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Scurvy, feared since ancient times particularly in areas subject to long winters or where fresh 
foods were otherwise scarce, severely limited global maritime exploration.  Captain James 
Cook’s many contributions to Western knowledge were widely acknowledged even in his 
lifetime: his reputation as a navigator could well be matched by his widely publicised success 
in minimising outbreaks of scurvy during his long voyages. 
 
Amongst his orders from the British Admiralty, Cook was required to assess which of the 
several claimed antiscorbutics taken on board at its behest were most effective. He also 
added spruce beer, a beverage he knew from his time in Atlantic Canada, and another 
essentially indigenous food, sauerkraut. Enlightened captain that he was, he also actively 
pursued several preventative strategies to ensure his sailors’ health, including taking every 
opportunity to consume fresh foods, particularly various greens. In the end, Cook ascribed his 
success to just two of the purported remedies: sauerkraut and wort of malt. This was in spite 
of recorded instances of the successful adoption of various originally indigenous remedies for 
scurvy by European explorers centuries before Cook’s time such as sauerkraut, spruce beer 
and of course citrus. 
 
The resulting inadequate victualling of ships as the Admiralty selectively imposed Cook’s 
recommendations (echoing their prevailing orthodoxies and other vested interests) would 
see the adverse effects of scurvy continue, not least in the early colony of Sydney.  
 
This paper will critically examine Cook’s contested contribution to the eventual elimination of 
scurvy amongst seafarers. 
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