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it, and several of them struck him, but more to shew Us their Disapprobation of 

what he had done, than as a Punishment for it.

During our stay at Botany Bay, the Governor. had made himself well 

acquainted with the Situation of the Land Nature of the Soil &c. &c. which he 

not finding so Eligible, as he could Wish, for the Purpose of forming a Settlement, 

He determined, before he fixed on it, to visit an Inlet on the Coast, about 12 Miles 

to the Northward of this Bay which, our great Circumnavigator, Captns Cook, 

discovered, and named, (in honour of one of the then Commissioners of the Navy) 

Port Jackson accordingly, the Governor, attended by a Number of Officers went 

in 3 Boats, on this Expedition, and the third day, they returned, gave it as their 

Opinion, that Port Jackson was one of the most spacious and safe Harbours in the 

known World, and said they had already fixed on a Spot, on which the Settlement 

was to be formed. In Consequence of this Success, the Idea was entirely given up, 

of establishing a Colony at Botany Bay, and three days after, the Wind favouring 

our Designs, the Fleet sailed for Port Jackson and in the Evening of the Day of our 

Departure, We arrived, and anchored in one of the many beautiful Coves which it 

Contains, which Cove Sir, the Governor has, (in honour of Lord Sydney), named 

Sydney Cove.

Though the Description given by the Gentlemen who first, visited this Port 

was truly luxuriant, and wore the air of Exaggeration, Yet they had by no means 

done its Beauties and Conveniences Justice, for as an Harbour, None, that has 

hitherto been described, equals it in Spaciousness and Safety. the Land forms 

a Number of pleasant Coves in most of which 6 or 7 Ships may lie secured to 

the Trees on Shore. It contains likewise a Number of small Islands, which are 

covered with Trees and a variety of Herbage all which appears to be Evergreens. 

The Whole, (in a Word) exhibits a Variety of Romantic Views, all thrown together 

into sweet Confusion by the careless hand of Nature. Well, Dear Dick, now I have 

brought you all the Way to Sydney Cove, I must tell you what we have done, since 

our arrival in these Seas, & in this Port – what we are doing, what has happened 

&c. &c.

1790
A female convict’s letter to an unknown recipient, NSW, 1790

I don’t think I ever shall 
get away from this place

… We arrived here safe after a long voyage, in very good health … as we had 

everything that we could expect … and all our provisions were good. We landed 

here 223 women and twelve children; only three women died, and one child. 

Five or six were born on board the ship; they had great care taken of them, and 

baby linen and every necessary for them were ready made to be put on. The 

greatest part of the women were immediately sent to Norfolk Island, a place about  

100 miles from here … This place was in a very starving condition before we 

arrived, and on allowance of only 2lb of flour and 2lb of pork for each man for a 

week, and these were almost starved, and could not work but three hours in the 

day; they had no heart, and the ground won’t grow anything, only in spots here and 

there. There is a place called Rose Hill, about twenty miles from this, where they 

say there are four cornfields, but it does not grow much wheat; we are now much 

in want of everything; we have hardly any cloaths; but since the Scarborough, 

Neptune, and Surprize arrived we have had a blanket and a rug given us, and we 

hope to have some cloaths, as the Justinian, a ship that came from London with 

provisions, [is] bringing some cloth and linen and we are to make the cloaths. 

Oh! if you had been seen the shocking sight of the poor creatures that came out 

in the three ships it would make your heart bleed; they were almost dead, very 

few could stand, and they were obliged to sling them as you would goods, and 

hoist them out of the ships, they were so feeble; and they died ten or twelve a day 

when they first landed; but some of them are getting better … They were not so 

long as we were in coming here, but they were confined, and had bad victuals and 

stinking water. The Governor was very angry, and scolded the captains a great 

deal and, I heard, intended to write to London about it, for I heard him say it was 

murdering them. It to be sure was a melancholy sight … I don’t think I ever shall 

get away from this place to come again to see you without an order from England, 

for some of the men’s times were out, and they went and spoke to the Governor 

… He told them he could not send them home without orders from London … I 

hope you will try to get an order for me, that I may once more see you all.



A U S T R A L I A N  V O I C E S2 4 f i r s t  i m p r e s s i o n s 2 5

… Britain, I believe, still entertains, and very justly, an idea of the sterility and 

miserable state of N.S. Wales. It will be long before ever it can even support itself. 

– Still that country so famed for charity and liberality of sentiment I doubt not will 

persevere to continue it. – When I have seen so much wanton cruelty practised 

on board the English hulks, on poor wretches, without the least colour of justice, 

what may I not reasonably infer? – French Bastile, nor Spanish Inquisition, 

could not centre more of horrors.

Our longest day coincides exactly with your shortest; and vice versa. The 

climate is an extremely sultry one, especially in summer; and yet paradoxical as 

it may appear, it is in no wise propitious for tropical vegetation. A few European 

culinary vegetables grow, but never arrive to their pristine maturity, and when re-

transplanted dwindle unto nothing. – The face of the country is deceitful; having 

every appearance of fertility; and yet productive of no one article in itself fit for 

the support of mankind.

The flattering appearance of nature may be offered as the best apology for 

those mistaken eulogisms lavished by a late eminent circumnavigator upon this 

place. Perhaps nothing can surpass the circumambient windings, and romantic 

banks of a narrow arm of the sea, that leads from this to Parramatta, another 

settlement about fourteen miles off. The Poet may there descry numberless 

beauties; nor can there be fitter haunts for his imagination. The elysian scenery 

of a Telemachus; – the secret recesses for a Thomson’s musidora; – arcadian 

shades, or classic bowers, present themselves at every winding to the ravished 

eye. – Overhead the most grotesque foliage yields a shade, where cooling zephyrs 

breathe every perfume. Mangrove avenues, and picturesque rocks, entwined 

with non-descript flowers: – In short, were the benefits in the least equal to the 

specious external, this country need hardly give place to any other on earth.

Often amid these coveted solitudes do I wander by the silent moon, along the 

margin of some nameless stream, and pray for the most loved of aunts, and for 

my dearest C–. The willing tear will often fall when I reflect upon your widowed 

and impotent condition. – ‘If in existence,’ I exclaim, ‘alas! indigence and pallid 

1791
Letter from Thomas Watling (an exile at Botany Bay),  

to his aunt in Dumfries, 1791

The face of the country  
is deceitful

‘hunger most likely guards her humble door, whilst her ‘modest heart pines in 

silence, unknown to, and unac-‘quainted with philantrophy. God of the widow 

& the ‘orphan, shield her helpless head, and shed abroad com-‘fort and pious 

resignation in her agonized and solitary ‘heart.’

My worthy friend, Mr. H–, may reasonably conclude, that these romantic 

scenes will much amuse my pencil; though therein he is mistaken. The landscape 

painter, may in vain seek here for that beauty which arises from happy-opposed 

off-scapes. Bold rising hills, of auzure distances would be a kind of phaenomena. 

The principal traits of the country are extensive woods, spread over a little-varied 

plain. I however confess, that were I to select and combine, I might avoid that 

sameness, and find engaging employment. Trees wreathing their old fantastic 

roots on high ; dissimilar in tint and foliage; cumbent, upright, fallen, or shattered 

by lightning, may be found at every step; whilst sympathetic glooms of twilight 

glimmering groves, and wildest nature lulled in sound repose, might much inspire 

the soul – all this I confess; but all this, if I possibly can, shall be considered of 

hereafter.

In the warmer season, the thunder very frequently rolls tremendous, 

accompanied by a scorching wind, so intolerable as almost to obstruct respiration; 

– whilst the surrounding horizon looks one entire sheet of uninterrupted flame. 

The air, notwithstanding, is in general dry. Fifteen months have been known to 

elapse without a single shower; but thought thus dry, the transitions of hot and 

cold are often surprisingly quick and contrasted without any discernable injury 

to the human system. I have felt one hour as intensely warm as if immediately 

under the line, when the next has made me shiver with cold, yet have I not 

experienced any harm therefrom; owing, without a doubt, to the dryness and 

salubrity of the atmosphere …
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the Gov. has given the name of the Hawksbury(sic) it is a very Noble one, and 

empties itself into the Sea; at a Harbour which Capt. Cook in his Voyage nam’d 

Broken Bay, another River has been discover’d, which some call the Nepean, 

another the Tench and a third the Worgan, it is supposed by some, that these 

three are one, and the same River only have been lighted upon by Explorers: 

at difference distances from its source – If the British Government think fit to 

continue the Colony, those Rivers may be of great Utility, particularly in dry 

Seasons – as all the fresh Water we have near Sydney is very inconsiderable, tho’ 

we cannot say we have hitherto wanted Water.

1791
Letter from Elizabeth Macarthur to her friend Bridget Kingdon, 7 March 1791

So different from the thunder  
we have in England

… I have not altogether lost sight of my Botanical studies; I have only been 

precluded from pursuing that Study by the intense heat of the Weather which has 

not permited (sic) me to walk much during the Summer, the Months of December, 

and January, have been hotter than I can describe, indeed insufferably so. The 

Thermometer rising from an 100 to an 112 degrees is I believe 30 degrees above 

the hottest day known in England – the general heat is to be borne, but when 

we are oppress’d by the hot winds we have no other resource but to Shut up 

ourselves in our Houses and to endeavor to the utmost of our power to exclude 

every breath of Air. This Wind blows from the North, and comes as if from an 

heated oven. Those Winds are generally succeeded by a Thunder Storm, so severe 

and awful, that it is impossible for one who has not been a Witness to such a 

Violent concussion of the Elements to form any notion of it. I am not yet enough 

used to it, to be quite unmoved, it is so different from the Thunder we have in 

England, I cannot help being a little Cowardly, yet no injury has ever been suffer’d 

from it, except a few Sheep being kill’d which were laying under a Tree that was 

struck by the Lightning, a Thunder Storm has always the effect to bring heavy 

rain, which cools the air very considerably, I have seen very little rain, since my 

Arrival, indeed I do not think we have had a Weeks rain in the whose time: the 

consequence of which is, our Gardens produce nothing, all is burnt up, indeed, 

the Soil must be allow’d to be most wretched and totally unfit for growing any 

European productions, tho’ [word illegible] you would scarcely believe this, as 

the face of the ground at this moment, where it is in its native State is flourishing 

even to Luxuriance; producing fine Shrubs, Trees, and Flowers which by their 

lively tints, afford a most agreeable Landscape. Beauty I have heard from some 

of my unletter’d Country Men is but skin deep, I am sure the remark holds good 

in N.S.Wales – where all the Beauty is literally on the Surface, but I believe I 

must allow it has Symetry of form also to recommend it, as the ground in all the 

parts that have been discover’d is charmingly turned and diversified by agreeable 

Vallies, and gently rising Hills but Still those beauties are all exterior. Many 

Gentlemen have penetrated far into the Country, but they find little difference 

in the appearance of the Soil. Some rivers have been discover’d to one of which  

1792
Letter from Francis Grose to an unknown recipient, 2 April 1792

The whole place  
is a garden

Landed with my family at this place the 14 Febry and to my great comfort and 

astonishment, I find there is neither the scarcity that was represented to me, 

nor the barren sands I was taught to imagine I should see; the whole place is a 

garden, on which fruit and vegetables of every description grow in the greatest 

luxuriance. Nothing is wanted here but oxen and black cattle; within five miles of 

my habitation there is food in abundance for many thousand head of cattle; and 

we have not 20 Cows in the Colony. Could we once be supplied with Cattle, I do 

not believe we should have occasion to trouble Old England again.
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A Complete Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson,  

Watkin Tench, 1793

This country holds out  
many invitations

… The general face of the country is certainly pleasing, being diversified with 

gentle ascents, and little winding valleys, covered for the most part with large 

spreading trees which afford a succession of leaves in all seasons. In those places 

where trees are scarce a variety of flowering shrubs abound, most of them entirely 

new to an European and surpassing in beauty, fragrance and number, all I ever 

saw in an uncultivated state. Among these, a tall shrub bearing an elegant white 

flower which smells like English May is particularly delightful, and perfumes the 

air around to a great distance. The species of trees are few and, I am concerned 

to add, the wood universally of so bad a grain as almost to preclude a possibility 

of using it. The increase of labour occasioned by this in our buildings had been  

such as nearly to exceed belief. These trees yield a profusion of thick red gum 

(not unlike the sanguis draconis) which is found serviceable in medicine, 

particularly in dysenteric complaints, where it has sometimes succeeded when all 

other preparations have failed. To blunt its acrid qualities, it is usual to combine 

it with opiates.

The nature of the soil is various. That immediately round Sydney Cove is 

sandy, with here and there a stratum of clay. From the sand we have yet been 

able to draw very little, but there seems no reason to doubt that many large  

tracts of land around us will bring to perfection whatever shall be sown in them.  

To give this matter a fair trial some practical farmers capable of such an 

undertaking should be sent out; for the spots we have chosen for experiments 

in agriculture, in which we can scarce be supposed adepts, have hitherto but 

ill repaid our toil, which may be imputable to our having chosen such as are 

unfavourable for our purpose.

Except from the size of the trees, the difficulties of clearing the land are not 

numerous, underwood being rarely found, though the country is not absolutely 
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1794
Letter from Eliza Marsden to Mrs Stokes,  

13 December 1794

The country is very romantic

without it. Of the natural meadows which Mr Cook mentions near Botany Bay, 

we can give no account. None such exist about Port Jackson. Grass, however, 

grows in every place but the swamps with the greatest vigour and luxuriancy, 

though it is not of the finest quality and it is found to agree better with horses 

and cows than sheep. A few wild fruits are sometimes procured, among which is 

the small purple apple mentioned by Cook, and a fruit which has the appearance 

of a grape, though in taste more like a green gooseberry, being excessively sour. 

Probably were it meliorated by cultivation it would become more palatable.

Fresh water, as I have said before, is found but in inconsiderable quantities. 

For the common purposes of life there is generally enough, but we know of no 

stream in the country capable of turning a mill; and the remarks made by Mr 

Anderson, of the dryness of the country round Adventure Bay, extends without 

exception to every part of it which we have penetrated …

Previous to leaving England I remember to have frequently heard it asserted 

that the discovery of mines was one of the secondary objects of the expedition …

I have met with nothing so bad as we might have expected before we sailed from 

England. Since we arrived in this colony we have been very well provided with all 

the common necessaries of life. The climate is fine, and healthy, and agrees very 

well with my constitution. I have not suffered one single day of sickness since 

we came here. The country is very romantic, beautifully formed by nature, and 

will be most delightful when it becomes a little more opened. It abounds with 

beautiful shrubs and Ferns of various kinds. We are settled at Parramatta, about 

14 miles distant from Sydney, where Mr. Johnson resides. There is a fine river, 

which runs up from Sydney to Parramatta, and boats continually passing to and 

fro, so that we can easily visit each other. I have one companion at Parramatta, 

the commanding officer’s wife, (Mrs. Macarthur) a very pleasant agreeable lady, 

mother of three fine children. At Sydney there are several ladies, so that we have 

some respectable Society. Upon the whole, my situation is far more comfortable 

than I expected to find.

I experience a great loss of religious Society. Our general Conversation in 

Company is very different from what I have been accustomed to in England, 

1794
Letter from Reverend T. F. Palmer to Jeremiah Joyce,  

15 December 1794

To a philosophic mind it is a  
land of wonder and delight

it all turns upon worldly affairs. Religion is seldom a subject of Conversation, 

(excepting to edify its doctrines or professors,) never to edify one another. There 

appears (humanly speaking,) little prospect of doing good. However I do not 

despair for the work is not man’s but the Lord’s. I trust we are not forgotten at 

a throne of grace by the faithful in England. The Lord had some grand design in 

sending His gospel to this dark benighted part of the world. And therefore this 

consideration shd resign us to His dispensations who worketh all things after the 

counsel of His will. You would hear by Miss Amey that I got a daughter off the 

South Cape of New Holland: the Lord preserved us both in a wonderful manner, 

and by good nursing of Mrs. Johnson we both of us soon recovered the fatigues of 

a storm; she is now nine months old, and a very healthy child.

The reports you have had of this country are mostly false. The soil is capital, the 

climate delicious. I will take upon me to say, that it will soon be the region of 

plenty, and wants only virtue and liberty to be another America. Nature possibly 

has done more for this than the last. I never saw a place where a man could so 

soon make a fortune, and that by the fairest means – Agriculture. The officers 

have already done it, and this (I can scarcely expect to be believed) in 18 months; 

yet it is absolutely fact; till then (the period of –’s government) all private industry 

was repressed; every one was obliged to labour for what he hated. Governor 

Grose totally reversed the whole system: – he gave land not only to officers and 

freemen, but to convicts: he gave all convicts half of every five days, and the 

whole of Saturday. By a little longer continuance of good sense, transportation 

here will become a blessing. I heartily wish that all the paupers of Great Britain 

could make interest to be sent here.

To a philosophic mind it is a land of wonder and delight; to him it is a new 

creation: the beasts, the fish, the birds, the reptiles, the plants, the trees, the 

flowers, are all new, – so beautiful and grotesque, that no naturalist would believe 

the most faithful drawing, and it requires uncommon skill to class them.
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The climate is delicious the air so salubrious that there is no occasion for short 

allowance to whet the appetite. You are hungry soon after dinner. Some impute 

this to a defect in the nutriment the beast receives. This must be a mistake. No 

cattle are more fat. The kine (what there are of them) have the coats of race 

horses, glossy as satin & not a rib to be seen. There is a very good proportion 

of most excellent ground. Some of it producing with most wretched farming  

40 Bushels of wheat per acre & from 50 to 80 of Indian Corn. If 2 or 3 thousand 

head of cattle were imported & the military monopoly put an end to, I am 

persuaded that this settlement like Norfolk Island might immediately support 

itself. But unless an alteration soon takes place the officers will make princely 

fortunes & the place be ruined.

This place would afford infinite entertainment. It is certainly a new world, a 

new creation. Every plant, every shell tree fish & animal, bird, insect different 

from the old. I believe it to be rich in minerals, especially iron, the ore of which 

is in immence quantities on the surface of the ground. Cook found the compass 

affected as he sailed along the coast which he attributed to the iron. The grape vine 

thrives with the utmost luxuriance, & wine tolerably good is already produced. 

This will be the staple article of commerce. Possibly copper & coal & fine wood 

might be carried to advantage to India. A ship is now loading with the latter. We 

are beginning today to distill the essential oil of peppermint from the leaves of a 

peppermint tree to send thither.

1795
Letter from Thomas Palmer to an unknown recipient, 16 September 1795

A new world, a new creation

I take the first opportunity of informing you of my safe arrival in this remote 

quarter of the world after a pretty good passage of six months. Since my arrival 

I have purchased a house, for wh. I gave £20, and the following articles, wh. Are 

three turkies, at 15s. each; three sucking pigs, at 10s.; a pair of pigeons, at 8s.; 

a yard-dog, £2; two muscovy ducks, at 10s. each; three English ducks, at 5s. 

each; and a goat, five guineas; six geese, at 15s. each. I have got a large garden 

to the house, and a licence. The sign is the ‘Three Jolly Settlers’. I have met 

with tolerable good success in the public line. I did a little trade in the passage 

here in a number of small articles, such as sugar, tea, tobacco, thread, snuff, 

needles, and everything that I could get anything by. The needles are a shilling a 

paper here, and fine thread is sixpence a skain. I have sold my petticoats at two 

guineas each, and my long black cloak at ten guineas, which shews that black 

silk sells well here; the edging that I gave 1s. 8d. per yard for in England, I got 

5s. for it here. I have sold all the worst of my cloaths, as wearing apparel brings 

a good price. I ought a roll of tobacco at Rio Janeiro, of 54lb. weight, which 

cost me 20s., which I was cheated out of; I could have got 12s. a pound for it 

here. I likewise bought a cwt. Of sugar there, and also many other articles. Rum 

sells for 7s.6d. per gallon there, and here at times £2. Any person coming from 

England with a few hundred pounds laid out at any of the ports that shipping 

touch at coming here are liable to make a fortune. Shoes that cost 4s. or 5s. a 

pair in England will bring from 10s. to 15s. here.

On our passage here we buried only two women and two children. The 

climate is very healthful and likewise very fertile, as there are two crops a year 

of almost everything; and I really believe with the assistance of God, by the time 

that I have paid the forfeit, according to the laws of my country, I shall acquire a 

little money to return home with, which I have not the smallest doubt of and to 

be a comfort to you at the latter end of your days. Any person that should have a 

mind to come out here as a settler, by applying at the Secretary of State’s Office, 

may have a free passage, and likewise two men and a farm here, which is great 

encouragement. I should be very glad to hear from you the first opportunity. I 

live by myself, and did not do as rest of the women did on the passage … Your 

affectionate daughter till death. S.B.

1798
Letter from a woman transported to Botany Bay to her father

This remote quarter of the world


