some time at -the door of the cabin lookrng at the devastation on deck; 
whilst here a child was passed into my arms; I could not with consc'ience pass it on to 
any other person so procured a shawl and vyrapped it up and did my hest to keep the 
warmth in it. One of the ladders leading up to the poop had been washed away, fortu
nately one remained so I determined to make my way up there and succeeded in 
crossing the deck in the interval of the waves and reached the pDop.in safety, still with 
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the child iR my arms and, along with a crowd of others, held on to the mizzen mast, but 
being afraid of its breaking I got up to the weather side of the ship. Having only one 
arm to hold on by I was becoming exceedingly fatigued and gave the child to one of the 
corporals to hold for a few minutes, but the honest fellow would not ret!UTn it, I believe 
it died in his arms. 

It would be impossible for me to give an adequate description of that awful. night. 
The'best e!forrs of those on shore were made to tender us assistance; ropes were fired over 
the rigging from a morta'l" but owing to the darkness we could not secure them, one 
indeed had been secured by the I st Mate but an unlucky roll of the ship snatched it 
from his hand. A lifeboat made seve!Ial attempts to approach us but we poor creatures 
were unable to throw them a line; with the last attempt the boat was swamped; with the 
greatest difficulty the brave crew succeeded in getdng her to' shore in an utterly disabled 
condition; they only succeeded in rescuing one from the wreck. . 

The waves by this time, althoughl there was not a breath of wind, were washing~over 
us with awful violence, the cold deluging wave would chill us to the bone. On giving 
up the child I tried ·to assist one of our serjeants whom I had had under treatment for 
inflammation of the heart; I supported him for a long while, three or four times he was 
almost washed away. 

We had been about 5 hours in this condition when, wishing to speak to Warren and 
Capt. Affieck, I changed my position and tried to get a good hold of the front rail of 
the poop to which there were many clinging; I only succeeded in getting a finger and 
thumb hold and as the ship was rapIdly breaking, .up I expected momentarily to be 
washed away. At times the deck was nearly vertical to the water, the masts lying along 
it. The cold _and fatigue had nearly deprived us of all energy and as we were not much 
more than 100 yards from the shore I took off my boots detel.1lI1ined should I be swept 
away to do my best by swimming, but at the same time with my mind fully made up 
to stick by the wreck· till the very last. 

At length one huge wave tooki me off my feet and I slipped along the deck and soon 
found ·my,se1f in the water. My first' fear was. of being seized on by some poor creature 
whom I could not assist and who might drown us both, this fortunately I escaped; my 
second was the fear of being entangled in some of the loose rigging, this was more 
nearly realized as the vessel lay over so much that I was covered in the water by the 
sails still set Dn one of the masts; happily she righted suffioiently for me to make my 
escape; I struok out vigO'l"ously but between the weight of my· clDthes and my previous 
fatigue I soon became almost incapab~e of effort, but with thankfulness to God I felt the 
greatest support and assistanCe from the buoyancy of my swimming belt which kept my 
head well above water and each succeeding. roller brought me nearer to land. I laid 
hold of. two 'or three lightartlicles in the water, pieces of :wood, small barrels etc., but 
none were of sufficient wdght to give me any assistance; sometimes. my feet were before 
me and sometimes behind me and sometimes I was actually spun round in the water; I 
'Only .t'Ouched once and that was gently with my feet; as I was doing my best t'O scramble 
up a now friendly roller carried me over in perfect safety and left me in a calm and 
shallow creek whence I was easily assisted by those Dn shore. I shouild mention that as 
I approached land I shouted lustily to attract attention so that I had k'i'nd hands waiting 
to receive me. 

T was carried up to a hQuse, wrapped. in warm blankets with hot bricks to my feet, 
a mustard poultice outside my stomach, gin and water and hot coffee inside; I was able 
to go about in an hour to render assistance to the other sufferers. 

The loss of life I am grieved to say has been immense, ~not -one of 26 children was 
saved and only 5 out of 16 women and 62 men were lost. The kindness of the 
inhabitants of Port Elizabeth can never meet' with to.o much praise. 
. I have no idea what we are nQW likely to do; I dares ay we shall be here for some time 

till a ship can be chartered to bring us on to Calcutta. There will of course be a tedious 
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investigation; blame cannot be attributed to anyone; once the accident happened the 
Captain was cool and collected and gave his orders distinctly and calmly, the soldiers 
behaved as well as men could possibly be expected to do, but the crew got drunk the 
consequence of whlch has been that only 3 or 4 are saved out of 22; the ship ranked 
high in Lloyd's books and was frequently inspected by good authorities before having 
been taken up for troops. 

My things have turned up wonderfully; I have saved a large quantity of my linen and 
cloth clothes but.not a stitch of my uniform, my books and furniture are all gone, the 
Bible you gave me has been saved as well as another I got from ... , the gun-case and 
contents also C3Jme on shore but of course thoroughly wet, also the case of surgical 
instmments supplied by the Company. I should mention that shortly after I was 
washed away the ship broke up and the crowded poop separated from the other part; 
this through God's great mercy was the means of saving many lives as it floated far 
in towards shore so that those on board were all able to step out on the rocks. 

. ] send a paper with an account of' the wreck and I shall have another opportunity in 
about ten days or a fortnight of writing by a homeward bound vessel of which please 

_ God I shall avail myself. This letter will go by the mail which unfortunately is very 
irregular now; my next will ,go by the 'Shepherdess,' a fast sailing Brig about to leave 
this in a fe~ days and perhaps it may reach you before this .... 

I have not much more time to write. May God mercifully grant that the awful 
warning and merciful escape which I have had be to! me the means of confirming me in 
my determination to live a 'Godly righteous and sober life' for the future and not be a 
means of condemnation on account of my neglect- of the opportunities so mercifully 
extended to me. May God bless and protect all dear friends at Home. Remember me 
most kindly to all who think of me and believe me my dear Mother with fondest 
prayers to Almighty God for the welfal'e of you and all at home. 

Yours sincerely and gratefully attached son, 
------" 

PHOTOGRAPHY AND MEDICINE 
A NOTE BY 

THE ROYAL PHOTOGRAPHIC SOCIETY OF GREAT BRITAIN 

EVER since it became possible- to obtain permanent records by the action 
of light, photography has had a place in science. The medical profession soon 
found that Roentgen's discovery could be developed into a most useful diag
nostic tool in almost every branch of medicine. Roentgen or X-rays are very 
much shorter than the waves of visible light. They will pene~rate the soft 
tissues of the body and impart their energy to a photographic plate or film, 
causing a silver deposit to be formed, when the film is developed. Some matter 
such as bone, however, will not permit this penetration quite so readily.' These 
areas will appear correspondingly lighter on the negative, which qn be 
examined for possible abnormalities. Much has been learned of the internal 
anatomy and function of the body by this technique. 

Today many thousands of such films are exposed daily in our hospitals 
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