
Notes 

The Commercial Ambitions Behind 
Captain Cook's Last Voyage 

a day will come, 
When, through new channels sailing, we shall clothe 
The Californian coast, and all the realms 
That stretch from Anian's Streights to proud Japan; 

John Dyer, The Fleece ( 1 7 5 7 ) 1 

IN the Introduction to the third volume of his edition of The Journals of 
Captain James Cook the late Professor J . C. Beaglehole expressed his agree-
ment with the view that 'there is little evidence that trade considerations 
played the leading part in the decision to send Cook in search of a [North-
West] passage'.2 There are, however, some letters from Captain (later Rear-
Admiral) James Blankett to Lord Shelburne, hitherto overlooked, which 
suggest otherwise. Blankett, who throughout his life displayed a passionate 
and imaginative enthusiasm for the expansion of British trade had, as a 
young man, served in Admiral Saunders' fleet at the capture of Quebec 
in 1759. It was this event that had first made him consider the possible 
existence of a North-West Passage, about which he had written a report 
for the Admiralty upon his return. 3 Others were thinking along similar 
lines, and in the immediate aftermath of the Seven Years War the first 
suggestions were being made for seeking an overland route across the 

1 Anian's Streights had long featured on world maps, e.g. Ortelius's world map 
of 1570, and divided the North American from the Asian continent, as Russian 
exploration was just showing the Bering Straits in fact did. In this same poem 
Dyer also envisaged the supposed Great Southern Continent as providing another 
promising market for British woollens: 

The portion too of land, a tract immense, 
Beneath th' Antarctic spread, shall then be known, 
And new plantations on its coast arise, 
Then rigid winters' ice no more shall wound 
The only naked animal; but man 
With the soft fleece shall ev'ry-where be cloath'd. 

2 J . C. Beaglehole, ed., The Journals of Captain James Cook: the voyage of 
the Resolution and Discovery, 1776-1780, London, 1967, lxv note. 

3 The Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter referred to as DNB). 
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North American continent towards the Pacific, utilizing the extensive rivers 
and inland waters — that were in part known and in part anticipated to 
exist — in the manner of the French and other fur traders.4 

While such suggestions were reviving interest in the search for some 
form of North-West Passage, both in England and in North America, the 
Russians too, were evincing a renewed interest in this question. Since they 
had reached Kamchatka in the early eighteenth century they had been 
anxious to discover the true nature of the northern and eastern coasts of 
the continent of Asia and of the region that lay between Kamchatka and 
Japan. English knowledge of the work of the two voyages of Vitus Bering 
was dependent upon two sources: an account of the first had appeared in 
Dr John Campbell's edition of Harris's Collection of Voyages (1744-48), 
while a description of the second, undertaken in 1740-41, had appeared 
in English translation in 1761.5 And it was in order to study at first hand 
precisely what the Russians had recently discovered that Blankett had 
obtained special leave of absence, in 1763, to enable him to visit Russia.6 

It was in February 1774, against a background of increasing Russian 
activity in this field of exploration,7 that Daines Barrington submitted to 
the Council of the Royal Society the plan that has hitherto been presumed 
to have been his own, but which now appears to have been devised by 
Blankett, in association with D r John Campbell. 

The increase in Russian activity was made manifest in that same year 
when D r Maty, the secretary of the Royal Society, arranged for the trans-
lation of An Account of the New Northern Archipelago, lately discovered 
by the Russians in the Seas of Kamtschatka and Anadir,& by Jacob von 
Stahlin, Secretary of the Russian Academy of Sciences. T h e appearance 
of this work caused both excitement and apprehension, for Russian traders 
were known to be already exploiting the fur-trade of the Aleutian Islands 
in the wake of Bering's discoveries and the Empress Catherine was back-
ing these merchants in her desire for 'the eastward expansion of her 
dominions in trade and navigation'. Furthermore, the Russians were about 
to establish a company to exploit the fur-trade on the American coasts as 
well. 

In preparing his plan Blankett had chosen his partners well. D r John 
Campbell was a prolific writer who had specialized in works relating to 
geographical discoveries and commerce.9 He had shown a particular in-

4 Thus in 1765 Major Rogers (famed for his service in the Rangers) expressed 
his 'moral certainty' as to the existence of such an overland route to the north-
west, while Jonathan Carver was making the journeys that would one day be 
recorded in his Travels through North America in the years 1766-68. See H. T. 
Fry, Alexander Dalrymple and the expansion of British trade, London and Toronto, 
1970, pp. 198 ff, for background. 

6 See Beaglehole, pp. lvi-lx. Also E. Heawood, A History of Geographical 
Discovery in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, London, 1912, reprinted 
New York, 1965, pp. 259-63. Note that the map accompanying this 1761 trans-
lation of Midler's work, describing Bering's second voyage, also showed a river 
flowing across the North American continent from Lake Winnipeg to the Pacific 
coast, and another from Lake Winnipeg to Hudson's Bay, a cartographical repre-
sentation of the very sort of overland version of a North-West Passage that a 
number of men in the 1760s were hoping to find. 

fi DNB. 
7 See Beaglehole, pp. Ixi-lxiii. 
s ibid. 
9 Campbell was described by his friend Dr Johnson as 'the richest author that 

ever grazed the common of literature'. 



188 NOTES 

terest in the exploration of the Pacific and in the potentialities of a North-
West Passage. 10 He shared the enthusiasm of the age for the expansion of 
his country's commerce, and in his final work, the product of years of care-
ful preparation, had summed up his 'reflections on the situation, lands, 
inhabitants, revenue, colonies and commerce' of Great Britain. It was 
while he was seeing this work through the press that Blankett, according 
to the latter's own account, turned to Campbell for advice, n 

From their discussions, it seems, emerged the plan that Daines Barrington 
was to put before the Council of the Royal Society, and it is easy to under-
stand why Blankett should have turned to Barrington for this help. Not 
only was Barrington an influential member of the Royal Society and one 
who had demonstrated his own interest in the discovery of a North-West 
Passage;* 2 he was also the elder brother of Captain (later Admiral) Samuel 
Barrington, under whose command Blankett himself had served on board 
the Albion in 1771. Moreover, it was appropriate that Blankett should 
record all this in correspondence with Lord Shelburne (later the first Mar-
quis of Lansdowne), since Shelburne was not only an eminent statesman 
but a man who was renowned, and by some hated, for his broad and 
liberal sympathies and for his readiness to consider new ideas. He had 
served on the Board of Trade and Plantations, was one of the earliest and 
most zealous advocates of free trade and, at the time of receiving these 
letters, was at the height of his political fortunes. 

In January 1779 John Blankett was promoted to the rank of commander 
and despatched to the East Indies station, to serve under Sir Edward 
Hughes, and it was on the 2 4 February 1780 that he wrote a letter to Lord 
Shelburne from Ceylon in which he observed: 

We have news from China, that the Discovery ships are arrived at Canton, 
Captains Cook and Clark have both died in the Expedition; Nothing of 
their Discoveries is spoke of. I must beg your Lordship if anything should 
arise of consequence from that Voyage to remember I was the proposer 
of it, M r Daines Barrington having been the person who first laid my 

1° See his edition of J. Harris's Complete Collection of Voyages, London, 1744-
48, II, 1025 ff, where he argued that it was in the interest of almost all foreign 
nations 'to represent it as a chimera', but that the discovery of such a Passage 
'is a thing of the highest importance to us as a trading nation . . . [to removel 
all apprehensions of seeing either the East or the West India Trade engrossed 
by any other nation . . . [and to preserve] our naval power as long as we should 
continue a nation'. 

11 Although the actual plan drawn up by Blankett and Campbell has yet to 
be unearthed, if it has indeed survived, Blankett's claims to have been its author 
were made in the lifetime of Daines Barrington, and so were easily verifiable. 

1 2 Modern writers have tended to deride Barrington's theories about the nature 
of the Arctic Ocean because time was to prove them wrong, yet such criticism 
betrays a lack of historical perspective. The yardstick by which such theories 
should be judged is to consider whether they were in accordance with the 
scientific knowledge of their day. They clearly were, for not only was the 1773 
Arctic expedition of Capt. Constantine Phipps (later Lord Mulgrave) organized 
to investigate their validity, but they were to survive the failure of that expedi-
tion. After Phipps's return, Barrington sought and published fresh evidence 
(1775-6) and nearly half a century later these theories were still considered 
worthy of being republished (1818) by Colonel Mark Beaufoy, an astronomer 
and physicist of some distinction. See the biographical sketches of Daines Bar-
rington and Mark Beaufoy in the DNB. 
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paper before the Royal Society in consequence of which they applied to 
my Lord Sandwich to undertake the Expedition. 13 

Shortly after writing this letter Blankett returned to England and it was 
in July 1782 that he addressed another and more detailed letter to Lord 
Shelburne on this subject, at a time when the official account of the voyage 
was yet to be published. In this new letter he recorded: 

When I employed myself in promoting a Voyage of Discovery, the prose-
cution of which formed a principal part of Capt. Cook's last Mission, I 
received very great assistance from the late D r Campbell . . . the author 
of the Political Survey of Great Britain and . . . the Editor of Harris's 
Voyages. From his information I took up my first knowledge of the exten-
sive Trade that may be carried on to the N.E . of China, the Kingdom of 
Corea, to the Liu Kiu's and several Islands in these Seas. Those countries 
laying in Northern latitudes and exposed to very severe Winters will 
naturally demand several articles of our Woollen Manufactures, and intro-
duce a very beneficial branch of trade. The method in which this Com-
merce would be best opened (as it must be done by authority of Govern-
ment) is to send a Frigate of force, to be equipped as usual for ships going 
to India and when ready to sail to be put under the Orders of the Secretary 
of State, that no Interference or Obstruction should be in the way. This 
Frigate should proceed to the Gulf of Liao-tung, which affords a short 
communication with Pekin, and at the same time should learn the Nature 
of the Coasts, Harbours and Navigation, as well as the Commodities of 
Import and Export and then proceed on, to the other places mentioned. 
The present is the favourable moment, as in Peace the Jealousies of other 
Powers would form Obstructions, and is peculiarly so, for the regaining 
the trade of Japan, and as the advantages of much extention of Commerce 
are in themselves obvious . . . .14 

In December 1782, after referring to 'the Chinese Embassy', 15 he de-
veloped this line of thinking further: 

The Kingdom of Corea and the Islands Liu-Kiu, are comprehended in this 
extension of Commerce which as it leads to open new [lines?] for our own 
Manufactures, I think will most likely meet your Lordship's meaning on 
Commercial Subjects. This made a part of the Plan submitted by me to 
Lord Sandwich in 1773 and by him [engrafted?] on Captain Cook's last 
Voyage but frustrated by his death. 16 

This emphasis upon 'the Kingdom of Corea and the Islands Liu-Kiu', 
and of their relation to the trade of Japan, is especially interesting in view 

1 3 Shelburne correspondence, B.37, Bowood House, Wilts, quoted by kind per-
mission of Lord Lansdowne. 

1 4 Shelburne correspondence, loc. cit. 
1 5 By 1782 Anglo-Chinese relations had reached a critical stage in connection 

with Chinese indebtedness to British merchants and the problem of criminal 
jurisdiction, and there was 'the need for a special effort at the highest level if 
the Chinese Government was to be persuaded to alter its attitude'. See V. T. 
Harlow, The Founding of the Second British Empire, 1763-93, London, 1964, 
II, 548-50. 

1 6 Shelburne correspondence, loc. cit. 
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of the description of these territories that had been published just four 
years earlier by Alexander Dalrymple. !" Korea, wrote Dalrymple, 

is described to be extremely populous; it is in extent equal to France: no 
Europeans have ever carried on a direct trade thither; the commerce 
between China and Korea is very considerable; the Koreans bring a fine 
thin paper, smooth and white, a coarse paper made of raw silk, very thick, 
smooth, even, and strong, used in China instead of glass for windows; a 
paper, thick, fine, and smooth, with large figures embossed in gold and 
silver used for hangings; fine mats of all colours, striped cottons of various 
sorts, furs, yellow varnish that shines like gold, iron and steel wares, dried 
fish, tobacco, gold and silver. They carry from China great quantities of 
raw silk and damask, tea, china-ware, cotton, and white copper vessels. 
The Koreans seem to carry on a trade with Yatso, which country is des-
cribed to abound in gold and silver.is 

Of the 'Lew Kewo' Islands Dalrymple wrote as follows: they 

are situated between Formosa and Japan, an account of them has been 
published in the Lettres edifiantes (vol. 2 8 ) but the account I have received 
from a Chinese piloti r> is considerably different; he told me the Amoy 
junks have sometimes gone thither, but not to trade. The country abounds 
with cattle and goats; it has great plenty of fine rice; but the natives have 
no commerce with the Chinese, of whom they are very jealous, confining 
them in the manner customary in Japan. There is a very good port, and the 
natives are inclined to commerce: linguists may be had from Amoy; he 
imagines the natives would be glad to trade with us: the country has no 
forts. 

'I was informed by a Jesuit father at Macao' , continues Dalrymple, '. . . 
the language is the same as the Korean. These islands are described by 
Kempher to be governed by a prince of the Japanese empire: the Jesuits 
say they pay obeisance to China. The memoir in the Lettres edifiantes 
speaks very favourably of their vessels, in which they sometimes voyage to 
Tongkin and Cochin-China . . . .'20 

From these descriptions it is clear that Dalrymple saw Korea and the 
Ryukyu Islands as affording a useful possible extension of Britain's existing 
trade with China, as well as the possibility of making contact with the trade 
of Japan, and it was the latter trade that was uppermost in the mind of 
Captain Blankett, who in January 1783 remarked: 'Since we lost the trade 
to Japan, we have never endeavoured to recover it. Probably this may be 

1 7 In his A Plan for extending the commerce of this Kingdom and of the East 
India Company, London, 1769, pp. 92-94. 

1 8 Dalrymple, pp. 92-94. Yezo is the old Japanese name for Hokkaido, the most 
northerly of Japan's five principal islands. See R. A. Skelton, Explorers' Maps, 
London, 1960, pp. 166-71. It features in the sketch maps included in Dalrymple's 
work. 

1 9 He was referring to his voyage in the Cuddalore (1759-62), for which sec 
Fry, pp. 16-35. 

2 0 Dalrymple, pp. 92-94. In 1960 Engelbrecht Kaempfer, the German naturalist, 
reached Japan, where he lived for two years while collecting materials for his 
History of Japan, published in London in 1727. The 'Liu-Kiu' or 'Lew Kewo' 
were, of course, the modern Ryukyu Islands. 
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a proper time to make the trial, which cannot be attended with any great 
additional expence, and may be followed by the greatest advantages; it may 
be engrafted on the Plan your Lordship had in contemplation of extending 
the Commerce of (i.e., to) China and to those other Places I have had 
the honour to mention to you . . . .'21 

The significance of this correspondence lies in the light that it sheds upon 
the motivation behind Cook's last voyage to the Pacific. It is reasonable to 
assume that the prime interest of the Admiralty in this voyage lay in safe-
guarding Britain's strategic interests in the area. It may well have been, too, 
that the Council of the Royal Society was primarily concerned with the 
promotion of scientific and especially geographical knowledge. But there 
can be no doubt at all that it was the expansion of British commerce, the 
dominant theme in all the correspondence from Blankett to Lord Shelburne 
of which these letters form only a part, that was the motive of Blankett 
and Campbell, the apparent progenitors of what has hitherto been accepted 
as 'Barrington's Plan'. 

HOWARD T. FRY 

James Cook University of North Queensland 

2 1 Shelburne correspondence, loc. cit. 
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