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LANDFALL AT BOTANY BAY


James Cook


(1728–79)


The son of a Yorkshire farm labourer, Cook won distinction as a naval hydrographer but was still a controversial choice to command a voyage of scientific observation to the Pacific in 1768. Its results, including the first coastal surveys of New Zealand and eastern Australia, led to a second voyage to the south Pacific and a third to the north Pacific, during which he was killed in a fracas with the Hawaiians. It was a tragic end for one whose humble origins disposed him to respect indigenous peoples. “They are far happier than we Europeans”, he noted of Australia’s aborigines following a brief encounter at Botany Bay (Sydney), the first European landing on the Pacific coast, in 1770.


Saturday 28th April In the p.m. hoisted out the pinnace and yawl in order to attempt a landing but the pinnace took in the water so fast that she was obliged to be hoisted in again to stop her leakes. At this time we saw several people a shore four of whom were carrying a small boat or canoe which we imagined they were going to put into the water in order to come off to us but in this we were mistaken. Being now not above two miles from the shore Mr. Banks, Dr. Solander, Tupia and myself put off in the yawl and pull’d in for the land to a place where we saw four or five of the natives who took to the woods as we approached the shore, which disapointed us in the expectation we had of geting a near view of them if not to speak to them; but our disapointment was heighten’d when we found that we nowhere could effect a landing by reason of the great surff which beat every where upon the shore. We saw hauld up upon the beach 3 or 4 small canoes which to us appear’d not much unlike the small ones of New Zeland in the woods were several trees of the palm kind and no under wood and this was all we were able to observe from the boat after which we returned to the ship about 5 in the evening. At this time it fell calm and we were not above a mile and a half from shore in a II fathom water and within some breakers that lay to the southward of us, but luckily a light breeze came off from the land which carried us out of danger and with which we stood to the northward. At day light in the morning we discovered a bay which appeared to be tollerably well sheltered from all winds into which I resoloved to go with the ship and with this view sent the master in the pinnace to sound the entrance while we kept turning up with the ship haveing the wind right out. At noon the entrance bore NNW distance I mile.


Sunday 29th In the p.m. winds southerly clear weather with which we stood into the bay and anchor’d under the south shore about 2 Mile within the entrence in 6 fathoms water, the south point bearing SE and the north point east. Saw as we came in on both points of the bay several of the natives and a few hutts, men, women and children on the south shore abreast of the ship, to which place I went in the boats in hopes of speaking with them accompaned by Mr. Banks, Dr. Solander and Tupia; as we approached the shore they all made off except two men who seemed resolved to oppose our landing. As soon as I saw this I ordered the boats to lay upon their oars in order to speake to them but this was to little purpose for neither us nor Tupia could understand one word they said. We then threw them some nails, beeds etc. ashore which they took up and seem’d not ill pleased in so much that I thout that they beckon’d to us to come a shore; but in this we were mistaken, for as soon as we put the boat in they again came to oppose us upon which I fired a musket between the two which had no other effect than to make them retire back where bundles of their darts lay, and one of them took up a stone and threw at us which caused my fireing a second musquet load with small shott, and altho some of the shott struck the man yet it had no other effect than to make him lay hold of a shield or target to defend himself. Emmidiatly after this we landed which we had no sooner done than they throw’d two darts at us, this obliged me to fire a third shott soon after which they both made off, but not in such haste but what we might have taken one, but Mr. Banks being of opinion that the darts were poisoned, made me cautious how I advanced into the woods. We found here a few small hutts made of the bark of trees in one of which were four or five small children with whome we left some strings of beeds etc. A quantity of darts lay about the hutts these we took away with us. Three canoes lay upon the beach the worst I think I ever saw, they were about 12 or 14 feet long made of one peice of the bark of a tree drawn or tied up at each end and the middle kept open by means of peices of sticks by way of thwarts.
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Capt. James Cook, from a painting by N. Dance. Courtesy of the Mansell Collection.


After searching for fresh water without success except a little in a small hole dug in the sand, we embarqued and went over to the north point of the bay where in coming in we saw several people, but when we now landed there were no body to be seen. We found here some fresh water which came trinkling down and stood in pools among the rocks; but as this was troblesome to come at I sent a party of men a shore in the morning to the place where we first landed to dig holes in the sand by which means and a small stream they found fresh water sufficient to water the ship. The strings of beeds etc. we had left with the children last night were found laying in the hut this morning, probably the natives were afraid to take them away. After breakfast we sent some empty casks a shore and a party of men to cut wood and I went my self in the pinnace to sound and explore the bay, in the doing of which I saw several of the natives but they all fled at my approach. I landed in two places one of which the people had but just left, as there were small fires and fresh muscles broiling upon them – here likewise lay vast heaps of the largest oyster shells I ever saw.


Monday 30th As soon as the wooders and waterers were come on board to dinner 10 or 12 of the natives came to the watering place and took away there canoes that lay there but did not offer to touch any one of our casks that had been left ashore, and in the after noon 16 or 18 of them came boldly up to within 100 yards of our people at the watering place and there made a stand. Mr. Hicks who was the officer ashore did all in his power to entice them to him by offering them presents etc. but it was to no purpose, all they seem’d to want was for us to be gone. After staying a short time they went away. They were all arm’d with darts and wooden swords, the darts have each four prongs and pointed with fish bones, those we have seen seem to be intended more for strikeing fish than offensive weapons neither are they poisoned as we at first thought. After I had returnd from sounding the bay I went over to a cove on the north side where in 3 or 4 hauls with the saine we caught above 300 pounds weight of fish which I caused to be equally divided among the Ships Company. In the a.m. I went in the pinnace to sound and explore the north side of the bay where I neither met with inhabitants or any thing remarkable. Mr. Green took the suns meridion altitude a little with[in] the south entrence of the bay which gave the latitude 34°o′s.


Tuesday 1st May Gentle breezes northerly. In the p.m. ten of the natives again visited the watering place. I being on board at this time went emmidiatly ashore but before I got there they were going away, I follow’d them alone and unarm’d some distance along the shore but they would not stop until they got farther off than I choose to trust myself; these were arm’d in the same manner as those that came yesterday. In the evening I sent some hands to haul the saine but they caught but a very few fish. A little after sun rise I found the variation to be 11°3′ east. Last night Torby Sutherland seaman departed this life and in the a.m. his body was buried ashore at the watering place which occasioned my calling the south point of this bay after his name. This morning a party of us went ashore to some hutts not far from the watering place where some of the natives are daly seen, here we left several articles such as cloth, looking glasses, combs, beeds nails etc. After this we made an excursion into the country which we found deversified with woods, lawns and marshes; the woods are free from under wood of every kind and the trees are at such a distance from one a nother that the whole country or at least great part of it might be cultivated without being oblig’d to cut down a single tree; we found the soil every where except in the marshes to be a light white sand and produceth a quantity of good grass which grows in little tufts about as big as one can hold in ones hand and pretty close to one another, in this manner the surface of the ground is coated in the woods between the trees. Dr. Solander had a bad sight of a small animal some thing like a rabbit and we found the dung of an animal which must feed upon grass and which we judged could not be less than a deer, we also saw the track of a dog or some such like animal. We met with some hutts and places where the natives had been and at our first seting out one of them was seen the others I suppose had fled upon our approach. I saw some trees that had been cut down by the natives with some sort of a blunt instrument and several trees that were barked the bark of which had been cut by the same instrument, in many of the trees, especialy the palms, were cut steps about 3 or 4 feet asunder for the conveniency of climeing them. We found 2 sorts of gum one sort of which is like Gum Dragon and is the same as I suppose Tasman took for gum lac, it is extracted from the largest tree in the woods.
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