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Chapter 1


What If


What If Napoleon Bonaparte had been Emperor of Australia? Or What If Captain Cook had never gotten back to England to report on what he had found? Or What If the Spanish had settled Australia instead of the British?


What type of school might you now be going to and what language might you now be speaking?
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These are all examples of What If histories. Imagining What If something else had happened in history and things had turned out very differently.


Pick any point in history and you can imagine another way that history might have gone. There are endless What If possibilities. Like What If the Roman Empire had never been defeated and took over the world, and we now all spoke Latin?


Or What If the Japanese and Chinese had combined forces during World War Two and invaded the USA and all our appliances and things were now made in China or Japan. Oh – hang on, all my appliances are made in China or Japan. Maybe that’s not such a great example.


What about What If we ran out of petrol and all our energy had to be obtained from farts? We’d be fine at my place, but I don’t know about yours.


Anyway, I’m sure you get the idea.


But the What If history we are going to talk about is What If Australia had been settled by the French instead of the British.


I’m sure you all know the standard story, that Captain Cook charted the east coast of Australia in 1770 and despite nearly sinking when he hit the Great Barrier Reef, he got back to England to tell everyone what he had found. He said the land was pretty good and that Botany Bay was an excellent place to build a city that could grow to become so overcrowded it would take hours to get to school in the traffic – but the beaches would be awesome.


Well, to be honest, what he actually said was that the land was hilly with mostly sandy soil, and the people he saw were “far more happier than we Europeans,” living in tranquility with the environment.


And then the English politicians decided to do something either incredibly dumb or incredibly clever, and they chose to set up a penal settlement there. The First Fleet, with 11 ships, arrived in 1788 at Botany Bay, and established a settlement at Sydney Cove. Not at Botany Bay, which it turned out was not quite as excellent a place for starting a city as Cook had described it. He might have known a lot about oceans and making maps, but clearly he didn’t know so much about the types of land best-suited for a settlement. 
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But you don’t need to be reminded of that, do you, because you’re undoubtedly the type of cool kid who knows a bit about history. And you also probably don’t need to be reminded that the settlers never asked for permission to settle on the lands of the Gadigal people there – they just took the land and pushed the local people out.


You probably also know that the first few years of settlement were really hard with the colony nearly starving as they couldn’t figure out how to grow food very well. And they didn’t understand the First Nations people – despite kidnapping some and trying to teach them English and so on, without really learning much of their languages and culture. So it was a bit of a miracle that they finally got their act together and started prospering. First through agriculture and free settlement, using convict labour, and then through the gold rushes of the 1850s and 1860s.


The population kept growing and growing and everyone was doing better and better, and living a lifestyle that was far more happier than most Europeans, and most Australians were generally living in tranquility with the environment.


But of course the cities just kept on growing bigger and bigger until eventually people were living a lifestyle far more stressful than many Europeans, and damaging the environment.
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And we are all now standing around wondering how did that happen? And What If we had done a few things differently?




Chapter 2


Enter Captain Cook
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So let’s play What If.


What If when Captain Cook’s ship the Endeavour hit the Great Barrier Reef off the coast of north Queensland in 1770, his ship sunk instead of being repaired at the town now called Cooktown? What If he never got back to England to tell people that Botany Bay would be an excellent place to build a settlement?


Well that’s where our first story starts, on 11 June 1770, up on the Great Barrier Reef.


So Cookie and his crew of Cookie Cutters have been cutting through the waters of the reef, wondering what they’ve gotten themselves into. I mean the first half of their trip up the coast of New South Wales seemed easy enough. They had cruised along making observations of the land, and “saw the smoke of fire in several places”, which told them that people lived there.


And when they got to Botany Bay they put in and went ashore, waving cheap dollar shop trinkets for the locals as a way of welcome.


But the locals didn’t want them, and waved spears back at them.


That led to one of the first games of beach volleyball in Australia, but instead of throwing a volleyball at each other, the locals threw a volley of spears and the British fired a volley of their muskets in return. One musket shot even wounded one of the locals in the leg and he had to hop off into the bush.
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Peron


Almost the first game of hop, step and jump in Australia, but that record really goes to a crazy Frenchman named Francois Peron, who had landed in Tasmania in 1802, over 30 years later. To prove the French were superior to the locals they met he had planned to undertake all sorts of physical tests with them. Jumping, running and so on, as well as measuring their strength with a crazy device he had brought along called a ‘dynanometre’. It was metal with strong springs and a dial and you had to pull and twist and squeeze it, and it took readings of how well you could pull and twist and squeeze things.


Peron used it to deduce that the Europeans were stronger than the locals. Of note, though, they chose not to compare spear throwing abilities!


Peron and his fellow French explorers then travelled north to Port Jackson, or Sydney Cove, and he wrote a rather strange account of how the French could invade and take over the colony with the help of rebellious Irish convicts.


That would be a great What If story in itself. But we are getting off the track of the main story.


The Endeavour: the truer facts


The Endeavour should more accurately be referred to as His Majesty's (HM) Bark Endeavour. This is because there was actually already a ship named His Majesty's Ship (HMS) Endeavor in commission in the Royal Navy at the time. Also Captain Cook had not yet achieved the rank of Captain, and was only a First Lieutenant. And any ship captained by a First Lieutenant was referred to as a bark.


The ship was actually a converted coal ship, purchased by the navy, and was considered rather squat and ugly. But it did have a low keel – or bottom of the ship – so it was well-suited for navigating in shallow waters. Except when there was a low-lying reef there, of course!
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Chapter 3


The problem with coral reefs


So where were we? Oh yes, with Captain Cook (yeah yeah yeah, I know he was really only a First Lieutenant, but even though he was not a Captain [noun] in rank, he did captain [verb] the ship, and the crew all called him their captain [adjective, nouny thing]).


Thinking little of the complicated grammar involved, Cook captains the ship northwards and is soon enjoying the tropical warmth of Queensland, playing deck games with the crew and soaking up some warm rays of the sun. But he does not know that he is about to be trapped by the largest coral reef system in the world.


And when he finally does realise the danger all he can do is keep sailing along, with the coast on the left (port side) and the barrier reef on the right (starboard side), constantly seeking out a gap in the reef where the ship can escape back to the safety of the open seas.


The problem with coral reefs for a sailing ship in that time was that you could never really tell where the reefs were. Some you could see, and some might be hidden under the water, and especially at night you might not know they were there until you hit them.


And that is exactly what happened. On the night of 11 June, the Endeavour hit the reef and a great hole was knocked into the ship. They were very lucky though for a large chunk of coral got stuck in the hole, effectively plugging it, and one of the ship’s crew, described a process he had seen on another ship where a spare sail was covered in animal poo and bits of untwisted rope and so on, and lowered over the side of the ship to make a bandage to seal the leak. That sailor was midshipman Jonathon Monkhouse, whose brother was the ship’s surgeon, William Monkhouse, whose job it was to put bandages on the crew when needed.


Anyway, that enabled them to sail the ship ashore where they beached it on the banks of the Endeavour River and were able to repair it and continue on their voyage.
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James Cook: the truer facts


Born in Yorkshire, 1728


Died in Hawaii, 1779 (aged 50).


James Cook joined the Merchant Navy as a teenager, leaving school at 16, swapping over to the Royal Navy at the relatively late age of 26. Then he served around Canada, fighting the French. He did some pretty impressive surveying work of the Saint Lawrence River. Based on this he was given command of the Endeavour in 1766. His first of three major voyages was to take some scientists to Tahiti to observe the transit of Venus crossing the sun, and then in his spare time to find and map any big chunks of land he might find on the way home. He mapped New Zealand and the east coast of Australia.


His second voyage of the Pacific onboard the Resolution was to find a giant land mass further south of Australia. He proved no such land mass existed.


His third voyage was to find a northwest passage to Europe across the top of America. But he found the way as impassable as other navigators did, but mapped the coast of Alaska and the Bering Strait. He spent much time at Hawaii, where after initial good relations he may have overstayed his welcome and things turned nasty. Cook was killed, and parts of him sacrificially – well – cooked! Some remains were returned to his crew though, and the Hawaiian people seemed to regret what had happened.


He charted more of the earth than anyone ever, and memorials and monuments to him can be found right across the Pacific.
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Chapter 4


Making a hit on the reef


So let’s ask What If that big chunk of coral had not plugged the leak and What If nobody had ever seen that method of sealing a leak with a sail covered in poo and old rope, and What If the waves knocked the Endeavour onto the reef again and again, smashing it to bits?


There have been plenty of other ships that happened to on the Great Barrier Reef. Some sunk within hours and the crew had to abandon ship and try to make it to a nearby island or ashore. For the crew of the Endeavour they hit the reef in the middle of the night and it would have been chaos. People running around shouting and not knowing what to do and the ship tilting as it was bashed to bits and maybe the masts falling down and tangling everything in ropes.


But before we go too far with that story, I want to ask you if you might think sailing the Pacific Ocean onboard a sailing ship like the Endeavour would be a lot of fun? Well I can tell you that it isn’t quite as much fun as you might think. It is a lot of hard work, with hot days and cold nights and broken sleep and seasickness and wanting to just get home again.


[image: ]


And I know that because in researching this book I actually signed up as a crew member on board the Endeavour replica, and did sail around a little bit of the Pacific Ocean on board it. And this is what it’s like – you hop on board while the ship is at anchor and you feel the soft rocking of the ship and the smell of the wood and the rope and the tar that seals the planks and you think this is awesome!
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Until the ship sets sail and you get outside the harbour mouth and start pitching around on the open seas. Then the deck tilts and rocks and you feel your stomach tilting and rocking with it. And if you’re lucky you’ll be down on the ship pulling ropes and blistering your hands, but if you’re not so lucky you might be up in the rigging, having climbed up the rope ladders and dragged yourself over the platforms on the masts and up higher, and up more ropes and over another platform, and then you edge out along the spar that holds the sail, with your feet on a wobbly rope below you and hanging on for dear life.


And you might be trying to let the sail down, untying some tough and salty knots as the ship pitches. And if you can’t get the knots undone someone will be shouting at you and calling you a landlubber or something worse. Particularly if you spew up on them and it hits them on the deck, which is so far down below that it looks like you might be a thousand feet up in the air.


And eventually you might get to climb down to the deck again, but there will be another job for you to do. And it will probably involve going down under the deck and bumping your head on one of the low beams there, or slipping in someone else’s spew.


And there is another and another difficult job to do until it is finally bedtime. And there isn’t even a bed. It’s a hammock slung from the ceiling under the deck. You are all packed in there like sardines – though if you wake up in the night and look around you’ll see all the hammocks swinging together in perfect unison, like they are rocking and rolling as one. But in fact they aren’t really moving – the ship is rocking and the hammocks are still.


And yes, you can still throw up when you are in a hammock, like you can throw up when you are on the ship’s toilet or climbing a rope or anywhere at all. I suppose if you’re at sea for several months you’d get used to it, but if not, for most of the trip you’ll be thinking you can’t wait to get onto dry land again. Unless of course you hit a reef and your ship sinks, then you’ll be thinking that you wish you were on the ship still.


And that’s just what Cook’s men all thought when they hit the reef. 
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Chapter 5


That sinking feeling


So Captain Cook1 is trying hard to restore order as the ship’s deck tilts under his feet and his voice is drowned out by the roar of the surf against his ship and the reef, and by the awful groaning of his ship’s timbers as they splinter. Then there are the desperate cries of the crew, who know they are going to sink.


If he can maintain order, he thinks, they will have a chance of surviving this. If they can lighten the ship. If they can keep the pumps working. If they can stem the flow of water. If the damage isn’t too bad. If the wind drops and the sea calms.


He puts on his stern eyebrow face and starts issuing orders.


But it is too many ifs and it needs more luck than he has with him tonight. The ship’s deck tilts even further beneath his feet and he shouts out, ‘Lighten the ship!’
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Those crew who are panicking light lanterns to “lighten” the ship. Those who are not panicking throw everything they can overboard. Barrels and stores and the ballast stones in the ship’s hold and the ship’s cannon and all the cases and boxes they can find.


Joseph Banks, the ship’s wealthy young botanist, is trying to stop the men throwing any of his things overboard. Even though all his things probably weigh as much as all the things of the rest of the ship combined. He has musical instruments and enough books to start a library and a zillion botanical samples and more clothes than you could wear in two years. And let’s say he also had a collection of Greek statues of himself, and a full-length mirror and a life-sized painting of himself and 426 pairs of shoes and 120 barrels of fine wine and a four-poster bed and the stage props of just about every Shakespeare play ever written and – well you get the idea before this version of the story gets too silly.
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