
A Perilous Journey

In early July 1773, the ship Hector sailed from Lochbroom bound for Pictou. 

By all accounts, The Hector was not in the best 

shape. It had already seen twenty years’ service as 

a cargo vessel. One narrative relates that the ship 

was so rotten that the passengers could pick the 

wood out of her sides with their fingers. The 

Atlantic crossing was dangerous and the 

accommodation wretched. Crowding was so acute 

that each passenger had only two square feet of 

deck space. Tragically, smallpox and dysentery 

claimed the lives of eighteen infants and children.

On board the Hector were nearly two hundred men, 

women and children.  Over a third of those huddled in the 

wet and dark hold were below the age of eight. 

Not a soul on board had ever crossed the Atlantic except 

the captain John Spears, and agent John Ross. 

Cross section of similar sized ship to the Hector. Steerage passengers were housed 
below.  Baggage acted as part of the ballast, and could be damaged by leaking water 

Painting of the piper on deck  of the Hector by David MacIntosh of Pictou, Nova Scotia

The Hector passenger list was compiled by William McKay, or one of 
his four sons. William, his wife and sons were passengers on the ship.

Painting of the voyage of the Hector, imaginatively 
reconstructed by David MacIntosh of Pictou, Nova Scotia

As the Hector approached the coast of Newfoundland, a 

fierce storm blow the ship far off course. It took two 

weeks to regain the ship’s previous position.

As the Hector departed, piper John MacKay of 

Sutherlandshire, came on board. He had not paid his 

passage, and the captain ordered him ashore.  The strains of 

bagpipes affected those on board so much that they pleaded 

for him to be allowed to accompany them. They offered to 

share their own rations with him in exchange for his music 

during the passage. Their request was granted.

The passengers own provisions of food started to run out, 

and water had to be rationed. Scraps of mouldy food that 

had been discarded earlier were consumed over the last 

few days of the voyage. Instead of the anticipated six 

weeks, the voyage took eleven terrible weeks.

This 'Illustrated London News' engraving shows life below deck on early emigrant 
ship St Vincent, similar to the Hector.


