Representations of life in the penal settlement at Sydney Cove
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When the First Fleet reached Botany Bay in January 1788, the long voyage from Britain was finally over.
But there was a problem.
Botany Bay was regarded as unsuitable for the new settlement.
They would have to find somewhere else.
Commander Arthur Phillip decided to investigate Port Jackson, which had been named — but not explored — by Captain James Cook in 1770.
At six o'clock on the morning of 21 January, a small party set off in three boats to explore the harbour.
To the British newcomers, Port Jackson seemed extraordinary.
Phillip later described it as:
“the finest Harbour in the World”.
Imagine how the people in those three small boats might have felt as they rowed into shore for the very first time.
Imagine the sounds around them — strange birds calling, water against the boats, and the wind moving through the trees.
Everything they could see was unfamiliar. What might they have wondered about the future ahead?

According to the Australian Museum, Colonel George Johnston claimed the honour of being the first colonist to step ashore.
But Johnston had been carried from the boat to the shore on the back of First Fleet convict James Ruse.
So, as the Australian Museum points out, it was actually Ruse who “first trod the soil”. 
It was a somewhat poetic beginning to the new penal settlement.

The convicts were immediately set to work, clearing the bush to make room for tents and the first rough huts.
Trees had to be felled with axes.
Then the enormous stumps and roots had to be dug from the ground.
It was painfully slow work.
Surgeon John White described watching 12 men spend five days trying to remove a single tree.
There were too few skilled workers, and tools wore out or broke.
And without teams of working horses or oxen to haul heavy loads, much of the work had to be done by hand.
First Fleet convict James Martin remembered being sent ashore and placed in a tent with five other convicts.
The new penal settlement had begun as little more than a camp in the bush.
On 26 January, the rest of the First Fleet arrived and anchored at Sydney Cove. 
Over the following days, boats moved back and forth between the ships and the shore. 
Marines and male convicts were landed as the first encampments were cleared. 
Stores, tools, tents and other supplies also had to be brought ashore. 
On 28 January, the cattle and horses were landed on a nearby headland, where they could be more easily contained. The location was initially known as Cattle Point, but later became known as Bennelong Point (the site of today’s Sydney Opera House).
Judge Advocate David Collins remembered the confusion. 
People were everywhere — clearing ground, pitching tents and carrying up the stores they needed. 
Every person stepping from the boats, he wrote, was stepping “literally into a wood”.

For many people, home was a tent.
Lieutenant Ralph Clark slept on the hard ground, sometimes using his pouch as a pillow.
He complained about ants, spiders and other insects crawling over him.
Governor Phillip wasn't living in luxury either.
His first home was a canvas house that did not completely keep out the wind and rain.
Even six months after the First Fleet arrived, John White reported that only four officers had huts.
Many people were still living under canvas.

Meanwhile, most of the female convicts remained aboard the ships, watching as the new settlement took shape.
They waited 11 days until, at dawn on 6 February, longboats began carrying them to the shore.
Arthur Bowes Smyth said that the operation continued throughout the day; with the last woman from the Lady Penrhyn delivered about six o’clock that evening.
Elizabeth “Betty” Thackery, a young convict from Lancashire, is traditionally remembered as the first European woman to step ashore at Sydney Cove. 
Betty was quite a character. According to the story, she raced ahead of a free settler who was intended to take the honour - and claimed it for herself. 
It was an early display of larrikinism that would later define the Australian character. 
And then the weather changed.
That evening, a violent summer thunderstorm swept across Sydney Cove.
Rain poured down and lightning flashed over the new encampment.
One bolt struck a large tree in the middle of the camp, splitting it from top to bottom and killing five sheep and a pig.
But according to Bowes Smyth, even the storm couldn't quieten the camp.
He described a night of disorder, as men and women celebrated and sang through the tempest.

The morning after the storm, the settlement became the scene of a very different gathering.
At 11 o'clock, the Marines assembled under arms, with colours flying and music playing.
Male and female convicts were gathered together and ordered to sit on the ground.
In front of them stood Governor Arthur Phillip and the senior officers of the new colony.
Judge Advocate David Collins then read the King's Commission appointing Arthur Phillip Governor of New South Wales.
Other documents established the courts that would administer British law in the new colony. 
Phillip then addressed the convicts.
He promised that those who behaved well would be encouraged — and that their past crimes would not be held against them if they made a fresh start.
But he also warned that those who continued to break the law would be punished.
Stealing was of particular concern.
Almost everything the settlement needed had travelled thousands of kilometres from Britain, and the colony depended upon its carefully guarded stores of food and supplies.
Governor Phillip warned that stealing could even be punished by death.
It wasn't an empty warning.
On 25 February, four convicts were tried for stealing bread, pork and other provisions.
Three were sentenced to death, although two received temporary reprieves.
The following evening, Thomas Barrett was taken under armed guard to a large tree in the settlement.
And all the convicts were summoned to watch as Barrett was executed — becoming the first person executed by the new colonial government. 

Sydney Cove could also be a difficult place to stay healthy.
Some people arrived already suffering from scurvy and dysentery.
Surgeon John White established tents for the sick, but they quickly filled.
He described his patients as:
“pitiable objects”.
There were few medical comforts or supplies.
By the end of February, Surgeon Bowes Smyth recorded more than 100 people sick.
By late March, there were more than 200.
A permanent hospital was being built, but even months later it lacked basic supplies such as blankets and sheets.

In just over a month, the British had begun to establish a settlement at Sydney Cove. 
But it was still little more than a camp. 
And the British newcomers were not alone. 
For this was Aboriginal Country. 
The Aboriginal people of Sydney had lived on and cared for this Country for countless generations. 
Now, hundreds of strangers had arrived — and they intended to stay. 
In Part 2, we'll explore what happened when the British newcomers and Aboriginal people encountered each other — and how the growing settlement began to profoundly affect Aboriginal people, their Country and way of life.
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