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At last, after months of prevarication, obfuscation and 
argument, an outbreak of typhus and a seamen’s strike, the 
little fleet finally set to sea, sailing out of Portsmouth harbour 
at three in the morning of Sunday, 13 May 1787.

The sprightly, if barely seaworthy, little Sirius was the 
flagship, followed by three store-ships – the Borrowdale, Golden 
Grove and Fishburn – and six convict transports – the Alexander, 
Supply, Charlotte, Scarborough, Friendship, Prince of Wales and Lady 
Penhryn.  On the deck of the Sirius stood the man in charge of 
the enterprise – the commander of what would be known as 
the First Fleet, Captain Arthur Phillip, Governor Designate 
of the colony of New South Wales.1 Though he had had his 
problems with the Government and the Admiralty here he 
was, finally, setting out on the great enterprise.  As the deck of 
the Sirius lifted to the waves of the Channel, then to the more 
robust breakers of the Atlantic, so rough that he could scarcely 
keep his seat at his desk as he began the first entries in his 
log, he braced himself for the task which faced him. Astern of 
the flagship, crowded below decks, 736 convicts began to feel  
the initial queasiness which was soon to introduce them to 
the full horror of sea-sickness in the dark crowded conditions 
below decks.  

Nothing, even given Phillip’s well-conceived mistrust of his 
masters in London, could have prepared him for the rigours 
which were to test him - a semi-retired naval officer, summoned 
from a comfortable life as a gentleman farmer in Hampshire to 
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run a colony on the other side of the world.  He must, even at 
the very start of the project, and certainly many times during it, 
have wondered whether he had been wise to accept the offer.

Arthur Phillip was born on 11 October 1738, in Bread Street 
in the parish of All Hallows in London.  He was the second 
child of Jacob Phillip, a German who had come to London 
from Frankfurt who is described in one of the early memoirs 
of Phillip’s as a teacher of ‘the languages’.  What this means 
is obscure – perhaps simply that he supported himself as 
a teacher of German. Jacob appears for the first time as the 
second husband of Elizabeth Herbert, the widow of a captain 
in the Royal navy; their names attached to the baptismal record 
of their daughter Rebecca, born in June, 1737.

Mrs Elizabeth Phillip had been a Miss Breach, of a moderately 
prominent family from the parish of St Botolph without Aldgate.  
She married her first husband, John Herbert, on 30 November, 
1728.  He sailed on a number of ships before joining the frigate 
Tartar in 1730 as an ordinary seaman. The Tartar sailed for the 
Caribbean in October, cruised for a year, then needed re-fitting 
before returning to England.  The ship put in to Port Royal in 
the summer of 1731, and while she was refitting Herbert died in 
the naval hospital, presumably of fever.

Elizabeth, though childless, was probably left in poor 
circumstances, like the widows of so many ordinary seamen.  
How she survived for the next five years we can only guess; we 
next hear of her in 1737, living in Bread Street as the wife of 
Jacob Phillip.  Their daughter Rebecca was born in the early 
summer of that year, and a son, Arthur, followed 16 months later.  
However Jacob managed to support his family at that time, they 
were clearly not the poorest of the poor.  A diligent researcher2 
has found that he contributed a rather more substantial sum 
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than most to the Poor Rate of his parish.  However, it is clear 
that, perhaps as a result of Jacob’s death (the circumstances of 
which are obscure), the family later fell on hard times, for in 1751 
Arthur was admitted to the Charity School of the Royal Hospital 
for Seamen at Greenwich – his father was listed in the entry 
book as a ‘steward’ (which suggests, as does Arthur’s acceptance 
at the school, that Jacob must at some time have gone to sea).

The Charity School was for the sons of former seamen who 
had been disabled by their service, or had been killed in action, 
whose families could not afford to give them an education.  Arthur 
was 14 when he entered the school, which raises the question of 
what had happened to him during the previous several years.  
Mrs Phillip could not have afforded to have a boy of working age 
lounging around at home.  It has been suggested that he went, 
or was sent, to sea when he was nine.  This would not have been 
uncommon; but we can only guess at the circumstances – it may 
be that some influence was exerted by Michael Everitt, a relative 
by marriage of Arthur’s mother, of whom more will shortly be 
told.  Four years at sea would certainly have prepared the boy for 
any rigours he was likely to experience in the British navy, for 
which he was now clearly headed.

The Greenwich Hospital School offered excellent training 
for a young seaman in circumstances which, if not luxurious, 
were at the very least a considerable improvement on the life 
he had led at sea as some sort of lowly cabin boy (if that indeed 
is what had happened to him in the previous few years).  He 
now found himself provided with good clothes, text books 
and instruments (such as a sextant) and with regular meals – 
good bread and cheese for breakfast and supper and hearty 
dinners (even with meat on Sundays); meals would have been 
accompanied by half a pint of beer at breakfast and supper, 
with a pint at dinner.

The school’s position, at Greenwich, on the bank of the 
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Thames, set its pupils at the very heart of British naval history. 
From here many heroic ships had set sail, and most had returned 
with treasure in gold and knowledge of the world.  The Royal 
Hospital itself was populated by seamen who had been injured 
in their country’s service, and whose tales of life at sea delighted 
the boys of the school.

After two and a half years at school Arthur Phillip was 
considered ready for service.  He had learned to read and write 
(a Bible and Book of Common Prayer had been provided for 
the purpose), and, to some extent, to calculate.  For some 
reason he had spent more than the average time at the school 
- normally, boys stayed for a year only.  Did he show particular 
promise?  There is no evidence of it.  When the Governors met 
to consider his future, there was no question of his being sent 
straight to a naval vessel – instead, he was apprenticed for seven 
years to the master of a whaling ship.

This must surely have been a disappointment to the boy as 
he staggered out of the school, carrying his books and coping 
as best he could with a sea-chest containing a selection of 
hard-wearing clothes for use at sea.  His master was to be one 
William Readhead, who had guaranteed to instruct him ‘in the 
best way and manner for making him an able seaman and as 
good an artist as he can’, and promised not to ‘immoderately 
beat or misuse him.’3

Readhead’s ship was the Fortune, built to sail to and from the 
coastal waters of Greenland to hunt whales and bring back their 
blubber.  The job was both unpleasant and highly dangerous.  
The hunting was done in small boats, from which the whales 
were harpooned.  It could take up to twelve hours to kill a 
large animal.  The blubber was then stripped, either on shore 
or on shipboard, cut into manageable pieces and boiled down.  
All this took place in bitterly cold weather, and on a far from 
generous allowance of food.
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The Fortune sailed on 1 April 1754 with 30 other whalers 
and returned towards the end of July.  It sounds a brief enough 
period but it would have been quite long enough for Arthur 
Phillip, who at 15 and the most junior and least important 
body on board, would have had the worst jobs, carried out in 
devastating cold and in a landscape which must have seemed 
like a frozen hell.

His second voyage was considerably more comfortable 
– to the Mediterranean, on a jobbing voyage transporting 
various cargos to various ports.  The Fortune, with a crew of 
twelve including Arthur Phillip, left London in August 1754 
for Barcelona, then on to Leghorn and home via Sète and 
Rotterdam.  There is no record of the cargo, but the voyage 
introduced Arthur to the sights, sounds and smells of Europe, 
to Mediterranean warmth and the lion sun, infinitely preferable 
to the freezing cold of the arctic wastes.  (Much later, he was to 
find the sun as cruel as the most freezing of winds.)  Eight months 
of sailing in warmer waters to countries more hospitable than 
the coast of Greenland must have been extremely welcome.

Too soon, however, back in the pool of London, Readhead 
signed on a new crew, and the Fortune sailed again for Greenland.  
The voyage happily lasted only three months, and when Readhead 
paid off his crew in July 1755, Arthur Phillip was very probably 
glad to see the last of him.  Somehow, he managed to wriggle 
free of his indentures, and joined the Royal Navy.

His first naval ship was the Buckingham, a proud 68-gun 
battleship under the command of Captain Michael Everitt.  Here, 
in all likelihood, lies the key to Arthur’s sudden and easy transfer 
from one seagoing discipline to another, for we know he was a 
distant relative of the Captain’s on his mother’s side.  The Captain 
looks steadily out of his portrait, the very picture of an open-faced, 
agreeable naval commander, rather negligently holding a telescope 
and regarding the world with perfect, calm assurance.
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 In October, 17-year-old Arthur climbed up onto the 
top of a coach, wrapped himself up as best he could against 
the cold wind (the cold, again!) and bucketed down the rough 
uneven road from London to Plymouth to join the Buckingham, 
lying in the Sound, where he found himself one of a quintet of 
‘young gentlemen’ in training, including Everitt’s own two sons, 
Robert and George, and the two sons of Vice-Admiral Temple 
West, who also sailed on the Buckingham.  Everitt had gone so 
far as to persuade the Admiralty to provide a schoolmaster to 
assist in their further education and the Admiralty had agreed, 
for the training of young men for the service was considered 
invaluable as Britain prepared for war against the French.

 Whether a schoolmaster was actually on board when 
the Buckingham sailed out of Plymouth on 7 November, as part 
of a squadron commanded by Admiral John Byng, we cannot 
know.  In any case, the boys were no doubt excited to be almost 
immediately seeing action, for the Buckingham soon captured a 
74-gun French warship, set her on fire and sunk her.  While there 
is no reason to suppose that Phillip particularly distinguished 
himself, or indeed had the opportunity to do so, he certainly 
held his own, for in November he was listed as Able Bodied, 
and a month later as Corporal - no special promotion, but an 
indication of disciplined good behaviour.

 In the new year the ship put in to Spithead for a refit, 
then sailed to Gibraltar under Admiral Byng’s command as 
part of a squadron carrying troops and munitions.  On the 
voyage out Phillip may have had the opportunity to observe the 
problem of keeping a crew healthy during a relatively lengthy 
voyage, for the food provided was bad and insufficient, clothes 
were poor and there was an almost total lack of bedding.  In 
fact, provision for the voyage seems to have been appalling, 
and it is unsurprising that there was a great deal of sickness on 
all the vessels.
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 Byng had learned, when he had briefly put in at 
Gibraltar, that his small force was massively out-gunned in the 
Mediterranean by a French squadron of twelve battleships and a 
number of frigates, all heavily manned.  These were set to defend 
Minorca, occupied by the French except for Fort St Philip, a 
British-held garrison now under siege.  Not only out-gunned but 
with many men of his ships’ crews sick, Byng’s squadron met 
with the French on 20 May, and the Buckingham and two other 
British ships were confronted by nine French vessels.

 Battle was joined, and the British ships under the 
command of Vice-Admiral Temple West immediately did some 
damage to the French, and vice versa.  The Buckingham and two 
other vessels faced off against the French ships, with casualties 
on both sides, but inexplicably the vessels under Byng’s 
command advanced at such a lethargic pace that they took over 
an hour to get within range of their opponents, and some did 
not fire a single shot; Byng’s flagship, the Ramilles, was barely 
engaged before withdrawing.  It seemed as though he realized 
that the French were in command of the situation – as indeed 
they were – so it is surprising that in this very odd battle they 
suddenly decided to withdraw.  Seeing the French sail off, Byng 
considered his next step, and decided to withdraw to Gibraltar, 
leaving Minorca to the French, and the garrison at Fort St 
Philip with no option other than ignominious surrender.

 Byng was relieved of his command, and on his return 
to England was court-martialled on his own quarter-deck, 
convicted of neglect of duty, and shot (the incident was famously 
commemorated by Voltaire in Candide by the statement that the 
English found it advisable to shoot an admiral from time to 
time pour enourager les autres).

 The Admiralty was clearly hesitant to convict, let along 
execute, Byng, whose main defect was, like Hamlet’s, the inability 
to make up his mind.  Colleagues of his own rank were, on the 
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whole, sympathetic to the unfortunate Admiral, believing with 
some justice that political machinations alone demanded such 
severe punishment.  Otherwise, all England seems to have been 
convinced of Byng’s cowardice, and Arthur Philip was among 
those who condemned him unequivocally.  Describing his own 
adventures in a letter to his sister – one of the very few personal 
documents of his own to have survived – he emphasized the 
damage done to the French ships, but commented that while the 
Buckingham was engaging the enemy, ‘Admiral Byng lay with his 
Top Sails aback, and only fired now & then, & that at too great a 
distance to doe, or Receive any damage.’

As hot-headed and patriotic as one might expect a teenager 
to be, Phillip proudly boasted that ‘every man in our Fleet 
burned with the greatest ardour imaginable, and theirs by their 
behaviour i.e.  the French with a great dastardness, for their not 
coming to a close engagement when they had Such Odds as 
their Whole Fleet against our Division Plainly Shewed that most 
of them had rather Run than Fight . . . I need not mention the 
great Courage & conduct of our Admiral and Captains shewed 
that Day in our Division, nor the Cowardice of the Only person 
Admiral Byng, that kept the French fleet from being Distroyed, 
and the Island from being relieved.  For no doubt all England 
will Soon be convinced of the merit of Admiral West, and the 
downright Cowardice of Admiral Byng.’4

With his patron, Captain Everitt, temporarily removed 
from his command in order to give evidence at Byng’s court-
martial, and with war now officially declared against France, 
Phillip transferred to another warship, the Princess Louise, as 
captain’s clerk, and sailed on board her as part of a squadron 
sent to cruise the Mediterranean.  There, no doubt, the young 
man’s ardour was somewhat dampened by the fact that for four 
months none of his new ship’s 60 guns fired a single shot in 
anger.  Phillip transferred again, this time to the Ramilles, and 
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he found himself back at Spithead in January 1757.
He may have been more than a little dismayed to find 

himself listed, on the Ramilles, as a mere ‘able bodied seaman’.  
If so, immediate relief was at hand, for on 3 February he joined 
the 98-gun battleship Neptune at Portsmouth as a midshipman, 
his elevation no doubt owing something to the fact that his 
commanding officer was once more none other than Captain 
Everitt.  He also had the pleasure of a reunion with his four 
young contemporaries, the West’s and Everitt’s sons.

His promotion was a not inconsiderable step on the rigging.5 
He was for the first time in command of other men, and the 
ambition to become an officer was now feasible.  Moreover, 
he was paid £2 5s a month, some of which he may well have 
remitted to his mother and sister (though apart from the single 
letter to Rebecca we have no evidence of his relationship with 
them, and can only suppose that they were still both alive and 
that he was a dutiful brother and son).  Apart from all that, he 
now had the right to beat members of the crew, or order them 
to be beaten, with some of them men twice his own age.6

The Neptune sailed from Portsmouth, but only to Spithead, 
where she lay idly at anchor for five months.  Presumably, 
despite the relative inactivity of life in port, Arthur had the 
opportunity to learn something about his duties on the lowest 
rank of the ladder of command and his part in the smooth 
running of the ship.

However, at the end of five months or so, he left Neptune, 
and vanishes from our sight for almost two years.  The gap is 
complete, and there is no discovering what happened to him 
during that time.  Alan Frost7 suggests that he was perhaps 
ill, or at least that this was the reason for his discharge; and it 
is certainly possible.  He also supposes that Phillip may have 
spent some time serving with Everitt on a ship called the Union, 
which also seems possible, though unproven.
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He was now, after over five years at sea – more if we assume 
an earlier experience – well versed in maritime discipline, and 
it was a discipline which was to serve him particularly well 
when he came to govern a colony.  The training he had had 
was excellent: by 16 he and his contemporaries were competent 
seamen, able to work aloft, reef sails and steer the ship.  As 
a midshipman he had revived what he had been taught of 
mathematics and drawing and had begun to understand more 
thoroughly how to calculate an accurate position, lay down a 
course, map a coastline.  He had learned the value of team-
work while living in a mess with men with the same skills, 
sharing the chores, observing how others worked, whether 
officers, rigging ship, or as gun crew.

There is a general impression, fostered by popular novels and 
by television and film, that the navy in the eighteenth century was 
unbearably brutal and cruel, with sadistic officers administering 
frequent lashings, and with life below decks barely better than 
that of animals in a zoo.  Punishment was certainly harsh, but 
it should be remembered that the lash was not peculiar to naval 
life; on land physical punishment was common for all manner 
of delinquency, and whereas prison was a possible alternative on 
shore, on board ship there was very limited room to imprison 
a man; it was much more convenient to punish him and return 
him to duty.  Moreover, a public flogging was almost a theatrical 
event, with the whole crew mustered to watch the punishment, 
marines with loaded muskets standing between the crew and 
officers in case of trouble.  Once seen by a young seaman, it was 
never forgotten.

There is no suggestion that Arthur Phillip ever suffered 
the lash, but he must more than once have witnessed such 
punishment, and observed to what extent it was, or was not, 
a deterrent.  In later life, often reluctantly, he was to order or 
approve similar punishment on almost innumerable occasions.  
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He also saw, if he did not himself experience, the effects of 
drink, and observed very keenly the tendency of some men to 
use alcohol to render themselves insensible whenever reality 
became too much for them.  An average daily consumption 
of eight pints of beer, accompanied by liberal tots of rum-and-
water when available, was one thing; the opportunity to drink 
much more heavily, especially at leisure when the alcohol could 
not be burned off by hard work, was quite another.  If for the 
rest of his life Phillip was to be a very moderate drinker, and to 
mistrust others who misused alcohol, he had learned the lesson 
early, and learned it well.

In general, if the cruelty of life on board a ship has been 
somewhat exaggerated, the poor living conditions have not.  
The latter were certainly often damaging both to morale 
and to health (as during Byng’s unfortunate voyage to the 
Mediterranean). The officers and commanders, who were 
frequently almost as subject to such conditions as the crew, 
knew that shortages of food were almost always due to the fact 
that the Admiralty failed to provide sufficient funds to supply 
it, and that the reason for this was usually due to the niggardly 
provision politicians made for the support of the Navy.  Phillip 
and his contemporaries will, in low voices, have discussed all 
this, spoken of their superiors and criticized them; they will 
have begun, too, to discuss the international politics of the 
time, the activities of the French and Spanish navies and how 
they might be hindered, the strategies of blockading foreign 
ports and how the war in Europe could affect Britain’s trade 
with India and the far east.

The next definite sighting of Phillip is as midshipman on 
the 36-gun frigate Aurora, sailing to and from Gibraltar in July/
September 1759 as escort to a convoy of merchantmen, then 
cruising the English, French and Dutch coasts between October 
and January 1760, when Phillip left her to join the Stirling Castle, 
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again under Captain Everitt.  The Stirling Castle was fitted out first 
at Woolwich, then at Spithead for a voyage to the West Indies.  
She sailed to Antigua, and thence during December 1760 began 
patrolling among the Windward Islands.

The uneventful cruising went on until November of the 
next year, when the ship joined the squadron of Admiral 
George Rodney, who had been sent from England to capture 
Martinique and any other French island whose ‘liberation’ 
from the French seemed practicable.  Phillip had by now been 
promoted to fourth lieutenant on the Stirling Castle and served 
with her as she accompanied a force of 12,000 men that landed 
on Martinique and secured the island within a fortnight.  It was 
a brief and uneventful excitement, after which Captain Everitt 
gave up command and returned to England.  Phillip remained 
with the ship, which was promptly sent with 10 others to 
blockade the French fleet sheltering at Haiti, then to support 
the attack on a French fort guarding the harbour of Havana.

The business of attacking and securing the town was lengthy 
and tedious in stiflingly hot and humid weather.  An attempt to 
bombard El Morro, the fort guarding the town, was bungled, 
and one of the British ships, the Cambridge, was badly damaged 
and its captain and several crewmen killed.  To Phillip’s chagrin 
his new commanding officer, James Campbell, played a major 
part in the slipshod attempt at an attack, appearing to disobey 
orders and withdraw from the action for no other reason than 
securing his ship’s safety.  His view of Campbell is unlikely 
to have been more charitable than his opinion of Byng.  The 
captain was court-martialled and dismissed from the service.

In July the tedious and mismanaged campaign ended when 
additional troops were landed and took Havana.  The cost had 
been great, with many men killed – over 5,000 soldiers and 
3,000 sailors.  Moreover 800 sailors and 500 marines died from 
sickness contracted as a result of outbreaks of fever exacerbated 
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by the climate – old hands had complained that they smelt 
fever and dysentery in the air, and they had been right.  What 
with the length of time away from port and the damage done 
in battle, the fleet was in a state of disrepair – the Stirling Castle 
herself was said to be so decrepit that ‘it was quite impracticable 
to repair her without a dock so as to be safe to proceed to sea.’8 
She was eventually scuttled and sunk in harbour, while Philip 
and the rest of her company were transferred to the Infanta, a 
captured French ship.  He remained on the Infanta while she 
sailed to England, reaching Portsmouth in mid-March 1763.  
There, Phillip’s promotion to lieutenant was confirmed, and he 
was paid off.

While only occasionally exciting, the long voyage added to 
his experience of how a ship’s company should be kept in order 
– sometimes by the harsh discipline of flogging (up to 600 
lashes were not unusual, for desertion, and pro rata punishment 
for such offences as drunkenness or failure to obey orders).  
Phillip would have by now been capable of making up his 
own mind as to how far severe punishment resulted in better 
behaviour and less crime, and how far it made a crew resentful 
and discontented.  Coming up through the ranks could have 
two effects: it could result in an officer exercising tyrannous 
command, or it could convince him that a careful balance 
between strictness and a certain amount of give and take had 
more positive results where the general atmosphere on board 
was concerned.  Phillip took the latter view, though he did not 
hesitate to punish strictly when he thought such action justified 
for the good of the ship or – later – the colony.

In England, and presumably living in London, Phillip was 
paid off and living on half-pay of 14 shillings a week – about 
£60 in the currency of 2010.  This was bare subsistence, but he 
had also received a share of the prize money awarded to the 
squadron as the result of the capture of the Havana, and this 
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amounted to £130, or today about £10,600.  Scarcely riches – 
indeed one would have thought he would hesitate to marry on 
such an income – but the records of St Augustine’s Church, 
Watling Street confirm that, on 19 July 1763, he wed (like 
his father before him) a widow – 41-year-old Mrs Margaret 
Charlotte Denison, née Tybott.

Presumably he had first met Miss Tybott sometime during 
1757-8, the only period when he may have had free time in 
London.  She would have been single then; she married John 
Denison, her first husband – a cloth and wine merchant in a 
good way of business – in August 1759, while Phillip was in the 
Mediterranean.  That marriage lasted barely six months before 
Denison died, leaving his wife a very rich woman indeed, 
not only in possession of his estate but of a fortune in trust 
of £120,000 – not far short of 10 million pounds in today’s 
currency.9 She must have found the young lieutenant Phillip 
uncommonly attractive, for she certainly did not marry him for 
his money.  Did he marry her for hers?  It seems unlikely that he 
married for love, and there is nothing in his character that we 
know of to suggest that he had a strong sex-drive; it seems quite 
possible that he was a man to whom work, and the company 
of his fellow men, was more interesting and attractive than 
women.  Not that he seems to have been particularly familiar 
even with those men with whom he worked most closely.  All 
the evidence suggests that he was a man to whom his work was 
all-important, and that he needed very little else.

He and his wife lived in London for two years, then moved 
to Lyndhurst, in the New Forest, to a farm called ‘Vernals’, with 
a house and outbuildings standing in 22 acres, and he bought a 
little additional land adjoining.  The records of this period are 
sparse.  Professor Alan Frost10 suggests that Phillip may have 
taken an interest in the trade of his wife’s first husband, and 
dealt in cloth and wine from Portugal and Spain, but whether 
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this, or indeed farming, seriously engaged his interest seems on 
the whole unlikely.  With his wife’s fortune he certainly did not 
need to work.

Soon enough, however, the necessity to earn an income of his 
own began to press, for within five years the marriage began to 
break down.  Who can know the reason?  Mrs Phillip may have 
been disappointed in her husband’s lack of ardour – if at first he 
had made a pretence at domestic bliss, the 16 years age difference 
and perhaps a longing for greater activity than was provided by a 
little light farming may have weakened his resolve.  At all events 
in April 1769 they parted, the agreement allowing Mrs Phillip 
the household furniture and all her personal effects; presumably 
Phillip was able to keep the house, but he lost the large income 
from his wife’s fortune and certainly could not touch the capital 
which her father had placed in trust for her.  After the strain of 
the divorce he went off to France for several months, to reappear 
in November 1770 once more as an active naval officer – fourth 
lieutenant on board the 74-gun battle ship Egmont.

No doubt he was relieved to be back on shipboard with the 
prospect of forwarding his career.  Unfortunately, while there 
initially seemed hope of action in the Falklands, where there 
was trouble with Spain over its expulsion of British settlers, that 
controversy was settled before the Egmont could complete her 
refit and set sail.  Instead, Lieutenant Phillip found himself told 
off to lead a press gang.  Only a totally insensitive man could 
have found this a pleasant experience, but it was a very necessary 
operation, used since 1664 to crew warships with ‘eligible men of 
seafaring habits between the ages of 18 and 45 years.’

In the 1770s the navy was looking for at least 40,000 men.  
Conventional recruiting was not easy: no man with seagoing 
experience would choose to serve on a navy ship unless he was 
really intent on getting ahead in the service.  Naval pay was 
around half that paid by merchantmen, and lower than that 
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paid to a farm labourer.  Astonishingly, it had been set in 1653 
and was not to be increased until April 1797 (after the mutiny at 
Spithead).  About half of all navy crews were impressed – and 
impressed men not only received lower wages than volunteers 
but were not allowed to go ashore when their ships were in 
port, and were sometimes even put in irons to prevent their 
escape.  No wonder men scampered and dispersed when there 
was the slightest hint of a press gang in the streets – and not 
only those with seagoing experience were targeted, for though 
landsmen were legally exempt from impressments this was often 
ignored; two men without seagoing experience were considered 
by captains to be the equivalent of one Able Seamen.  The 
technique for persuading such a man to join was simple: he 
would first be asked to volunteer, and if he refused he would be 
asked at least to drink the health of the navy, and taken when 
he was drunk.  If that failed, he was simply knocked out.

How successful Arthur Phillip was as the leader of a press 
gang we cannot know; what we know of his character suggests 
that he will not have been an enthusiast for the practice, which 
might well have sickened him, and which he may well privately 
have considered counter-productive.  An impressed man was 
unlikely to make the kind of seaman really committed to 
his work.  The fourth lieutenant would, however, have been 
pleased when the Egmont sailed.  Sadly this was only down the 
coast to Spithead, where she moored with no prospect of going 
anywhere.  Phillip left her, once more on half pay, on the excuse 
that his health was again sufficiently poor to make it necessary 
for him to take sick leave; he went off to France ‘for the sake 
of his health’.  Whether his health was really bad enough for us 
to accept this statement at face value is perhaps questionable; 
certainly his health never seems to have been robust, but he 
remained abroad for almost four years, and it is surely unlikely 
that he spent those years as an invalid.  He returned to England 
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with a considerable amount of money, which he certainly did 
not save from his half-pay.  There is little point in speculating 
about his activities – the wine or cloth trade, again?  A study of 
engineering?  An early account of him suggests that he studied 
fortification and military engineering, perhaps in Paris with a 
German Professor of Artillery and Fortification at the École 
Militaire.  Certainly he returned with a good command of the 
French language, which was to be of service to him later.

While facts are sparse as far as those years go, the next firm 
news we have of Arthur Phillip is, on the face of it, surprising: in 
December 1774 he travelled to Lisbon to join the Portuguese navy.


