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Whilst there seem to be some in our 
community who do not appear to 
know the difference between Captains 
Cook and Phillip, and seem intent on 
rewriting history, it is a good time to 
remind ourselves of the achievements 
and accomplishments of both Captain 
James Cook and Governor Arthur Phillip, 
particularly as this article was conceived 
during Covid lockdown around the time 
of World Hydrography Day (21 June), 
in light of reading during that period, 
the 2018 publication “Lying for the 
Admiralty” by Margaret Cameron-Ash 
(Rosenberg Publishing Pty Ltd, 2018). 

The book poses the question: How 
could “Captain Cook, supposedly the 
greatest navigator of his age have 
missed coastal features that even the 
dullest sailor would have discovered, 
features as obvious as the Bass Strait?” 

The author answers them, convincingly, 
to the effect that he did not miss 
them - he did see them. She builds her 
case by placing his voyages in their 
historical context and reminding us of 
the times the great navigator was living 
in, particularly the long-running wars 
between Britain and France, especially 
in Canada, where Cook experienced 
first-hand the expansionist rivalry 
between those two European super 

powers.  During this time exploration 
and discovery were rife and secrecy 
paramount.  In his book: “Arthur Phillip 
Sailor Mercenary Governor Spy” (Hardie 
Grant Books, 2013) Michael Pembroke 
also refers to the clandestine activities 
that these nations engaged in and says: 
“spying on each other’s navies was 
the “great game” of the late eighteenth 
century”.  It is worth reminding 
ourselves, as Michael Pembroke also 
recounts in this context, that Phillip’s 
instructions were to secure Norfolk 
Island as quickly as possible after his 
arrival “to prevent it being occupied by 
subjects of other European powers”.   

Cook spent considerable time charting 
the East Coast of Canada to ensure 
that the few spoils that were ceded to 
France at the end of those wars were 
clearly identifiable.  He had been sent 
to chart the islands of St Pierre and 
Miquelon in the summer of 1763, before 
the handover to France, and spent the 
next five years of summers surveying 
the Newfoundland coast.  Those 
experiences, Cameron-Ash argues, 
would have been front of mind when he 
undertook the tasks set him when he 
had carried out the observations which 
he was required to make of the transit of 
Venus in the South Pacific.  Those tasks 
were to leave Tahiti and head south to 
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latitude 40°S in the hope of finding the 
southern continent, he was then to turn 
west to New Zealand and see if it was 
connected to that continent.  That was 
all his written instructions conveyed and 
the author argues that undoubtedly his 
return journey would have been subject 
to oral instructions, which allowed him 
considerable discretion.  

From New Zealand, Cameron-Ash 
suggests, he had three possible routes 
to take.  To double back via Cape Horn 
and continue searching for the elusive 
continent in the higher latitudes of the 
Pacific; to sail directly west to the Cape 
of Good Hope, keeping south of New 
Holland; or to go north around New 
Holland through the Dutch East Indies to 
the Cape of Good Hope.  The last one, 
she suggests, would have had the most 
appeal for the Admiralty strategists.  
She points out that in none of Cook’s 
three voyages did the Admiralty’s 
instructions mention New Holland or 
Van Diemen’s Land.  She suggests the 
reason for that was they did not wish 
to alert Dutch, Spanish, French or the 
East India Company of their intentions, 
remembering that Bougainville had been 
ordered by the French to chart the east 
coast of New Holland in 1766.  

It must also be remembered that France 
had lost her colonies in Canada in 
1763, and were clearly looking for new 
locations from which to build influence 
and trade.  Britain did not want to be 
caught napping again, as it had been 
when Bougainville had established 
a colony in the Falklands.  From his 
experiences in Canada, Cook would 
have appreciated that had the islands of 
St Pierre and Miquelon been joined by 
an isthmus to Newfoundland it would 
never have been ceded to France in the 
first place and French fishermen would 
have been forced to look further afield 
for their shelter. 

On such matters Cameron-Ash relies, 
to support the view that neither Cook 
nor the Admiralty would have wanted 
to publicise the existence of any 
potential islands in the vicinity of any 
new discoveries he made.  She shows 
forensically how Cook concealed the 
existence of both Foveaux Strait in 
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New Zealand and the Bass Strait.  Her 
evidence in support of that is compelling 
as is that relating to the most famous 
alleged oversight of Port Jackson.  

It is the chapter entitled “Deception 
at Botany Bay” which sets the scene 
and shows how Cook is likely to 
have concealed the latter.  It makes 
engrossing reading.  Quite simply, she 
says, he was aware of the potential 
of Port Jackson but did not disclose 
it in his written records.  The principal 
evidence for this is that slightly less than 
20 years later when Captain Phillip was 
explaining to the Home Office, before his 
departure, what his intentions were when 
he reached the east coast of Australia, 
he wrote: “it must be left to me to fix at 
Botany Bay, if I find it a proper place - if 
not to go to a port a few leagues to the 
northward where there appear to be a 
good harbour and several islands as 
the natives are very expert in setting 
fire to the grass.  The having an island 
to secure our stock would be a great 
advantage and there is none in or off 
Botany Bay.” 

Other commentators have suggested 
that Captain Phillip was referring to 
Port Stephens but that seems unlikely 
given that it is about 30 leagues north of 
Botany Bay.  It is indicative of the fact 
that Captain Phillip knew of the existence 
of the benefits of Port Jackson over 
Botany Bay that the day after the last 
ships had arrived at Botany Bay he took 
a small party north in a long boat and 
two cutters, taking with them sufficient 
supplies for only about three days.  That 
and what he had written to the Home 
Office provides good evidence that 
he knew that Port Jackson was likely 
to provide a more desirable place to 
settle.  In May 1788 Phillip, memorably 
described it thus: ‘We had the 
satisfaction of finding the finest harbour 
in the world in which a thousand sail 
of the line may ride in the most perfect 
security.” 

As Cameron-Ash demonstrates, no-one 
else had ever been there before who 
had written about it, only Cook could 
have known and passed on verbally 
that there were many islands (13 at that 
time) in Port Jackson.  When passing 
Port Jackson in the Endeavour on the 6 
May 1770 Cook had merely noted: “at 
noon we were...about 2 or 3 miles from 
the land and abreast of a bay or harbour 
wherein there appeared to be safe 
anchorage which I called Port Jackson.  
It was 3 leagues to the northward of 

Botany Bay.”  Phillip, it will be recalled 
referred to it as a “good harbour and 
several islands” “ before he set sail with 
the first fleet.  Cook from two or three 
miles off the coast and the harbour 
protected by the South and North 
Heads was able to say it offered a “good 
anchorage”.  How did he know that and 
how was he able to suggest that there 
were many islands, assuming he was the 
source of that information, which Phillip 
had acquired? 

It is suggested by Cameron-Ash that he 
chose not to visit such a harbour when 
they had set sail from Botany Bay as he 
wished to keep his own knowledge of it 
a secret.  It is interesting that he named 
this harbour Port Jackson after his 
friend and patron, Sir George Jackson, 
a fellow Yorkshireman, in whose sister’s 
household he had worked as a stable 
boy and who Jackson had encouraged 
to join the Navy.  He had been appointed 
Deputy-Secretary to the Admiralty in 
1766 and Judge Advocate of the Fleet in 
1768.  (Cook also named Cape Jackson 
between Queen Charlotte Sound and 
Cook Strait, in the South Island of New 
Zealand, after him.) 

The question therefore is how he gained 
that knowledge when, on leaving Port 
Botany on 6 May 1770, he travelled 
without stopping, to the tropic of 
Capricorn over 17 days, and did not stop 
to examine the harbours at Port Jackson, 
Broken Bay, Newcastle, Port Stephens, 
Port Macquarie, Coffs Harbour, the inlets 
of the Clarence and Richmond Rivers, 
to name but a few of the settlements 
that have taken place subsequently.  
Cameron-Ash points out that Cook’s 
Journal is extremely vague about his 
activities during the week of 28 April to 
6 May 1770.  That in itself supports the 
conjecture that he knew sufficient about 
Port Jackson not to need to investigate 
further.   

The author builds a compelling case 
for her speculation that Cook walked, 
during the week he spent at Botany Bay, 
from the north shore of Botany Bay to 
the heights of what is now Oxford Street 
and down to the water’s edge at Sydney 
Harbour, in order to have viewed one of 
the world’s great natural harbours, which 
he secretly reported to the Admiralty on 
his return.  She does not debate whether 
he would have gone alone on such an 
expedition.  It would seem to be unlikely.  
She does however build a picture of 
Cook not being likely to trust any of the 
ship’s crew to silence should there be 

a better harbour than Botany, but given 
the potential danger of travelling alone 
into the bush on such an expedition it 
does seem likely that he would have 
taken, at least Banks, with him.  And, 
interestingly, Pembroke relates about the 
plans for Phillip’s voyage that: “Banks 
threw himself into many aspects of the 
expedition and in the months before the 
fleet sailed, Phillip frequently attended 
his home in Soho Square, London.”  It 
may be that Phillip’s knowledge about 
Port Jackson derived from the first-
hand source of Banks, which may have 
corroborated whatever Philip Stephens, 
the first Secretary of the Admiralty, had 
conveyed to him as to what Cook had 
told him nearly 20 years earlier. 

Pembroke also refers to Phillip’s, 
apparently discourteous failure, 
according to the mores of the time, to 
meet with La Perouse, who had arrived 
in Botany Bay a few days after Phillip, 
the day before Phillip took his small party 
to Port Jackson.  This is more readily 
understood if it is correct that Phillip had 
secret knowledge which he would not 
want to be sharing with the Frenchman, 
especially before he had satisfied himself 
about the benefits of Port Jackson and 
safely established his fleet there.  As 
Pembroke says: “his high opinion of the 
strategic utility of Port Jackson, which 
had never been charted and was barely 
known, explains his reluctance to allow 
the French to appreciate its advantages.  
He of course understood Whitehall’s 
strategic and commercial objectives.  
The reality is that the two commanders 
were circling each other in New South 
Wales neither willing to reveal the true 
scope of his expedition or the aspirations 
of his government.” 

I strongly recommend both Cameron-
Ash’s and Pembroke’s books to readers 
of Shipping Australia as the former 
debunks the suggestion that the great 
navigator Cook was ignorant about the 
merits or existence of Sydney Harbour, 
the Foveaux Strait or the Bass Strait, 
and the latter reminds us of the humanity 
of Captain Phillip, who is on record (as 
Pembroke recounts) as saying both: “Any 
man who takes the life of a native will be 
put on his trial as if he had killed one of 
the Garrison.  This appears to me to be 
not only just but good policy”, and also, 
“There can be no slavery in a free land 
and consequently no slaves.”  
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