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Arthur Phillip: Commodore of the Fleet 
Gary  L  Sturgess  

Columbus's Egg 

There  is  an  old  story  that  shortly  after  his  return  from  the  Americas,  Christopher  
Columbus  was  dining  with  some  Spanish  nobles  who  downplayed  the  difficulties  
involved  in  making  this  voyage.  By  way  of  an  answer,  he  took  a  raw  egg  and  
challenged  them  to  make  it  stand  upon  its  end.  They  replied  that  it  could  not  be  
done.  Columbus  then  gently  tapped  the  egg  so  that  he  broke  the  shell  but  not  the  
membrane,  creating  a  flat  surface  on  which  the  egg  could  rest.  On  seeing  this,  the  
nobles  exclaimed,  'ʹBut  that  is  easy!'ʹ  To  which  Columbus  is  said  to  have  replied,  'ʹIt  is  
now'ʹ.1  

The  transportation  of  convicts  to  New  South  Wales  in  the  early  years  of  settlement,  
and  the  First  Fleet  in  particular,  was  a  great  deal  more  challenging  than  has  
generally  been  recognised.  Phillip  described  it  as  a  voyage  'ʹto  the  extremity  of  the  
globe'ʹ.  As  late  as  1802,  the  political  philosopher,  Jeremy  Bentham,  compared  it  to  a  
voyage  to  the  moon:  'ʹThe  moon  was  then,  as  it  continues  to  be,  inaccessible;  on  earth  
there  was  no  accessible  spot  more  distant  than  New  South  Wales'ʹ.2  

Newspaper  editors  thought  that  most  of  the  First  Fleet  convicts  would  die  en  route:  
'ʹthe  first  land  that  two-­‐‑thirds  of  them  will  reach,  will  be  the  bottom  of  the  sea'ʹ.  That  
so  many  of  them  arrived  in  good  health  came  as  a  great  surprise  to  the  military  and  
civilian  officers  who  sailed  on  that  founding  voyage.3  

Ten  per  cent  of  the  convicts  shipped  to  Australia  in  the  first  seven  years  of  
settlement  perished  in  the  passage.  We  often  speak  of  the  mortality  rate  on  the  First  
Fleet  as  though  it  consisted  only  of  the  21  male  convicts  and  three  women  (around  
three  percent)  who  died  in  the  course  of  the  voyage.  But  given  that  the  deaths  on  the  
Alexander  and  Lady  Penrhyn  prior  to  sailing  arose  from  diseases  loaded  on  board  
from  the  prisons,  we  should  include  those  and  some  who  died  from  disease  in  the  
weeks  after  landing,  which  raises  the  mortality  rate  to  somewhere  in  the  range  of  
five  to  nine  percent.4  

And  it  was  not  just  the  convicts:  the  mortality  rate  among  First  Fleet  mariners  was  
more  than  one  in  five,  twice  that  of  the  prisoners  once  time  at  sea  is  taken  into  
account.  They  died  of  shipboard  accidents  on  the  outward  voyage  and  scurvy  on  
the  way  home.5  
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Of  the  forty-­‐‑one  ships  that  carried  convicts  and  stores  to  Australia  in  the  seven  years  
up  to  1794,  one  in  six  never  came  home  –  wrecked  on  Pacific  islands,  struck  by  
icebergs  in  the  southern  ocean,  deliberately  sunk  because  of  scurvy,  captured  by  
pirates  and  privateers.  

It  was  the  voyage  home  through  the  islands  of  the  Pacific  or  the  East  Indies  that  
posed  the  greatest  threat  to  the  ships  and  their  crews.  But  the  managerial  challenges  
involved  in  the  outward  voyage  in  those  early  years  were  unprecedented  –  
transporting  hundreds  of  convicts  confined  for  six  to  eight  months  on  the  lower  
deck  of  a  merchant  ship  –  unwilling  passengers  who  would  mutiny  or  escape  if  they  
were  not  constrained  enough,  and  perish  from  disease  if  they  were  constrained  too  
much.  

When  the  First  Fleet  was  being  commissioned  in  the  spring  of  1786,  there  was  no  
one  in  British  government  who  had  experience  with  the  management  of  convicts  on  
board  a  convict  transport.6  Indeed,  there  was  no  one  in  Britain  who  had  done  this  
for  more  than  a  decade,  and  only  one  man,  Duncan  Campbell,  who  had  any  
experience  with  convict  transportation  at  all.  To  the  best  of  our  knowledge,  no  one  
had  ever  managed  a  convoy  of  six  transports  carrying  more  than  750  convicts,  and  
there  was  certainly  no  one  had  tried  to  manage  them  on  a  voyage  of  eight  months  
duration  to  the  far  side  of  the  globe.  

This  means  that  we  need  to  rethink  the  contribution  of  Arthur  Phillip  (along  with  
other  key  figures  such  as  Evan  Nepean,  the  Under  Secretary  of  the  Home  Office,  
and  William  Richards,  the  First  Fleet  contractor)  in  fitting  out  and  managing  
Australia'ʹs  First  Fleet.  

It  would  take  years  for  best  practice  to  emerge  in  convict  transportation.  
Improvement  was  necessarily  incremental,  and  lessons  were  learned  through  trial  
and  error,  report-­‐‑back  and  adjustment,  voyage  by  voyage.  This  is  evident  from  a  
study  of  the  1832  instructions  given  to  the  masters  and  surgeon  superintendents  of  
convict  ships,  and  comparing  them  with  the  directions  given  in  1816,  1823  and  1824,  
and  those  issued  to  'ʹapproved  surgeons'ʹ  in  1801  and  1812.7  

Of  course,  there  was  one  major  exception  to  this  –  the  First  Fleet,  where  those  
responsible  for  commissioning  and  managing  the  convicts  had  no  alternative  but  to  
innovate  on  a  large  scale.  It  is  likely  that  Arthur  Phillip  and  William  Richards  spent  
time  with  Duncan  Campbell  and/or  the  captains  of  his  hulks,  learning  how  to  
manage  convicts  confined  on  board  a  transport,  but  their  challenge  was  so  much  
greater  and  necessarily,  the  First  Fleet  must  be  regarded  as  a  grand  experiment.  

This  paper  explores  Phillip  as  a  leader  and  manager  of  men,  and  in  the  spirit  of  
Columbus'ʹs  Egg,  it  does  so  through  a  series  of  incidents  and  anecdotes  associated  
with  the  outward  voyage.  



Sydney Journal | Sturgess 

22  Sydney Journal, vol 5, no 1 (2016) 

 

Commissioning the Fleet 

Historians  have  long  recognised  Phillip'ʹs  great  attention  to  detail  in  commissioning  
the  First  Fleet.  In  early  October  1786,  shortly  after  he  was  appointed,  Phillip  took  
time  to  think  through  the  management  of  the  convicts  in  the  course  of  the  voyage  
and  later  in  the  settlement.  While  these  initial  thoughts  were  understandably  
immature,  they  tell  us  a  great  deal  about  his  mindset  at  this  early  stage:  

The  confining  of  the  convicts  on  board  the  ships  requires  some  consideration.  
Sickness  must  be  the  consequence  of  so  long  a  voyage  (six  months  may  be  allowed  
for  the  voyage,  that  is  from  the  time  of  leaving  England  to  the  arrival  in  Botany  
Bay),  and  disagreeable  consequences  may  be  feared,  if  they  have  the  liberty  of  the  
deck.  The  sooner  the  crimes  and  behaviour  of  these  people  are  known  the  better,  as  
they  may  be  divided  and  the  greatest  villains  particularly  guarded  against  in  one  
transport...  

During  the  passage,  when  light  airs  or  calms  permit,  I  shall  visit  the  transports  to  
see  that  they  are  kept  clean  and  receive  the  allowance  ordered  by  government,  and  
at  these  times  shall  endeavour  to  make  them  sensible  of  their  situation,  and  that  
their  happiness  or  misery  is  in  their  own  hands;  that  those  who  behave  well  will  be  
rewarded  by  being  allowed  to  work  occasionally  on  the  small  lots  of  land  set  apart  
for  them,  and  which  they  will  be  put  in  possession  of  at  the  expiration  of  the  time  
for  which  they  are  transported.'ʹ8    

Phillip'ʹs  persistent  intervention  throughout  the  commissioning  of  the  fleet  has  also  
been  noted.  It  is  unlikely  that  he  would  have  had  the  authority  to  detain  the  ships  in  
order  to  ensure  that  the  preparations  were  adequate,  but  he  certainly  took  
advantage  of  the  delay  caused  by  legal  complications  to  work  through  details  that  
had  been  overlooked.  

In  a  final  letter  to  his  friend,  Evan  Nepean,  the  under-­‐‑secretary  of  the  Home  Office,  
written  on  Friday  11  May  1787,  days  before  sailing,  Phillip  apologised  for  having  
been  so  demanding:  

Once  more  I  take  my  leave  of  you,  fully  sensible  of  the  trouble  you  have  had  in  this  
business,  for  which  at  present  I  can  only  thank  you;  but  at  a  future  period,  when  
this  country  feels  the  advantages  from  our  intended  settlement,  you  will  enjoy  a  
satisfaction  that  will  I  am  sure  make  you  ample  amends.9  

Sea  provisions  

By  way  of  a  case  study,  consider  Phillip'ʹs  interventions  over  the  sea  provisions.  In  
late  February,  he  wrote  to  Lord  Sydney  asking  that  more  food,  flour  and  bread  in  
particular,  be  issued  to  the  convicts  and  marines  throughout  the  voyage.  Wheat  was  
then  widely  (but  wrongly)  regarded  as  an  anti-­‐‑scorbutic.10  

Nepean  passed  the  letter  on  to  Sir  Charles  Middleton,  the  Comptroller  of  the  Navy,  
who  refused  almost  all  of  Phillip'ʹs  demands.  The  convicts,  he  said,  were  supplied  
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with  exactly  the  same  provisions  as  soldiers  shipped  on  naval  transports.  Men  
confined  on  board  a  ship  were  not  engaged  in  physical  exercise  and  they  were  
healthier  if  served  with  light  provisions.  

In  any  case,  it  was  not  possible  to  alter  the  rations  without  adding  considerably  to  
the  expense  of  the  contract,  but  if  Phillip  felt  strongly  enough,  he  could  always  draw  
on  the  provisions  supplied  for  the  settlement.  Middleton  concluded  his  letter  with  
the  wry  observation  that  the  convict  rations  must  surely  be  better  than  the  bread  
and  water  which  he  presumed  was  their  usual  diet.11  

The  most  that  the  Navy  Board  would  do  was  to  write  to  William  Richards,  advising  
him  of  Phillip'ʹs  concerns  and  asking  him  to  conform  to  the  commodore'ʹs  wishes  as  
far  as  possible.12  Phillip  was  furious  and  after  stewing  over  it  for  several  days,  sent  a  
formal  protest  to  Lord  Sydney,  in  the  hope  of  protecting  his  reputation:  

The  contracts  for  the  garrison  and  convicts  were  made  before  I  ever  saw  the  Navy  
Board  on  this  business,  and  tho'ʹ  I  never  have  had  it  in  my  power  officially  to  
interfere  in  any  respect,  yet  I  have  repeatedly  pointed  out  the  consequences  that  
must  be  expected  from  the  men'ʹs  being  crowded  on  board  such  small  ships,  and  
from  victualling  the  marines  according  to  the  contract,  which  allows  no  flour,  as  is  
customary  in  the  Navy.  This  must  be  fatal  to  many,  and  the  more  so  as  no  anti-­‐‑
scorbutics  are  allowed  on  board  the  transports  for  either  marine  or  convict;  in  fact,  
my  Lord,  the  garrison  and  convicts  are  sent  to  the  extremity  of  the  globe  as  they  
would  be  sent  to  America  –  a  six  weeks'ʹ  passage.  

I  see  the  critical  situation  I  may  be  in,  after  losing  part  of  the  garrison  that  is  at  
present  very  weak  when  the  service  for  which  it  is  intended  is  considered;  but  I  am  
prepared  to  meet  difficulties,  and  I  have  only  one  fear  –  I  fear,  my  Lord,  that  it  may  
be  said  hereafter  the  officer  who  took  charge  of  the  expedition  should  have  known  
that  it  was  more  than  probable  he  lost  half  the  garrison  and  convicts,  crowded  and  
victualled  in  such  a  manner  for  so  long  a  voyage.  And  the  public,  believing  it  
rested  with  me,  may  impute  to  my  ignorance  or  inattention  what  I  have  never  been  
consulted  in,  and  which  never  coincided  with  my  ideas,  to  avoid  which  is  the  
purpose  of  this  letter;  and  I  flatter  myself  your  Lordship  will  hereafter  point  out  
the  situation  in  which  I  have  stood  thro'ʹ  the  whole  of  this  business,  should  it  ever  
be  necessary.13  

The  home  secretary  was  unmoved  and  the  Navy  Board  refused  to  write  to  the  
Treasury  recommending  changes  to  the  contract.  In  late  April,  when  Phillip  
discovered  that  17  more  convicts  had  been  embarked  than  had  been  catered  for,  he  
communicated  his  concerns  to  Middleton  once  again.  The  Navy  Board  replied  that  
no  supplementation  was  necessary  since  it  was  expected  that  a  number  of  the  
convicts  would  die  in  the  passage.14  

Phillip  seems  to  have  quietly  resolved  that  once  the  ships  were  at  sea,  he  would  take  
matters  into  his  own  hands.  When  the  ships  arrived  at  Tenerife  three  weeks  after  
sailing,  he  directed  that  the  convicts  be  given  the  same  fresh  provisions  as  the  
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marines,  explaining  in  a  letter  to  Nepean  that  'ʹthe  allowance  for  the  convicts  when  
at  sea  being  so  small  was  the  reason'ʹ.15  

However,  it  is  probable  that  he  also  spoke  with  William  Richards  before  sailing,  
negotiating  changes  to  the  provisions  that  were  sent  on  board  in  place  of  those  
already  consumed.  An  undated  table  of  provisions  for  the  marines,  filed  with  Home  
Office  papers  for  April  1787,  indicates  that  they  were  given  a  great  deal  more  bread  
and  flour  than  soldiers  shipped  across  the  Atlantic  during  the  American  War  of  
Independence.16  

The  amount  of  salted  beef  issued  to  the  convicts  was  also  reduced,  with  bread  
increased  from  16lbs  to  23lbs  a  week  for  a  mess  of  six  men.  Richards  later  took  
personal  credit  for  having  introduced  these  changes.17  It  is  possible  that  he  initiated  
these  changes,  but  he  would  not  have  done  so  without  seeking  approval.  There  is  no  
correspondence  in  the  official  archives  indicating  that  he  sought  permission  from  
the  Home  Office  or  the  Navy  Board,  and  in  the  circumstances,  it  is  probable  that  he  
consulted  with  Arthur  Phillip.18  

Commanding the Fleet 

From  a  navigational  perspective,  the  voyage  from  England  to  New  South  Wales  was  
not  particularly  challenging.  David  Collins  wrote  that  the  passage  south  through  the  
Atlantic  was  'ʹtoo  beaten  to  afford  us  anything  new  or  interesting'ʹ.19  And  while  the  
voyage  from  the  Cape  had  rarely  been  traversed,  the  ships  would  follow  Cook'ʹs  
Voyages,  sailing  eastward  at  around  43  degrees  south  latitude  until  they  reached  Van  
Diemen'ʹs  Land,  then  following  the  coast  of  New  South  Wales  north  until  they  
arrived  at  Botany  Bay.  However,  close  management  of  a  convoy  of  11  ships,  nine  of  
them  merchant  vessels,  proved  to  be  extremely  challenging.  

Managing  the  Fleet  

Phillip  controlled  the  Fleet  through  a  system  of  signal  flags  and  cannon  fire  laid  
down  in  charts  issued  to  each  of  the  masters  before  the  fleet  sailed.  The  signal  to  
make  more  sail  was  a  French  jack  at  the  mizzen  top  masthead  and  one  shot.  At  
night,  it  was  three  lights  at  the  mizzen  peak  and  eight  shots,  to  be  answered  by  three  
lights.20  

Using  different  combinations  of  flags  and  masts,  lights  and  shots,  the  commodore  
could  warn  the  fleet  of  danger,  make  them  sail  closer  together  or  send  them  into  
port.  If  the  message  was  more  complicated,  Phillip  would  signal  for  the  masters  to  
come  on  board  the  Sirius  to  be  briefed  or  send  one  of  his  officers  around  the  fleet  
with  written  instructions.  

The  Supply  was  used  as  a  utility  vessel,  sailing  ahead  as  a  lookout  for  land,  
remaining  in-­‐‑shore  with  a  light  showing  when  the  fleet  was  near  land,  and  moving  
around  the  fleet  to  issue  instructions  on  how  the  ships  were  to  enter  harbour.  Phillip  
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kept  the  fleet  in  tight  order,  and  when  Collins  wrote  that  'ʹ[the]  convoy  behaved  
well,  paying  more  attention  and  obedience  to  signals  than  ships  in  the  merchant  
service  are  commonly  known  to  do'ʹ,  he  was  giving  credit  to  the  commodore'ʹs  close  
management  of  the  ships  as  much  as  the  compliance  of  the  masters.21  

Each  of  the  ships  had  an  assigned  place  in  the  convoy,  and  Phillip  often  found  it  
necessary  to  instruct  them  to  get  back  in  their  stations.  For  example,  on  20  July,  he  
sent  the  Supply  across  to  let  the  Prince  of  Wales  know  that  he  was  greatly  displeased  
that  she  did  not  keep  to  windward.  Two  days  later,  the  Supply  hailed  the  Friendship  
asking  why  she  kept  so  far  to  windward  and  why  she  had  not  set  her  top  gallant  
studding  sails.22  

Captain  John  Hunter'ʹs  journal  for  10  July  is  particularly  revealing,  indicating  the  
frustration  that  Phillip  sometimes  felt  when  the  merchantmen  failed  to  keep  their  
ships  in  order.  At  7.30am  that  morning,  the  Sirius  made  the  Supply'ʹs  signal  to  come  
within  hail,  and  at  8am  the  commodore  'ʹspoke'ʹ  her  and  instructed  her  'ʹto  tear  down  
to  the  Prince  of  Wales,  and  Order  them  to  fill  Salt  Water  and  get  the  ship  in  Trim'ʹ.23  

The  faster  ships  were  forever  shortening  sail  so  that  they  did  not  outstrip  the  rest  of  
the  fleet.  The  earliest  mention  of  the  Alexander  doing  so  was  at  11am  on  their  first  
day  at  sea.  By  3  o'ʹclock  that  afternoon,  the  Charlotte  was  already  several  miles  astern,  
and  Phillip  directed  that  she  was  to  be  taken  in  tow  by  the  Hyena,  a  naval  frigate  
that  accompanied  the  convoy  for  several  days  out  of  Portsmouth.  The  challenge  of  
keeping  the  ships  in  company  would  persist  until  the  very  end  of  the  voyage.24  

Crew  protests  

Phillip'ʹs  close  management  of  the  fleet  is  evident  in  several  other  ways.  As  the  ships  
prepared  to  weigh  anchor  on  12  May,  a  number  of  crew  members  on  two  of  the  
merchantmen,  the  Alexander  and  the  Fishburn,  refused  to  do  duty,  insisting  that  they  
should  be  paid  an  advance  on  their  wages  so  they  could  equip  themselves  for  the  
long  voyage  ahead.  

A  foremastman  on  a  First  Fleet  merchant  ship  earned  good  money,  but  based  on  the  
ancient  legal  doctrine  that  'ʹfreight  is  the  mother  of  wages'ʹ,  they  would  only  be  paid  
at  the  end  of  the  voyage.  A  small  advance  had  been  made  on  sailing  from  the  
Thames,  but  this  would  have  been  exhausted  during  the  long  stay  at  Portsmouth.25  
Lieutenant  Philip  Gidley  King  was  sent  on  board  from  the  Sirius  to  seek  a  
compromise  and  he  concluded  that  the  protest  was  in  some  ways  justified:  

They  had  been  in  employ  upwards  of  seven  months,  during  which  time  they  had  
received  no  pay  except  their  River  pay  &  one  month'ʹs  advance.  The  great  length  of  
the  voyage  rendered  it  necessary  that  they  should  have  more  money,  to  furnish  
them  with  such  necessaries  as  were  really  indispensable.  But  it  became  the  masters'ʹ  
interest  to  withhold  their  pay  from  them,  that  they  might  be  obliged  to  purchase  
those  necessaries  from  them  in  ye  course  of  the  voyage  at  a  very  exorbitant  rate.26  
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It  was  usual  for  ships'ʹ  masters  to  operate  a  store,  selling  soap  and  clothing,  rum  and  
tobacco  to  the  men  on  credit,  and  on  a  voyage  to  the  far  side  of  the  world  and  back,  
this  might  become  oppressive.27  But  the  law  was  on  the  masters'ʹ  side  and  there  was  
no  time  for  protracted  negotiation:  Phillip  was  ready  to  sail,  so  he  ordered  that  men  
who  refused  to  do  their  duty  should  be  removed  to  the  Hyena.  In  the  short  term,  
they  could  be  replaced  by  men  from  the  frigate  and  returned  once  the  fleet  was  at  
sea.28  

Shipboard  discipline  

Phillip  also  assumed  responsibility  for  the  administration  of  floggings  across  the  
fleet,  an  intervention  that  would  have  suited  the  ships'ʹ  officers,  since  it  meant  that  
the  commodore  was  responsible  for  the  more  unpleasant  aspects  of  shipboard  
discipline.  A  week  after  sailing,  Phillip  was  informed  by  the  master  of  the  
Scarborough  and  the  officer  commanding  the  marines  on  that  ship  that  they  had  
uncovered  a  conspiracy  among  the  convicts.  A  convict  informant  had  named  ten  
men  who  had  immediately  been  placed  in  double  irons  and  given  two  dozen  lashes  
to  reveal  the  full  extent  of  the  conspiracy.  

On  being  informed  of  the  plot,  Phillip  ordered  the  ringleaders  be  sent  across  to  the  
Sirius,  where  they  were  given  another  two  dozen  lashes  and  transferred  to  the  Prince  
of  Wales.  The  message  was  clear:  mutiny  was  an  offence  against  the  fleet  as  a  whole  
and  not  just  the  individual  ship.  Thereafter,  convicts  and  mariners  who  misbehaved  
were  sent  across  to  the  commodore  to  be  flogged.29  

Manager of a floating prison 

Of  course,  Phillip  was  not  just  responsible  for  the  management  of  the  Fleet;  he  was  
also  concerned  with  how  the  convicts  were  supervised  throughout  the  voyage.  
Managing  convicts  across  six  different  vessels  in  the  midst  of  the  southern  ocean  
was  difficult.  Doing  so  through  a  cascading  system  of  contracts  was  even  more  
challenging.  However,  Phillip  compounded  this  complexity  by  assigning  the  ships'ʹ  
officers,  the  marine  officers  and  the  surgeons  overlapping  responsibilities,  by  
exercising  his  right  as  commodore  to  take  over  some  of  the  masters'ʹ  functions,  and  
by  communicating  his  directions  to  the  fleet  through  a  variety  of  different  channels.  

With  multiple  lines  of  communication  and  substantial  overlap  in  responsibility,  
there  was  ample  opportunity  for  misunderstanding  and  wounded  pride.  On  naval  
vessels,  it  was  not  unusual  for  the  marine  officers  to  clash  with  the  ship'ʹs  officers  on  
questions  of  command,  and  on  two  of  the  later  convict  transports,  duels  were  fought  
over  the  question  of  the  master'ʹs  authority.30  

Yet  on  the  First  Fleet,  there  is  no  evidence  of  confusion  or  conflict,  and  while  there  is  
only  limited  evidence  from  which  to  draw  a  conclusion,  the  explanation  seems  to  lie  
in  the  personal  authority  and  the  leadership  style  of  Arthur  Phillip.  
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Cleanliness  

The  First  Fleet  journals  are  largely  silent  about  how  the  prisons  were  cleaned,  but  
we  know  from  later  convict  ships  that  the  bedding  would  have  been  aired  and  the  
apartments  scrubbed  each  morning  while  the  prisoners  were  on  deck.  On  a  well-­‐‑
regulated  convict  transport,  the  floor  of  the  prison  was  scraped  every  day,  and  it  
was  washed,  smoked  with  gunpowder  and  painted  with  oil  of  tar  several  times  a  
week.  One  of  the  marine  officers,  Watkin  Tench,  recalled  that  whilst  in  the  tropics,  
they  employed  'ʹfrequent  explosions  of  gunpowder,  lighting  fires  between  decks,  
and  a  liberal  use  of  that  admirable  antiseptic,  oil  of  tar'ʹ  as  preventive  measures.  And  
the  surgeon-­‐‑general,  John  White,  wrote  that  oil  of  tar  was  used  three  times  a  week  
and  more  often  if  necessary.31  

Phillip  did  not  get  the  time  to  visit  the  ships  regularly  as  he  had  hoped,  but  he  
employed  the  military  and  civilian  officers  for  this  purpose.  For  example,  John  
White  visited  the  different  transports  on  25  June,  when  the  fleet  was  first  entering  
the  tropics,  and  found  the  convicts  and  marines  in  much  better  health  than  he  had  
expected,  on  account  of  'ʹthe  very  great  attention  paid  to  cleanliness,  and  airing  the  
ships'ʹ.32  

Removal  of  the  men'ʹs  irons  

Almost  alone  among  the  early  convict  transports,  the  male  prisoners  of  the  First  
Fleet  were  allowed  the  freedom  of  the  deck,  day  and  night.  Since  they  were  not  a  
security  threat,  the  women  were  never  kept  in  irons  unless  they  misbehaved.  

John  Hunter  recalled  many  years  later  that  only  half  of  the  men  were  allowed  on  the  
upper  deck  at  a  time,  and  it  is  possible  that  on  some  of  the  ships,  a  system  was  
introduced  to  prevent  the  waist  and  forecastle  from  becoming  overcrowded.33  But  
David  Blackburn,  the  sailing  master  on  the  Supply,  wrote  that  the  convicts  were  
given  permission  'ʹto  come  upon  deck  &  take  the  air  whenever  they  pleas'ʹd  during  
the  day'ʹ.34  And  Phillip  wrote  to  Nepean:  

With  respect  to  the  convicts,  they  have  been  all  allowed  the  liberty  of  the  deck  in  
the  day  and  many  of  them  during  the  night,  which  has  kept  them  healthier  than  
could  have  been  expected.35  

Phillip  sent  written  instructions  to  the  masters  of  the  Alexander,  the  Charlotte,  the  
Friendship  and  the  Scarborough  a  week  after  sailing,  instructing  them  to  strike  the  
fetters  from  those  of  the  men  who  were  well  behaved.  (There  was  no  need  to  send  
such  a  message  to  the  other  two  ships  since  they  were  only  carrying  female  
convicts.)  

This  was  a  remarkable  gesture,  and  it  was  possible  only  because  of  the  security  
provided  by  the  presence  of  two  naval  escorts,  each  carrying  a  number  of  marines  
who  could  be  quickly  deployed  in  case  of  a  convict  uprising.  Watkin  Tench  wrote  
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that  it  was  done  at  the  suggestion  of  some  of  the  marine  officers,  and  for  him  at  
least,  it  was  a  simple  act  of  humanity.  For  Hunter,  it  was  a  utilitarian  measure,  
making  it  easier  for  the  men  to  wash  and  remove  some  of  their  clothes  at  night.  But  
Phillip  was  also  concerned  about  overcrowding  and  the  contribution  it  would  make  
to  the  convicts'ʹ  health.36  

We  do  not  know  how  this  instruction  was  applied  on  the  Alexander,  but  every  man  
on  board  the  Charlotte  was  released  from  his  irons,  without  exception.37  The  officers  
on  the  other  two  ships  protested  because  of  concerns  about  mutiny  and  were  
temporarily  exempted  from  the  order.  But  when  the  fleet  arrived  at  Tenerife  two  
weeks  later,  Phillip  directed  that  the  convicts  on  these  vessels  were  also  to  be  freed  
from  their  irons.38  

He  visited  each  of  the  convict  transports  while  they  were  in  port  and  spoke  to  the  
convicts  in  person,  explaining  that  he  was  empowered  to  make  their  life  more  
comfortable  while  they  were  in  the  settlement  and  would  look  kindly  on  those  who  
behaved  well  and  made  an  effort  at  rehabilitation.39  In  a  letter  written  from  Rio  de  
Janeiro,  a  young  convict  on  the  Scarborough  explained  this  policy  to  his  parents:  

Our  usage  is  far  more  agreeable  than  I  expected  it  would  be;  for  we  have  the  
liberty  of  the  deck  from  morning  until  night,  and  every  indulgence  that  people  in  
our  situation  could  desire.  Our  Governor  has  been  pleased  to  pay  us  a  visit,  and  
has  promised  us  that  every  man  shall  be  encouraged  according  to  his  behaviour.40  

In  large  part,  the  low  mortality  rate  on  the  First  Fleet  can  be  attributed  to  this  liberal  
policy  on  the  part  of  the  commodore.  

Phillip'ʹs  approach  to  discipline  

The  punishments  handed  out  to  convicts  and  crew  members  throughout  the  voyage  
were  generally  mild.  The  most  severe  flogging  given  to  any  convict  was  the  37  
lashes  administered  to  John  Bennett  on  the  Friendship,  two  weeks  after  sailing,  for  
breaking  out  of  irons.  It  was  not  until  Rio  de  Janeiro  that  the  first  corporal  
punishment  was  administered  on  board  the  Charlotte,  and  the  first  flogging  did  not  
occur  on  the  Prince  of  Wales  until  some  weeks  after  that.  While  there  is  no  
documentary  evidence,  it  is  difficult  to  avoid  the  conclusion  that  Phillip  said  
something  about  discipline  to  the  masters  and  the  marine  commanders  prior  to  
sailing.41  

Phillip'ʹs  own  approach  to  discipline  is  evident  from  a  series  of  incidents  that  
occurred  on  board  the  Sirius  shortly  after  the  fleet  sailed.  One  morning  when  they  
were  about  halfway  to  Tenerife,  Phillip  heard  the  unmistakable  sound  of  flogging,  
and  sent  Hunter  to  investigate.  Lieutenant  George  Maxwell  had  gone  on  deck  that  
morning  and  discovered  half  of  the  watch  missing.  He  had  ordered  the  men  aft  and  
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had  each  of  them  thrashed,  declaring  that  they  would  soon  be  south  of  the  Equator,  
where  he  promised  to  'ʹwork  up  their  hides'ʹ.  

After  hearing  the  men'ʹs  protest,  Hunter  gave  Maxwell  a  severe  dressing  down,  but  
when  he  reported  the  matter  to  Phillip,  the  captain  ordered  all  of  ship'ʹs  officers  into  
his  cabin,  down  to  the  boatswains'ʹ  mates,  where  he  warned  them  that  if  any  of  them  
struck  a  man  on  his  ship,  he  would  break  him.  The  ship'ʹs  officers  were  also  
forbidden  to  carry  sticks  to  'ʹstart'ʹ  the  men,  a  mild  form  of  summary  punishment  
commonly  administered  on  naval  vessels  for  laziness  or  neglect  of  duty.  

Several  days  later,  a  young  midshipman  named  Charles  Ormsby  ordered  one  of  the  
armourer'ʹs  mates  to  carry  his  hammock  on  deck  to  be  aired.  The  older  man  was  
engaged  on  the  captain'ʹs  business  and  replied  that  he  would  do  so  shortly,  
whereupon  Ormsby  struck  him,  knocking  out  one  of  his  teeth.  The  seaman  
immediately  went  onto  the  quarter  deck  and  complained  to  Phillip,  who  was  said  to  
be  'ʹvery  angry'ʹ.  He  ordered  Ormsby  on  the  quarter  deck,  where  he  was  given  a  
severe  reprimand,  with  a  warning  that  he  would  be  broken  if  it  happened  again.  

Phillip  then  ordered  all  hands  on  deck,  and  told  the  young  officers  in  front  of  the  
men  that  when  he  was  a  midshipman,  he  had  carried  his  own  hammock  on  deck  
and  they  were  no  better  than  he.  Since  they  were  young  gentlemen,  he  could  not  
flog  the  midshipmen,  so  Phillip  warned  the  ship'ʹs  company  that  he  would  
immediately  punish  any  seaman  who  was  found  carrying  a  midshipman'ʹs  cot.  

Shortly  thereafter,  Phillip  noticed  another  of  the  sailors  taking  up  a  midshipman'ʹs  
hammock  and  stowing  it  on  the  quarter  deck.  Calling  the  man  over,  he  demanded  
to  know  whose  bedding  it  was,  and  when  it  was  admitted  that  it  belonged  to  one  of  
the  young  gentlemen,  Phillip  had  the  boatswain  turn  all  hands  on  deck  for  a  
flogging.  The  sailor  was  tied  up  and  Phillip  announced  to  the  ship'ʹs  company  that  
he  was  determined  to  punish  every  man  who  disobeyed  his  orders.  Hunter  
interceded  on  the  man'ʹs  behalf,  arguing  that  since  this  was  his  first  offence  he  
should  be  forgiven,  whereupon  Phillip  ordered  the  man  to  be  released  with  a  severe  
warning.  

It  is  highly  unlikely  that  Phillip  intended  to  punish  this  man.  This  was  play-­‐‑acting  
designed  to  send  a  message  to  the  midshipmen  and  all  the  ship'ʹs  company  about  
how  he  proposed  to  manage  his  ship.  We  can  be  sure  that  thereafter,  the  
midshipmen  carried  their  own  bedding  on  deck,  and  that  the  crew  talked  amongst  
themselves  about  Phillip'ʹs  style  of  management.  It  is  significant  that  this  series  of  
events  was  recorded  in  a  journal  kept  by  one  of  the  ordinary  seamen.42  

Convict  rights  

There  has  been  some  legal  commentary  about  the  case  of  Kable  v  Sinclair,  the  first  
civil  court  action  in  Australian  history,  in  which  a  convict  sued  the  master  of  the  
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Alexander  for  the  loss  of  his  property  on  the  outward  voyage.  The  case  is  striking,  
not  only  because  Kable  won  and  was  awarded  damages,  but  because  the  case  
proceeded  at  all.  Henry  Kable  had  been  convicted  of  a  capital  offence  and  was  
subject  to  felony  attaint,  which  meant  that,  in  English  law,  he  had  no  standing  in  the  
courts.  Phillip  allowed  the  case  to  proceed  because  he  understood  that  the  
settlement  could  not  work  if  half  of  the  residents  were  incapable  of  defending  
themselves  in  law  or  of  giving  evidence  in  court.43  

However  Phillip  had  already  made  it  clear  on  the  outward  voyage  that  he  was  
prepared  to  investigate  convict  complaints  about  their  gaolers.  While  the  fleet  was  
at  Rio  de  Janeiro,  one  of  the  women  on  the  Friendship  –  Elizabeth  Barber,  a  former  
prostitute  who  had  behaved  outrageously  throughout  the  voyage  –  complained  that  
she  had  been  badly  treated  by  the  marines.  The  complaint  would  not  have  come  as  a  
surprise  to  the  ship'ʹs  officers  –  several  weeks  earlier,  while  she  was  being  punished  
for  unruly  behaviour,  Barber  had  verbally  assaulted  the  marine  captain,  telling  him  
that  he  could  'ʹkiss  her  c***'ʹ.  What  is  surprising  is  not  that  she  complained  but  that  
her  protest  made  its  way  to  Captain  Phillip  who  directed  Major  Robert  Ross,  the  
marine  commander,  to  go  on  board  the  Friendship  to  conduct  an  inquiry.44  

Conclusion 

So  what  do  we  learn  from  these  anecdotes?  Phillip  was  a  hands-­‐‑on  manager,  
persistently  intervening  as  the  Fleet  was  being  commissioned,  to  the  point  where  his  
relationships  with  Sir  Charles  Middleton  and  his  friend,  Evan  Nepean,  were  under  
strain.  Like  any  good  public  servant,  he  was  concerned  about  his  reputation  and  left  
a  'ʹpaper  trail'ʹ  documenting  his  objection  to  certain  aspects  of  the  project  in  case  he  
should  be  later  criticised.  

He  managed  the  Fleet  closely,  repeatedly  intervening  to  order  the  ships  back  into  
their  stations,  and  even  reprimanding  the  masters  over  how  they  sailed  their  
vessels.  In  this  and  in  the  management  of  the  convicts,  he  employed  a  variety  of  
channels  to  communicate  his  directions  –  this  could  well  have  resulted  in  conflict  
and  confusion,  but  for  reasons  that  are  undoubtedly  associated  with  his  personal  
authority,  it  did  not.  

It  is  possible  that  Phillip  had  experience  with  the  transportation  of  convicts  when  he  
was  employed  by  the  Portuguese  government,  and  from  a  voyage  to  India  in  1783–
84,  he  understood  many  of  the  issues  involved  in  managing  men  on  a  long-­‐‑distance  
ocean  voyage.  It  is  also  possible  that  he  had  spent  time  with  Duncan  Campbell,  the  
last  of  the  North  American  convict  contractors,  discussing  the  challenges  of  
managing  prisoners  at  sea.  What  is  clear  is  that  Phillip  spent  a  great  deal  of  time  
thinking  about  how  he  would  manage  the  convicts  in  their  passage  to  the  
Antipodes.  
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Compared  with  the  two  tons  of  shipping  per  individual  regarded  as  acceptable  for  
military  transports  (and  later  adopted  for  the  convict  transports),  the  First  Fleet  was  
significantly  over-­‐‑crowded  –  the  effective  crowding  ratio  on  the  First  Fleet,  taking  
into  account  marines,  wives  and  children,  as  well  as  provisions  for  the  settlement,  
was  1.4  tons  per  men.45  

Phillip'ʹs  decision  to  allow  the  male  convicts  the  freedom  of  the  deck  was  
undoubtedly  influenced  by  his  concern  about  the  impact  that  overcrowding  would  
have.  Allowing  the  convicts  to  spend  a  great  deal  of  the  day  on  the  upper  deck  was  
consistent  with  the  prevailing  view  among  prison  reformers  at  the  time  that  fresh  
air  would  prevent  the  spread  of  disease.  This  did  not  have  a  solid  foundation  in  
science,  but  by  allowing  the  men  to  escape  the  cramped  conditions  of  the  lower  
deck,  he  reduced  the  likelihood  that  gaol  fever  (or  typhus)  would  spread  through  
the  dissemination  of  body  lice.  

He  recognised  the  importance  of  ensuring  that  the  convicts  and  their  quarters  were  
kept  clean,  and  while  we  have  only  limited  evidence  from  the  First  Fleet  journals  
about  how  this  was  done,  it  is  clear  that  he  instituted  procedures  that  ensured  that  a  
proper  routine  was  established.  

While  he  was  wrong  about  the  contribution  that  flour  and  biscuits  would  make  in  
keeping  down  the  incidence  of  scurvy,  he  was  attempting  to  improve  the  convict  
diet  according  to  the  prevailing  theories  of  his  day.  When  he  failed  to  win  support  
from  the  Navy  Board,  he  seems  to  have  worked  with  the  convict  contractor,  William  
Richards,  to  quietly  alter  the  table  of  rations,  and  when  the  ships  touched  at  foreign  
ports,  he  exercised  his  discretion  to  purchase  additional  fresh  provisions  for  the  
convicts.  

He  allowed  the  convicts  to  submit  complaints  about  their  treatment,  instructing  his  
officers  to  conduct  inquiries  to  ascertain  the  facts,  and  on  their  arrival  in  the  
settlement,  he  permitted  them  to  bring  legal  proceedings  against  the  ships'ʹ  masters  
over  lost  or  stolen  property.  

Phillip  seems  to  have  shared  the  view  –  widely  held  among  progressives  at  the  time  
–  that  the  convicts  were  capable  of  reform.  He  was  evidently  an  optimist,  granting  
them  the  freedom  of  the  deck  in  the  expectation  that  they  would  respond  to  the  
trust  that  he  had  placed  in  them.  He  would  be  disappointed  in  that  hope,  but  even  
in  the  settlement,  he  persisted  in  his  belief  that  it  was  possible  to  manage  the  
convicts  under  a  relatively  open  regime.  

It  is  wrong  to  describe  him  as  egalitarian  –  no  naval  officer  of  the  late  eighteenth  
century  was  egalitarian  –  but  he  was  certainly  a  humanitarian,  and  he  did  not  hold  
himself  aloof  from  the  ordinary  seamen  as  many  naval  officers  and  merchant  
captains  did.  He  went  on  board  each  of  the  ships  at  Tenerife  and  spoke  to  the  
prisoners  in  person,  and  it  is  clear  from  the  reaction  of  the  young  convict  who  wrote  
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home  to  his  parents  from  Rio  de  Janeiro,  that  this  had  a  powerful  impact  on  some  of  
them.  

We  see  the  same  in  his  dealings  with  the  crew  of  the  Sirius  –  adopting  a  
psychological  approach  to  their  management.  Phillip  was  by  no  means  alone  in  this  
regard.  He  preferred  to  lead  through  example  than  through  fear  and  violence.  

Among  the  naval  officers  and  merchant  captains  who  managed  the  early  convict  
transports,  there  were  two  strikingly  different  attitudes.  There  were  those,  like  the  
convict  contractor,  Anthony  Calvert,  and  his  associate,  Donald  Trail,  master  of  the  
Neptune  (1790),  who  saw  it  as  a  percentages  game.  In  their  response  to  Phillip  when  
he  complained  about  insufficient  provisions,  the  Navy  Board  indicated  that  it  had  
conceived  the  project  in  actuarial  terms.    

But  there  were  those  for  whom  the  objective  was  to  arrive  at  their  destination  
without  losing  a  single  convict:  This  is  Richard  Kent,  the  surgeon  superintendent  on  
the  Boddington  (1793):  'ʹ…I  was  in  hopes  of  carrying  the  most  healthy  set  of  men  that  
ever  have  been  carried  to  Port  Jackson.'ʹ46  

Surgeon  James  Thomson  on  the  Surprize  (1795):  'ʹI  hope  we  shall  be  able  to  carry  
them  all  safe  or  at  least  land  the  healthiest  crew  ever  disembarked  at  New  South  
Wales'ʹ.47  Captain  Patrick  Campbell,  the  master  of  the  Surprize:  'ʹI  sincerely  hope  we  
will  land  all  at  Port  Jackson  that  we  took  on  board'ʹ.48  

And  Mary  Ann  Reid,  wife  of  the  master  of  the  Friendship  (1799),  wrote  that  her  
husband  'ʹwas  in  hopes  of  landing  them  at  the  place  of  their  destination  without  
introducing  the  machinery  of  punishment'ʹ.49  

We  do  not  have  a  comparable  set  of  words  penned  by  Arthur  Phillip,  but  from  the  
available  evidence,  it  is  clear  that  he  did  not  adopt  an  actuarial  mindset  in  the  
management  of  the  775  convicts  placed  in  his  care.  
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