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Anna McKay (First year student at the University of Leicester and the National Maritime 

Museum), The History of British Prison Hulks, 1776-1864. 

 

My project, The History of British Prison Hulks, 1776-1864, forms a collaboration between 

the University of Leicester and the National Maritime Museum. Drawing from a range of 

sources at the NMM, National Archives and further afield, I hope that my research will help 

further our understanding of what life was like on board ship for prisoners and officers alike.  

Prior to 1775, transportation to American colonies had been one of the British 

government’s primary means of punishing its lawbreakers. However, the outbreak of the 

American Revolution brought this process to an abrupt halt and very quickly, a growing 

backlog of prisoners -both domestic and foreign- put a huge strain on capacities in British 

prisons. Originally conceived as a short-term solution, government officials turned to ‘hulks’ 

as a means to solve the prison housing crisis. Primarily decommissioned and dismantled 

naval warships, hulks were not fit to sail but still habitable. Holding up to 500 prisoners at 

any one time, they formed part of Britain’s prison landscape for eighty years. Stripped of 

their masts, rigging and sails, these floating prisons were moored up in estuaries 

neighbouring the Royal Naval Dockyards of Portsmouth, Plymouth and the Thames, even as 

far afield as Britain’s strategic outposts in Bermuda and Gibraltar.  

 
Credit: PAG8260 - National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London, Fawssett Collection. 

Thanks to the dramatic opening scenes of Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, 

where the terrified Pip encounters escaped convict Abel Magwitch along the shoreline of the 

Thames Estuary, prison hulks have gone down in history as ‘hell on water’ epitomised. It is 

surprising therefore, that little specific academic literature exists on the subject. As is the case 

with so many collaborative projects, my primary research goal will be to rectify this 

significant gap. Prison hulks had three distinct purposes; during the American and 

Napoleonic Wars at the beginning of the nineteenth century, captured ships were used as sites 

of confinement for prisoners of war when local prisons, such as Dartmoor, became 

overcrowded. Secondly, the hulks were used as jails for domestic convicts, who carried out 

public works at their dockyard bases, such as dredging riverbanks and building stone walls. 

Thirdly, they acted as holding places for convicts awaiting transportation to Australia. In 
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order to consider the hulks from their founding to their abandonment, my project will be 

structured along loose chronological lines, using letters, journals and newspaper reports, 

alongside parliamentary records and even prisoner-made objects in order to view the varied 

networks of the establishment in a new light, through a social and cultural lens.  

 

The National Maritime Museum holds a unique collection of art, objects, ship maps 

and official records relating to prison hulks, during both their war and peacetime periods. 

Collaborative doctoral projects provide each cultural organisation with the opportunity to 

bring undeservedly forgotten collections of materials back to the public’s attention; prison 

hulks are an enthralling subject that captures the imagination, and with the Museum’s 

guidance I hope to raise the profile of this collection of materials and inspire people to learn 

more about their history. I’m going to start my work with the Museum by updating their 

online catalogue entries and writing blog posts about my research; unlike a temporary 

exhibition, a blog post is permanent and has the capacity to reach a huge, global audience. 

The Museum and I share the same objectives; any contribution, however small, that sparks 

the public’s imagination, makes them feel connected to the past, and motivates them to either 

come to Greenwich, read a blog, or check out a book from their local library is proof enough 

that the project was worth undertaking.  

 

When I began my studies, I could not have anticipated how much the collaborative 

nature of the project would come to shape my research. The combination of two distinct, yet 

complimentary viewpoints has added unmeasurable depth to my thesis. I am constantly 

expanding upon my own knowledge, challenging old perspectives, and find that the 

possibilities of my career options upon completion are developing at the same pace as my 

research. Thanks to the NMM, I’ve been given access to objects and paintings not currently 

on display and have received fantastic support from my supervisor and staff at the Caird 

Library and Museum as a whole. The atmosphere is unique; there is always something 

happening. It is a community bursting with an enthusiasm that it’s impossible not to feel 

energised by. With a foot in both camps, my time spent at the University of Leicester has 

been equally valuable; overlooking the academic side of the CDP is tempting, but by 

maintaining that connection I’ve been able to build up a skillset that I wouldn’t be able to 

achieve elsewhere.  

 

With an intake of new PhD students every year, the School of History at Leicester 

understands the needs of researchers and provides doctoral training programmes throughout 

term-time. I’ve attended classes on structuring my thesis, writing conference abstracts, giving 

effective presentations- the list is exhaustive, but I now feel confident about the academic 

side of my work. Not only this, but I’ve also made connections with fellow researchers who 

have provided support; whether it’s in writing funding applications, crafting an academic CV 

or giving advice about archive trips, I’ve benefited enormously from spending my first year 

at Leicester. Building a skillset is one thing, but building confidence is another; with my 

University, I have written blog posts, attended project meetings, been invited to conferences 

and workshops; I have presented a short piece to a group of PhD and Early Career 

researchers, and am about to give my first paper at the University’s postgraduate conference. 

Leicester has given me room to grow as a researcher; it’s an environment characterised by 

encouragement and mutual understanding.  

 

Studying for a PhD can be an isolating experience; whether you choose to be based at 

your university or museum, my advice would be to become friendly with respective research 

communities; attend everything you can; whether it’s classes, lectures, conferences or 
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seminars. Try to hear what other people have to say about their own work, whether it’s 

relevant to yours or not. The CDP is a huge learning process; AHRC training days recognise 

this and have provided brilliant opportunities to network with other students whilst also 

touching on ways to think about the role of the Museum, objects, art and archives. Before 

attending a training day at the British Museum, I hadn’t seriously considered the role that the 

NMM’s objects collections could play in my research. Their substantial number of ship 

models and miscellaneous objects range from pocket watch stands and domino boxes, carved 

from mutton or beef bones, to intricate straw work boxes, inlaid with mirrors, bone handles 

and coloured ribbons. Crafted by French prisoners of war possibly held on prison hulks, these 

objects are now forming the basis of a chapter on material culture; prisoners were often able 

to interact with the public on market days, assessing their buyers and producing 

commemorative or decorative objects that would sell to the highest bidder (needless to say, 

there are countless bone models of ships labelled Victory in the NMM’s collections!). The 

objects prompt questions about prisoner diets, access to paints and tools, their relationships 

with the public and their access to information. If I had chosen not to attend that training day, 

my outlook would have been narrower as a result; keeping an open mind has been my most 

important research skill.  

 
Credit: AAA0002 - National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London, Sutcliffe-Smith Collection; AAA0004 – 

National Maritime Museum, Greenwich; London, AAA0005 - National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London. 

 

As with most collaborative doctoral projects (our subjects are best described as niche-

but-important), when I applied for the studentship I could hardly have claimed to be an expert 

in prison hulks. I did however, come to the project with an enthusiasm that has been 

continually bolstered by the people I have since met. The project has given me an outstanding 

opportunity to not only become part of two unique research environments, but also to create a 

piece of work that is fresh and exciting, engaging and significant. Over the course of just one 

year, I have met like-minded people, been inspired by my Museum’s collections and received 

commendable support from both research communities; it’s an overwhelming experience, but 

one that I could not recommend highly enough.  

 
Disclaimer: This material is my own and does not necessarily represent the views of my university or CDP 

cultural organisation. I have obtained the appropriate permission from my CDP cultural institution to use 

material including photographs which highlight the subject matter of my post. The links for the two photos 

are as follows: http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/138208.html 

http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/4.html 

http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/138208.html
http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/4.html

