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When the First Fleet sailed from England in May 1787, it carried more than 1,400 people on a voyage to the other side of the world.
But people weren't the only things aboard.
The ships also carried an enormous collection of food, tools, clothing, seeds, animals and other supplies.
The British planned to establish a colony in New South Wales.
And that meant they had to think about what people would need — not just during the voyage, but after they arrived.

Three of the eleven First Fleet ships were store ships: the Fishburn, Golden Grove and Borrowdale.
They were heavily loaded with supplies for the new settlement.
Lieutenant Philip Gidley King recorded that the ships carried enough provisions to support the marines, convicts and others for two years after they landed in New South Wales.
But the supplies weren't all placed aboard one ship.
Agricultural equipment and other stores were deliberately divided between different ships.
That way, if one ship were lost at sea, the settlement would not lose all of one important type of supply.

Food was one of the most important resources.
The supplies included foods that could survive a long sea voyage, such as salted beef and pork, bread or flour, peas, oatmeal, rice, butter and sugar.
There were also supplies of vinegar and alcoholic drinks including rum, brandy and wine.
Large quantities of drinking water had to be carried in barrels.
These provisions would feed people during the voyage and help keep them alive while the new settlement tried to establish its own food supply.

The First Fleet also had to carry the tools needed to build a settlement almost from scratch.
There were axes and saws for cutting timber, spades, shovels and hoes for working the ground, and tools for carpenters and blacksmiths.
There were nails, hinges and hooks for construction, as well as equipment for making bricks.
Fishing nets were brought to help obtain food.
Even a printing press was included.
These weren't simply supplies for a journey.
They were resources intended to help create a functioning colony. 

Interesting fact:
Did you know that an estimated 747,000 nails were transported on the First Fleet?
That's a lot of nails. But why so many?
The First Fleet colonists couldn't visit a hardware shop. Nails were needed to build and repair the houses, storehouses, boats and other structures of the new British settlement.
The nails appear in First Fleet equipment lists. The same lists also include 700 felling axes, 175 handsaws, 300 chisels, 10,000 bricks, 12 brick moulds and 100 pairs of hinges and hooks.
This gives a sense of the scale of the building program that was envisaged. 
The British also expected the settlement to eventually grow its own food.
Seeds, plants and agricultural equipment were therefore transported to New South Wales.
But growing crops in unfamiliar Australian soils would prove much harder than expected.
So the food already aboard the ships was extremely important while the settlers experimented with farming.

There were also resources for everyday life.
Government supply records list clothing including jackets, shoes, hats and stockings.
Bedding, canvas beds and camp kettles were also supplied.
For the people sent to New South Wales, these ordinary objects were important.
There were no shops waiting for them when they arrived.
For many necessities, what the Fleet carried was what the settlement had.

Medical supplies were also essential for the long voyage.
First Fleet surgeon Arthur Bowes Smyth recorded that there were about 2,000 pounds of medicines of different kinds across the Fleet.
Special supplies were also provided for people who became sick or weak.
A “Box of Necessaries” contained rice, barley, sago, portable soup, tea, sugar, currants, almonds, spices and port wine.
There were even tin saucepans and mugs for preparing food and drinks for the sick. 

The First Fleet couldn't carry everything it would need from England.
During its eight-month voyage, it stopped to take on fresh water and food.
At Tenerife, fresh meat, vegetables and water were obtained.
At Rio de Janeiro, the Fleet found plentiful supplies of beef, mutton, poultry, oranges and bananas.
First Fleet surgeon John White recorded that fresh beef, vegetables and oranges helped relieve signs of scurvy among the people aboard the ships.
The Fleet also collected resources intended for the future colony.
At Rio, Governor Arthur Phillip obtained seeds and plants that he hoped would grow in New South Wales, including coffee, indigo and cotton.
One hundred sacks of cassava were also purchased. The large roots of the cassava could be processed into flour and used to make bread-like foods.
The final major stop was the Cape of Good Hope in southern Africa.
Here, the Fleet needed something particularly important.
Animals.
Lieutenant Philip Gidley King recorded the livestock being taken aboard for New South Wales.
His list included horses, cattle, sheep, goats and what he called a "great quantity" of poultry. Pasted text
Another First Fleet account described the ships as carrying so many animals that they began to look like Noah's Ark. 
These animals weren't simply food for the voyage.
Many were intended as breeding stock — the beginnings of herds and flocks that the British hoped would provide future generations with meat, milk and other resources.

But transporting living animals halfway around the world was difficult.
Arthur Bowes Smyth recorded that two calves born aboard the Sirius died.
Many of the sheep aboard the Fishburn also died, along with much of the Fleet's poultry.
By January, he recorded another problem.
The sheep brought from the Cape had developed scab, a contagious skin disease. 

When the First Fleet arrived at Sydney Cove in January 1788, the work of unloading began. Food. Tools. Clothing. Seeds. Building equipment. And the surviving livestock.
Everything had travelled thousands of kilometres to reach the new settlement.

The First Fleet wasn't carrying supplies for an ordinary sea voyage.
It was carrying resources intended to establish a permanent British settlement.
But bringing the resources was only the beginning.
The colonists still had to learn how to grow food, raise animals and survive in an environment that was very different from the one they knew.
And that would prove much more difficult than they expected.

