Banks, Bligh and Breadfruit
IN THE WINTER of 1 7 8 7 the British Government despatched a small

naval vessel to the South Pacific to gather living plants of the Tahitian
breadfruit, Artocarpus altilis, and to carry them to the West Indian
islands of St. Vincent and Jamaica. That voyage has been remembered
as the occasion of the most notorious mutiny in naval history, and as
marking the historical debut of one of England's most controversial
sea officers. But little consideration has been given to its background
or its actual purpose. Was the British government in the habit of
sending naval vessels on voyages of 3 0 , 0 0 0 miles with the sole purpose
of gathering specimens of exotic plants; or was this the product of a
collective national madness — a sentimental journey in fulfilment of
some irrational romantic dream? The answers to these questions involve aspects of eighteenth century artistic taste; British attitudes to
Empire after 1783; but more particularly the activities of the ubiquitous Sir Joseph Banks.
The eighteenth century is multifarious enough to support yet
another label: it was, inter alia, an age of gardens and gardeners. One
of England's greatest contributions to the neo-classical movement was
the landscape garden, in which the formal lines of trees and paths
that had been characteristic of the baroque era were swept away to
be replaced with a cultivated but naturalistic landscape complemented
by artificial lakes and classical ruins blending into their surroundings.
The picturesque' in landscape, of which 'Capability' Brown and
Repton were the greatest exponents, and Stourhead perhaps the finest
example, invoked historical or archaeological images, of a time when
man was at one with nature. But it could also imply a jump sideways
as well as backwards, to the South Pacific as viewed by eighteenth
century explorers and the artists they carried with them. The arcadian
vision of Tahiti was that of a naturalistic landscape with steep cliff
walls and waterfalls instead of temples and lakes, and a naive and
noble savage sheltering in a protective grotto from the elemental
powers of nature. 1
The sort of gardens in which Sir Joseph Banks was interested were
the botanic ones at Kew, Chelsea and Edinburgh, where men trained
in the empirical processes of observation, comparison and evaluation
1
On European attitudes to Tahiti, see B. Smith, European
South Pacific, London, 1960.
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had begun to gather comprehensive collections of native and exotic
plants for microscopic examination. Banks is familiar as the young
scientist who was Cook's companion on the Endeavour: a lively, highly
curious and slightly vain young man from the upper echelons of the
gentry class. But the scope of his activities after 1771 is less well
known, and his work on the transfer of productive plants has been
completely neglected. Following the pioneer work in plant classification carried out by the Swedish botanist, Linnaeus, England sent
plant collectors to every corner of the globe, and these men, often
physicians and surgeons with a degree of herbal knowledge, sent home
living plant specimens, seeds and dried samples to their patrons.
From the middle of the eighteenth century onwards natural historians were interesting themselves in the practical benefits which
might be reaped from their endeavours. The world of nature did not
seem to endow equally the peoples of this earth, and botanists in particular believed it possible to rectify the imbalance by transferring
certain natural advantages from one region to another. Periodic
famine in India might be averted by the establishment there of sago
and date plantations. English cotton mills might be supplied with
fine raw cotton from within the empire, following the transplantation
of cotton seeds. The navy might be supplied with hemp and flax
grown in Canada or Ireland. The Dutch monopoly of the spice trade
might be broken by the production of spices in British dominions.
Coffee, indigo, cochineal, tea, silk — all might be produced within
the empire. For the most part interest centered on tropical productions, and as a consequence the areas of greatest concern were the
West Indies and India. It is the West Indies that will be dealt with
in the present context.
By the time of the Seven Years war it had been realised that dependence on a single crop such as sugar had a number of drawbacks
and there were numerous attempts to diversify the Caribbean
economy. In 1760 the Society of Arts had offered a premium for the
encouragement of cinnamon production, and over the next forty years
such premiums were extended to a number of other tropical products
including cochineal, silk, indigo, fine cotton, cloves, camphor and
coffee. 2 As a complementary step the Society in 1762 made available
a premium to anyone establishing a nursery or botanic garden on the
island of St. Vincent for the propagation of useful plants and the
reception of transplanted varieties from Asia. 3 It was as a response
to this offer that a garden was begun on a twenty acre site outside
Kingstown in 1765 and for a few years it enjoyed moderate success.
After 1774 it went into a state of decay partly, it seems, because its
2
L. J. Ragatz, The Fall of the Planter Class in the British Caribbean, 17631833, New York, 1928, pp. 72-74.
3
L. Guilding, An Account of the Botanic Garden in the Island of St. Vincent,
Glasgow, 1825.

BANKS, BLIGH AND BREADFRUIT

63

superintendent, Dr George Young, appropriated its produce to his
own use. 4
Banks had been a member of the Society of Arts since 1761, and
after 1770 used his influence with that body to guide the direction of
policy in the distribution of premiums. 5 At the same time he began
to correspond with planters in the West Indies, offering them support
in their endeavours to procure exotic plants. It may well have been
Banks who suggested to the West Indians the idea of transplanting
breadfruit, for he had been introduced to the variety during Cook's
first voyage and had recognised its value as a food crop. 'In the article
of food these happy people may almost be said to be exempt from
the curse of our forefathers', he wrote of the Tahitians; 'scarcely can
it be said that they earn their bread with the sweat of their brow
when their chiefest substance Breadfruit is procur'd with no more
trouble than that of climbing a tree and pulling it down.' 6
T o t h e p l a n t e r s of t h e B r i t i s h W e s t I n d i e s t h e a d v a n t a g e s of s u c h
a plant as f o o d for their slaves s e e m e d obvious. O n e s u c h planter,
H i n t o n E a s t of J a m a i c a , c o g e n t l y e x p r e s s e d t h e g e n e r a l v i e w :
The acquisition of the best kind of the Breadfruit wou'd be of infinite
Importance to the West India Islands in affording exclusive of variety, a
wholesome and pleasant F o o d to our Negroes, w h i c h wd. have this great
Advantage over the Plantain Trees f r o m w h e n c e our Slaves derive a great
part of their Subsistence, that the f o r m e r wou'd be rais'd with infinitely
less labour and not be subject to be destroy'd by every smart G a l e of W i n d
as the latter are J

Both Banks and East were oversimplifying the Tahitian economy.
Breadfruit was important in the Tahitian diet, but it had been traditionally supplemented by banana and taro. In those Pacific Islands
where it was the simple staple, there were always problems of seasonal scarcity — problems which survive in the Marquesas and on
Truk Island where it remains the principal food crop. 8 It is at this
point that we encounter the myth of Tahiti and the notion of the
noble savage, for Banks and East were reflecting the prevailing primitivism which looked to a natural society in which nothing is wanting
and food is in abundance. In this sense the breadfruit was more than
a food plant: it was a symbol of a simple and idyllic life free from
worries about work or property. The scientists had lost their objectivity by idealising Tahitian society, or at least in assuming that if
the Tahitian 'savage' was something less than noble, then this was
not the fault of his environment. For this reason they did not see the
4
H. d e Ponthieu to Banks, 27 September 1785, Banks Correspondence [Kew
BC] I, 205, Kew Gardens Herbarium Library.
0
For example, Banks to S. More, 29 July 1783, Royal Society of Arts [RSA],
Bed Book, f. 187. More was secretary to the Society.
8
J. C. Beaglehole, ed., The Endear,our Journal of Joseph Banks, Sydney, 1962,
I, 341.
• H. East to Banks, 12 July 1784, Kew BC I, 168-9.
8
See J. Barrau, Subsistence Agriculture in Polynesia and Micronesia, Bernice
Bishop Museum Bulletin 223, 1961.
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breadfruit in its true light — as a subsistence food — but as royal
fare, freely and continuously available.
Such beliefs clearly provided a background to the schemes to transfer tropical plants, and with the advice and encouragement of Banks,
the West Indian interest exerted every pressure for the introduction
of the breadfruit into the British Caribbean. In April 1772 Valentine
Morris, a planter with estates in the West Indies, Captain General
of those islands, and a later Governor of St. Vincent, strongly endorsed
the introduction of the plant into the Sugar Islands and sought Banks's
assistance in drawing up a plan of action. 9 Three years later, in partial
response to this call, John Ellis, F.R.S., a friend of Banks and a
correspondent of the great Linnaeus, published a pamphlet under the
auspices of the Society of West Merchants which described the breadfruit and mangosteen, and recommended their introduction to the
West Indies as food for slaves. Citing the opinions of a bevy of
travellers from the Dutchman Rumphius through to Cook, and including the remarks of 'a gentleman of distinction who accompanied Captain Cook', Ellis provided directions for any voyager likely to carry
the plants to the West Indies. The pamphlet was appropriately
dedicated to Cook's patron the Earl of Sandwich for his 'zeal in the
field of discovery'. 10
Interest in the transfer of plants to the West Indies was maintained
throughout the early years of the war for America. Towards the end
of 1776 the Society of Arts offered a prize for the successful transplantation of the breadfruit to the West Indies, and the West India
Merchants, not to be outdone, thereupon undertook in February of
the following year to offer a similar inducement, but 'in a more ample
manner than is provided by the Society of Arts and Manufacturers'.11
It was even rumoured at this time that a government-sponsored expedition was to go to the Pacific to collect the breadfruit. 12 Charles
Clerke, just returned from Cook's second voyage, was thought to be
taking a ship to the Pacific to return the Tahitian Omai to his native
land, and Lieutenant George Vancouver, in a later memorandum to
Banks on the subject of breadfruit, recalled a suggestion at that time
that Clerke should bring back a cargo of the plants. 13 Whatever the
substance of this rumour, the expedition did not eventuate, and the
West Indies had to be content with a promise from Banks to send
a shipment of East Indian plants for the purposes of experimentation.1,1
» V. Morris to Banks, 13 April 1772, BM Add. MSS. 33977, f. 18.
J. Ellis, A Description of the Mangostan and Breadfruit, London, 1775.
11
C. Knight, 'H.M. Armed Vessel Bounty', Mariners Mirror (April 1938), p.
183.
12
J. C. Beaglehole, ed., The Journals of Captain Cook, Cambridge, 1955-6,
III, lxxii.
13
G. Vancouver to Banks, n.d., Dawson Turner Copies of Banks Correspondence
[DTC] V, f. 228-9, British Museum of Natural History.
R. Poore to Banks, 21 February and 18 November 1778, Kew BC I, 71-78.
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The arrival in American waters late in 1778 of the French fleet
under D'Estaing led to a postponement of the attempts to transplant
the breadfruit, but with the cessation of hostilities efforts were vigorously renewed, and they gained heightened impetus from the great
economic changes foreshadowed by American independence. After
1783, the Americans were placed outside the imperial economic network, and the West Indies were therefore cut off from their principal
source of supply as well as from an important market for their
molasses. Despite strong representations from the West India Committee making clear the damaging effects that a rigorous interpretation
of the Navigation Laws would have on the islands, the Pitt government remained adamant that except in the most calamitous of circumstances, American shipping must be excluded from the West
Indian trade. 15
Notwithstanding the impossibility of enforcing these restrictions
efficiently, or the ultimate impracticability of the British policy, real
fears were aroused among the planters. The exclusion of American
shipping would mean expensive food for their slaves, cutting back
profits and producing periodic famine. 16 Brian Edwards, the contemporary historian of the islands, claimed in 1794 that the restrictive
measures had caused the death of 15,000 Negroes in Jamaica alone,
and although the veracity of his statistics may be doubted, they
nevertheless suggest considerable distress in the Sugar Islands in the
decade after American independence. 17 Despairing of sympathy for
their predicament from the British government, the planters of the
West Indies looked to any feasible scheme which might prove a
nostrum for their woes. It was in this atmosphere that plans for plant
transfer were renewed after 1783, and from the outset it was Banks
who provided the central direction.
Being a methodical man, Banks realised that one of the preconditions for the successful transfer of exotic plants was the existence of
suitable reception centres for specimens which might already have
suffered the rigours of a long sea voyage. This meant the establishment of well-tended botanical gardens on the Kew model, and upon
the peace Banks made enquiries to find what progress had been made
in this direction in the West Indies. He was happily surprised. By
1784 there were two botanic gardens in Jamaica; one of these a
public garden maintained by the Jamaica Assembly; the other a
private one on the estate of the planter Hinton East, which already
contained the mangosteen, cinnamon, and several varieties of tea
plant. 18
15
On the negotiations surrounding these restrictions, see V. T. Harlow, The
Founding of the Second British Empire 1763-1793, London, 1964, I, chs. vi-ix,
II, ch. v; C. R. Ritcheson, Aftermath of Revolution, Dallas, 1969, chs. i and ii.
16
See the petition of the West India Committee in B.T. 5 / 1 , 8 March 1784,
Public Record Office.
17
B. Edwards, The History . . . of the British West Indies, London, 1794,
I, xxiv.
is Poore to Banks, 6 May 1783, Kew BC I, 138.
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There had been efforts too, to restore the garden on St. Vincent.
Banks had interested both the King and the Secretary at War, Sir
George Yonge, in this project, and in February 1785 the latter ordered
Governor Lincoln to appoint one Alexander Anderson as the new
superintendent of the garden at a salary of 7/6d. a day. Reconstruction work on the site was to begin immediately with the specific view
of cultivating introduced economic and medicinal plants. 19 Banks was
consulted on organisation and expenditure, and it was thought that
costs could be kept down to £300 a year. 20 Despite some initial disputes between Anderson and Lincoln over the presence of some of
the Governor's livestock in the garden, the enterprise soon got underway, and by May 1785 the superintendent was able to send Yonge
a catalogue of 59 plants including cinnamon, sago, gum Senegal, the
oil palm, and the coconut. 21
Until its closure in 1821 the botanic garden on St. Vincent remained
under the control of the War Office, and at the time there were sound
administrative reasons for this. Because of its comparatively recent
capture from France, St. Vincent was still very much a garrison island
and it was therefore inevitable that the War Office should have more
contact with it than did other government departments. Throughout
his term as Secretary at War, Yonge took a personal interest in the
garden and did everything in his power to promote it. For Banks it
was an especially favourable arrangement. By virtue of his position
as head of the army, the King had more control over the activities of
the War Office than of any other branch of administration. George III
was extremely interested in natural history, and in the St. Vincent
botanic garden in particular, and thus an immediate and valuable
channel of communication was opened up. 22 As Banks was soon to
discover it was also useful to have plants carried to and from the
island in the care of army officers who were not only responsible to
government, but sensitive to the power of the monarch's favour. 23
Between 1783 and 1786 momentum for the introduction of esculent
exotic plants continued to grow in the West Indies. Banks despatched
plants and seeds to Hinton East in December 1784, and promised to
provide useful information on the cultivation of East Indian plants. 24
Planters from the various islands requested new plants and sent
regular reports to Banks on the state of those already in their care.
Sir George Yonge provided information on the progress at St. Vincent
and forwarded Anderson's annual reports to Banks for his considera19 Sir G. Yonge to Lincoln, 2 February 1785, W.O. 4/334, 247-9, Public Record
Office.
2« T. Steele to Yonge, 10 February 1785, ibid., 256-7; R. Melville to R. Adair,
8 February 1785, ibid., 257-61.
21 A. Anderson to Yonge, 30 May 1785, W.O. 40/4.
22
On the relationship between the King and the Secretary at War, see O. Gee,
'Charles Jenkinson as Secretary at War', Oxford B. Litt. thesis, 1949, pp. 12-20.
23
See, for example, Yonge to Banks, 18 September 1788, Kew BC I, 321.
24 East to Banks, 24 April 1785, ibid., 196.
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tion and advice. 25 In the second half of 1786 Hinton East was himself
in England canvassing support for the transplantation of breadfruit
and he had discussions on the matter at Banks's country house at
Spring Grove. 20
Motives other than commercial or humanitarian ones were intervening to facilitate action on the breadfruit question. England, it
seemed, was not the only country interested in utilising the plants of
the Pacific and East Indies in her colonies. Ellis's account of the
breadfruit had gone into a French edition in 1779, and the French
had successfully transplanted nutmegs, cloves and the East Indian
varieties of the breadfruit to Mauritius, and indeed some of these
plants had been transferred from thence to the French West Indies. 27
This activity provided an element of competition which became quite
intense, and in September 1784 one West Indian planter, Mathew
Waller), recounted to Banks an incident in the last war when a French
ship captured in the Caribbean was found to be carrying a cargo of
plants from Mauritius, including the breadfruit. On finding its capture
inevitable the crew set about destroying as many plants as possible
to prevent them falling into British hands. 28
Such competition acted as a spur to the British efforts and West
Indian planters were not slow to contrast French energy with the
apparent lethargy of the British and Colonial governments. 'Had our
good People the Attention of the French to their Colonies', Wallen
wrote to Banks, 'we should not be long without these [plants]. The
only Consideration of our Masters is how they can tax our Staple
high enough.' As to the Jamaica Assembly: 'I despair of their doing
anything, nothing but Langour & Dispondence is here.' 29 Early in
February 1787 Yonge excitedly reported to Banks the arrival in the
French West Indies of a ship which reputedly had on board breadfruit and other plants to the value of £2,000. 'It must therefore be
acknowledged the French are beforehand with us, and that which
from our Forms & the Coldness of our Tempers, we are deliberating,
Their Vivacity makes them act unencumbered with the Forms, or
other Impediments.' 30
By January 1787 Banks had convinced the Pitt Ministry of the need
to send out an expedition to collect breadfruit for the West Indies.
The mechanics of the decision are not apparent but Banks had frequent consultations with the King at this time on the subject of Kew
Gardens, and it is clear that he had interested Lord Hawkesbury,
President of the Board of Trade, in the scheme. Official notice of the
Yonge to Banks, 29 June 1786, 11 October 1786, ibid., 235, 247.
26 East to Banks, 19 August 1786, ibid., 238.
27
J. Ellis, Description au Alangostan et du Fruit a Pain, Rouen, 1779. Some
account of the activities on Mauritius is given in J. E. Martin-Allanic, Bougainville Navigateur et les Descouvertes de son Temps, Paris, 1964.
28 M. Wallen to Banks, 23 September 1784, BM Add. MSS. 33977, f. 267.
29 ibid.
so Yonge to Banks, 3 February 1787, Kew BC I, 258.
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government's determination to equip an expedition was conveyed in
a letter of 13 February from Pitt to Samuel Long, Treasurer of the
West India Committee. 3 1
At its inception the breadfruit expedition was linked by the government with another enterprise in the South Pacific with which Banks
was closely connected — the transportation of felons to Botany Bay.
In August 1786 the government had settled upon N e w South Wales
as a convict site, and by 12 November 1786 Governor Phillip had
been given his first commission. It was initially suggested that after
disposing of its cargo at Botany Bay, one of the transports should be
properly fitted out, equipped with a suitable captain and crew and
thus be despatched to fetch the breadfruit. In February 1787 Banks
gave Pitt a plan of the voyage along these lines, together with draft
instructions for Governor Phillip in fitting the vessel and drawing up
instructions for her commander. 32 By this plan the vessel would sail
first to N e w Zealand where it was to take on samples of the flax
Phormium tenax which would be tested as to its suitability for naval
cordage. Leaving N e w Zealand the ship was to proceed to Tahiti,
load up with breadfruit plants, and sail to the West Indies via the
Dutch East Indies, Mauritius and the Cape of Good Hope, picking
up other plants on the way.
The gardener whom Banks had chosen to care for the breadfruit in
transit was to go out with the fleet to N e w South Wales, and by early
March 1787 Banks had drafted his instructions and advanced him
money towards his outfitting. 33 The man in question was one David
Nelson, who had sailed on Cook's third voyage under the patronage
of Banks and had thus made contact with both the Tahitians and the
breadfruit. 34 With the instructions Banks included a three-page
printed document which recounted the opinions of Dampier, Anson
and Cook on the breadfruit and enumerated its many advantages. It
also outlined the nature of the subscription entered into by the West
India planters and merchants; a subscription which Banks was able
to point out would bring Nelson financial gain in proportion to the
number of plants which arrived safely in the West Indies. 35
Sometime in the second half of March 1787 Banks's opinions on the
original plan seem to have changed, for by the end of that month he
had set his mind strongly against sending one of the transports from
Botany Bay to collect the breadfruit. Having got a foot in the door
by way of the Government's acceptance in principle of the scheme,
31
West India Committee Minutes, West India Merchants, 1787, III, 54.
32 D T C V, f. 247, 9 September 1787; ibid., f. 210-216. A more complex plan
involving two ships, one of which was to cali at China and India, was put forward
by a London merchant, Benjamin Vaughan. See C.O. 201/2, 224, 9 March 1787,
Public Record Office.
33 Instructions in H.O. 42/11, 67, pt. 1. Receipt for outfit in Banks Correspondence [MLBC], vol. 5, A78-4, 13, 8 March 1787, Mitchell Library.
34
Banks had been directly responsible for the appointment of Nelson to Cook's
third expedition. See J. Lee to Banks, 24 April 1776, BM Add. MSS. 33977, f. 56.
35 H.O. 42/11, 67, pt. ii.
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he set about replanning the expedition. On 30 March he circulated
a letter stating the disadvantages of sending a ship from Botany Bay,
and proposing instead the fitting out of a vessel in England. One copy
of this letter went to Lord Hawkesbury, President of the Board of
Trade and the man chiefly responsible for the reinforcement of the
Navigation Acts. Hawkesbury's support for the expedition suggests
the proposal supplemented his measures on the West Indian trade
and the self-sufficiency of empire. Another copy of the letter went
to Banks's personal friend and companion on the voyage to Newfoundland and Labrador in 1766, Lord Mulgrave. Mulgrave was also
a member of the Board of Trade, and like Banks he was involved in
the private trading expeditions to the northwest coast of America, and
in other maritime enterprise in the Pacific. One more copy of the
letter reached the Secretary of State for Home Affairs, Lord Sydney,
and formed the basis of the instructions to the Admiralty of 5 May,
setting up the expedition. 30
In these letters Banks argued that the proper equipping of a vessel
at Botany Bay would severely tax the resources of the infant colony.
The casks needed for housing the plants would be valuable commodities in New South Wales, and the colony could ill afford to lose
other timber and provisions. Because of the specialised and difficult
nature of the task, he reasoned that it would be easier to find a captain and crew in England; he obviously had doubts as to the suitability of a transport captain and was thinking of appointing a commander who had sailed with Cook. He added to this the tenuous
argument that a ship leaving from England would have to traverse
only 420 degrees of longitude, as against 480 from Botany Bay, making
an estimated difference of four to five months in the length of the
voyage. 37
The second part of the letter gave the details of the plan. A brig
of about 200 tons would be fitted out and manned with thirty seamen.
Because of her small complement the vessel should be fitted with
close quarters and six four-pounder carriage guns lest the natives
felt inclined to take advantage of their numerical superiority. 38 The
best track for the ship would be via Cape Horn to the Society Islands,
returning through Endeavour Strait to Princes Island in the Straits
of Sunda, where she would take on plants specified by Banks, and
thence to the West Indies via the Cape of Good Hope and St. Helena.
As the easterly monsoons commenced in March or April, the ship
should leave England in July so that she might avoid them in the
36 Banks to Hawkesbury, 30 March 1787, D T C V, f. 143-6; H.O. 42/11, 42,
30 March 1787.
37
This envisaged the vessel going via Cape Horn and not the Cape of Good
Hope as it was eventually to do. Banks included the passage out to New South
Wales in his calculation, making it a rather dubious argument.
38
There is a draft manning list drawn up by Banks in MLBC, vol. 5, A78-4,
5. Close quarters: strong bulkheads between the decks of merchant ships used
for defensive purposes if a ship was boarded.
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passage of Endeavour Strait. This revised plan was closely related to
Banks's experience on the Endeavour, and would have the effect of
bringing the voyage more closely under his supervision. 39
This new initiative must have thrown Lord Sydney a little out of
step. The convict fleet was due to sail early in April and only last
minute difficulties delayed it until 13 May. What induced the government to accept the change of plan? Banks's suggestion that the
equipping of the expedition would have been a drain on the resources
of the new colony was undeniably true, more especially as the first
fleet itself was poorly supplied. Another pertinent consideration may
have been the unwillingness of the contractors to have their vessels
used for an expedition which would have been barely profitable for
them, and which did not have a component of private trade. 40 But
one is drawn finally to the prestige and influence of Banks himself —
forces which were very much in evidence at the time of the fitting
out of the breadfruit expedition.
Sydney's orders to the Admiralty of 5 May set the wheels in motion,
but it seemed unlikely that a ship would be ready by July, the month
reckoned as most suitable for its sailing. Nonetheless, the Admiralty
attacked the problem with some vigour, and from the outset sought
the guidance of Banks in equipping the expedition. 41 The first problem was to find a suitable ship and by 16 May the Navy Board was
able to report that five vessels had been put forward, but not being
fully au fait as to the requirements of the expedition, they were
anxious that Banks should help Mr Mitchell, the Assistant Surveyor,
on the final choice of a ship. 42 It was accordingly arranged by the
Secretary of the Admiralty that Banks and Nelson should accompany
Mitchell to Wapping for this purpose. On Wednesday 23 May the
Navy Board was able to inform the Admiralty that the Bethia, 'which
has been approv'd by Sir Joseph Banks', had been purchased for
£1950 and was ready to be taken to Deptford Yard for re-fitting. 43
Once the vessel was on the stocks at Deptford the Navy Board again
sought Banks's advice on her fitting and he willingly offered his services. The Yard officers were therefore ordered by the Admiralty to
fit the ship according to Banks's instructions. 44
On 8 June Banks and Nelson went down to Deptford and suggested
several changes to facilitate the storage and watering of the plants.
The commander was to surrender the great cabin which was to be
enlarged to accommodate the breadfruit. Gratings were to be pro39
Governor Phillip was to send a vessel from New South Wales to collect the
flax as the vessel was not now to touch at New Zealand or Australia. See H.O.
42/11, 67, pt. 1.
i0
Some of the convict ships were on hire to the East India Company and were
to go to Canton and return to England in freight.
« Adm. 106/2624, 14 May 1787, Public Record Office.
« ibid., 16 May 1787.
« A d m . 2/588, 70, 19 May 1787; Adm. 106/2214, 23 May 1787.
** Adm. 106/3407, 23 May 1787; Adm. 106/2624, 23 May 1787; ibid., 24 May
1787.
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vided in the decks and sides to supply the plants with fresh air, and
the upper parts of the deck were to be lined with lead to drain off
water used on the plants so that it might flow back to the reservoir
without being wasted. Various items such as watering cans were to
be provided and a stove was to be placed in the great cabin to keep
the plants warm on the voyage round the Cape. After discussions
between Banks and the dockyard officers the ship's complement was
established at 45 men exclusive of gardeners, and she was to be
registered on the lists of the Navy as an armed vessel with the name
of the Bounty.45
Banks's part in the fitting out of the ship is quite remarkable. His
earlier experience with the Navy had shown how sensitive a body it
could be in regard to the fitting and equipping of vessels. This was
normally regarded as the distinct preserve of the Navy Board whose
judgement on the matter was not to be thwarted. Banks had broken
through this tradition, with the encouragement of the Navy Board,
and despite his own regrettable pronouncements on the sailing qualities of ships at the time of the confusion over Cook's second voyage.
That he had done so suggests, not only that he had recouped the
esteem of the Admiralty and Navy Board, but also that his experience
in the conditions of the South Pacific and his knowledge of botany
made his direction of the enterprise invaluable and inevitable. Of
course he could not attend the dockyard officers all the time, and
this task was deputed to Nelson for the duration of the fitting.46
But Banks remained continually in touch, even when out of town.
Before leaving for his Lincolnshire estates in September, he asked
under-secretary of state Evan Nepean if anything further was desired
of him and requested that he be informed of any new problems. 47
By 14 August the Bounty had left the dock and was ready to receive
men. 4 8 Here Banks's hand was also visible. Nelson the gardener had
been appointed on 1 March 1787, and his salary and conditions of
employment were established by Banks. In August Lord Sydney,
claiming to be totally unacquainted with what was required, asked
Banks to write the gardener's instructions and to request that Nelson
attend the equipping and victualling of the ship. Banks also drew
up the instructions of Brown, the assistant gardener. 49
Banks was directly responsible for the appointment of William
Bligh as the commander of the Bounty. Since the end of the American
war Bligh had been on half-pay and had entered the service of his
merchant uncle, Duncan Campbell, as a captain in the West India
45
Adm. 106/3321, 25 June 1787; Adm. 1/4152, 95, 10 October 1787; Adm.
2/758, 242, 11 October 1787; Adm. 2/263, 251, 8 June 1787.
46
Adm. 3/103, 42, 30 May 1787.
47
Banks to Yonge, 9 September 1787, D T C V, f. 247.
Adm. 106/3321, 15 August 1787.
49
Adm. 1/4152, 95, 10 October 1787; Sydney to Banks, 15 August 1787, D T C
V, f. 208-209.
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trade. 50 But on his return from a voyage to Jamaica in August 1787
he found himself once more in Navy employ. On 6 August he wrote
to Banks:
I yesterday arrived from Jamaica, and should have instantly paid my respects
to you had not Mr. Campbell told me you were not to return from the
country untill Thursday. I have heard the flattering news of your great
goodness to me, intending to honour me with the command of the vessel
which you propose to go to the South Seas.5i

Ten days later Bligh received his official commission. 52 Banks also
arranged the appointment of one of the midshipmen, Hallett, on a
representation from the boy's father, and he was clearly regarded as
the most appropriate person to apply to for a position, as a number
of unsuccessful applications make evident. 5 3
Because of the specialised nature of the task she was to undertake
the equipping and victualling of the Bounty differed from that of a
vessel on routine service, and as Bligh himself pointed out to Banks,
'Capt. Cook's supplies are a president [sic] the different boards are
govern'd by'. 5 4 This was particularly the case with respect to the
supply of anti-scorbutics. There, indeed, was the rub, for the provision list of the Bounty revealed the chaotic thinking about scurvy
which had been one of the less fortunate legacies of Cook. The special
victuals included such tasty items as essence of malt, flour of mustard,
portable soup, kiln dried wheat and barley instead of the usual seaman's fare of oatmeal, Muscavado sugar in place of oil, juice of wort
and supplies of salt for pickling any fresh meat acquired on the
voyage. 5 5 None of these items contain other than the barest trace
elements of ascorbic acid, and there is no reference to lemon or orange
juice in the victualling records. As well as food provisions the Bounty
was supplied with articles of barter with which to purchase plants
and necessaries at Tahiti. The list of articles was provided by Banks
and was based on his own experience of Tahitian consumer tastes in
1769, with an allowance for the rising expectations fostered by Cook's
second and third voyages. 5 6
50
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In early October the sailing of the Bounty was delayed by a general
impressment connected with the crisis in the Netherlands, but by 4
November she had taken on her guns and moved around to Spithead
to await orders for sailing. 5 7 While lying at Spithead Bligh received
various navigational instruments and other stores through the efforts
of Banks, and he pressed the latter to intercede with Earl Howe to
secure his promotion. Throughout November and December the commander had difficulty with manning and on 4 November he mentioned to his patron doubts about the drunken surgeon, Thomas
Huggan. Banks's endorsement of this letter shows eighteenth century
patronage in action: 'I offered my interest to any surgeon's mate who
would go out as able with C. Bligh.' 58
Bligh's sailing orders were issued on 20 November, and from the
beginning of December onwards he made repeated efforts to leave,
but he was continually frustrated by manning problems and contrary
winds. 59 Such delay obviously imperilled his chances of rounding
Cape Horn, and once again Bligh looked to Banks to provide a
remedy in the form of discretionary orders allowing him to proceed
via the Cape of Good Hope if winds made the other passage impassable. Once again Banks prevailed on Earl Howe and the appropriate
orders were despatched. 6 0 On 27 December the Bounty finally put
out from Spithead.
The sad tale of that voyage is of little concern in the present context. Suffice it to say that Bligh was an extremely able sailor, and in
this respect perhaps the best of Cook's disciples: the smooth voyage
as far as Tahiti and the 3500 mile launch journey across uncharted
seas in an open, crowded 23 foot launch are clear enough indications
of this. Compared with a commander such as Vancouver, Bligh used
the lash sparingly, but he was less restrained with his mocking and
abusive tongue: a sailor's pride could be just as sensitive as his back. 6 1
At every opportunity during the voyage the commander had
written to Banks giving detailed accounts of his progress. After the
mutiny and subsequent launch journey, Bligh, high with fever, wrote
a plaintive and anguished letter from Batavia stressing the need for
an inquiry into the mutiny, and affirming his own blamelessness. His
sense of responsibility to Banks was apparent:
Had I been accidently appointed to the Command, the loss of the ship
would give me no material concern; but when I reflect that it was through
you, Sir, who undertook to assert I was fully capable, and the Eyes of
57
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everyone regarding the progress of the V o y a g e , and perhaps with more envy
than delight, I c a n n o t but say it affects me c o n s i d e r a b l y . 6 -

To this letter he appended a seventeen page report of the voyage
and mutiny, requesting that Banks should convey the account to the
Admiralty since his own report to that body had been more cursory.
Despite the untimely end of the first breadfruit expedition there
was never any suggestion that the whole project should be abandoned.
The planters of the West Indies continued to press for the introduction of the species and Banks was hopeful that another expedition
would 1 e prepared. In February and March 1790, as the survey
vessels Discovery and Gorgon were being readied for sea, plans were
formulated for the second of these to touch at Tahiti to apprehend
the mutineers. Undersecretary of State Evan Nepean suggested that
the Gorgon might be loaded with breadfruit plants for her return
passage. 6 3 But the time for such an adventure was not propitious,
for the crisis with Spain intervened. Nevertheless by the middle of
1790 plans were once again afoot and there is perhaps no more significant example of Banks's power than that within a year of Bligh's
return from the catastrophe of the first breadfruit expedition, Banks
had prevailed on the government to send out a second, and that under
the same luckless commander.
Bligh had returned to England in March 1790, but it was not until
October that the business of his procedural court martial for the loss
of his ship was over, and he was honourably acquitted. Despite its
failure the first voyage had brought him some advantages. The
Jamaica Assembly voted him £600 as a recompense for his diligence
and suffering, and he had a meeting with the King. 61 An expected
promotion to post captain \va ; not so forthcoming and in December
Banks wrote to Chatham, the First Lord of the Admiralty, soliciting
preferment for Bligh as the 'suspense preys greviously on his mind,
tho' he tries to conceal it'. Ten days later the promotion came
through. 65
In this letter to Chatham of 10 December Banks had referred to the
fitting out of a new breadfruit expedition and in a later letter to Lord
Auckland he observed: 'the King has already order'd a ship to be
prepar'd to visit the South Sea Islands a second time in order to bring
the breadfruit, to the West Indies.' 66 From the outset it was assumed
that B!igh would be in command and he was involved in the early
planning stages of the voyage. For two months, however, prepara«-' Bligh to Banks, 13 October 1789, D T C VI, f. 243.
«3 C.O. 201/5, 54, March 1790. For the Gorgon and the Discovery see D. L.
Mackav, 'British Interest in the Southern Oceans, 1782-1794', The New Zealand
Journal of History, III, 2 (October 1969), 124-42.
« E d w a r d s to Banks. 26 January 1791, Kew BC II, 28a. Bligh to Banks, 24
October 1790, D T C VII, f. 170-1.
«5 Banks to Chatham, 10 December 1790, ibid., f. 176-7. Bligh to Banks, ibid.,
f. 183.
«« Banks to Auckland, 17 December 1790, BM Add. MSS. 34434, f. 335.
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tions seemed to be at a standstill so that Banks, apprehensive at the
loss of time, wrote to Chatham for a progress report. The First Lord
replied on 9 March: 'I received the favor of your letter, and in consequence will lose no time in giving the necessary directions for preparing a vessel for the purpose of the expedition to procure the
breadfruit . . . the idea you suggest of a tender to accompany him
[Bligh] certainly appears highly proper.' 67
This got things moving. By the end of March two suitable vessels
had been found and Bligh had selected Nathaniel Portlock as the
commander of the tender, and Franci; Godolphin Bond as his own
first Lieutenant. 6s Grenvi'le, Secretary of State since 1789, issued the
belated official orders for the preparation of the expedition on 29
March, but these differed little from those issued to the Admiralty
four years earlier, save for the provision for two ships. At the same
time he ordered the two new gardeners, James Wiles and Christopher
Smith, to be accommodated on board according to Banks's directions.
Both men were to be borne on the books of the ships as supernumeraries and victualled along with the crew: Wiles receiving in
addition a salary of £70 and Smith one of £60. 6! ' Banks himself paid
for the equipping and maintenance of the gardeners until they joined
the ships in June. He also procured garden implements, pots, watering
cans and presents for the Tahitians on his own account, after authorisation from Nepean. In November he was still attempting to have
these bills settled. 70
During April the fitting of the vessels went ahead rapidly and on
the 18th the Admiralty ordered that they be registered as the
Providence, sixth rate, and the Assistance, armed tender. 71 Considering the fate of their predecessor there was possibly a touch of irony
in these names. Essentially, the two vessels were to be fitted and
manned as the Bounty had been, although there were indications that
the navy had benefited from that earlier experience: two large launches
were to be supplied in addition to the smaller cutters and jolly boats;
orange and lemon juice appeared on the victualling lists; and the
crew of the Providence was much larger than that of the Bounty,
included a higher proportion of officers to men, and boasted twenty
marines. 72 By the end of July the ships were fully manned, had taken
on their guns and were ready to sail.
Not long before the vessels put to sea Banks forwarded signed
copies of the gardeners's instructions and information relating to the
storage and care of the plants. These too followed the format of those
«7 Banks to Chatham, 7 March 1791, MLBC, vol. 5, A78-4, 129a-b. Chatham
to Banks, 9 March 1791, ibid., 130a-b.
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for the first voyage, although Banks emphasised that the first duty
of the gardeners was absolute obedience to the commanding officer
— an injunction he had not thought necessary for the Bounty voyage. 7 3
He suggested to the government that Bligh be allowed £500 for purchasing plants in the East Indies and Isle de France and he also
suggested that the ship might drop some useful plants to the isolated
little outpost on Norfolk Island. On 3 August the vessels sailed from
Spithead.
Bligh's second voyage was a marked contrast to the first. Despite
his continuing ill-health — a legacy of the launch journey and sojourn
at Batavia — relations with the crew were smooth throughout. He
took much care over their health and they seemed to find him a
congenial commander. 74 As well as collecting plants, Bligh was able
to make some valuable discoveries around Tasmania, the Fiji Islands
and the treacherous Torres Straits. At Tahiti, where the breadfruit
were collected, relations with the Islanders were cordial and the
ships managed to depart without any crew members absconding. 75
Bligh touched at St. Helena on the return journey and there some
plants were deposited in the botanic garden and others taken on
board the Providence in return. Although some of the plants had
perished in the heat of Torres Strait, the greater part had survived
up to this point and many had propagated. 7 6 At St. Vincent 544 plants
were put into Anderson's care and again some were taken on board
for Kew: most of the remainder of the cargo was left at Jamaica.
Wiles's instructions had offered him the opportunity of remaining on
that island to care for the plants, and before the ships left in June
1793 he had succumbed to the Jamaican insistence that he should
do so. 7 7 The ships themselves had been obliged to wait in the West
Indies for a convoy as the war with France had begun, and it was
not until 7 August that they anchored at Deptford. There the plants
for Kew were off-loaded and the crew paid off. On 9 September
Bligh ended his commission and the Providence was appropriated to
another expedition. 78
In terms of what it had directly set out to achieve the expedition
was a great success. On inspecting the plants taken to Kew, Banks
reported to Chatham that he 'had never before seen plants brought
home by Sea even in a small box, nearly in so flourishing a state', and
he commended Bligh, Portlock and the gardeners for their diligence. 79
The planters of the Caribbean were similarly pleased. Bligh was
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granted a thousand guineas for his efforts by the Jamaica Assembly
and Portlock received five hundred. The plants themselves continued
to thrive in the West Indies, and by October 1793 Wiles was able to
report to Banks that some had already been distributed from the
gardens to the various parishes. 80 To foster the spread of the trees
the Jamaica Assembly had appointed a special committee for the
management and distribution of the plants, and at the end of 1794
Governor Shirley of Jamaica reported to Banks on behalf of the committee. All the species delivered by Bligh were fully established and
the breadfruit in particular were spreading vigorously. The largest
of the trees were fifteen feet tall and about to fruit. 81 A similar story
of success came from St. Vincent despite the ever present danger of
French attack. Early in 1796 Anderson reported that the breadfruit
was doing better, if anything, than it had in its native soil, and for
some eighteen months he had been gathering fruit of fine quality. 82
Since the establishment of a botanic garden in the Bahamas, the
breadfruit had also been cultivated there with great success.
By the end of the century the breadfruit was securely established
throughout the British West Indies, but as early as 1796 Anderson had
indicated one of the barriers to the full adoption of the fruit as a
food stuff: 'strange to tell, there are some people who under value
such a valuable acquisition, & say they prefer a plantain or Yam.' 83
Although the breadfruit slipped into the West India diet, it never
quite lived up to expectations or replaced other basic foods. In the
event it was unlikely that it should do so, and far too much had been
demanded of it. In the 1780s the West Indians had seen their plight
as truly desperate and had overstressed the need for relief. By the
mid-1790s conditions were returning to the pre-1778 position, and the
exigencies of war and Jay's treaty helped to restore trade with the
United States. But the majestic breadfruit tree still flourishes today
in the West Indies as a verdant memorial to the courage of Captain
Bligh and the power and vision of Sir Joseph Banks.
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