
British Interest in the Southern 
Oceans, 1782-1794 

IN 
AN A T T E M P T in 1772 to obtain the British government's support 

for an expedition to the south Atlantic, the geographer, Alexander 
Dalrymple, wrote to Lord North outlining the advantages which would 
fall to Britain as a consequence of the discovery of Terra Australis 
Incognita. Dalrymple proposed that the Isla Grande, supposed by 
previous voyagers to lie in the middle of the south Atlantic in about 45° 
south latitude, should be colonised, thus enabling it to supply provisions 
for the West Indies, and to serve as a base for ships on their way to 
India or to the south Pacific. This island, Dalrymple wrote, 'cannot 
fail of being a very temperate and pleasant Country, in a situation very 
favourable for carrying on the whale and other Fisheries, and also for 
the prosecution of any Commerce which may be found in the Countries 
to the South.'1 The Southern Continent itself was calculated to lie a 
mere 5 ° to the south of Isla Grande, and was destined to fulfil the same 
role as the most flourishing of the North American colonies. Dalrymple 
published these letters in 1775, as the preface to his Collection of 
Voyages of that year, and they represented the last great statement of 
faith in Terra Australis Incognita. The publication was untimely. In 
July 1775, Cook returned from his second great voyage of discovery, 
and the reality of the Southern Continent was finally denied. 

The legend died, but the needs that Terra Australis Incognita was to 
have satisfied, persisted, and when the loss of the American colonies 
became inevitable, these needs were intensified. In the period of peace 
after 1783, therefore, the search began for an alternative to the 
Southern Continent, and it is this search, concentrated in the south 
Atlantic and south-east Pacific, which will be discussed here. However, 
the eighteenth-century mind often saw all distant seas as one, with the 
result that, at a critical juncture in the years 1789 and 1790, the 
history of British intentions in the south Atlantic has become confused 
with events in the north-east Pacific. An attempt to sort this out may 
shed some light on the degree of British interest in these two regions. 

As Harlow has shown, there were two main reasons for British 
1 A. Dalrymple, A Collection of Voyages Chiefly in the Southern Atlantick 

Ocean, London, 1775, p. 6. 
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interest in the south Atlantic prior to 1783.2 First, as a result of the 
great eighteenth-century voyages of discovery, there had developed a 
need for a gateway into the south Pacific independent of Spanish 
influence or control. Secondly, there was the traditional problem of 
securing the sea communications with India. The tangled dispute over the 
Falkland Islands, 1765-74, was the result of one attempt to satisfy the 
first need, but it had not, in fact, done so. But before 1780 there had 
been no serious commercial attempts to penetrate the south Pacific, 
partly because of the restrictive East India and South Sea Company mon-
opolies, and partly because the effects of Cook's second voyage had 
been deflatory. The need for bases and places of refreshment had there-
fore not arisen, and the various naval expeditions after 1760 had been 
able to use Tahiti, Dusky Sound, or other islands for this purpose. 
With the return of Cook's ships in 1780, on the other hand, the 
commercial prospects of the Pacific looked more encouraging. 

The second point—the need to secure the sea passage to India— 
involved the shaky independence of the Dutch and control of the Cape 
of Good Hope. In October 1781, the chairman of the East India 
Company wrote to Lord Hillsborough, the Secretary of State, expressing 
their fears: 'That the power possessing the Cape of Good Hope has 
the key to and from the East Indies, appears to us self-evident and 
unquestionable. Indeed we must consider the Cape of Good Hope as 
the Gibraltar of India.'3 St Helena was inadequate as a place of refresh-
ment, and depended for its supplies on the Cape. Indeed, in times of 
peace, most British ships preferred to buy their provisions at the Cape. 
Criticisms of the paucity of supplies at St Helena had aroused the 
indignation of the inhabitants of the island, and this in turn had led to 
some attempts to improve the situation in the 1780s under the 
patronage of Sir Joseph Banks. In 1787 a gardener was sent to the 
island to encourage agriculture, and under his guidance the St Helena 
Planters' Society was formed in 1788, with the leading citizens of the 
island in its ranks.4 The East India Company continued to refer progress 
made on St Helena to Banks, and in 1790 asked him to draw up a plan 
of essentail improvements. In January 1791, Banks drew up a long 
memorandum for the Company, proposing the encouragement of settle-
ment on the island, and the granting of land for cultivation of food 
crops.5 The consequential efforts made, although important, came late 
in the decade, and before 1795 St Helena had not through them become 
independent of the Cape. Nor were they unique, for the French govern-

2 V. T. Harlow, The Founding of the Second British Empire, 1763-1793, Lon-
don, 1964, I. ch. IV. 

3 Chairmen to Hillsborough, 25 October 1781, in V. T. Harlow and F . 
Madden, British Colonial Developments, 1774-1834, Oxford, 1953, p. 6. 

4 W. M. Forsyth to Directors, 3 January 1787, I.O. (India Office) General 
Corres., E / l / 8 0 , 5-6. R. Brooke to Banks, 25 May 1789, Kew, B. C. I. 
(Banks Corres.), f. 349. Brooke was Governor of St Helena. 

5 Banks to T. Morton, January 1791, I.O. General Corres., E / I / 8 6 , 21a-21c. 
Morton was Secretary to the Company. 



126 DAVID MACKAY 

ment was pursuing an identical scheme, and with more success, on the 
Isle de France and Reunion.6 

When, in December 1780, the Dutch were pressed into war on the 
side of the French, all Britain's pent-up fears regarding the security of 
India were suddenly realised. The result was the abortive attack on the 
Cape led by Commodore Johnstone in 1781-2, and the French rein-
forcement of positions there, by De Suffren. St Helena was thus cut off 
and vulnerable to attack. All that Johnstone was able to offer as a 
palliative was the remote island of Trinidad, on which he had landed 
a small party to found a base. A subsequent Portuguese claim to the 
island effectively quashed any hopes in the direction.7 

Before the news of Johnstone's failure reached England, the govern-
ment had taken into consideration other means of solving the problem. 
In January 1782, Hillsborough reiterated the problems to the chairman 
of the East India Company: 'The numerous Enemies we now have 
increase the difficulties and dangers of Navigation and require the 
utmost attention and foresight: It may therefore be requisite to point 
out where water and refreshments can be had between England and 
the Cape.'8 He suggested that one of the Company's packet vessels 
should undertake a survey of the many islands in the south Atlantic, 
and some of the coasts which were unclaimed by other powers. These 
areas, which will frequently arise in the course of this discussion, 
included Trinidad, Ascension Island, Tristan da Cunha, the mythical 
Isla Grande, and the south-west coast of Africa between the Dutch 
and Portuguese settlements. When Johnstone returned, the vulner-
ability of the sea lanes became even more apparent, and the proposal 
for a surveying expedition was put aside while fresh plans were made 
for an attack on the Cape. 

In the autumn of 1783 the proposed expedition was again considered, 
and in September the East India Company vessel Swallow left England 
to make the survey. The commander's instructions stated the principal 
object to be the Isla Grande, described by the London merchant 
Anthony La Roche in 1675, and put forward as a place of settlement 
by Dalrymple in 1772. The island, supposed to lie in the middle of the 
south Atlantic, was described as being large and fertile, reports as to 
its size varying between its being six and forty miles in length. Having 
discovered Isla Grande, the ship was to proceed to Tristan da Cunha, 
which was to be charted and searched for water, before she sailed to 
the African coast, which was to be surveyed from Cape Voltas in about 
28° south latitude northwards to the first Portuguese settlement in 
Angola. The Swallow was to return to England with the results of the 
survey in time to give the information to the East India Company 

« See, for example, Banks to Sir G. Yonge, 15 May 1787, B.M. (N.H. ) , 
D.T.C. (British Museum of Natural History, Dawson Turner Copies of Banks' 
Correspondence), V, ff. 160-1. 

f Harlow, I, 108-120. 
8 Hillsborough to chairman, January 1782, C.O. 7 7 / 2 5 , Public Record Office. 
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ships sailing in April.9 It is clear that the Swallow was given insufficient 
time to carry out the functions proposed, and from remarks made about 
the voyage six years later, it is possible to conclude that after reaching 
the coast of Brazil the vessel was obliged to sail to St Helena.10 

By the time of the Swallow's return to England early in 1784, Europe 
was again at peace, and it became clear that France did not intend to 
maintain its garrison at the Cape. For a brief period Britain's anxieties 
over the passage to India were diminished. But by 1785 pressure for a 
survey of the south Atlantic and its shores had been renewed. There 
were, in the main, two reasons for this. The old fears about the Cape 
were again aroused with the intensification of French intrigues in the 
United Provinces against the Stadhouder and the Dutch East India 
Company. Not much need be said about this; it was a traditional fear, 
coming from the traditional direction. The second element was the 
developing British interest in West Africa as a base for commerce 
other than the slave trade, and as a centre for the transportation of 
convicts. After 1783 the British forts run by the Africa Company came 
in for a good deal of criticism. These forts were in the main slave-
trading bases, and there had been few efforts to develop them as centres 
for more humane sorts of commerce, or as potential colonies producing 
food and cash crops for the mother country. When the Africa Company 
gained the right to establish bases on the Gambia in 1784, general 
dissatisfaction increased, and during 1784 and 1785 proposals were 
submitted to Pitt for settlements to be established on the West African 
coast. In most cases it was suggested that the initiative should be taken 
away from the Africa Company, which was in general lethargic and, 
as a body of merchants, not competent to establish and manage a 
settlement. Hopes were held out for the growing of crops such as 
cotton, tobacco and indigo, and it was thought that it might also be 
possible to supply essential provisions for the West Indies, thus in some 
way alleviating the effects of the embargo on the American trade to 
those islands.11 

Clearly, the Pitt Ministry was loth to attack another great commercial 
company at this time, but it found the idea of using convicts to 
start a settlement an attractive one. The alternative to attacking the 
Africa Company was, therefore, to establish such a settlement else-
where on the African coast. On 28 July 1785, a Select Committee 
of the House of Commons released a report on the problem of 
transportation, and considered four areas which had been recommended 
for settlement.12 Three of these—the Gambia, Madagascar and the part 
of south-east Africa which is now the Province of Natal—were for 
various reasons rejected, but the fourth, south-west Africa, seemed 

9 Instructions to the commander of the Swallow, September 1783, C.O. 
7 7 / 2 5 . 

1 0 Memorandum of the Swallow Voyage, 17 June 1789, ibid. 
1 1 For such proposals, see E. Morse to Pitt, 24 November 1784, P.R.O. 

(Chatham) 3 0 / 8 , Vol. 363, ff. 76-77. Also Lieutenant Clarke's Report, 17 March 
1785, ibid., ff. 56-67. 

1 2 An undated copy of the report is in H.O. 4 1 / 7 , P.R.O. 
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to offer distinct possibilities. It was a huge and unfrequented tract of 
land, devoid of European habitation. Its soil was reputedly fertile, 
and was thought to support a thick vegetation and large herds of wild 
cattle and game. The report stressed the importance of such a settle-
ment to the sea passage to the East, through providing water and 
refreshments and thus in some way negating the apparent advantages 
of the French, Dutch and Portuguese settlements. As a last point the 
Committee mentioned the suitability of a base on that coast as a 
whaling port, being in a convenient latitude and relatively close to the 
fishing grounds off the Brazilian coast. 

Despite strong pressure from Captain Blankett and others in favour 
of Madagascar, the Pitt Ministry decided to follow up the Committee's 
report by an investigation of the African coast from St Helena Bay 
northward to Loanda.13 The expedition was planned in August 1785, 
and it was from the outset hedged with secrecy. So as not to attract 
attention to the preparations, it was decided that the vessels employed 
should be two of those regularly involved in patrols on the West African 
coast. Commodore Thomson, commander of the ships on the Africa 
station, was to lead the expedition in the warship Grampus, taking with 
him the sloop Nautilus, under the command of Captain Tripp. After 
a routine inspection of the African forts, the two vessels would separate, 
the Grampus returning to England, and the Nautilus undertaking the 
survey. On 22 August, Lord Sydney gave orders for the preparation 
of the survey, 'in order to fix upon a proper spot for making a settle-
ment upon that Coast, if such a measure should hereafter be judged 
expedient'.14 Particular attention was to be paid to the river, or bay 
of Das Voltas, 15 between 28° and 29°S, which was believed to have 
a good harbour and to abound with copper ore. After charting this 
bay, the coast contiguous to it was to be surveyed, and the commander 
was to be exhorted 'to examine as minutely as Circumstances will 
admit, the face and produce of the Country, the Character and Dis-
position of the Inhabitants and in general to use his utmost diligence 
in gaining every sort of information'.16 

To assist in this evaluation of the country, Sir Joseph Banks sug-
gested that a natural historian with written instructions should be 
attached to the expedition. Viscount Howe readily agreed to this plan 
after the Home Office had endorsed it, and Banks was requested to select 
a suitable person and to draft the instructions.17 Some difficulty was 

1 3 For Madagascar, see P.R.O. (Chatham), 3 0 / 8 , Vol. 363, ff. 78-81, about 
6 June 1785. Some of Blankett's correspondence is in H.O. 4 2 / 9 . Blankett was 
later a strong advocate of a British presence at the Cape, and in 1795, a Com-
modore, he led one of the squadrons which took the Cape. See Harlow, I, 133-5. 

1 4 Sydney to Lords of Adm, 22 August 1785, H.O. 2 8 / 5 . 
1 5 The confusion is understandable. This was Alexander Bay, at the mouth _ 

of the Orange River. It will hereafter be referred to as the Bay of Das Voltas. "" 
1 6 Sydney to Lords of Adm, 22 August 1785, H.O. 2 8 / 5 . 
17 J . Ibbetson to E. Nepean, 25 August 1785, P.R.O., H.O. 2 8 / 5 . Ibbetson 

had been Secretary to the Board of Longitude, and appears at this time to have 
been acting as a clerk to the Admiralty. Nepean was Under-Secretary of State to 
the Home Office. 
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experienced in finding someone willing to go on such a voyage, but 
eventually, with the aid of the Kew gardener, William Aiton, Banks 
fixed upon an eager young Pole named Hove, who had been training 
as a gardener at Kew.18 Hove was finally appointed to the expedition 
on 12 September, a few days before Thomson was due to sail, and a 
letter from the surgeon, Charles Blagden, to Banks, indicates the hasty 
preparation of the undertaking, and the sense of urgency felt by the 
ministry: 'Mr Nepean requires the person now to be ready next 
tuesday; but in reality as Captn Thomson's instructions are not yet 
even begun, the whole is in the usual ridiculous hurrying of office, 
which will spoil the business, without answering any purpose whatever.'19 

Three days later these instructions were ready, and they were 
delivered to Commodore Thomson at Spithead.20 In form, they closely 
followed the Secretary of State's letter of 22 August. With the com-
mander's general instructions were enclosed Banks's draft instructions 
for Hove, the botanist, which were to form the guide-lines for official 
orders drawn up by Thomson before the Nautilus proceeded on the 
survey. Hove's principal object was to evaluate the fertility, vegetation 
and mineral deposits of the country visited, and to comment on 
the prospects for cultivation. All his opinions were to be recorded in a 
journal, and wherever he landed Hove was to collect plant specimens, 
which were to be analysed by Banks on the ship's return.21 As with 
most botanists sent out on voyages of discovery in this period, his main 
purpose was not to collect plants for Kew Gardens, but to make 
qualitative empirical observations on the countries examined, and to 
collect plant specimens so that his opinions could be ratified by more 
learned persons on his return. 

On 28 September 1785 the two ships weighed anchor and set out for 
the African coast. Unfortunately, before the inspection of the African 
forts had been completed, Commodore Thomson died of a fever. He 
was succeeded in his command by Captain Tripp of the Nautilus, and 
Tripp's place was taken by the commodore's son, Thomas Boulden 
Thomson, second lieutenant of the Grampus.22 After the last fort had 
been visited, the vessels sailed for the island of Sāo Thome in the Gulf 
of Guinea, where they remained for six days while essential stores were 
transferred to the Nautilus. This episode illustrates the secrecy sur-
rounding the mission, for to prepare and victual the sloop for twelve 
months, in England, as was usual for such voyages of discovery, would 
have raised unnecessary suspicion; she had therefore been normally 
victualled and stored as for 'African Service'.23 Having completed the 

1 8 Blagden to Banks, 3 September 1785, Kew, B.C. I, f. 201. Same to same, 
15 September 1785, ibid., f. 204. 

1» Blagden to Banks, 10 September 1785, ibid., f. 203. 
2 0 Secret Instructions to Thomson, 15 September 1875, Adm 2 / 1 3 4 2 , P.R.O. 
2 1 'Heads of Instructions . . . to be given to Mr. Hove', 15 September 1785, 

ibid. 
2 2 T. B. Thomson to J . Stephens, (Secretary to Adm) , 30 January 1786, Adm 

1 / 2 5 7 4 (Captains' Letters). 
2 3 Tripp to Stephens, 24 March 1786, Adm 1 / 2 5 9 4 . 
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provisioning out of the Grampus for a full eight months, the two ships 
parted on 2 February 1786, the Grampus returning directly to England, 
and the Nautilus heading south to begin the survey. In March the 
Grampus reached England, where the reports on the African forts were 
presented, and some seeds and plants were delivered to Banks.24 

The Nautilus headed towards the Cape, putting in to St Helena Bay 
on 25 February, and from there beginning the three-month survey. 
Very little need be said about that three months. The ship cruised 
slowly northwards along the coast, a few miles off shore, making 
constant soundings and observations. A surveyor with the expedition, 
Home Popham, charted the coast using one of the ship's boats inshore, 
while at various points scouting parties were sent ashore to search for 
wood and water. In this manner the survey proceeded north to Das 
Voltas Bay, Walvis Bay, Pequena Bay and Fisher Bay. Thomson's 
terse log entries sum up their findings on that desolate coast: 15 April, 
'one entire Desert of Rocks and Sand'; 24 April, 'loose sand with high 
cliffs'; 8 May, 'Land a high barren Sand'; and a cursory entry of 18 
May 'Made sail to West Having completed survey of Coast from 
Lat. 32° 4'S to Lat. 16° without finding drop of water, or seeing a 
tree.' On 24 May the Nautilus put into St Helena, and by 23 July 
1786, the ship was safely anchored at Spithead.25 

On his return, Thomson was for three weeks closeted with Lord 
Sydney discussing the results of the survey.28 That these discussions 
continued for so long shows what great hopes the ministry had placed 
in the south-west coast of Africa, for it was quite obviously unsuitable 
as a place of settlement, even for convicts. Reluctantly, the Pitt Ministry 
was obliged to turn to the alternative site. In 1779, Banks had suggested 
to a Committee of the House of Commons that Botany Bay would be 
suitable for a convict colony.27 One of his proteges, James Matra, put 
forward a detailed plan for such a colony in August 1786 with Banks's 
full support.28 The Nautilus expedition marked but another episode in 
Banks's long and continued association with New South Wales, and 
his part in the final decision of 18 August 1786 to send convicts to 
Botany Bay was formidable.29 

Although by a series of diplomatic coups, and spells of good luck in 
1787 and 1788, Pitt had managed to counter French influence in the 
United Provinces, British fears about the sea passage around the Cape 
of Good Hope remained largely unallayed. When, by the middle of 
1789, France was again in a dangerous mood, discussions on the matter 
were renewed. New considerations were also involved. The instructions 
for the Swallow and Nautilus expeditions show how surprisingly inade-

2 4 ]QC. c i t . 
2R Log of'Nautilus, Adm 5 1 / 6 2 7 . 
2 « T. B. Thomson to Stephens, 15 August 1786, Adm 1 / 2 5 9 4 . 
27 Commons Journals, 1778-1780, X X X V I I , Col. 311. 
28 Historical Records of New South Wales, I, 2, pp. 1-8. 
2 9 On Banks and Australia, see J. H. Maiden, Sir Joseph Banks-, the 'Father 

of Australia', Sydney, 1909, and G. Mackaness, Sir Joseph Banks. His Relations 
with Australia, Sydney, 1936. 
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quate British knowledge of the south Atlantic and its shores was at 
this time. For the most part, charts were based on information collected 
during the seventeenth century, and the occasional intelligence gleaned 
from the logs of East Indiamen which had been blown off course. The 
need for a more thorough investigation of those seas was therefore 
obvious. 

There were also new commercial objects to consider. Since 1785 
the government had shown itself particularly willing to encourage the 
new 'southern whale' fishery, and was giving the industry determined 
backing against the monopolies of the East India and South Sea Com-
panies. After lengthy discussions between the whalers and the Board 
of Trade in 1786, an act for encouraging the fishery was passed, and it 
held out advantages in the way of premiums to the firms involved.80 

These large firms, such as Samuel Enderby and Son, Alexander Cham-
pion, and John St Barbe, had profited from the experience of migrating 
Nantucketers after 1784, and were pushing southwards into the Atlantic. 
By 1788 they were beginning to use the waters of the south Pacific 
around Cape Horn. Their great problem was to find bases and places 
of refreshment close to the South American mainland without giving 
umbrage to the Spanish. Many of their anxieties about the problem 
are embodied in the following letter from Enderby and Son to Banks 
of 26 August 1788. Having a vessel about to sail to the south Pacific, 
they asked: 

What we would particularly wish to know is, whether you can inform 
us if Juan Fernandez is settled? if settled whether there would be any risk 
of our Ship being seized, if she should go to that P lace through distress, or 
to refresh the crew in case of Scurvy? or, if there are any other Places where 
she might derive benefit without these risks? W e shall also be much obliged 
by your informing us, if you know, whether there are any Spermaceti 
Whales round the Cape & where they are to be met with? 3 1 

Some of these questions were answered by the case of the two 
whalers Sappho and Elizabeth and Margaret, which had been ordered 
off the Patagonian coast at Puerto Deseado by Spanish frigates in April 
1789, while refreshing their crews and carrying out essential repairs. 
To increase British anxieties about this particular episode, the Spanish 
commodore concerned had denied the British right to fish in what he 
called the 'Public Seas' off the South American coasts.32 The whalers 
were naturally alarmed at the prospect of such limitations of their 

3 0 For these discussions, see B.T. 5 / 3 , Public Record Office, Minutes 4 Febru-
ary to 21 July 1876. Also B.M. Add. MSS. (Liverpool) 38346, If 75, 274-8, 
Act 'for the Encouragement of the Southern Whale Fishery', 26. Geo. Ill, 
cap. 50. The shorthand 'Board of Trade' is used here, although this was still 
officially the Privy Council Committee for Trade and Plantations. 

81 Enderby & Son to Banks, 26 August 1788, Kew B.C. I, f. 319. 
82 An account of the incident is in Fawkener to Leeds, 8 December 1789, 

B.T. 3 / 2 , pp. 134-53. 
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right to fish, and in October 1789 they petitioned the Board of Trade 
to take the matter up with the Spanish government.33 

With these new considerations in mind, and with the strategic 
motive ever present, the British government decided in the middle of 
1789 to send a fully equipped exploring expedition to the south 
Atlantic under an experienced commander who was skilled in surveying. 
And it is in regard to this expedition, planned in the autumn of 1789, 
that the history of British interest in the south Atlantic and the north-
east coast of America has become confused. The incidents surrounding 
the expedition are symbolic of the direction of British interests in these 
areas, as it is clear that the interests of the fur traders on the Canadian 
Pacific coast were regarded by the Pitt Ministry as being very secondary 
to those of the southern whalers. As will be shown, Harlow's claim 
that the Government was determined to underwrite the enterprise of 
the fur traders before 1790 is based on a misconstruction of events.34 

Indeed, but for the seizure of English vessels by the Spanish at Nootka 
Sound, and the inflated testimony of the adventurer John Meares, 
many years might have passed before the efforts of Banks, Dalrymple 
and the fur traders had pushed the Ministry into making a maritime 
survey of the north-west coast of America. 

In June 1789 the Secretary of State for Home Affairs, William 
Grenville, began to reconsider the objectives of the Swallow venture 
of 1782-3 and to review the need for a base in the south Atlantic.35 

By August, it was apparent that a follow-up to the Swallow voyage 
was being planned, for on the 27th of that month, Banks wrote to 
Evan Nepean recommending that Archibald Menzies would be a 
suitable botanist 'to attend the Voyage now in Contemplation'.36 

Banks referred to a former meeting with Nepean on the subject, and 
there is much to suggest that he played a critical role in the inception 
of the enterprise and in the events which followed. On 3 October 
Grenville outlined the purposes of the expedition in a letter to the 
Lords of the Admiralty, and ordered that a proper ship be fitted out, 
as it was expedient that 'Certain Islands situated in the Southern 
Atlantic Ocean, and comprising within Cape Horn and the Cape of 
Good Hope, as well as some parts of the Coast of Africa, should be 
examined with a view to further operations'.37 As the season most 
suitable for such a voyage was fast approaching, the vessel was to be 
got ready as quickly as possible. 

With this order to the Admiralty, Grenville enclosed draft instructions 
to the commander of the vessel. Isla Grande was again to be the first 
object, and the ship was to make traverses eastward in about latitude 
45°S in search of the island. If this island, or any others were found, 

3 3 On these discussions, see B.T. 5 / 5 , 16 October, 20 October, 4 December 
1789. 

3 4 Harlow, II, ch. VII, particularly pp. 438-41. 
3 « Grenville memo., 17 June 1789, C.O. 7 7 / 2 5 . 
3 « Banks to Nepean, 27 August 1789, H.O. 2 8 / 6 , f. 314. 
" Grenville to Lords of Adm, 3 October 1789, Adm 1 / 4 1 5 4 , also H.O. 2 8 / 6 , 

ff. 304-5. 
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they were to be thoroughly charted, and the soil, vegetation and water 
supply was to be examined. This done, the captain was to sail to St 
Helena to hand charts and journals to the governor, and then to return 
to the survey. After reaching about 25 °W, the ship was to go further 
north and continue its traverses eastward in the latitude of Tristan da 
Cunha, which was also to be charted and examined. The same was 
to be done for the recently discovered Gough's Island, before the ship 
sailed to survey the coast of Africa from 31°S northward to the first 
Portuguese settlements. In relation to this latter task, charts drawn up 
by Captain Thomson in 1786 were enclosed with the orders, and the 
commander was to be instructed to take the same care as his predeces-
sor in searching for wood, water and good harbours.38 Once this was 
completed, the captain was again to go to St Helena, and then to sail 
to the Cape to refresh his crew and obtain provisions. The surveying 
expedition was to be completed by an examination of the coast of 
Africa from the eastern limits of the Dutch territory to the first Por-
tuguese settlements in Mozambique.39 As it was not expected that 
the commander of the vessel would possess a sufficient botanical know-
ledge to give an accurate description of the soil and productions of the 
various places visited, Banks's suggestion that Archibald Menzies should 
be appointed for this service was adopted. Once again a natural 
historian was accredited to an expedition as an integral part of the 
machinery of survey.40 

The objectives of this expedition were virtually identical with those 
of the Swallow voyage, and it is therefore reasonable to assume that 
the strategic motive was uppermost in the ministry's thoughts. By 
making it a fully-fledged naval expedition, it was hoped that the 
mistakes of the earlier voyage would not be repeated. What is remark-
able is the continued interest shown in south-west Africa. The Nautilus 
survey had apparently been thorough, although it had not been con-
tinued as far to the north as Sydney would have wished. Great hopes 
must therefore have been placed in this coast for the government to 
order that the same ground should be covered again. 

On 6 October the Navy Board was ordered to search for a vessel 
of about 300 tons for the service, and to cause a shallop of forty tons 
to be built and put in frame on board her.41 Eventually, a new ship 
being constructed in the private yards of Messrs Randall and Brent was 
selected, and an order was made out for her purchase. Menzies had 
expected to sail in November, but in fact the ship was unfinished, and 
the Navy Board was not able to take delivery of her until 19 Decem-
ber.42 On 7 December, orders were given for the ship to be entered 
on the lists of the Navy as the Discovery sloop, and the command of 
her was given to Captain Henry Roberts, who had been on Cook's 

3 s Enclosure in Adm 1 / 4 1 5 6 . 
3 9 Heads of Instructions, 3 October 1789, Adm 1 / 4 1 5 6 , wrongly dated 3 

October 1790. Also in H.O. 2 8 / 6 , ff. 306-12. 
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4 1 Adm 3 / 1 0 6 , 6 October 1789. On the shallop, ibid., 27 October 1789. 
4 2 Menzies to Banks, 8 October 1789, Kew, B.C. I, f. 362. 
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second and third voyages.43 George Vancouver, another Cook veteran, 
was made her first lieutenant. On 20 December the Discovery was 
launched and towed to Deptford, where work on her fitting out con-
tinued, and her provisioning was begun. As the voyage was thought 
to be similar in some respects to Cook's second voyage, it had been 
decided that the vessel should be fitted, stored and victualled in the 
same proportions, and her crew was settled at a hundred men.44 As 
with most ships on voyages of discovery, a wide variety of special 
nautical and astronomical instruments were supplied to her for the 
purpose of the survey, and she was given the usual useless selection 
of anti-scorbutics.45 By the end of January 1790 the Discovery was in 
all respects ready for sea, but it was to be over a year before she sailed. 

Towards the end of January 1790 the news first reached England 
of the seizure by Spain of English vessels at Nootka Sound, on what 
was within a few years to be called Vancouver Island. The vessels 
concerned belonged to merchant adventurers who were engaged in the 
trade of sea otter skins between the American coast and China. This 
trade had developed after 1785, as an outcome of Cook's third voyage, 
and by 1789 there were British, French and American merchants 
involved. In July 1789 a Spanish captain seized two English merchant 
ships, the Argonaut and the Princess Royal, and a small cutter, the 
North-West America, and sent them under guard to Mexico. On 1 
February 1790, the Duke of Leeds sent to Grenville a letter from 
Mexico which gave vague details of the seizure.46 Merry, the British 
consul in Madrid, had attempted to get more specific information from 
the Spanish Foreign Minister, Count Florida Blanca, but the latter 
refused to explain the particulars of the events at Nootka, and would 
not even clearly admit that any vessels had been captured47 Until the 
arrival of John Meares from Canton in April, Britain was therefore 
largely in the dark about the exact nature of the happenings on the 
north-west coast, and relied for its information on news filtered through 
from Mexico to Spain and passed on to London by Merry: all by 
courtesy of the Spanish government. Operating in such a vacuum 
obviously imposed its frustrations, and tempted Leeds, for example, 
to expose his tactical position by demanding the release of the ships 
before the facts were fully known.48 Spain, on the other hand, was 
able to take a strong line, and on 10 February Del Campo, its 
ambassador in London, officially notifying Leeds of the seizure, claimed 
prior discovery and occupation of Nootka Sound, challenged Britain's 
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right to trade at all in the seas in that area, and requested that British 
merchant interlopers be controlled.49 

Being thus handicapped in the diplomatic field, the Pitt Ministry 
resolved on another expedient. It was decided that a force should be 
sent to the north-west coast of America to seek a clarification of the 
episode, and to establish a settlement so as to present Spain with a 
fait accompli. In the middle of February, Grenville approached Banks 
to establish whether the Spanish claim to prior occupation was in any 
way justified. On the 15th, Banks replied that there was no evidence 
to suggest that the Spanish voyage of 1775, referred to in Del Campo's 
letter, had landed at Nootka, and in answer to the general Spanish 
claim to the whole coast he noted that the narrative of the voyage 
described 'a grand ceremony by which the Spaniards took possession 
of a Harbour in Latitude 41° 7' which seems as if they did not then 
consider themselves as intitled to the whole Coast'.50 Having this 
guidance on the question of prior occupation, the ministry set about 
planning the expedition. 

There were two plans. The first was embodied in a secret draft 
letter to the Admiralty towards the middle of February, and it was 
probably the work of Evan Nepean.51 By this scheme the Gorgon, 
a 44-gun ship which had been prepared to carry troops and supplies 
to New South Wales, and was at the time ready for sea, was to sail 
for the north-west coast via Botany Bay. The Admiralty was therefore 
directed to prepare the Gorgon for such a voyage, and to have her 
lower deck guns, which had been removed to facilitate her original 
purpose, taken on board and stowed in her hold. As it had recently 
been rumoured that two more ships had left Spain for the north-west 
coast, it was thought proper to give the Gorgon some support. The 
crucial question was how much? It was finally decided that the Discovery 
should accompany the Gorgon, as she was also ready for sea, 'and 
particularly as her departure will not be likely to create a suspicion of 
the intended operation'.52 It was not proposed, however, that the 
Discovery should proceed all the way to the north-west coast of 
America unless absolutely necessary, and therefore orders were to be 
given that the frigate Vestal, returning from India, should be detained at 
the Cape, to proceed from there with the Gorgon. In this case the 
Discovery was to begin her exploration of the south Atlantic as 
formerly directed. If the Vestal had already left the Cape by the time 
the other two vessels arrived, then the Discovery was to go on to 
Botany Bay. On arrival there another option opened up, for the 
warship on duty at Port Jackson, the Sirius, should accompany the 
Gorgon, if she were in a fit condition, and some of the Discovery's 
men and stores should be transferred to her. To assist the Gorgon and 
her accompanying vessel in the search for a suitable site to establish a 

4 9 Del Campo to Leeds, 10 February 1790, P.R.O. (Chatham) 3 0 / 8 , Vol. 
341, ff. 65-66. 
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settlement, a surveying vessel would be sent out from England in the 
spring or early summer. Once on the north-west coast, the commander 
of the expedition was to establish contact with the Spanish ships there 
and to ascertain whether any English vessels had in fact been seized. 
If this was the case, he was to demand satisfaction and restitution, and 
if necessary, capture the Spanish ships concerned. Having carried out 
his instructions, the commander was to return to Botany Bay, and the 
Discovery, if she was one of these ships, was to proceed in execution 
of her former orders. 

It is apparent then, that before the onset of the Nootka crisis, the 
Discovery was not intended, as Harlow and the various biographers of 
Vancouver suggest it was, to go to the north-west coast of America.63 

Even when an expedition to that coast was planned in February 1790, 
the Discovery was to go only if absolutely necessary, as her strength 
was regarded as insufficient to the task. It is certainly not true that, 
as Harlow claims, the 44-gun warship Gorgon was going as an 'armed 
escort' to the 10-gun sloop Discovery,54 When a survey of the north-
west coast of America as a preliminary to settlement was eventually 
considered, it was the intention of the Secretary of State to use the 
Discovery in a subsidiary capacity only. There is no indication whatever 
that the Government planned, prior to February 1790, to survey this 
coast. 

Towards the end of February, the plan outlined above was for 
various reasons found to be inadequate. The Vestal had already left 
the Cape, and the Guardian, a storeship going to New South Wales 
with provisions for the settlement and naval stores for the Sirius, was 
wrecked in December 1789, barely a week after leaving the Cape.55 

Also, as the news filtering through from Madrid became more and 
more positive, it was realised that a larger force would be necessary. 
It was therefore decided that the Discovery should definitely accompany 
the Gorgon, and that Commodore Cornwallis in the East Indies should 
be ordered to detach one or two frigates from his squadron to a 
rendezvous point in Hawaii in December 1790. In the spring the 
the vessels would proceed to the north-west coast and establish a 
settlement in the region of Queen Charlotte Sound. This done, the 
coast between 40° north and 60° north was to be surveyed with a 
view to finding a communication to the eastward. This scheme, embodied 
in a draft 'Heads of Instructions' at the end of February, was conveyed 
in orders to Governor Phillip and Commodore Cornwallis in March.58 

53 Harlow, II, 438-41. G. Godwin, Vancouver. A Life, London, 1930, pp. 
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Meanwhile, the ships were being prepared. On 8 February, orders had 

been given to Admiral Roddam, on station at Portsmouth, for the 
Gorgon's lower deck guns were to be stowed in her hold.57 By the end 
of February both vessels were again ready for sea, and lay waiting for 
favourable winds. In the first week of March, however, a violent 
outbreak of fever occurred among the troops on board the Gorgon. 
Roddam recounted the events in a letter to the Admiralty of 4 March.58 

Two surgeons from ships of the line lying at Spithead had immediately 
been sent on board and they confirmed the outbreak, stating in their 
report that nine of the troops had gone down with a putrid fever and 
would have to be removed. This critical situation was explained by one 
of the surgeons in a report of 9 March: 'The situation of a fresh levied 
body of Men, exposed to the Jail Fever under the circumstances of a 
long sea Voyage, a crowded Ship, & the little advantages which any 
assistance can therefore afford, requires that the necessary precautions 
be adopted before the Ship leaves Harbour.'59 The ministry treated 
the matter very seriously, aware that a delay at this juncture could be 
critical. Grenville demanded frequent reports on the state of the ship, 
and ordered that the surgeons' requests for fresh meat and fruit for 
the men should immediately be complied with. But it was not until 
11 April that the surgeons were able to report that the men were fully 
recovered, and could 'return to the Gorgon that she may proceed to 
Sea'.60 

It was too late. By early April, John Meares had arrived in England 
with his inflated account of events at Nootka, and the Pitt Ministry, 
previously starved of information, proved too eager to take his testimony 
at face value. On 30 April Meares's memorial on the events on the 
north-west coast of America was put into Grenville's hands, and the 
public clamour began.61 At about the same time intelligence came 
through from Madrid that Spain was mobilising the fleet. On 1 May 
1790 the Government called for a general armament, the fleet was 
ordered to be got ready for sea, and the proposed expedition to the 
north-west coast of America was abandoned.62 

There is no need to discuss in detail the events of May-October 1790. 
The conflict was basically over the principle of freedom of navigation 
in the Pacific. National honour was also involved. It was not a dispute 
over territorial interests. In fact, it seems to have been the realisation 
that the piece of land under discussion was unimportant that pulled both 
sides back from the brink. The British government showed only a 
vague interest in the maritime fur trade. Lord Sydney had given his 
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tentative support in its early phases, but it had been obvious since 1789 
that all the merchant adventurers in the trade were making a loss on 
their investments, and the price of furs at Canton was steadily declining.83 

From the time of the signing of a declaration on 24 July 1790 onwards 
therefore, the object of the negotiations was to work out a face-saving 
formula, and an agreement to protect the right of British seamen 
generally. When, on 28 October, a convention was signed between the 
two powers, the territorial arrangements about Nootka were vague to 
the point of being meaningless, and despite efforts to define the matter 
in February 1791, Captain Vancouver, sent out to accept the restitution, 
had insufficient information to carry the transaction through—a similar 
plight befell his Spanish counterpart.84 When Vancouver found himself 
unable to accept the parcel of land, described by Godwin as smaller 
than the Board room of the Admiralty, Dundas, in a private memoran-
dum to Grenville of 1793, lamented the fact, explaining that although 
national honour demanded restitution, 'The Extent of that Restitution 
is not of much moment'.85 Compensation for the injured merchants 
was arranged by the convention, but Spain managed to fend the matter 
off, and the British government was not so proprietary over the interests 
of the traders as to press the point. 

As it turned out, the most important concessions gained from the 
convention seemed to be related, not so much to the seizure of the 
Princess Royal and Argonaut at Nootka, but to the threats made to the 
Sappho and Elizabeth and Margaret on the coast of Patagonia, for 
the 'southern whalers' were guaranteed unrestricted fishing in the South 
Seas and Pacific, so long as they did not go within ten leagues of 
occupied Spanish territories. Pitt had even wondered if the negotiations 
might be the appropriate time to raise the question of the opening of the 
South American trade, and mooted the renewal of the discussions over 
the Falkland Islands.86 

Throughout the Nootka Crisis of 1790, the government still showed 
interest in the expedition to the south Atlantic. During the crisis the 
crew of the Discovery had been dispersed through the fleet, and the 
sloop was used as a receiving ship, but after the declaration was signed 
with Spain on 24 July, it was clear that the expedition could again be 
got under way.67 In August, Grenville asked Samuel Enderby for 
information on Tristan da Cunha and the ports of western South 
America which were likely to be suitable for whaling bases.88 In 
November progress began on refitting the Discovery, and the brig 
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Chatham, which it had been decided should go with her. At this stage, 
both vessels were still bound for the south Atlantic.68 On 11 December 
a sudden change occurred: the Admiralty ordered the Discovery to be 
paid off, and 14 December Captain Roberts accompanied his crew to the 
Pay Office. At the same time the ship received a change of commander, 
for on 18 December Lieutenant George Vancouver replaced Roberts.70 

With the change in crew came a change in destination: the Discovery 
and Chatham were bound for the north-west coast of America. 

The most probable reason for this turn in events was the availability 
of the ships. There was a need for an official to go out to Nootka Sound 
to accept the restitution. Grenville's orders to this effect in December 
directed the Admiralty to get two ships of a proper class ready for sea, 
but by this time the Discovery and Chatham were already in a fit state.71 

Sometime in December, therefore, the Pitt Ministry re-sorted its 
priorities, and decided that the need for vessels to go to the north-west 
coast would make it a favourable opportunity to carry out a survey, 
settling once and for all the question of the north west passage. Archi-
bald Menzies described the change of plan: 'These vessels had been 
taken up for a different expedition some Months before . . . when the 
alterations which took place in the destination occasioned a change of 
commanders and consequently of officers and seamen'.72 

This did not mean that the expedition to the south Atlantic had 
been abandoned. In a letter to Philip Stephens of 24 December 1790, 
Captain Roberts requested that several of the men recently paid off, 
who had entered with him on the Discovery for the voyage to the 
south Atlantic, should be entered on the books of some other ship, 
'until such a time as another ship is provided for the Expedition'.78 

In June 1791 Roberts was still writing as though the expedition was 
to be imminently renewed, and he was to be appointed to command 
it.74 Menzies, in his Journal, claimed that Roberts was detained to go 
out in another vessel in the spring of 1791.75 Menzies himself, bored 
with eighteen months' delay, stayed with the Discovery. 

It was clear that the government had merely postponed the expedi-
tion. Certainly there was sufficient pressure to keep them up to it, for 
the 'southern whalers' had taken advantage of their position of favour 
with the Board of Trade to push further into the Pacific, and to make 
continuous assaults on the East India Company monopoly. From 
January to April 1791, there had been lengthy discussions at the 
Board of Trade on how best to utilise the advantages of the convention 
with Spain, but although a bill was drafted in April, it seems to have 
fallen by the wayside. Some of its proposals were embodied in the 
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renewal of the East India Company's charter in 1793. 
The whalers' most urgent need was still for bases to refresh their 

crews and carry out repairs, as they were not yet welcome in Spanish 
ports, and the Cape and St Helena were now too far away from their 
Pacific fishing grounds. Vancouver's instructions had directed him to 
explore the south-west coast of South America for such a base on his 
return voyage, but only if he had sufficient time.77 The whaling firms 
were seeking more definitive action, and on 25 January 1792 Enderby 
and Son suggested that one of their whalers en route to the Pacific 
would search for an off-shore island base, if the government held out 
some encouragement.78 In March discussions on the matter were held 
at the Board of Trade, and after Enderby and Champion had sub-
mitted a report of their losses through scurvy, it was decided to 
recommend to Dundas that another expedition should be undertaken 
to solve the whalers' problems.79 

Initially the expedition was to be a naval venture, which was to be 
under the command of Lieutenant Colnett, who had recently returned 
from his unfortunate adventures on the north-west coast of America.80 

Dundas began to waver on this plan, however, and after discussions 
with Alexander Dalrymple, he gave his opinion that the scale of the 
expedition was too extensive, and that it would be sufficient if one of 
the regular whaling vessels were used for the purpose, and given a 
naval commander skilled in surveying.81 The whalers would receive 
a gratuity of £500 for their troubles. This scheme was in turn rejected 
by the whaling firms, and a compromise was eventually settled on. One 
of the navy's sloops of war was to be lent for the purpose, and tem-
porarily converted for whaling. Lieutenant Colnett would take com-
mand of her, and have the assistance of a whaling master. In September 
the navy settled on the sloop Rattler, which was undergoing a refit at 
Woolwich, and the vessel was removed to a private yard for conver-
sion.82 

Unfortunately, it was discovered that once converted, the sloop 
would no longer be suitable for navy use, and when this was represented 
to the whaling firms concerned, they undertook to purchase the vessel. 
The navy accepted the offer, and an order for delivery was made, 
leading to the anomalous situation of a joint naval and commercial 
venture.83 The conversion of the Rattler went forward with the aid of 
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one of the navy's assistant surveyors, and by 11 November 1792 she 
was ready for sea and lay waiting for the commander's instructions at 
Portsmouth.84 For some time the Admiralty and Board of Trade 
quibbled over who was to draw up Colnett's instructions, Lord Chatham 
maintaining that as the expedition had been planned by the Board of 
Trade, the instructions were its responsibility.85 Grenville, meanwhile, 
was expressing doubts to Lord Hawkesbury, about the whole expedition, 
as he feared the Spanish might be offended.86 This confusion, coupled 
with the ministry's pre-occupation with affairs across the Channel, led 
to an interminable delay and, to expedite matters, Samuel Enderby 
himself drew up the instructions along the lines of an Admiralty draft.87 

On 24 December Colnett joined his ship, and ten days later the 
Rattler made her way down Channel. This voyage is interesting in that 
it shows the gradual swing of interest since the peace of 1783. It was 
principally a venture for the benefit of the whalers, and as such, it 
showed more interest in the south-west Atlantic and the eastern Pacific. 
Apparently, from Colnett's comments on the voyage, the ministry hoped 
information might incidentally be gathered which would locate an 
off-shore base for Britain as a centre for commercial and possibly 
military attacks on the Pacific coast of South America. The voyage 
was a sure sign of British intentions in the Pacific.88 

After touching at Rio de Janeiro, the Rattler finally proved the non-
existence of the Isla Grande, on which so many hopes had been pinned. 
In his Journal, Colnett noted that the discovery of the island 'Was to 
have been the first service I understood the orders of the Right Honour-
able, The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, were to have directed 
my attention to'.89 The principal object thereafter was to find a suitable 
island base close to the western side of South America, and with this in 
view, the Rattler cruised northward up the coast, charting and examining 
Wager Island, Mocha Island, the Islands of San Felix and San Ambrosio, 
Isle St. Lawrence, Lobas le Mar, the Galapagos, Isla Plata, Malpelo 
Island and the Cocos. After touching at Socorro, the Californian penin-
sula, and several small islands off the Mexican coast, the Rattler 
returned to England via the Galapagos, Cape Horn and St Helena. A 
few of the islands examined by Colnett were suitable as rendezvous 
points, and places of minor refreshments, but only the Cocos, Socorro 
and the Galapagos were in any way suitable as bases. The latter group 
of islands greatly impressed Colnett. Their fertility, good harbours, and 
proximity to Spanish America, made them ideal for a free port, or a 
base for offensives against the mainland. They were, he wrote, 'one of 
the most desirable spots under heaven to our Country'.90 Almost the 
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entire voyage had been devoted to surveying, partly because Colnett 
had an eye towards promotion in the navy, and as a result few whales 
were caught, and the Rattler returned with a mere fifty barrels of oil. 

By the time the Rattler reached England on 3 November 1794, its 
original purpose, and indeed the various objectives of the expeditions 
planned since 1782, were close to being met. In April 1795 two squad-
rons sailed from England with 6,000 men and the Cape fell into British 
hands. Henceforth British fears for the security of India were in the 
main shifted elsewhere.91 Botany Bay had in many respects solved the 
convict problem, and after 1798 the whalers were able to make use of 
that settlement, New Zealand, and the Sandwich Islands for the refresh-
ment of their crews. Bligh's second attempt to carry breadfruit and 
other esculent plants from the Pacific to the West Indies had avoided 
the misfortune of the first, thus partially fulfilling yet another of Dal-
rymple's designs for Terra Australis Incognita. But although these ex-
peditions had largely failed to achieve their objectives, they form part of 
a logical pattern, and show a definite direction in British imperial inter-
est at this time. It is not possible, however, to link direction with moti-
vation, and it therefore cannot be said that these voyages conform 
neatly to Harlow's thesis of a major swing in British policy after 1763; 
they do not consistently form part of any 'swing to the East'; they do 
not represent a step in the direction of 'formal' or 'informal' empire. 
The pattern in fact, is somewhat haphazard, for the motivation, al-
though clear, is very mixed. It is traditional, as in the need to secure 
the sea passage to India; and it is novel, as in the search for whaling 
bases. 

These voyages had something else in common, for they were all 
products of the Cook era in that they reflected the homogeneity and 
flexibility which began to characterise men's thoughts and actions rela-
tive to the 'Southern Oceans'. These qualities facilitated the subsequent 
long-ranging ventures to the distant and differing seas to which the 
Navy Board applied the all-embracing expression, 'remote parts'. Cook 
also influenced his followers in terms of means, direction and personnel. 
His voyages were significant here in a wider sense. Although they 
imposed a unity, they also contributed to the erosion of a way of 
thought, for the search for the Southern Continent and the north east 
passage were quests for the logical, the pervasive and the harmonious, 
in terms of vision as well as reality. This account of British interest in 
the southern oceans in the inter-war periods is thus in many ways a 
chronicle of frustration. It had to be so. Cook had exposed the reality; 
these men were pursuing a ghost. 

DAVID MACKAY 
University College, London 

9 1 F o r a concise analysis of the place of the Cape of Good Hope in British 
policy throughout this period, and a more detailed discussion of some points 
about the Cape which have been raised here, see L. C. F . Turner, 'The Cape of 
Good Hope and Anglo-French Rivalry, 1778-1796', Historical Studies. Australia 
and New Zealand, XII , No. 46, (April 1966) , 166-85. 


