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INTRODUCTION 

 

It is usually taken as given that Botany Bay is historically significant because of its close 

association with Captain Cook.1 But it is important to note the ways in which that 

particular, albeit important, association has masked many other aspects of Botany Bay’s 

rich and layered history. With this in mind, this contextual history, which focuses 

primarily on the southern section of what is now the Botany Bay National Park, revisits 

the best known aspects of Botany Bay’s history and excavates others which have been 

less visible at the site and in its public representation. Through the process of re-

examining well-known, and revealing lesser-known, histories, my aim is to demonstrate 

the ways in which some historical associations have risen to prominence while others 

have become somewhat “hidden”. Furthermore, my aim is to redress something of that 

situation by attempting to balance the weight given to respective histories associated with 

the site. This should not be interpreted in any way as a diminishment of the important 

history of Botany Bay as the place where Captain Cook first stepped ashore on the east 

coast of New Holland in 1770. Nor should it be seen as an attempt to deflate the historical 

significance of Cook, either in terms of his accomplishments as a navigator/explorer on 

each of his three voyages or as a central figure in the story of the British colonisation of 

the territory now known as Australia.  

However, it is important to think seriously about what aspects of Captain Cook’s 

history ought to be highlighted at the site. When thinking about this, it is worth keeping 

in mind that Botany Bay National Park is not the only public history site in Australia in 

which the story of Captain Cook can be, or is being, told. In terms of the place that Cook 

occupies in the story of Australia there are some commentators who have recently argued 

that he ought to be better represented in the exhibitions in the National Museum of 

Australia in Canberra.2 This is the nation’s premier museum where both domestic and 

                                                
1 See, for instance, ‘Kurnell Peninsula Headland, Cape Solander Drive, Kurnell, NSW’, Place details 
report, National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Database, Canberra, 3 March 2005.  
2 See John Carroll (et al), ‘Review of the National Museum of Australia, Its Exhibitions and Public 
Programs’, A report to the Council of the National Museum of Australia, July 2003; Bain Attwood, ‘Too 
Many Captain Cooks, How Many Captain Cooks?: Nation, History and Perspective in Settler Australia’, 
Unpublished paper presented at ‘Politics and Positioning’, the Museums Australia Annual Conference, 
Sydney, May 2005. 
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international visitors expect to learn about Australia’s past. Likewise, it is worth noting 

that the National Library of Australia holds the largest collection of Captain Cook 

memorabilia and so, as one of Australia’s most important cultural institutions, it is also 

well-placed to represent the story of Captain Cook to large audiences.3 In terms of 

institutions outside the nation’s capital, one might argue that the Maritime Museum in 

Sydney is the most appropriate institution to tell the story about Cook’s considerable 

navigational achievements. With its interest in early cross-cultural encounters, the 

Museum of Sydney staged in late 2005 an exhibition called “Cook’s Sites”, which looked 

at many of the places that Cook visited on his three voyages and examined his 

interactions with indigenous people at those places. As this brief survey shows, Botany 

Bay National Park does not have a monopoly on telling the story of Captain Cook. 

Neither does it carry the entire responsibility for ensuring that he and his achievements 

are properly remembered.  

Yet the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service is the custodian of the place 

where Captain Cook came ashore at Botany Bay in 1770, and so it does have 

responsibility for interpreting and communicating to visitors the meaning and 

significance of that specific historical “event”. In this history, I have devoted the opening 

chapter to that encounter and there I have sought explicitly to consider it from the 

perspective of both the voyagers and the indigenous people. Moreover, my aim has been 

to tell the story of the “encounter” in as spatial a way as possible in the hope that this will 

be of some use to those who are responsible for managing the site, or to those who might 

in the future wish to make use of the landscape when retelling the story of what happened 

there to visitors.   

But the historical significance of the site extends much further than the encounter 

between Captain Cook and local people in 1770. There are many other histories that 

ought to be told, about the people who were there before and at the time Captain Cook 

arrived as well as those who were at the place in the period after he left its shores. After 

Captain Cook, both indigenous and non-indigenous people have made many important 

                                                
3 See Peter Cochrane (ed.), Remarkable Occurrences: The National Library of Australia’s First 100 Years, 
1901-2001, National Library of Australia, Canberra, 2001. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

3 

contributions to the area which must also be recognised, and I have sought to reflect some 

of these in the history.  

The charter of the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service (now Parks and 

Wildlife Division of the Department of Environment and Conservation), and its 

responsibilities under NSW heritage legislation, require that it represents the multi-

layered heritage significance of the landscapes under its care. Yet there is a limit to how 

comprehensive any one history, produced in a relatively short period of time, can address 

every aspect of a site’s history, and especially of a place which is as layered and complex 

as Botany Bay. In any commissioned history of this type, the historian must make 

decisions about what to include and what not to include, what to cover in detail and what 

to cover only briefly. I have made these selections in light of the NSW National Parks 

and Wildlife Service’s charter to reflect the multiple layers of the history of the cultural 

landscapes that they manage. This is reflected in the tender brief which states that the 

history must ‘account for the many factors that have given rise to and helped shaped this 

significant cultural landscape’. 4  At the same time, I have kept in mind which themes 

have already been well covered in the existing literature, again guided by the brief which 

notes that ‘much of the history in the existing documentation is unduly narrow, focusing 

almost exclusively on particular aspects of ... Cook’s landing. Given DEC’s role in 

conserving and interpreting the Meeting Place a more expansive and contemporary 

history and historiography is essential’.5 Given this, it seemed unnecessary to repeat 

stories that had already been well told, when there was so much that had either not been 

told or which had been inadequately told. For instance, my assessment of the 

historiography revealed that the story of nineteenth-century land grants and white 

settlement has been relatively well covered in the historiography, and so there is only 

brief coverage of this in the history that follows. Less well covered in the local historical 

literature is material on early twentieth-century environmental campaigns and on the 

unauthorised “campers” which emerged during the Depression and so this is discussed 

more fully.   

                                                
4 Brief for the Preparation of a Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell, December 2004.  
5 ibid. 
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Readers will notice that considerable emphasis has been given to the history of 

Aboriginal people, both at the time of Captain Cook and in the period afterwards. This is 

for a few of reasons. Firstly, the history of Aboriginal people at Botany Bay particularly 

in the “post-contact” period has been the least well-represented in both the historiography 

and in the historical interpretation of the site. Secondly, there is a large Aboriginal 

community in the area who claim a strong historical association to the site and the nature 

of that association needs to be much better understood. Thirdly, there appears to be some 

commitment to using the area as a place for expressing reconciliation between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal people in the present.  

In relation to this last point, this shift to interpreting the area through the lens of 

reconciliation is evident in the use of the term “meeting” in all the recently prepared 

planning documents. While not officially gazetted, this term seems to have been adopted 

in an informal way as new nomenclature for parts of the present-day landscape. For 

instance, the Meeting Place Precinct is a name now used by some people for what was 

previously known as Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve. The meanings embedded in 

the meeting place concept appear to reference past events that occurred at the site such as 

the encounter between the Endeavour’s crew and local people in 1770; but the concept is 

simultaneously deployed in future-oriented ways. The concept appears to draw on the 

idea that Botany Bay was a site for a series of encounters or meetings between 

indigenous people and British and European voyagers in the late eighteenth century in 

order to make a case for the future development of the park as a site of reconciliation 

between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians. In light of these flagged plans for 

future development of the park along these lines, a further central aim of this contextual 

history is to examine and assess the extent to which past events, specifically the cross-

cultural encounters which occurred at Botany Bay in 1770 and in 1788, contain any 

evidence which could justify understanding and interpreting the site in terms of 

reconciliation between cultures. More importantly, however, the history considers the 

ways in which Botany Bay National Park has assumed considerable symbolic 

significance, albeit for different reasons, for both black and white Australians.  

While the Aboriginal history of the site is a strong theme throughout, where 

possible, and when appropriate, I have endeavoured not to split completely the 
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Aboriginal history from the non-Aboriginal history. Such a separation, as many historians 

argue, is artificial when one considers how Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people 

typically occupied the same localities in the post contact period, sometimes in close 

proximity with each other, sometimes not. To reflect this historical reality, I have 

attempted as much as possible to show where the lives of local Aboriginal people and 

local non-Aboriginal people overlapped. But I have also attempted to trace the 

implications of non-Aboriginal people’s actions, such as various forms of land use, on 

local Aboriginal people. One of the gaping holes in the historiography is the story of the 

dispossession of the Gweagal people from their land. The history aims to redress this gap.  

Readers will also note that another key theme that emerges in the history is the 

use of the site for what can be called “history-making”. Botany Bay, particularly Captain 

Cook’s Landing Place Reserve (now known as the Meeting Place Precinct), has not only 

been a site where history was made but also for history-making. History-making is a 

broad term that refers to the various modes in which stories about the past are told (such 

as through historical re-enactments or museum exhibitions) as well as to the ways in 

which the meanings of the past are constantly remade in the present and by each new 

generation to serve particular cultural, social and political purposes. All history-making 

involves emphasising some past events, experiences and processes while ignoring others. 

This is true for the history-making that has taken place at Botany Bay throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There, some histories have been remembered and 

celebrated, while others have been forgotten, trivialised or silenced. This is unavoidable. 

It is impossible to know the past in its entirety.  But how the past becomes history is not a 

neutral or natural process. There are reasons why some pasts receive little consideration 

or are actively suppressed in national and local histories. 

A central premise of this contextual history is that understanding why some pasts 

barely register in histories about Botany Bay or have not been visibly imprinted on its 

landscape is essential for properly informing the site’s interpretation and development 

over the years to come. It is critical that the new interpretation of the site is underpinned 

by a rigorous interpretation of its history along with a critical assessment of its 

historiography.  
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Botany Bay is a slippery subject for a history. Iconic places often are. Their 

iconicity is what they come to symbolise or to stand for and this can have only a tenuous 

relationship to what happened at the actual place. The name Botany Bay, because the 

place known by that name had been originally chosen as the site for the penal colony, 

became synonymous with convicts, exile and punishment. This was its most popular 

association, which long endured because of the many songs, ballads, poems and plays 

that had Botany Bay as the destination for transported convicts.6 Yet in the case of 

Botany Bay, because it was never the site for the penal colony since Captain Phillip had 

passed it over in favour of Port Jackson, there is often a considerable gap between what it 

came to represent in the popular imagination and how as a physical place it is 

experienced by those who visited it or indeed those who have lived there. Joseph Gordon, 

in a sonnet published in 1861 called ‘Botany Bay’, captures something of this disjuncture 

when he writes: 

 

E’en in the heat of some wild prank or game, 

How I have quail’d beneath thy dreaded name, 

And ceas’d at once from my rebellious ways! 

And now, sweet bay, that here I, lingering, gaze, 

And view, far-stretching, thy pure waters gleam,  

Dark woods and flowery banks between, I smile 

To think that that, whose name appall’d the boy, 

Should thus delight the man.7  

 

Given that the overriding purpose of this contextual history is to help inform the future 

interpretation and management of the Kurnell section of the Botany Bay National Park, it 

does not deal with these popular, but misplaced, associations between Botany Bay and 

convicts. The focus is exclusively on things that happened at Botany Bay and on how the 

place itself has changed over time.  

                                                
6 See, for example, ‘Old Botany Bay’, in Mary Gilmore, Australian Poets: Mary Gilmore, ed. Robert D. 
Fitzgerald, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1963, pp. 9-10. 
7 ‘Botany Bay: A Sonnet’, in Joseph Gordon, Botany Bay and Other Poems, Arthur Hall, Virtue and Co., 
London, 1861, p. 255. 
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What follows can be thought about as a spatial history of Botany Bay in two 

senses: it tells a history of the place and it tells a history about how history has been 

imprinted on the landscape. This is a history that not only tells a chronological story of 

the place but also engages with the many ways that ‘history’, or ‘history-making’, has 

helped to make the place.  

The geographical scope of the history that follows constantly shifts from specific 

sites to the larger landscape and back again. Sometimes the focus is a clearly bounded 

site, such as the Kurnell section of the Botany Bay National Park, or what is now called 

the meeting place precinct, or even down to a particular monument. At other times, the 

geographical focus is broader, for instance the larger landscape of Botany Bay taking in 

its foreshore and immediate hinterland. And at yet others the geography covered stretches 

far beyond Botany Bay in order to tell significant stories about the flows across the globe 

of knowledge about and material things from it.  

The history is divided into five chapters. The first chapter revisits the history of 

Captain Cook at Botany Bay in 1770 to consider its historical significance, locally, 

nationally and globally and to consider whether or not the history of Captain Cook in 

Botany Bay is adequately and appropriately represented in the park. The chapter makes 

an argument that a greater effort should be made to tell this history cross-culturally, and 

provides some examples of what this might entail. Chapter 2 traces the history of the 

Kurnell peninsula in the nineteenth century. The chapter is organised around the twin 

historical processes of possession and dispossession. It argues that the history of the 

dispossession of local Aboriginal people since British settlement has not to date been 

adequately dealt with either in the historiography of the area or in the interpretation of the 

park. The chapter engages with Premier Bob Carr’s comment in the preface to the 

Meeting Place Precinct Master Plan that ‘it is a place that serves as a symbol for both the 

beginnings of a nation and the dispossession of a people’. My argument is that the 

symbolic function of the place for telling stories about the origins of a nation has been 

well covered; what has been largely overlooked (and partly as an effect of the use of the 

area for telling foundation stories) is the dispossession of the people who were the 

original owners of that area. The third chapter examines the creation of Captain Cook’s 

Landing Place Reserve at the end of the nineteenth century and its use as a public park 
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throughout most of the twentieth century. This chapter considers how the reserve was 

used as a site of ‘history-making’; and how that sometimes had the effect of burying 

other histories. It makes a case for reinterpreting some of the historical monuments that 

dot the landscape in new ways, such as in terms of the evidence they provide for 

nineteenth-century interactions between local Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

Chapter 4 provides a history of the Kurnell peninsula in the twentieth century. It is 

organised around the tension between environmental degradation and efforts to preserve 

the region’s natural environment. This chapter also traces the history of the park for 

camping and other forms of residence, both authorised and unauthorised. The final 

chapter tells a story about the creation of the Botany Bay National Park, beginning with 

the resumption of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve under the control of the New 

South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service in the late 1960s. A focus of this 

chapter is the ways in which park has been reinterpreted through the politics of the late 

twentieth century, including the ways in which Aboriginal people have used Botany Bay 

and Captain Cook’s Landing Place to stage their struggle for recognition and rights 

within the national community. The history ends with a short epilogue making a few 

points about the nature of the relationship between history, heritage and reconciliation.  
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CHAPTER 1 

PUTTING THE ENCOUNTER IN ITS PLACE 

REVISITING CAPTAIN COOK IN BOTANY BAY IN 1770 

 

The story of Botany Bay typically begins with the arrival of Captain Cook and the 

Endeavour in the closing days of April 1770. In some respects this is an appropriate 

starting point because, for many people in Britain and Europe at least, a place known as 

Botany Bay only entered their realm of knowledge as a result of Captain Cook’s 

encounter there. By virtue of having been briefly visited on the first of Cook’s three south 

sea voyages, this landfall on the east coast of New Holland was incorporated into the 

ever-expanding British and European knowledge of the world. The place was described 

by Cook and some of his fellow travellers in their journals, which when published 

reached a large audience. They represented its contours cartographically and logged its 

latitude and longitude, gave it a new name to know it by, which said something about 

their own experience there, and brought back with them bits and pieces from it, such as 

objects belonging to the local people and specimens of the indigenous flora and fauna.  

 Yet it is worth reminding ourselves that the bay that now goes by the name 

Botany Bay already existed before Cook’s encounter brought it into being in new ways. 

As Tim Murray noted in 1979: ‘It is regrettable but still necessary to stress that the 

aborigines had been living in the area long before Cook and his party “discovered” 

Botany Bay’.1 Although this reminder is perhaps less necessary than it was 25 years ago, 

nonetheless it does not hurt to make it again because this fact can often get lost among 

the storytelling about Captain Cook and Botany Bay. That storytelling increased in the 

context of the later colonisation of the territory, with the encounter of Captain Cook at 

Botany Bay functioning as an origin point. Because that story was implicitly about 

British possession, the question about prior indigenous occupation of the territory was 

rarely addressed directly. Nor was the response of Aboriginal people at the time of 

Captain Cook’s encounter given much attention. At the same time, the effect of making 

Cook’s time in Botany Bay an origin point for a bigger history (a history of colonisation) 

                                                
1 Tim Murray, ‘An Archaeological Survey of the Kurnell Peninsula’, Prepared for the Heritage Council of 
New South Wales, July 1979, p. 3. 
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was to exaggerate the deeds that Cook performed while at Botany Bay. The aim of this 

chapter is two fold: to consider the nature of encounters between Cook and local people 

at the time they occurred, and by so doing to detach Cook’s encounter from the later 

history of colonisation in which it was (retrospectively) given opening chapter status. In 

other words, the chapter puts the encounter in its place.  

 

THE ORIGINAL PEOPLE AND PLACE 

From what can be discerned from early records, the southern shore of the bay was part of 

the territory of Dharawal-speaking people. According to both Peter Turbet and Keith 

Willey the name of the group (or clan) which ranged the peninsula was most likely the 

Gweagal, or in Willey’s spelling the Gwiyagal.2 David Collins and Watkin Tench each 

referred to the people living on the south shore of Botany Bay as Gweagal (or by some 

variation of that spelling), noting that the name for the people derives from the name for 

the territory they occupy. For instance Collins wrote that: 

 

Each family has a particular place of residence, from which is derived its 

distinguishing name. This is formed by adding the monosyllable Gal to the name of 

the place: thus the southern shore of Botany Bay is called Gwea, and the people 

who inhabit it style themselves as Gweagal.3 

 

According to Peter Turbet, ‘Gweagal people lived on the southern shores of Botany Bay 

and their area probably extended over a large part of the Cronulla-Sutherland peninsula ... 

The people who witnessed Captain Cook’s landing at Kurnell in 1770 were probably 

Gweagals’.4 If this is so, then it was also Gweagal people’s property that Cook took away 

with him from Botany Bay and which is now held in the museum at Cambridge 

University in England. And it was observations of the Gweagal, along with the Guugu 

                                                
2 Peter Turbet, The Aborigines of the Sydney District Before 1788, Kangaroo Press, Kenthurst, 1989; Keith 
Willey, When the Sky Fell Down: The Destruction of the Tribes of the Sydney Region, 1788-1850s, Collins, 
Sydney, 1979. See also Val Attenbrow, Sydney’s Aboriginal Past: Investigating the Archaeological and 
Historical Records, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2003. 
3 David Collins, An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales: With Remarks on the Disposition, 
Customs, Manners, & c. of the Native Inhabitants of that Country, T. Cadell jun. And W. Davies, London, 
1798, reprinted Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 197. [Page number to find] 
4 Turbet, 1989, p. 22. 
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Yimidhirr people in the north, which were the basis for the descriptions that Cook and 

Banks wrote about the indigenous inhabitants of the east coast of New Holland, and 

which in turn contributed to the later decision to establish a British colony at Botany Bay. 

In terms of the information provided about the local people, Banks’ and Cook’s journals 

include the typical sorts of descriptions made by late eighteenth century voyagers of 

indigenous people in the places they visited, such as their food gathering techniques, diet, 

physical appearance, material culture and dwellings. Their further observations that the 

territory was not thickly populated, that the people seemed to range from area to area 

rather than settle in one place, and that they did not cultivate the land, were to have far-

reaching consequences in the subsequent British colonisation of New Holland.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 ‘Aboriginal men fishing’, by Tupaia (1770) (British Library, London. Add. Ms. 
15508, f.10(a), (no. 10)). This reproduction from Anne Salmond, The Trial of the Cannibal Dog: 
Captain Cook in the South Seas, Allen Land, 2003, p. 153. Tupaia was a high priest from Raiatea, 
Tahiti, who joined the Endeavour and so was at Botany Bay in 1770. This image, along with 
some others, has only recently been ascribed to him.  
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Yet, the most intriguing and much studied commentary which Cook and Banks provided 

concerned the impressions they gained about the Gweagal people’s attitude to life. Most 

noteworthy for each of them was the apparent lack of acquisitiveness on the part of 

indigenous people, which the voyagers contrasted with the considerable covetousness of 

Europeans. This paucity of possessions or more precisely a lack of desire to acquire more 

possessions than what they already had, which was evidenced by their disinclination to 

trade with or to steal from the sailors, seemed to suggest to the voyagers that they were a 

happy and content people. Cook wrote that:  

 

From what I have said of the Natives of New-Holland they may appear to some to 

be the most wretched people upon Earth, but in reality they are far more happier 

than we Europeans; being wholy unacquainted not only with the superfluous but the 

necessary Conveniencies so much sought after in Europe, they are happy in not 

knowing the uses of them. They live in a Tranquillity which is not disturb’d by the 

Inequality of Condition: The Earth and sea of their own accord furnishes them with 

all things necessary for life, they covet not Magnificient Houses, Household-stuff 

&ca, they live in a warm and fine climate and enjoy a very wholsome Air, so that 

they have very little need of Clothing and this they seem to be fully sencible of, for 

many to whome we gave Cloth &ca to, left it carelessly upon the Sea beach and in 

the woods as a thing they had no manner of use for. In short they seem’d to set no 

Value upon any thing we gave them, nor would they ever part with any thing of 

their own for any one article we could offer them; this in my opinion argues that 

they think themselves provided with all the necessarys of Life and that they have no 

superfluities.5  

 

Banks’ summation is a little more qualified than that provided by Cook. He wrote: ‘Thus 

live the I had almost said happy people content with little nay almost nothing, Far enough 

removd from the anxieties attending upon riches, or even the possession of what we 

Europeans call common necessaries: anxieties intended maybe by Providence to 
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counterbalance the pleasure arising from the Posession of wishd for attainments, 

consequently increasing with increasing wealth, and in some measure keeping up the 

balance of happiness between the rich and the poor. For them appear how small are the 

real wants of human nature, which we Europeans have increased to an excess which 

would certainly appear incredible to those people could they be told it’.6  Banks’ 

hesitation to call them a ‘happy’ people outright compared with Cook’s unequivocal 

description of them in those terms suggests an element of discord between the 

conclusions the two men drew from what they had seen, although the fact that they both 

deal at length with the same theme and make use of the same terms is certain evidence 

that they discussed with each other their views. The differences, as Nicholas Thomas 

convincingly argues, were not grounded in a different interpretation of the philosophers 

of the time, such as Rousseau and his theory of the ‘noble savage’.7 Rather they were 

borne of differences between the two men’s respective experience and status. They 

reflected the gulf of class and privilege between the captain of humble birth and the 

wealthy botanist. Thomas helpfully provides these details about Cook which go some 

way towards helping to explain why he so positively assessed the locals’ comparatively 

few possessions and their lack of interest in trading with the strangers: 

 

Cook’s attitudes towards one of the wealthiest and most sharply divided societies in 

the world are not easily discerned. He came from people without wealth, and never 

disowned them. His master Walker, a modestly affluent merchant, had been a 

mentor, almost a second father. We do not know his politics, but it is very likely 

that he, like other Whitby traders, like Quakers and dissenters, like the new middle 

classes generally, would have disapproved of the opulence of London’s dissipated 

aristocracy. Cook saw a good deal of those who inhabited and coveted ‘Magnificent 

Houses, Household-stuff &ca’ but he lived only intermittently on the edge of the 

richest city in the world. For most of his adult life his home was at sea and luxury 

                                                                                                                                            
5 James Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on his Voyages of Discovery, Volume 1, The Voyage of 
the Endeavour, 1768-1771, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, Hakluyt Society at the Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1955, p. 399. 
6 Joseph Banks, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks: 1768-1771, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, The Trustees of 
the Public Library of New South Wales in association with Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1962, p. 130. 
7 Nicholas Thomas, Discoveries: The Voyages of Captain Cook, Allen Lane, London, 2003, pp. 128-130.  
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never became simply familiar. We might guess that a little Quaker censoriousness 

rubbed off on him, and that he did not just notice but approved of people with a 

paucity of possessions.8   

 

NAMES FOR THE PLACE 

It is worth keeping in mind that indigenous people did not necessarily ascribe names to 

the same geographical units that imperial voyagers like Cook used to organise their 

spatial world, and for that reason we cannot be sure that the local people had only one 

name that corresponded exactly with same space which the name Botany Bay denotes.9 

As he sailed up the coast, Cook applied names in a navigational sense: he named bays 

and other visually prominent geographical features such as mountains and headlands.10 In 

terms of their place-naming practices before colonisation, the locals no doubt named in 

ways that reflected their social reality and served their own purposes; but the indigenous 

names that are now preserved on the present-day landscape are not necessarily a faithful 

record of pre-colonial nomenclature. They are the product of some early cross-cultural 

encounters which occurred after Captain Cook, particularly when surveyors and settlers 

asked local people ‘to give a name to a place which hitherto [might have] had no name at 

all’.11 For instance, when the surveyor Robert Dixon, produced a map of the area in 1827, 

he made inquiries among the local people about what names for natural features to put on 

his chart. The names he collected, and as spelt by him, included Towra and Bonna Points, 

and Gwawly, Wooloowear, Weney and Quibray Bays.12   

 In 1770, Cook named four different features of the large area he and his men 

traversed: the bay itself, its north and south heads, and the point on the south shore. For 

the bay itself, Botany Bay was not his first choice. He had initially chosen Sting-Ray Bay 

because of the large quantity of stingrays his crew had caught there. It was only some 

months later that he emended his journal to make the name change first to Botanist Bay 

                                                
8 Thomas, 2003, pp. 129-30. 
9 Today it is generally accepted that the local indigenous people referred to Botany Bay as Kamay.  
10 See my discussion of Cook’s naming practices in Maria Nugent, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2005, pp. 8-9. 
11 Frederic Slater, ‘Geographical nomenclature: Larmer’s native names of points at Port Jackson’, Mankind, 
May 1934, p. 217. 
12 Frank Cridland, The Story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and Sutherland Shire, Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, second edition, 1950, p. 20.  
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and finally to Botany Bay. His change of mind reflects how the botanical collection made 

by Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander at the bay had assumed greater prominence as the 

ship continued its voyage north along the east coast. Banks and Solander spent their time 

gathering what Nicholas Thomas has described as a ‘staggering range of plants—more 

here, more quickly and more that were new than he and Solander had found anywhere 

else’.13 They began their pursuit on the day after anchorage, Banks noting that ‘Dr 

Solander and myself went a little way in the woods and found many plants, but saw 

nothing like people’.14 This was the woods near the village on the south shore, the precise 

location of which is now not known although would probably not be far from the shore. 

And they continued with their botanical busyness each day thereafter, accumulating an 

‘immensly large’ collection. (The elusiveness of the people gave Banks more time to do 

his botanising than might have been the case if relations between the locals and the 

voyagers had been closer over the course of the eight days.) With the collection crammed 

into the small ship, accompanying the crew on their long voyage north up the coast and 

then back to England, keeping Banks and Solander occupied and delighted, it is perhaps 

little wonder that Cook (or his scribe) went to the trouble to scratch out in his journal 

Sting-Ray and to ink in Botany Bay instead. By the time the name change was fixed, the 

consumed stingrays had become a distant memory.   

 In the case of the other three features of Botany Bay landscape given new names, 

Cook chose the names of men who had been at the place with him and who he wished to 

honour. This was not always his practice: he sometimes named in honour of men in 

Britain and he sometimes named features descriptively or to mark events.15 The north 

head he called Cape Banks for Joseph Banks and the south head Point Solander for 

Daniel Solander. It is not clear when precisely Cook decided to affix their names to the 

landscape. They appear on his chart of Botany Bay, but are not mentioned in his journal. 

Most likely he chose them only after he had decided to change the bay’s name from his 

original Stingray Bay to Botany Bay, which was up to a few months after he had actually 

                                                
13 Thomas, 2003, p. 114.  
14 Banks, 1962, p. 56. 
15 For a description of Captain Cook’s naming practices more generally, see Paul Carter, The Road to 
Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History, Faber and Faber, London, 1987, chapter 1. 
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been there and in recognition of the significance of their botanical collection.16 It is 

fitting, is it not, to call the entrance to a bay that became famous throughout Europe for 

its botany after the two men responsible for making the celebrated botanical collection?  

 

  

Figure 1.2 Captain Cook’s chart of Botany Bay 1770 

 

The point on the south shore, inside the southern headland, Cook called Point Sutherland 

after Forby Sutherland, a seaman who died at the bay and is buried somewhere nearby. 

Cook records this act of naming in his journal: 

 

Last night Torby (sic) Sutherland seaman departed this life and in the AM his 

body was buried a shore at the watering place which occasioned my calling the 

south point of this Bay after his name.17  

                                                
16 For a discussion about when the name changes are made, see: J. C. Beaglehole, ‘Textual Introduction’, in 
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Later writers have reminded us that, had Sutherland died at sea, his memory may not 

have been preserved in the way that a burial on land made possible, or acquired quite as 

much significance as it has.18 But it was not simply the fact that he was buried on land 

that has ensured the preservation of his memory. There are many sailors buried in foreign 

lands who are no longer remembered. Sutherland’s significance only makes sense in the 

context of the later colonisation of the territory. It mattered then that he was the first 

known ‘white’ man to be buried on the east coast of New Holland because he was 

poetically at least understood as a guarantee (a holding deposit?) that the land where he 

lay would eventually be possessed and occupied by other white men. It is for this reason 

that this man, about who very little is actually known, has assumed some prominence in 

local and national histories.19 (This is discussed in more detail in chapter three in relation 

to the controversy over the Forby Sutherland monument.) 

 What I like about the two names that we know Cook applied to the landscape 

while he was actually in the bay — Stingray Bay and Point Sutherland — is that they are 

so matter-of-fact. They are a record of ‘real’ events that occurred in ‘real’ time. The 

absence of pretension in Cook’s choice of these names helps to remind us that his 

purpose and vision while in the bay was relatively humble in comparison with what has 

been ascribed to him by later writers of colonial and national history. To read some 

historians and commentators is to believe that Cook spent most of his time at Botany Bay 

not living in the present but dwelling on the future – envisioning the prosperous nation 

that would later grow up on these shores.20  

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Cook, 1955, pp. ccix. See also my discussion in Nugent, 2005, pp. 16-19.  
17 Cook, 1955, p. 307. 
18 See W. A. MacDonald, ‘Forby Sutherland’s grave at Kurnell’, Royal Australian Historical Society 
Journal and Proceedings, vol. xiv, 1928, p. 281, where he writes: ‘Had Sutherland died a few days earlier, 
before the arrival in the bay, or after departure from the bay, his body would have been consigned to the 
deep, and nothing further would have been heard of the man’. As it is, he has been immortalised in colonial 
poetry and his name was given to the shire in which his remains lie.  
19 In this way, he functions like the Unknown Soldier. It matters less who exactly he is, and more in terms 
of what he symbolises. He is a type of everyman, the first white man among many white men who “settled” 
in this country. 
20 This is particularly clear in poetry and in visual representations of Captain Cook at Botany Bay.  
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MEETINGS IN THE PLACE 

The anthropologist, Nicholas Thomas, suggests that Botany Bay is an appropriate name 

for another reason. He writes that ‘it is not surprising that the science it commemorated 

dealt with plants rather than people. What name could express the failure of 

communication that took place here?’ 21  It was disappointing for Banks, and it is 

unfortunate for us, that encounters with the local indigenous people were not closer. Had 

they been closer, more (and indeed more useful) knowledge about the locals might have 

been produced which could have better informed the colonisers who came in Cook’s 

wake. Not only that, but the absence of recorded detail has made it relatively easy for the 

history writers who came after Cook not to give the local people a more prominent role in 

accounts of the Endeavour’s time in the bay. In popular forms of history-making about 

Captain Cook at Botany Bay in 1770, local indigenous people have been represented in 

unacceptably superficial terms. Or as Tim Murray describes it: ‘as bit-part players in one 

of those “great moments of history”’.22 They have been bleached from the story, or 

appear only in shadowy form when the story of Captain Cook is repeatedly recounted. 

Yet this is only in part a by-product of the nature of the encounter and a problem of the 

limited sources. The main reason the story of Captain Cook’s time in Botany Bay has had 

so little to say about indigenous people, and has not been examined from both sides of the 

beach, is that it has typically been recounted only as part of a larger story about the 

origins of the British settlement, a settlement which within a few short years after its 

foundation had lost interest in Aboriginal people.23 

 But despite the absence of close interactions between the voyagers and the locals 

compared with other places including Endeavour River, which was the only other place 

Cook stopped on the east coast of New Holland, there is nonetheless sufficient evidence 

to show that the local people were fully engaged in the drama which they became caught 

up in from the moment the Endeavour sailed through the heads to when it departed eight 

days later. Although much of the meaning of their behaviour is opaque from our twenty-

first century perspective, what becomes clear when we compare the observations made 

                                                
21 Thomas, 2003, p. 114. 
22 Murray, July 1979, p. 3. 
23 See Inga Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, Text Publishing, Melbourne, 2003, p. 5. 
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by the voyagers at the time with later ethnographic accounts of indigenous people’s 

practices is that it was consistent with the general principles of appropriate behaviour 

when strangers arrive unannounced and uninvited into your territory. According to Sylvia 

Hallam who has studied early voyager, ethnographic and settler accounts about meetings 

between local people and strangers (both indigenous and non-indigenous) on the opposite 

side of the continent ‘a meeting is an event, a staged event’ and ‘the entire proceedings 

are formalised, ritualised, ceremonious – a staged drama’.24  

In the responses of the local people at Botany Bay what we see are efforts to stage 

this drama so that a meeting can occur; and what we also see are some wrong and 

perplexing responses from the visitors that make such a meeting impossible. Hallam 

shows that ‘avoiding, ignoring, repulsing are the Aboriginal reactions which form a 

repeating pattern, and sometimes a sequence, in these encounters’, and that a ‘final 

movement was retreat’.25 All of these actions in various sequences were there in the 

encounter with Captain Cook and his men; and they were all concerned, as Hallam 

argues, with ‘reaffirming rights to land, defusing or actualising potential conflict and 

hostility, and establishing links of reciprocal obligations and amity’.26 But they have not 

before been interpreted in those terms. In the many histories written and performed about 

this encounter, the focus has been almost exclusively on the moment when Cook steps 

ashore. In that scene, two local men appear on the beach and vehemently resist the 

voyagers. That has been interpreted as straightforward resistance; but the fact that Cook 

overcame them with firepower has also been used to tell stories about British superiority 

and the failure of indigenous people to prevent the incursion of others onto their land and 

into their lives. This story sometimes functions as a justification for colonisation.  

But that landing scene makes little sense on its own; it must be considered in the 

context of the whole encounter from the moment the Endeavour sailed through the heads 

until the moment it sailed back out through them. From that perspective the encounter 

when the initial landing occurred can be seen as part of the continuous effort of the locals 

to turn this extraordinary occurrence into a ceremonial event in which a meeting on 

                                                
24 Sylvia J. Hallam, ‘A view from the other side of the western frontier: Or “I met a man who wasn’t 
there…”,’ Aboriginal History, vol. 7, no. 2, 1983, p. 136. 
25 ibid, p. 150. 
26 ibid, pp. 136-137. 
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proper terms could result. The fact that did not happen is the result of a monumental 

failure on the part of the voyagers, who were simply stopping here on their way to 

somewhere else. They did not take the time to read the local signs and to proceed more 

slowly.27  

 From the perspective of those on shore, the north and south points are perhaps the 

most significant locations in the story about Captain Cook coming into their bay. We 

know that some local people were on each of the heads when the Endeavour sailed into 

the bay because Captain Cook tells us: ‘Saw as we came in on both points of the bay 

Several of the natives’.28 The account that Joseph Banks gives is fuller. He tells us that as 

the Endeavour approached the entrance they saw about ‘10 people, who on our approach 

left [their] fire and retird to a little eminence where they could conveniently see the ship; 

soon after this two Canoes carrying 2 men each landed on the beach under them, the men 

hauld their boats and went to their fellows upon the hill’.29 Which little eminence this was 

is hard to know. But to imagine the scene today from the vantage point of those who were 

on land, all one needs to do is stand at the whale watching station at Cape Solander or on 

the rocks at Yena Gap and picture in their mind’s eye the Endeavour sailing towards the 

entrance.  

 It is worth entertaining the idea that the locals who were at both the points were 

not initially expecting the ship to enter the bay. It had not yet done so along miles of 

coast line. They knew this, let’s imagine, because news was travelling fast along the coast 

between neighbouring local clans, so fast that it was overtaking the ship. But Captain 

Cook had already decided that if possible he was going to land here. It was time to do so 

because they had not stopped since leaving New Zealand on 1 April, about four weeks 

earlier. As Dening rightly tells us voyagers often came to places ‘to refurbish their ships 

                                                
27 By saying this, I am not suggesting that had Cook gone more slowly the final outcome would necessarily 
have been different, although it is worth keeping in mind that this seems to have been the case at 
Endeavour River. There is a danger in some studies of early contacts, or in ethnographic history more 
generally, to imply that breakdown in relations between indigenous people and voyagers or colonists was 
ultimately the result of cultural misunderstandings and a failure of communication. Some studies in this 
mode can sometimes fail to take into account the respective power of one group over another 
(demonstrated in this case by Cook’s access to and use of firepower to achieve his immediate aims), or the 
indeed the broader context of imperial voyaging and territorial expansion, which was in general 
underwritten by beliefs about the superiority of Europe in relation to the rest of the world. 
28 Cook, 1955, pp. 304-305. 
29 Banks, 1962, p. 53. 
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or they came to trade or they came because they needed a stopping place on their way to 

somewhere else’.30 The sheltered saucer-shaped bay at last provided the conditions that 

would make such a landing possible, whereas the rough seas further south near what is 

now known as Bulli had thwarted earlier attempts. But it does seem that the locals had 

been making preparation in case the voyagers decided to come ashore. The men had 

gathered on the heads, they were armed, and at least two were painted up as though ready 

for ceremony.  

 In preparation for stopping, Cook had sent out a boat to sound the entrance and it 

is the men on that advance vessel who have the first encounter with the locals. At a cove, 

just inside the bay, the locals made an attempt to communicate with the men on the boat: 

‘they came down to the beach and invited our people to land by many signs and word[s]’, 

or so the men on the boat believed.31 All were ‘armd with long pikes and a wooden 

weapon made something like a short scymetar’.32 The anthropologists Baldwin Spencer 

and Frank Gillen described an encounter near Alice Springs in 1901 between two groups 

of Aboriginal people who were strangers to each other.33 According to that account, it 

was customary for the strangers to wait at some distance ‘until they were invited to 

approach by one or two of the men of the camp’, and that during the initial waiting phase, 

while the locals gave the appearance of paying little attention to the strangers, they in fact 

‘had provided themselves with their weapons and gone to the spot where visitors were 

received’.34  

 Some of this behaviour can be seen in what occurred as the Endeavour made its 

way into the bay. We have already seen that some locals had gone down to the beach to 

where the boat sounding the entrance was, and that the sailors believed that they had been 

invited ashore, although it must have seemed strange to the locals when the invitation 

                                                
30 Greg Dening, Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land, Marquesas, 1774-1880, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1980, p. 23. 
31 Banks, 1962, p. 53. This seems to be the typical response of indigenous people to the arrival of strangers. 
William Dampier describes a similar reception when he was on the west coast of the continent in 1688:  ‘At 
our first coming, before we were acquainted with them, or they with us, a Company of them who liv’d on 
the Main, came just against our Ship, and standing on a pretty high Bank, threatned us with their Swords 
and Lances, by shaking them at us’, cited in Willey, 1979, p. 23. Captain Arthur Phillip and others on the 
first fleet describe a similar response from the locals when they enter Botany Bay.  
32 Banks, 1962, p. 53. 
33 This recounted in Hallam, 1983, pp. 134-135. 
34 ibid, p. 135. 
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appears not to have been accepted. But this only came after both Banks and Cook had 

already observed as they sailed up the east coast of New Holland that the local 

indigenous people they saw on land appeared to be paying them little attention. They 

continued to comment on this seeming lack of interest in them during their stay in the 

bay.35 The locals had however clearly spent some time collecting their weapons and 

gathering at an appropriate spot on the edge of their territory, where they could approach 

the strangers.  

 While some of the locals were approaching the men on the boat, others held their 

position on: 

 

the rocks opposite the ship threatning and menacing with their pikes and swords – 

two in particular who were painted with white, their faces seemingly only dusted 

over with it, their bodies painted with broad strokes drawn over their breasts and 

backs resembling much a soldiers cross belts, and their legs and thighs also with 

such like broad strokes drawn round them which imitated broad garters or bracelets 

... These two seemd to talk earnestly together, at times brandishing their crooked 

weapons at us in token of defiance.36  

 

The artist on the board the Endeavour, Sydney Parkinson, made a page of rough sketches 

of people and things he saw at Botany Bay. The page included drawings of two local 

men, one with a shield and a spear raised ready to throw.  Parkinson’s posthumously 

published journal of the voyage includes an etching of ‘two warriors advancing for 

combat’. The etching is probably based on the rough drawings made by Parkinson at 

Botany Bay as well as on the various journal descriptions, including the one from Banks 

quoted above, but it was drawn by Thomas Chambers not Parkinson who had died before 

the expedition had returned to England. In his rendition of the men from Botany Bay, 

Chambers, according to the art historian Bernard Smith, seems to have been influenced 

                                                
35 For example, Banks noted that: ‘Under the South head of it were four small canoes; in each of these was 
one man who held in his hand a long pole with which he struck fish, venturing with his little imbarkation 
almost into the surf. These people seemd to be totaly engag’d in what they were about: the ship passd 
within a quarter of a mile of them and yet they scarce lifted their eyes from their employment’. Banks, 
1962, pp. 53-54. 
36 Banks, 1962, p. 53. 
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by drawings and paintings of Maori.37 Despite this, the published etching became the 

model for the many later images of the two men who stood and opposed Cook’s landing 

(discussed below), even though it is more likely that the original subjects were these men 

on the rocks as the Endeavour entered the bay.  

 

 

Figure 1.3 Sydney Parkinson (1770) ‘Two Australian Aborigines and other drawings’. 
(British Library, London. Add. Ms. 9345, f.14v). This reproduction from Bernard Smith, 
‘The First European Depictions’, in Ian Donaldson and Tamsin Donaldson (eds), Seeing the 
First Australians, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, p. 23. 

 

This initial and animated encounter is in keeping with other instances of the arrival of 

voyagers in other parts of the continent in subsequent years. For instance, Hallam 

describes the experience of some French sailors from the Naturaliste on a boat in 

Geographe Bay in 1801. On that occasion, the local people sang out at the French in 

“shrill and repeated cries”.  They “seemed to be calling to each other; they spoke in haste 

and extremely quick”38 and they “brandished their sagaies with all their strength, shaking 

                                                
37 Bernard Smith, ‘The first European depictions’, in Ian Donaldson and Tamsin Donaldson (eds), Seeing 
the First Australians, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, p. 30. 
38 Cited in Hallam, 1983, p. 151. 
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their clubs ... in a threatening manner”.39 According to Hallam on this occasion the locals 

‘were issuing a formal challenge, rather than launching a physical attack’.40 The animated 

display was ‘a pose ... but it was also a proclamation of the determination of the whole 

group to repulse intrusion’,41 at least to repulse it when it was not being negotiated 

properly.  

 

 
Figure 1.4  T. Chambers (1773) after Sydney Parkinson, ‘Two of the Natives of New Holland, 
Advancing to Combat’. First published in Sydney Parkinson, A Journal of a Voyage to the Seas 
in His Majesty’s Ship Endeavour, Printed for Stanfield Parkinson, the editor and sold by Messrs 
Richardson et al., London. (Source: State Library of New South Wales) 

 

 The initial encounter at the heads of the bay contains some clues to the reception 

that Captain Cook could expect to receive when he eventually made his landing; and 

taking this into account might help to explain the choices he made then. It also shows that 

the response of the two men on the beach, when the men on the ship did eventually step 

                                                
39 Cited in Hallam, 1983, p. 152. 
40 Hallam, 1983, p. 152. 
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ashore, was consistent with that of their fellows earlier in the day. Their actions were 

therefore not knee-jerk reactions, but clearly a pattern of behaviour that was appropriate 

to the situation. It is worth keeping this in mind because it helps to remind us that the 

locals were present and completely engaged over the course of a whole day. They did not 

only enter (and leave) the stage on which this drama unfolded at the point of Cook’s 

landing. This lengthens the time of the historical moment from the quick fifteen minutes, 

in which the landing took place, to many hours in which there was time for both sides to 

think about and discuss what they should do and to take up their positions, which seems 

to be what the two men on the eminence were doing as they ‘talked earnestly to each 

other’.42 Both sides, however, were making preparation with hardly any knowledge of the 

others and their practices. On the surface of things, and now with the advantage of 

hindsight, it seemed terribly inevitable that one side was more likely to achieve its 

immediate aims than the other.  

 By 1pm the Endeavour had anchored ‘abreast of a small village consisting of 

about 6 or 8 houses’.43 This anchorage point is now marked by a buoy. When the idea to 

mark the anchorage point was mooted in the late 1950s, this buoy was already in place, 

serving an important navigational function for the many container ships then entering the 

bay. Conveniently, the navigational buoy was deemed by all involved to be sufficiently 

close to the Endeavour’s original anchorage point to fulfil a commemorative function as 

well. It was ceremoniously named the Captain Cook Buoy in 1960. The Maritime 

Services Board of New South Wales provided a name plate, to be placed on the buoy, and 

also granted permission ‘for a small flag…to be flown on the buoy during annual 

Commemoration Day’.44 The location of the village on the shore, by contrast, has not 

been commemorated, so the effect is that we have a form of memorialisation that marks 

only one vantage point of the event but not the other.45 The view that is privileged is of 

those at anchor in the bay, not of those on the beach.  

                                                                                                                                            
41 ibid. 
42 Banks, 1962, p. 53. 
43 ibid, p. 54. 
44 Correspondence between Maritime Service Board of New South Wales and Captain Cook’s Landing 
Place Trust, 1959-1960, Captain Cook’s Landing Place (CCLP) Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, 
Kurnell. 
45 This is discussed further in chapters three and five.  
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 In the bay, Banks, still on board the Endeavour, was clearly keeping an eye on 

what was taking place in the village. He observed an old woman with three children 

coming out of the ‘wood’, who were soon joined by three more children. They were then 

joined by the occupants of four canoes, who Banks had already observed as the 

Endeavour made its way to anchorage. Each canoe had ‘one man who held in his hand a 

long pole with which he struck fish’.46 Banks commented that although the people were 

conscious of the ship’s presence, they paid it little attention as they went about their 

business.  

 The crew on the ship and the people on the shore respectively sat down for their 

midday meal. Banks notes of the people on the shore that ‘the people [in the canoes] 

landed, hauld up their boats and began to dress their dinner to all appearance totaly 

unmovd at us, tho we were within a little more than ½ mile of them’.47 The crew on the 

ship had also sat down to dinner. This would have been quite a scene to witness: the 

Endeavour anchored in the bay with the crew on board eating a meal before (or in 

preparation for) their next task of landing, and the people on the shore sitting down to eat 

their fresh catch, but probably unaware that they were soon to be joined on shore by the 

sailors.  

 That the strangers would choose to land at the village where women and children 

were present was probably not expected because it was not in the way of strangers to 

approach like that. The meeting would normally take place in an open space, presumably 

away from the huts. But it seems from what both Cook and Banks record in their journals 

that the village was chosen especially in the hope that the people there would not mount 

any opposition. Banks is the most explicit on this point, noting that they had hoped ‘that 

as [the people on the shore] regarded the ships coming in to the bay so little they would 

as little regard our landing’.48 But as we know this was not the case. Two men 

approached as the boat carrying Cook and the others drew closer, who, in Banks’ words, 

were ‘in all appearance resolvd to dispute our landing to the utmost’.49  

                                                
46 Banks, 1962, p. 54. 
47 ibid. 
48 ibid. 
49 ibid.  
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 This landing has much in common with Dampier’s experience on the west coast a 

hundred years earlier. When ‘the Europeans landed initially near one of the fishtraps, ... 

the Aborigines immediately tried to frighten them away by a show of force, using a type 

of “wooden Sword” (clubs) and “a sort of Lances”.50 And on another occasion, ‘the men 

“threatened ... with their Lances and Sword” when the Europeans made to land on a small 

island where women and children were present’.51 On this evidence it seems that the men 

at Botany Bay were, like the men in the west a century earlier, defending their territorial 

resources and kin.52 But their defence was not necessarily an invitation for violence. It is 

more than likely that the two men on the beach when the landing occurred were 

displaying ‘ceremonial preparedness for conflict’53 rather than initiating or causing 

conflict themselves, which is how the voyagers at the time and historians and others since 

have usually interpreted it.  

 Failing to read the signs properly, Cook decided instead to blast his way in and by 

so doing ‘foreshortened the cultural lesson with a musket-ball’.54 When the voyagers’ 

attempts at dialogue — ‘I orderd the boats to lay upon their oars in order to speake to 

them but this was to little purpose for neither us nor Tupia could understand one word 

they said’55 — followed by gift-giving — ‘We then threw them some nails beeds &ca a 

shore which they took up and seem’d not ill pleased in so much that I thout that they 

beckon’d to us to come a shore; but in this we were mistaken’56 — failed, there was 

immediate recourse to the musket. Cook records: 

 

I fired a musket between the two which had no other effect than to make them retire 

back where bundles of thier darts lay, and one of them took up a stone and threw at 

us which caused my fireing a second Musquet load with small shott, and altho some 

                                                
50 Hallam, 1983, p. 154. 
51 ibid. 
52 ibid.  
53 ibid, p. 134. 
54 Dening, 1980, p. 21. See also Inga Clendinnen, who compares Phillip’s approach at Botany Bay with 
Cook’s.  She writes: ‘Unlike Cook, who tended to call in the muskets when puzzled or affronted, Phillip 
was ready to be patient’. Clendinnen, 2003, p. 84. 
55 Cook, 1955, p. 305. Tupia is a man from Tahiti who accompanied Cook on part of this voyage but who 
died en route to England. 
56 ibid.  
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of the shott struck the man yet it had no other effect than to make him lay hold of a 

Shield or target to defend himself.57 

 

Who knows what might have happened if Cook had delayed this attempt at landing, 

perhaps deciding to wait a while longer on the ship for a sign to come ashore? In his 

haste, he had forced the situation and, in so doing, his stated desire for communication 

with the local people would from that time on be thwarted. 

 In his journal, Cook seems to hedge and abbreviate his account about the landing 

in ways that Banks does not. For instance, of the second shot Banks states that ‘a 

Musquet loaded with small shot was now fird at the Eldest of the two who was about 40 

yards from the boat; it struck him on the legs but he minded it very little so another was 

immediately fird at him; on this he ran up to the house about 100 yards distant and soon 

returnd with a sheild’58 (emphasis added). In this account, the target for the shot (the 

older man) is made explicit; in Cook’s it is not. Moreover, Banks’ account mentions an 

extra shot being fired, again directly at the man. Cook mentions only one. 

The voyagers take their opportunity to land when the injured man momentarily 

leaves his post to get a shield to protect himself. Once the sailors are on shore, the 

injured local man ‘immediately threw a lance at us and the young man another which 

fell among the thickest of us but hurt nobody’.59 When the spear was thrown at the 

huddle of sailors on the rock having just disembarked, was the skill of the spear-

thrower in hitting or in missing one’s target? Were they poor shots, or was their 

intention not to injure? If the latter, what was the intended message relayed by the 

spear? 

                                                
57 ibid. 
58 Banks, 1962, pp. 54-55. 
59 ibid, p. 55. 
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Figure 1.5 Captain Cook’s Landing at Botany, A.D. 1770, supplement presented gratis, with 
Christmas Number of the Town & Country Journal, Dec. 21st 1872. (Source: National Library of 
Australia). This depiction of the landing became popular in the nineteenth century. The two men 
on the beach are shown in an aggressive pose while Captain Cook is depicted as conciliatory. 
This does not tally with the original journal accounts.  
 

In relation to the infamous spearing of Captain Phillip at Manly in 1790, Inga Clendinnen 

raises similar questions. The skill with which the local men could hurl a spear at a 

moving animal from many feet away and meet their target sat uneasily with their 

apparent failure to spear a man at a much closer distance and when stationary. This 

suggests to Clendinnen that some spearings ought to be interpreted as ceremonial not 

combative.60 This could well have been the case on the beach at Botany Bay. Indeed, as 

Hallam notes, all meetings involved the ‘potential for conflict’ but ceremony ‘provided 

not only for the avoidance of conflict, but also for the channelling and control of that 

conflict which necessarily must occur’.61 The locals were channelling; the voyagers were 

challenging.  

                                                
60 Clendinnen, 2003, pp. 110-132. 
61 Hallam, 1983, p. 148. 
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 Not surprisingly, the voyagers did not pause to ask themselves these types of 

questions about the meaning of the spear thrown in their midst. No doubt they were 

feeling somewhat vulnerable clumped together on the landing rock and so predictably 

responded to the projectile by firing once again: ‘2 more musquets with small shot were 

then fird at them on which the Eldest threw one more lance and then ran away as did the 

other’.62 The elder man decided to have the last word, throwing one more lance before 

retreating. All up, according to Banks’ account, the tally for this sortie was 5 shots from 

the voyagers, one which injured, and three lances from the locals, causing no harm.  

 What are we to make of Cook’s use of firepower to enact the landing? The 

violence of many cross-cultural encounters that occurred on all three of Cook’s voyages 

has preoccupied scholars, just as it preoccupied Cook and some of his contemporaries at 

the time.63 It raises questions about morality in the dealings of imperial men with 

indigenous peoples in the South Seas. But anthropologist Nicholas Thomas warns against 

a too easy moral judgment by simply turning Cook from hero into a villain and in place 

of this he entreats Cook scholars to restore some of the moral ambiguity that surrounded 

encounters between Captain Cook and local indigenous people.64  

However in this situation it is difficult to redeem much from Cook’s decision to 

fire his gun. It seems to have been borne more of impatience to get ashore than of 

sufficient provocation to justify it. No matter the circumstances, in all his encounters 

Cook had recourse to a powerful technology that those he met with did not. The use of 

violence to achieve his aims was always an option for him. ‘No matter how exercised 

[Cook] was to carry out the instructions of the Royal Society and navy to the island 

peoples with kindliness and humanity, no matter chagrined he was at the actions of his 

men’, writes Greg Dening, ‘he never discovered how he could moderate the behaviour of 

others whose systems of social control he could not understand nor use, except by 

violence’.65 His use of fire power against the locals at Botany Bay guaranteed that a 

                                                
62 Banks, 1962, p. 55. 
63 For a discussion of this, see the introduction to Marks Adams and Nicholas Thomas, Cook’s Sites: 
Revisiting History, University of Otago Press with Centre for Cross-Cultural Research, Australian National 
University, Dunedin, New Zealand, 1999. 
64 See, for instance, Adams and Thomas, 1999. 
65 Dening, 1980, p. 18. 
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landing would at last be possible, after a series of frustrating failed earlier attempts along 

the south coast.  

Yet, it also meant that what might have been proper and productive negotiations 

with the locals, that would bring the voyagers and the locals into a reciprocal relationship 

with each other, were cut short. Greg Dening’s observation that ‘violence short-cut the 

motions handily’, referring to a different cross-cultural encounter between Cook and 

some locals, applied here too.66 In all, it did not take Cook and his men much over fifteen 

minutes to get on shore. The locals had made their retreat, but that did not amount to a 

surrender of territory. Retreat was an element in the ceremonial sequence, and therefore 

an action that expressed sovereignty. They decided on what terms they would deal with 

these uninvited strangers.   

 There is an odd contradiction in Cook’s stated aim of going on shore ‘in the hopes 

of speaking with [the locals]’ and the methods he used to achieve the landing. Violence is 

not typically a conduit for open dialogue. And, as the days rolled on, these opening shots 

proved counter-productive, making dialogue impossible. Hallam notes that it would 

follow that if the encounter ‘were not properly arranged; or the hosts chose to continue to 

ignore the approach of the strangers; or the two groups were so distant they could not 

know the appropriate relationships and behaviour, then real meeting could not occur’.67 

At no time at all during the week did it seem likely that a ceremonial encounter – an 

event staged in an open space in which potential conflict could be defused, and reciprocal 

relationships established – would occur. There had been too many faux pas, too much 

violence, too much misunderstanding for that to happen. The locals’ response was to 

studiously disregard their rude and ignorant guests, but without ever letting them out of 

their sights. It was their right as custodians to refuse to establish reciprocal arrangements 

with them, which probably explains their lack of interest in the beads and other trinkets 

offered and left by the voyagers or the equipment (like the water casks) they left lying 

about the beach.  

                                                
66 ibid, p. 21. 
67 Hallam, 1983, p. 136. 
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 Kidnapping was always a method available to voyagers who were keen to talk to 

reticent locals.68 The thought had crossed Cook’s mind after he had made his landing. He 

notes in his journal that the two men eventually ‘made off, but not in such haste but what 

we might have taken one, but Mr Banks being of the opinion that the darts were 

poisoned, made me cautious how I advanced into the woods’.69 No other such occasion 

presented itself, and it seemed that Cook lost interest in any such attempt, although he 

and his men still hoped for some communication. Did they realise those opening shots 

had closed down that possibility? 

 The local men had retreated into the ‘woods’ and this is conventionally where any 

local indigenous presence in stories about Captain Cook at Botany Bay in 1770 ends. 

Their departure is sometimes cast as the climax of the all important scene of Cook 

landing on the shore. An inscription on a plaque now standing near the Cook obelisk ends 

the story it tells about local indigenous resistance at this very point. Yet this endpoint can 

be abused to make a point about the superiority of the voyagers’ power and to symbolise 

the possession of territory passing from one to the other. What is typical in many 

accounts of the landing is that the departure of the two men is translated into their 

complete absence from the history that Cook made. Temporarily out of sight of the 

interlopers, who were also the ones who were writing the records, we can not be certain 

about where they went or what they were doing. From an indigenous point of view these 

places not recorded by the voyagers were no doubt considerably more significant than the 

ones that were to receive most attention in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the 

context of telling Captain Cook stories. In these unrecorded locations, they might have 

grouped to consider what had just happened and what to do next. Perhaps there was 

ceremony to perform and strategy to decide.  

 But their absence was not complete. Over the handful of days that followed, the 

locals were very much present, often bumping into the visitors as they went about their 

tasks and constantly shadowing them in ways that were only sometimes apparent to the 

interlopers. A close study of the records shows that they continued to act in ways both 

                                                
68 See Thomas, 2003. It is worth noting that Governor Phillip resorted to similar methods, in his attempt to 
open communication with local indigenous people in Sydney, in the early years of the colony.  
69 Cook, 1955, p. 305. 
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consistent with their first responses, and consistent with the schema that Hallam has 

helpfully outlined based on a collection of early sources.  

 In the days that followed the first landing, the crew of the Endeavour spread out 

over the country to pursue their assigned tasks or interests. The voyagers had already 

stripped the locals of their fishing spears, when they took a cache of fifty from near the 

locals’ huts soon after landing; they would spend the following days collecting water, 

cutting down trees, trampling through the ‘woods’, fishing with nets, gathering plants and 

shooting game, with little or no sense of obligation to the people whose land they were 

on. As Greg Dening notes voyagers were ‘men of no settlement. They came and they 

went. The future did not bind them in their relationships with [the people they met]. They 

had no tomorrows in the places they visited. … They came to exploit the natural and 

social environment with no sense of obligation to replenish what they exhausted or to feel 

the consequences of the changes they caused ….’70 At Botany Bay, Cook and his men did 

not have the assurance that they had properly paid for what they had taken: the locals had 

not taken up the beads and trinkets which had been left at the huts, which was the normal 

currency the voyagers used in their dealings with local people.  

 When we picture the scene of the Endeavour at Botany Bay we are accustomed to 

imagining a single stage of concentrated action with Captain Cook at the centre. Yet, this 

fails to capture just how busy the scene was, with simultaneous action at various points 

around the bay and its immediate hinterland. The men from the Endeavour do not stick 

together and neither do the locals. If we imagine that we can look through Banks’ glasses 

from the ship’s deck, circling around 360 degrees, the view revealed would be various 

members of the crew radiating out in all directions, some remaining near the shore, others 

venturing further into the bush, a few rowing about the shoreline. Within this large 

canvas, the first landing on the shore becomes just one encounter (albeit a particularly 

charged one) among many; and the landing rock one location among many. We need to 

change our habituated ways of seeing this historical scene and to re-imagine it in terms of 

a landscape of encounters (which includes avoidance and keeping distance) rather than as 

“a meeting place”.  

                                                
70 Dening, 1980, p. 23. 
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 Over the course of the week that followed the landing, the paths of the visitors 

and the locals sometimes crossed; or their presence in the same specific place overlapped. 

These intersections might be thought about as ‘contact zones’ in the broader landscape, 

where the lives of the voyagers and the locals momentarily came together and where 

some halting attempts to communicate were made. The most identifiable contact zone 

was the area that included the village, the landing place and what was described by the 

voyagers as the watering place. This was a place for comings and goings, where both the 

voyagers and the locals moved between the sea and the shore. This was not only where 

the sailors did things, although this is the impression given in nineteenth and twentieth 

century descriptions, but was also an area used and valued by the locals who continued to 

come and go from it when possible and as needed. The initial animated defence of the 

area, when Cook made his landing, suggests that it contained resources that the locals 

wanted to protect.  

 Having largely failed to find a source of water on the first day on shore, the 

second day began with this pursuit. Cook tells us that ‘I sent a party of men a shore in the 

morning to the place where we first landed to dig holes in the sand by which means and a 

small stream they found fresh water sufficient to water the ship’.71 The stream from 

which the ship had been watered stands with the landing rock as the most historically 

significant natural features on the south shore of Botany Bay. Many nineteenth-century 

accounts of Botany Bay make reference to it, remarking on the fact that it still flowed just 

had it done when Cook had watered his ships from it. For instance, a newspaper article in 

1891 explained that ‘on the southern shore about two miles inside the Heads, is the place 

where Captain Cook landed from one of the boats of the ‘Endeavour’, and the fresh water 

stream, from which the casks of the vessel were refilled, is still flowing on its course as 

uninterruptedly and peaceably as it did over one hundred years ago’.72 The fact that it still 

flowed over a hundred years later was celebrated because it was evidence for a highly-

valued continuity between present and past. The stream was situated close to the village, 

but given the relatively flimsy nature of the huts any material evidence of the village did 

not survive whereas the stream remained a fixture on the landscape.  

                                                
71 Cook, 1955, pp. 305-306. 
72 ‘At La Perouse and Botany Bay’, Sydney Illustrated News, 4 July 1891, p. 13. 
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Figure 1.6 Cook’s stream, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, circa 1910 (Source: 
Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

Prior to the erection of more majestic monuments, these natural features functioned as 

historical landmarks. But the emphasis was almost exclusively on what the voyagers did 

there and what the places meant in terms of colonial history. This one-sided point of view 

is reflected in the name Captain Cook’s Landing Place reserve. It certainly was a landing 

place, but it was by no means only Captain Cook’s: he had, no doubt drawing on local 

knowledge accrued through observations from his ship, landed at precisely the same 

place where other unnamed men and women repeatedly and regularly landed before him 

and would continue to do so after he left. To claim it as his, and to name it for him, is to 

alienate it from those whose landing place it really was. It fails to take into account its 

pre-existing indigenous meanings, and it also fails to comprehend its cross-cultural ones 

in the context of encounter.  

 Banks’ observations are particularly rich for material about how this particular 

area was a contact zone.  His journal account tells a story about a two-sided process of 

watching and waiting and of approaching and avoiding. He tells us that on the second day 
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some men were in the woods cutting timber and others were filling casks at the stream. 

By midday all were back on board for dinner; and the area recently vacated by the 

voyagers was then briefly occupied by the locals. They had waited for the coast to be 

clear. They had watched, from some unknown vantage point, while the interlopers did 

what they had to do. When it was time for them to carry out their tasks, their movements 

were also observed, this time from the ship’s deck. Of the scene, Banks tells us:  

 

The Indians, about 12 in number, as soon as they saw our boat put off Came down 

to the houses. Close by these was our watering place at which stood our casks; 

they lookd at them but did not touch them, their business was merely to take away 

two of four boats which they had left at the houses; this they did, and hauld the 

other two above high water mark, and then went away as they came.73  

 

Had they temporarily moved to a less crowded place from which to launch their canoes 

and fish among the shallows?  

 Some hours later, the watering place was the location for an approach from the 

locals to the visitors. ‘In the Evening’, according to Banks, ’15 of them armd came 

towards our waterers; they sent two before the rest, our people did the same; they 

however did not wait for a meeting but gently retird’.74 Of the same encounter, Cook 

writes: ‘in the after noon 16 or 18 of them came boldly up to within 100 yards of our 

people at the watering place and there made a stand. Mr Hicks who was the officer ashore 

did all in his power to entice them to him by offering them presents &ca but it was to no 

purpose, all they seem’d to want was for us to be gone’.75 Both Cook’s and Banks’ 

account of this encounter are abbreviated because neither was present when it occurred. 

They are recounting an event they had been told about. Both were on the north shore at 

the time, catching fish. This approach has some important elements in common with 

others that had taken place on the first day as described above, such as the approach of 

two men ahead of the rest, that all were armed, and that they approached boldly. What 

were they trying to achieve by such an approach? What did this action, which we have 

                                                
73 Banks, 1962, p. 56. 
74 ibid. 
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seen they had performed already at least twice before, mean? What would have been the 

correct response from the strangers to it?  

 The answer to these questions probably lies in Hicks’ observation that ‘all they 

seemed to want was for us to be gone’.76 They had wanted them to leave the watering 

place, which raises questions about what the stream meant to them. What is interesting to 

note is that when Phillip arrives eighteen years later, the indigenous men he meets seem 

to understand instantly that it is water he is after. Perhaps Captain Cook and his men 

remained etched on their memories.  

 This encounter is as significant as the one that occurred in the vicinity the day 

before when the voyagers made their initial landing. It is so because it shows that rather 

than completely removing themselves from the situation, which I have already argued is 

conventionally the way in which local indigenous people have been represented in 

accounts about Captain Cook at Botany Bay, they are still fully engaged. Here we can see 

the local people continuing to strive to come to terms with these strangers, and to convey 

to them their status as the ones who have the right to welcome or to resist. These are 

actions of sovereignty, which are completely overlooked both by the voyagers and by 

those who have made history out of Captain Cook in Botany Bay in 1770 ever since.  

 There were many other cross-cultural encounters over the course of the week that 

ought to be considered in any re-interpretation of Cook’s time at Botany Bay, but there is 

not space to do so here.  Rather what I have tried to show by revisiting aspects of the 

entire eight-day encounter as much as is possible from the perspective of the locals is to 

attempt to understand what they were doing when they silently watched, noisily shouted, 

menacingly remonstrated, slowly retired, quickly threw spears or studiously ignored. 

Drawing on Hallam’s and Clendinnen’s scholarship, what these all represent is an 

attempt to stage a ceremonial event, in which the locals are the hosts. Their efforts to 

have a ‘proper meeting’ expresses their rights to defend the territory and its resources, but 

in ways that aim to bring the strangers into reciprocal relationship with them. The visitors 

do not seem to have grasped much of this. Banks simply calls them ‘rank cowards’ 

                                                                                                                                            
75 Cook, 1955, p. 306. 
76 ibid. 
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because of their practice of ‘fleeing’, but this doesn’t adequately describe their actions.77 

To ascribe to them cowardice belies little effort to understand the fear that must have 

been involved in this encounter without any known precedence. But it also fails to 

comprehend that avoidance and retreat do not simply signal fearfulness but are evidence 

of the choices that the locals make when deciding who to incorporate into their world and 

who not. 

 

                                                
77 Banks, 1962, p. 59. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A LANDSCAPE OF POSSESSION AND DISPOSSESSION 

AFTER CAPTAIN COOK TO THE END OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 

Captain Cook’s encounter has so dominated the historical representation of what became 

known as the Kurnell peninsula that it is at times easy to lose sight of what happened 

there in the wake of it. As I have already suggested in the previous chapter (and it is a 

theme I will return to in further detail in chapter three), the reason Cook’s encounter at 

Botany Bay in 1770 was given such prominence is because it came to be seen as central 

to the story of Australia. Cook’s landing at Botany Bay was interpreted as marking the 

first moment when the territory was possessed by the British. In the story of Australia, 

Cook’s ‘discovery’ of the east coast of New Holland was understood as the necessary 

precursor to British ‘settlement’ of the entire continent.  

In comparison to this national narrative involving maritime heroes and their 

deeds, the story of how the actual locality itself came to be possessed and occupied in the 

late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the colonial government and by various 

grantees and landowners is a far less heroic tale.1 The southern shore of Botany Bay for 

most of the nineteenth century was rarely a prized possession because it usually failed to 

provide the economic and other benefits which its various owners hoped for and sought 

with varying degrees of zeal to extract from it. This story is, therefore, characterised by 

false starts, repeated failure and unfulfilled dreams.  

The region had a delayed start in terms of settlement because for many years after 

1788, when Phillip had unceremoniously rejected it as a site for the penal settlement, it 

remained branded and burdened with a reputation as a barren wasteland. Botany Bay 

generally, but its southern shore particularly, was somewhat marginal to the interests of 

many of the early colonists, who tended to concentrate their efforts in Sydney proper or 

to the west of the settlement along the fertile reaches of the Hawkesbury and Nepean 

rivers. For most of the nineteenth century, the south shores of Botany Bay attracted few 

settlers, although, as will be seen, it seems to have attracted sailors, surveyors, hunters, 

                                                
1 This is not necessarily how it is represented in local histories. They tend to follow the pattern of depicting 
history as a story of progress, heroism and triumph over adversity.  
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day-trippers and history enthusiasts. Writing in 1868 the artist Stanley Leighton noted 

that ‘Botany Bay remains just as it was when Sir Joseph Bankes (sic) first saw it, with its 

shallow waters undisturbed by steam boat, and its quiet shores untenanted by man’.2 In a 

similar vein, the author of a book, published in 1885, which promoted the virtues of 

Botany Bay to potential settlers reflected on what had made his task necessary: 

 

But the taint of convictism being removed, and the first life of the colony starting 

from another point, Botany Bay fell into contempt scarcely less fatal to its full and 

fair development. People of Australia said, ‘It’s a no man’s land, a place where no 

wise man would dwell’. People of the old world, ‘It’s a cursed place, to be 

ignored by all who would find and know the true Australia’.3  

 

But while it had not attracted many settlers immediately after colonisation, and the few 

who did venture to settle in the nineteenth century struggled to make a go of it, the story 

of the same local settlers is repeated and celebrated time and again in the local 

historiography. This is a classic characteristic of colonial forms of local history, which 

are stories about possession, pioneering and progress. Far less attention is given to the 

matter of the dispossession of the original owners of the area. But a history of possession 

is unavoidably also a history of dispossession. In this chapter I seek to fill this gap by 

considering what happened to local indigenous people after the British settlement 

alongside a summary of the existing literature on the nineteenth-century settlers on the 

south shore of Botany Bay. I am particularly concerned to raise some questions about 

what happened to local indigenous people in the generation between the arrival of the 

first fleet in 1788 and the first land grant on the peninsula in 1815 because this constitutes 

the biggest gap in the historiography of the area.  

 

 

 

                                                
2 Stanley Leighton, ‘Sketches in Australia, with Journal Extracts’, Large album with watercolours, 1868, 
PIC R4159 LOC NL Shelves 1007, National Library of Australia, Canberra, p. 93. See also Francis Myers, 
Botany Bay: Past and Present, John Woods and Company, Sydney, 1885. 
3 Myers, 1885, p. 4.  
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SAILORS AND SURVEYORS 

The next known foreign visitors to Botany Bay after Captain Cook and his crew in 1770 

were Captain Phillip and his fleet in 1788. The decision by the British government to 

establish a penal colony at Botany Bay had depended in part on the testimony of some of 

those who had visited in 1770, especially Banks.4 But it is mistaken to presuppose a 

seamless (or inevitable) correspondence between Cook’s visit and subsequent 

colonisation, which is a common tendency in storytelling about Captain Cook at Botany 

Bay. In popular history-making, Cook is often depicted as envisioning the prosperous 

British settlement that would emerge on the lonely shores as a direct result of his 

‘discovery’ of it. These are perspectives inflected by national sentiment rather than 

faithfulness to the historical record. To keep the matter in perspective, it is worth 

remembering that Cook visited many spots on coasts all around the Pacific that are not 

nearly as celebrated by the various nations in whose borders they lie as Botany Bay is in 

Australia. Many have no greater significance than a place that was visited and named by 

Cook on one of his three voyages.5 This too would have been Botany Bay’s fate had the 

subsequent (but by no means immediate) decision to colonise not been made. And there 

was, it must be stressed, no indication that it would be otherwise when Cook and his men 

were there. The later choice of Botany Bay as a site for a penal colony was in part 

because other (preferred) options were dwindling; not because Cook or indeed even 

Banks had come back to Britain championing it as an ideal site for settlement.6  

What is perhaps most significant about Captain Phillip’s brief encounter at 

Botany Bay in January 1788, before he rejected it as a site for the settlement in favour of 

Port Jackson, is that the response of local indigenous people was consistent with their 

                                                
4 See, for example: Manning Clark, ‘The choice of Botany Bay’, Historical Studies Australia and New 
Zealand, vol. 9, no. 35, November 1960, pp. 221-232;  K. M. Dallas, ‘The First Settlements in Australia: 
Considered in relation to Sea-Power in World Politics’, Tasmanian Historical Research Association 
Papers, no. 3, 1952, pp. 4-12. Note that Willey writes that ‘many of the eventual colonist, officers as well 
as convicts, were to curse Banks his optimism about the possibilities of New South Wales’: Keith Willey, 
When the Sky Fell Down: The Destruction of the Tribes of the Sydney Region, 1788-1850s, Collins, 
Sydney, 1979, p. 38. 
5 For examples of the commemoration of other sites visited by Captain Cook in New Zealand, see: Frances 
Porter, A Sense of History: A Commemorative Publication for John Cawte Beaglehole, O.M., About James 
Cook’s Landing Sites in New Zealand, Government Printer, Wellington, New Zealand, 1978; Mark Adams 
and Nicholas Thomas, Cook’s Sites: Revisiting History, University of Otago Press with Centre for Cross-
Cultural Research, Australian National University, Dunedin, New Zealand, 1999.  
6 Clark, November 1960. 
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behaviour eighteen years earlier. Lieutenant King’s account records that as the ships of 

the first fleet sailed into Botany Bay ‘when abreast of Point Solander, we saw several of 

the natives running along, brandishing their spears, and making towards the harbour’.7 

Sound familiar? He noted that later ‘we observed a Number of Natives had assembled 

together. The boats were put on shore near where we saw two Canoes were lying, on 

which the Natives (who before were sitting down) got up, and called to us in a very 

menacing and vociferous tone of voice, at the same time poising their Spears or lances as 

if intending to throw them at us’.8 They were doing what they usually did in the presence 

of strangers — they were preparing for a staged event.  

Most of Phillip’s recorded activity centres on the north shore, and so falls outside 

the specific part of Botany Bay with which this history is most concerned. But it is 

interesting to note that when he approaches a group of local men on the north shore 

(believed to be in the vicinity of Yarra Bay) they seemed to understand that he was in 

search of water.9 Given how much time Cook’s men had spent at the watering place 

filling their casks, and how concentrated around that spot their activities had been, it is 

not too fanciful to suggest that the locals could anticipate what the strangers wanted and 

so directed him to a nearby stream. The record tells us that this encounter was more 

‘friendly’ than Cook’s had been; Phillip did not use the musket as his calling card as 

Cook had done. But then the violence that ensued later, because Phillip had come to stay 

and to occupy land that belonged to others, reminds us not to make too much of this 

relatively peaceful ‘first’ landing.  

Yet there were other encounters while the ships of the fleet remained in Botany 

Bay, some of which Inga Clendinnen has recently used to illustrate that at least in the 

opening weeks there was a degree of curiosity and goodwill on both sides.10 For instance, 

out of the four vignettes she uses in the opening chapter of her book, two had occurred in 

                                                
7 ‘King’s Journal’, in Historical Records of New South Wales, vol. 2, p. 542. 
8 ibid. 
9 For discussion about location of Captain Phillip’s first landing site in Botany Bay, see: C. H. Bertie, 
‘Captain Arthur Phillip’s first landing place in Botany Bay’, Royal Australian Historical Society Journal 
and Proceedings, vol xxxviii, part III, 1952, pp. 107-126; Theo Burden, ‘Governor Phillip’s landing in 
Botany Bay: An analysis of the charts’, Paper presented to the Randwick and District Historical Society, 
Randwick, Sydney, 1992; Brian McDonald, The Landing Place of Captain Arthur Phillip at Botany Bay, 
Australian Historical Monographs Series No. 10, Popinjay Publications, Sydney, 1990. 
10 Inga Clendinnen, Dancing with Strangers, Text Publishing, Melbourne, 2003. 
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the very first days the fleet was anchored in Botany Bay. One concerns Surgeon-General 

White, who, after falling in with a large group of locals, resorts to whistling ‘Marlbrooke 

has gone to the wars’, which had, as Watkin Tench tells us, the locals joining in, in 

imitation. The second Botany Bay encounter in those very early days, as the officers 

wandered about, wondering what their captain had in store for them all, involved 

Lieutenant Philip Gidley King. His encounter included confirming to the locals that he 

and his men were indeed men. ‘King had one of his men unbutton and publish his 

privates’, writes Clendinnen, ‘at which sight the locals made “a great shout of 

admiration”—or so King interpreted it’.11 Botany Bay, it seems, was the stage for a series 

of initial and intriguing interactions, although where exactly any of them occurred we 

unfortunately cannot be sure.  

There are two others worth noting because we know that they did occur on the 

southern shore, and so perhaps fall within the geographical boundaries that set the limits 

of this contextual history. The first involves the marine, Watkin Tench, in the company of 

a small boy aged about seven. In his journal, Tench writes that he: 

 

went with a party to the south side of the harbour and had scarcely landed five 

minutes when we were met by a dozen Indians, naked as at the moment of their 

birth, walking along the beach. Eager to come to a conference, and yet afraid of 

giving offence, we advanced with caution towards them. Nor would they, at first, 

approach nearer to us than the distance of some paces. Both parties were armed, 

yet an attack seemed as likely on their part as we knew it to be on our own.12  

 

Could this be near the very same landing place exclusively celebrated because it was 

where Cook first disembarked, adding yet further to the case made in chapter 1 for re-

interpreting it as a contact zone? The description that Tench provides of what happened 

next shows that this encounter was of a type that Cook’s musket balls had made 

unimaginable. The interaction is characterised by warmth with wariness, tentativeness 

                                                
11 ibid, p. 11. 
12 Watkin Tench, 1788: Comprising A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Bay and A Complete Account 
of the Settlement at Port Jackson, ed. Tim Flannery, Text Publishing, Melbourne, 1996, p. 41. 
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and tenderness. Tench explains that the ‘Indians’ were most interested in the young boy 

whose hand he then held: 

 

I had at this time a little boy, of not more than seven years of age, in my hand. 

The child seemed to attract their attention very much, for they frequently pointed 

to him and spoke to each other; and he was not frightened I advanced with him 

towards them, at the same time baring his bosom and showing the whiteness of 

the skin. On the clothes being removed they gave a loud exclamation and one of 

the party, an old man with a long beard, hideously ugly, came close to us. I bade 

my little charge not to be afraid and introduced him to the acquaintance of this 

uncouth personage. The Indian, with great gentleness, laid his hand on the child’s 

hat and afterwards felt his clothes, muttering to himself all the while. I found it 

necessary, however, by this time to send the child, as such a close connection 

rather alarmed him, and in this, as the conclusion verified, I gave no offence to the 

old gentlemen. Indeed it was but putting ourselves on a par with them, as I had 

observed from the first that some youths of their own, though considerably older 

then the one with us, were kept back by the grown people.13 

 

Had this old man been on the same beach when Captain Cook had come ashore? 

The second recorded activity to take place on the southern shore, near where 

Captain Cook and his men had concentrated their activities, seems to have pleased the 

locals far less than the little white boy. While Phillip was on his reconnoitre at Port 

Jackson, he instructed Major Ross to begin to ‘clear the ground’ on the southern shore in 

case it should turn out after all to be the most eligible spot for settlement.14 This clearing 

of timber was a portent of things to come: by the early twentieth century much of the 

vegetation on the Kurnell peninsula had gone and as will be shown in chapter four this 

contributed to the severe environmental problem of shifting sand dunes. Bradley notes 

that ‘the natives were well pleas’d with our people until they began clearing the ground at 

                                                
13 ibid, pp.  41-42. 
14 Arthur Phillip, The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay: With an Account of the Establishment of 
the Colonies of Port Jackson and Norfolk Island, John Stockdale, London, 1789, reprinted Libraries Board 
of South Australia, Adelaide, 1968, p. 47. 
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which they were displeased and wanted them gone’.15 Recalling Hicks’ comment at the 

watering place in 1770, the locals seem to want the visitors to go when they take of 

natural resources without permission. These are expressions of defence of territorial 

resources.16 

By the time the ships of Phillip’s fleet were on their way out of Botany Bay, the 

two French ships under command of Lapérouse were on their way in. The story is well-

known. As the First Fleet was preparing to depart Botany Bay on their way to Sydney 

Cove two ships were seen on the horizon. They were eventually identified as those of the 

Lapérouse expedition. Phillip did not wait to greet them, but Hunter exchanged 

courtesies. Over the course of the six weeks or so that the French expedition was in the 

bay, a series of visits between the French and the British were exchanged. We do not 

know if the French ventured over to the south shore of Botany Bay at all during their time 

there because their records of their time in Botany Bay were lost when the two ships were 

wrecked off the coast of Vanikoro soon after they had sailed from New Holland. We do 

know, however, that their relations with the locals were by no means friendly.17 

 

 

Figure 2.1 A view of the Land to the Southward of Botany Bay with the Entrance of the Harbour 
– Point Solander bearing N51˚W Dis. 6 miles. By Port Jackson painter (probably John Hunter), 
between 1790 and 1797. (Source: The Art of the First Fleet & other early Australian drawings. 
Edited by Bernard Smith & Alwyne Wheeler, 1988) 
                                                
15 John Bradley, cited in Willey, 1979, p. 46. 
16 For a discussion of this see Sylvia J. Hallam, ‘A view from the other side of the western frontier: Or “I 
met a man who wasn’t there…”,’ Aboriginal History, vol. 7, no. 2, 1983, pp. 134-156. 
17 For a discussion of this see Maria Nugent, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
2005, chapter 4.  
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The first extensive exploration of the area after the British had established their 

settlement at Port Jackson was undertaken by John Hunter who in 1789 spent ten days 

exploring and charting Botany Bay and its “west arm”. After surveying Broken Bay to 

the north, Hunter ‘determined not to lose any time, but go immediately and make a 

survey of Botany-Bay, while the weather was cool and pleasant’.18 It was late September. 

Hunter’s account indicates that the path linking the settlement at Port Jackson and Botany 

Bay’s north shore was by this time well trodden because ‘a few gentlemen of the 

settlement’ arranged to walk over and meet the boats in the bay. But his published 

account does not provide much detail at all about Botany Bay, despite his having spent a 

week and a half there. Of the south shore, he mentions ‘a little above Point Southerland 

(sic) ... is another patch of rocks, which, to avoid in turning, keep the land below this 

point open’.19 His imagined audience is other practical seamen who need to know how to 

turn their boats in the bay; not scientists or late eighteenth-century armchair travellers 

with an interest in matters local.   

 

 

Figure 2.2 Bradley, Botany Bay, 1788. (Source: State Library of New South Wales,  
Z Safe 1/14; Digital order no: a127080) 

                                                
18 John Hunter, An Historical Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson and Norfolk Island ..., John 
Stockdale, London, 1793, p. 160. 
19 ibid, p. 161. 
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In terms of exploration of the bay, Hunter’s expedition was followed by Matthew 

Flinders and George Bass, along with William Martin, in the Tom Thumb in October 

1795. Bass and Flinders ‘sailed round into Botany Bay and traced Georges River twenty 

miles farther up its course than had previously been charted’.20 Disappointingly for us, 

Flinders’ account of this excursion to Botany Bay is as spare as that made by Hunter. We 

know where he went, but little about what happened while he was there. One’s 

disappointment becomes more acute after reading with relish the detailed and evocative 

account he left of his later expedition to Port Hacking and the Illawarra, which involved a 

series of close but tense encounters with the locals. In comparison with the riches of 

description of nearby places, Botany Bay once again eludes us. It is a place charted and 

named but not richly described.  

 

EARLY ENCOUNTERS 

It is tempting to make much of the encounters between the locals and members of the 

first fleet especially to satisfy an early twenty-first century desire to map Botany Bay as a 

place where cultures meet, which is now the slogan adopted for Botany Bay National 

Park or promoted by the tourism wing of the Sutherland Shire Council. But it is important 

not to be too seduced by these accounts about mutual curiosity. Going on past experience, 

don’t forget, the locals probably presumed that before too long the white men would be 

leaving. But the white men knew then, and we know now, that they were not going 

anywhere.  

In most local histories these mariners do not feature prominently, or at all. The 

story line tends to jump from Captain Cook in 1770 to the first land grant in 1815. This 

chronology reinforces the idea that residents of the region that matter most are ‘white’ 

ones. But for the almost thirty years from the time Phillip briefly visited the area in 1788 

and the first land grant was made in the area in 1815 it is again regrettable but necessary 

                                                
20 Frank Cridland, The Story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and Sutherland Shire, Angus and Robertson, 
Sydney, 2nd edition, 1950, p. 4. 
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to stress that the place was occupied by indigenous people. But what do we, or can we, 

know of the area’s longstanding occupants during this lacuna in historical time?21 

Once again the records let us down, their paucity, their perspectives and their 

imprecision making it at times difficult to provide a sufficiently full answer to this 

question; but that is no excuse for saying nothing at all. While the specific details about 

Aboriginal people’s experiences on the southern shore after 1788 until about the mid-

nineteenth century are difficult to reconstruct from the sources, the general pattern of 

indigenous people’s experiences in the Sydney region in this period have been broadly 

established by historians such as Keith Willey and by archaeologists, most recently Val 

Attenbrow.22  

The picture painted of the experience of indigenous people around the Sydney 

region in the wake of colonisation is one of terrible devastation wrought by disease, 

destruction and dispossession.23  The rapid reduction in the Aboriginal population in the 

very early years of colonisation is relatively well documented. The major contributor was 

disease. Within a year of the British settlement being established the devastating effects 

of their presence were being sorely felt when a smallpox epidemic struck the local 

indigenous people. The indigenous people at Botany Bay were not spared. Some 

evidence for this is site based. For instance, local accounts have it that the caves at Little 

Bay were used by small-pox victims and a place now called Skeleton Cave, near Point 

Solander, is believed to have been similarly used, although this has not been 

substantiated.  

Violence also played a part in the reduction of the Aboriginal population around 

Sydney, although specific evidence for violence against local indigenous people at 

Botany Bay in the early years of colonisation is difficult to find. It is worth remembering 

that Botany Bay was the stage for the first punitive expedition by the colonists against 

indigenous people. In 1790, it was the scene for a terrible and farcical punitive 

expedition, which many later commentators claim constituted a turning point in relations 

                                                
21 This is a typical sort of gap in local Australian historiography. Indigenous people are dealt with prior to, 
and at the time of first contact, but then drop quickly from view as the story becomes one of how ‘white’ 
people took up the land and became the pioneers.  
22 Willey, 1979; Val Attenbrow, Sydney’s Aboriginal Past: Investigating the archaeological and historical 
records, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2002.  
23 Willey, 1979. 
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between the colonists and the colonised.24 After a convict had been killed, Phillip ordered 

marines to Botany Bay to capture two men and kill ten others. The point of the expedition 

was to set an example. Tench, who was put in command, convinced Phillip to modify his 

plan. They settled on the capture of six blacks. But the parties sent out on this mission 

found no one and returned empty-handed. Nonetheless, this marked the moment when 

Phillip was prepared to punish the locals indiscriminately as a sign of his power.  

In the same period, local indigenous groups appear to have used Botany Bay as a 

place to settle their own disputes, and this was no doubt a continuation of practices from 

pre-colonial times, although it worth pointing out that Bob Reece has argued that an 

effect of colonisation in the very early years of settlement was an increase in intertribal 

warfare, which also contributed to a rise in deaths among local indigenous populations.25 

Inga Clendinnen, in her recent book on relations between settlers and Aborigines around 

Sydney in the first twelve years of settlement, discusses how Baneelon (Bennelong) once 

explained to Governor Phillip that he had received two spear wounds at Botany Bay, 

presumably in retribution for some wrong committed. The man he had received them 

from ‘was firmly identified as Willemerin, a curer-warrior from Botany Bay’.26 But 

Clendinnen also gives examples of the various transactions that were occurring between 

Baneelon and the Botany Bay people, the former acting as a conduit of sorts for the entry 

of the latter into colonial society.27 She notes the constant shift between what appears to 

be hostility and friendliness between the two groups, presumably contingent on complex 

social relations that were opaque to the new settlers. And, finally, she mentions the 

performance of a staged battle between the ‘Sydney clans and clans from the southern 

side of Botany Bay’ to which the colonists were invited.28  

But it is impossible to know where exactly these and other recorded events 

occurred. Botany Bay is a large area, and occupied by different clans. Frustratingly, we 

cannot tell if these descriptions refer to the people on the south shore around Kurnell, or 

at the mouth of the Cook’s River, or along the George’s River, or on the north head. Yet, 

                                                
24 Henry Reynolds, Frontier: Aborigines, Settlers and Land, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1996, pp 32-34. 
25 R. H. W. Reece, ‘”Law of the white people”: The frontier of authority in Perth in 1838’, Push From the 
Bush, no. 17, 1984, pp. 2-28. 
26 Clendinnen, 2003, p. 127. 
27 ibid, p. 150. 
28 ibid, p. 166.  
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what they do show is how Botany Bay is imbricated in the drama that was taking place 

around Sydney Cove.  

The nature and extent of violence against Aboriginal people as settlement 

proceeded is not clear from the records, but we cannot discount the possibility of inter-

racial violence. There is some evidence that the peninsula attracted hunters (more so than 

agriculturalists), and so it is possible that some local indigenous fell at their hands given 

that there is evidence from other parts of the country that hunters shot Aborigines as well 

as game. If this were the case, we can confidently assume that the record would be silent 

about it.29 An article published in The Sunday Times in April 1899, around the time that 

the Captain Cook Landing Place Reserve was dedicated, throws some light on the history 

of hunting in the area in the early part of the nineteenth century. Titled ‘Kurnell—As It 

Was, And Is’, the article paints a picture of a place of recreation rather than of residence.  

 

Years ago Kurnell was a veritable sportsman’s paradise.  Half-a-century back 

the place abounded with game of great variety—wallaby, quail, ducks, curlew 

whelps, spurwing and golden plover, were there in great numbers. ... He was 

indeed a poor shot who, in those days, visited Kurnell and failed to secure a 

weighty bag. Although there is not anything like so much for the gun now, still 

plenty may be found, as a good field shot, not afraid to traverse a few miles of 

country, with a pair of well-trained dogs, might safely look forward to getting 

half-a-dozen, or perhaps a dozen, brace of quail, beside the possibility of 

dropping upon a few ducks and a flock of whelps or plover. Swans are still 

numerous in Weeny Bay, where also three or four pelicans may always be seen, 

and the migratory gillbird is to be found in season on honeysuckle, which is 

plentifully distributed for many miles around.30   

 

                                                
29 See Tom Griffiths, ‘Past silences: Aborigines and convicts in our history-making’, Australian Cultural 
History, no. 6, 1987, pp. 18-32; Tom Griffiths, ‘The language of conflict’, in Bain Attwood and S.G. Foster 
(eds), Frontier Conflict: The Australian Experience, National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2003, pp. 
135-149. 
30 ‘Kurnell-As It Was, And Is’, Sunday Times, 30 April 1899, Captain Cook’s Landing Place (CCLP) Trust 
Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell. 
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The hunting that could be had in the area had also been noted by Matthew Flinders as 

early as the late 1790s. He claimed that Port Hacking south of Kurnell had first been 

discovered by Henry Hacking while out on kangaroo hunts. Likewise, a biography of 

Thomas Holt notes that two Norfolk Island pines, planted in 1845, had been obtained ‘by 

a Mr Shuttleworth, a Sydney solicitor who visited Kurnell to shoot quail’.31 Even if 

huntsmen had not been responsible for any deaths of local Aboriginal people, the hunting 

and the fishing certainly would have had a serious impact on the natural fauna, upon 

which the local population survived. As Val Attenbrow notes, it was ‘being dispossessed 

from their land and losing the plant and animal food resources that were available on 

their lands’ that was most disastrous for the local inhabitants.32  

Apart from the popularity of hunting in the region, the only other suggestive piece 

of evidence that I have found for possible violence against local Aboriginal people in the 

general area is the repeated telling of a story about how a group was killed when the roof 

of a sandstone ledge they were sheltering under from a rain storm fell and killed them all. 

The story is told by Frank Cridland in his book The Story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and 

Sutherland Shire, first published in 1924. He writes: 

 

To Little Turriell Point there clings the echo of a tragedy that befell the aborigines 

at some time in their long occupation of Port Hacking. At this spot a great mass of 

rock has slipped away from the hill and settled on the floor of what was once an 

extensive cave just above high-water mark. According to the most accepted story 

that has come down to us, this rockslide took place on a stormy night when a large 

party of blacks were either crushed to death or imprisoned behind the fallen face of 

rock. Certain it is that, as portions of the rock have since been removed, many 

skeletons have been unearthed, and it is believed many more are still hidden there.33 

 

Cridland recounts another similar story, although this time involving the daughter of a 

‘high government official [who] was eloping with a convict’. The story had it that ‘a 

                                                
31 Henry E. Holt, An Energetic Colonist: A Biographical Account of the Activities of the Late Hon. Thomas 
Holt, MLC, Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1972, p. 103. 
32 Attenbrow, 2002, p. 14. 
33 Cridland, 1950, pp. 14-15. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

52 

tempest compelled them to shelter for the night with the blacks in their cave. While they 

were there, the roof, struck by lightning, fell in, and wiped out the party’.34 The reason 

that I think that these ‘legends’ might possibly be veiled references to violence is that a 

similar device to simultaneously acknowledge and obscure evidence for massacres has 

been found to be used in other parts of the country. In his important book, published 

recently, and based on thirty years of research, Tony Roberts explains that a local story 

from Limmen Bight River in the Northern Territory about a large group of Aboriginal 

people being killed by lightning was a cover for a massacre. He writes: 

 

In 1911 James Beckett, the Chief Protector of Aborigines in the Northern Territory, 

was shown a remote cave north-west of the Limmen Bight River which contained 

forty or fifty skeletons of people of all ages. Beckett’s Aboriginal guide said they 

had been killed by lightning many years earlier. An aged Aboriginal man told 

Beckett he had been taken to the site by his parents the day after the tragedy. There 

was, apparently, no obvious evidence that those in the cave had been shot, but in the 

first years of contact in the Gulf Country it was common for Aboriginals to attribute 

shooting deaths to lightning. Moreover, the cave was reported to be 100 metres 

long, 20 metres wide and only ‘2 feet’ (61 centimetres) high, which makes lightning 

an unlikely factor. In any event, news of the cave was published in the Argus, 

prompting an old timer to write: ‘Somewhere in the locality indicated, in a 

somewhat similar cave, over 25 years ago, I saw probably 20 bodies of natives who 

had recently been shot by a well-known Queensland overlander.35  

 

As I have already noted, Tom Griffiths has shown that there were ways of speaking about 

violence against indigenous people on the frontier which served to displace the actual 

violence onto something else altogether.36  

While certainly affected by British colonisation, some writers have argued that the 

Botany Bay people were spared from the worst experiences of those around Sydney. 

                                                
34 Ibid, p. 15. 
35 Tony Roberts, Frontier Justice: A History of the Gulf Country to 1900, University of Queensland Press, 
St Lucia, 2005, pp. 50-51. 
36 Griffiths, 2003. 
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They speculate that the scarcity of settlers in the region helped make Botany Bay a place 

of refuge for local indigenous people. For instance, J. S. Rolfe, writing about a large 

midden at Quibray Bay in 1931, suggested, on the basis of what he knew of the history of 

the immediate area that, ‘for a long time after the occupation of white people [in the 

colony], the Aborigines [in this part] would be comparatively safe in their isolated 

territory’.37 Indeed, it has even been suggested (although on what evidence it is not clear) 

that the hostility and large number of the local indigenous people in the region (and not 

just its reputation as a ‘barren place’) had acted as a disincentive to settlement.38  

But while local indigenous people might have enjoyed relative isolation, there is 

also evidence that they were engaging with colonial society. Rolfe had found, in the same 

midden mentioned above, some glass, buttons dating to the early nineteenth century and a 

‘half-crown piece of the reign of George IV, dated 1820’.39 The glass had been used as 

scrapers, showing evidence of modification of the traditional tool kit incorporating new 

material from colonial culture. Writing in the 1970s, Frank Dickson argued that 

‘occupation of the area into at least the second decade of the nineteenth century is clearly 

indicated by post-contact material on midden surfaces. These include bottle glass dating 

from the late 18th and early 19th centuries and glass artefacts found by J. S. Rolfe (1931) 

and myself (1971) as well as broken clay pipes and musket balls’.40 The evidence that the 

glass and other items provides about cross-cultural exchanges unsettles the general 

pattern in which the history of the local area has been told, whereby Aboriginal people 

are evident before and at the time of Captain Cook in their ‘original’ state but much less 

reference is made to them in the period following.41 When they are mentioned for the 

nineteenth century, it is often in disparaging tones that do not appreciate the adaptations 

they have made but rather suggest that they are almost ‘culture-less’ through their contact 

                                                
37 J. S. Rolfe, ‘An Aboriginal midden at Quibray Bay: Part II’, Mankind, December 1931, p. 63. 
38 Cridland, 1950, p. 3. 
39 Rolfe, December 1931, p. 62. 
40 F. P. Dickson, ‘Aboriginal prehistory of Botany Bay’, in D. J. Anderson (ed.) The Botany Bay Project: A 
Handbook of the Botany Bay Region – Some Preliminary Background Papers, Botany Bay Project 
Committee, Sydney, 1973, p. 47. 
41 See, for example, John Walker, Two Hundred Years in Retrospect: Kurnell-Sutherland, 1770-1970, 
Cronulla Printing Co. for the Bi-Centenary Publication Syndicate of Cronulla, Sydney, 2nd edition, 1970, in 
which the first chapter is called the First Citizens and relates to Aboriginal people prior to 1770. See also 
M. Hutton Neve, The Early Days of Kurnell to Cronulla, The Sutherland Shire Historical Society, Sydney, 
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with colonial society. This is especially pronounced in the way that some local identities 

are described, such as Johnny Malone, who in one report is commended for his 

intelligence, and his ‘witticisms and clever sallies’, abilities which were described as 

‘unusual ... in an aboriginal’. The explanation provided by the author for these 

remarkable characteristics was that he was ‘a half-caste’, with the implication being that 

he had inherited some of the virtues of ‘whiteness’.  

Rolfe interprets the glass found in the midden in slightly different terms from 

Dickson. He argues that they indicate ‘that for a time, at least, the Aborigines refused to 

desert their old place of abode, in spite of the none too kindly treatment afforded them by 

the early settlers’.42 He does not give any indication of what the ‘none too kindly 

treatment’ was; and it is unclear whether he is talking in general terms about the 

experiences of Aboriginal people in the early years of colonisation, or making some 

specific reference to the local situation. He assumes though that they eventually left the 

area – their evacuation he calls it – drifting ‘north towards the white settlement around 

Port Jackson’, but again no evidence is given for this being the case.43  

 

LOCAL ‘PIONEERS’ 

The story of how individual (‘white’) men acquired land on the peninsula, passed or sold 

it onto other men, used it for a variety of schemes, none particularly successful, has been 

told many times, not least because in local settler historiography ‘pioneers’ matter. 

Because this aspect of the area’s history is now well documented, and relatively easy to 

access, my intention is to summarise it only briefly. It is necessary to point out that while 

this aspect of the area’s history is only dealt with briefly in this historical report, this does 

not mean that it will not be incorporated into the future interpretation of the Botany Bay 

National Park, although I would stress that it ought to be considered in the context of the 

discussion that has preceded and follows this section.  

 Before providing an outline of this chapter in the area’s history, it is worth 

pointing out that while the pioneers who settled on the peninsula in the nineteenth century 

                                                                                                                                            
1983, which has a section on Aboriginal Habitation before Captain Cook but little reference to Aboriginal 
people in the area after settlement.  
42 Rolfe, December 1931, p. 63. 
43 ibid. 
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have been given considerable space in the local historiography, most only stayed in the 

region for a relatively short period of time. The term of the respective tenancies of the 

three main landholders during the nineteenth century was in each case little more than 

two decades. Unlike the ‘establishment’ pastoral families on Sydney’s west, or beyond 

the ranges, who had the good fortune or foresight to settle on productive land, these 

pioneers perched on the periphery of Sydney did not produce ‘generations of men’ to 

carry on their work. Rather, their local legacy is a motley assortment of placenames and 

relics, monuments and myths; and it must be said some serious environmental damage to 

the natural landscape.  

 

JAMES BIRNIE 

James Birnie was the first to receive land on the southern shore of Botany Bay, when in 

1815 Governor Macquarie granted him 700 acres along with 160 acres of saltwater 

marshes.44 A local story has it that Birnie had wanted to name his property Alpha Farm 

but that it was mistakenly recorded as Half-a-Farm.45 Either name might be considered 

appropriate for different reasons. Alpha means first, and Birnie was certainly the first to 

receive a land grant on the peninsula but it also ties in which the idea that where Captain 

Cook stepped ashore was the beginning of the story of Australia. Half-a-Farm on the 

other hand was perhaps a more apt description in that Birnie, as well as those who 

followed him, struggled to turn the area to productive use.  

According to local historian Daphne Salt, Birnie ‘set up a farm, market garden 

and dairy and built a homestead, which he named Curnell’.46 Salt does not provide a 

source for Birnie naming the house Curnell. But if it was the case, then, the origin of the 

name, which Salt claims was the local Aboriginal name for the area as heard by Birnie, 

predates other explanations for it. Other accounts claim that Kurnell was an Aboriginal 

corruption of the name Connell, the landowner who came after Birnie.47  

 

                                                
44 Daphne F. Salt, Kurnell: Birthplace of Modern Australia—A Pictorial History, Clarion House, Sydney, 
2000, p. 25. 
45 ibid. 
46 ibid. 
47 See ‘Mr Carruthers’ speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 
6 May 1899, p. 31.  



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

56 

JOHN CONNELL 

In 1821 John Connell had ‘obtained “On Promise” a thousand acres on Quibray Bay’, 

and then in 1828 acquired Birnie’s estate.48 In the same year he built a cottage known as 

Alpha House, which was located over the top of the foundations of Birnie’s cottage.49  

This was the same year that a monument to the French navigator, Lapérouse, was built on 

the headland across the bay. Connell had large landholdings in the area, according to 

Larkin in the vicinity of 3000 acres, which covered most of the Kurnell peninsula.50 

Today this family’s previous presence in the area is preserved in some placenames such 

as Connell Hill, and perhaps even Kurnell itself.51 During his tenure, Connell cleared the 

peninsula of a considerable quantity of its timber. According to Salt, ‘he transported 

ironbark, turpentine, blackbutt, mahogany and red cedar from the Hacking River and 

Kurnell areas to the Sydney market before the 1840s’.52 The clearing of timber would 

have devastating effects on the environment, and probably contributed directly to the 

sand drift problem, which had become disastrous by the early part of the twentieth 

century.  

 

 

Figure 2.3 ‘Kurnell Reserve, Botany Bay from print by W. J. Carruthers’, n.d., circa 1898 (State 
Library of New South Wales, GPO1-10519). The ruins are of Alpha House.  
                                                
48 Salt, 2000, p. 26. 
49 Jennifer Armstrong (et al), ‘Conservation Management Plan For The Alpha Farm Site including the 
Kurnell Accommodation House’, June 1999 (Draft. Not yet endorsed by NPWS). 
50 Maryanne Larkin, Sutherland Shire: A History to 1939, Sutherland History Press, Sydney, 1998, p. 10; 
Salt, 2000, p. 26.  
51 See ‘Mr Carruthers’ speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 
6 May 1899, p. 31.  
52 Salt, 2000, p. 26.  
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JOHN CONNELL LAYCOCK 

In 1849, twenty-one years after acquiring Birnie’s estate, John Connell died. By 1851, the 

property had passed to his grandson, John Connell Laycock, who held it for ten years 

before selling it to Thomas Holt in 1861, in order to pay debts.53 During Laycock’s tenure 

it appears that some Aboriginal people remained resident in the area. As discussed in 

chapter three, one of the main informants in the early twentieth century for the location of 

Forby Sutherland’s grave was Laycock’s son. His information had come from a local 

Aboriginal woman, Sally Mettymong, who he had known as a young boy when living on 

his father’s estate.  

 

THOMAS HOLT 

After the property passed to Thomas Holt, he held it for twenty years. Over that time he 

extended his holding on the peninsula until he possessed ‘all of the country between 

Botany Bay and Port Hacking—some 12,000 acres in all’.54 He attempted a series of 

enterprises, of mixed success. He is credited as the first to attempt to cultivate oysters by 

establishing breeding grounds around Weeny Bay and Gwawley Bay. Cridland assesses 

the oyster farming as ‘the most unprofitable undertaking of any of [Holt’s] ventures’.55 

He was equally unsuccessful out of the water. Holt had his holdings extensively cleared, 

pastures sown and attempted to stock his property, first with sheep and then with cattle. 

According to Cridland ‘the district was no more fitted for cattle than for sheep. The 

natural herbage was not suitable for agistment, and very reluctantly Holt had to relinquish 

the idea of profitability of running cattle on his estate’.56 All in all it was not a happy 

outcome. Cridland ends his chapter on ‘Thomas Holt’s Ventures’ by mentioning in 

passing that ‘an attempt to exploit the iron ore deposits was also a failure’.57 Apart from 

the effects on the landscape of his failed enterprises, Holt’s enduring contribution to the 

                                                
53 ibid, p. 27. 
54 Cridland, 1950, p. 102. 
55 ibid, p. 105.  
56 ibid, p. 104.  
57 ibid. 
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local area was the monument he had built to mark the centenary of Captain Cook in 1870, 

which is discussed in the following chapter. 

Holt held onto the property until in 1881, in which year it was made part of the 

extensive Holt-Sutherland Estate. ‘The stated objective of the Holt-Sutherland Estate’, as 

Maryanne Larkins explains, ‘was to lease from Holt his Sutherland estate. Soon after its 

formation the company subdivided 1000 acres of the estate’.58 The land at Kurnell was 

eventually subdivided, and offered for auction, although did not attract much interest. 

Indeed it was due mainly to this that the area around Captain Cook’s landing place was 

available for resumption in the late 1890s as a public reservation (as discussed in the 

following chapter).  

 

OTHER PRESENCES 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Crown retained large portions of the peninsula. 

For instance, in 1861 when Thomas Holt acquired land on the peninsula, a large area on 

the headland was set aside as a public reserve for general uses. Then in 1878 a strip of 

land along the coast was added to reserves for coal, and by the early 1880s another large 

area had been declared a Reserve for Noxious Trades, after considerable public debate 

about whether Botany Bay’s north or south head should be the site for it. Some of these 

reserves are now part of the Botany Bay National Park. 

In among the story of the main landowners, one occasionally catches a glimpse of 

some remaining Aboriginal residents in the area, such as Sally Mettymong mentioned 

above. They often appear as sources of information about the local area, and for the 

period that pre-dates the new arrivals. For instance, when the plaque to James Cook and 

Joseph Banks was erected in 1822 on the cliff face, some accounts claim that it was a 

local Aboriginal man who pointed out the place at which it should be erected, although 

not all agree that this man’s testimony was influential. (This is discussed in more detail in 

chapter 3.) But regardless of how it was judged, what this does show is that some 

Aboriginal people remained resident in the area, and that they were at least claiming a 

longstanding association with the area.  

                                                
58 Larkin, 1998, p. 13.  
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 Five years after the plaque had been attached to the cliff, the surveyor Dixon, 

‘under instructions from Surveyor-General Oxley’, surveyed the area around Botany Bay 

and south to Port Hacking ‘marking out the boundaries of Connell’s land and re-marking 

Birnie’s holding’.59 Cridland argues quite convincingly that in his surveying work, Dixon 

was consulting with the Aborigines about the names for the geographical features he 

recorded on the map he was creating. But, as Cridland also points out, the names now 

written on the map are only one piece of evidence of Aboriginal use, both past and 

present, of the region. He also draws attention to the traces Aboriginal people had left on 

the ground, such as the huge shell middens at what his now known as Boat Harbour and 

at Kurnell, or the many carvings found etched into the Sydney sandstone. But, while 

Cridland’s readers are continually drawn to the ‘traces’ of Aboriginal people that can be 

found on the landscape, they are not introduced to individual Aboriginal people whose 

land it once was.  

 

Figure 2.4 Aboriginal workers on the Holt Sutherland Estate, 1880. Jim Brown (uniform); Joe 
Brown (back, wearing dark coat); Joey (brother to Biddy Giles); Biddy Giles (widow of ‘King 
Kooma’ of the Georges River); Jimmy Lowndes. (Source: State Library of New South Wales, 
Digital order no: a730005u.) The details about men and women pictured are from: Daphne Salt, 
Kurnell: Birthplace of Modern Australia – A Pictorial History, Clarion House, Sydney, 2000,  
p. 29.  

                                                
59 Cridland, 1950, p. 20. 
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Yet, there is evidence of Aboriginal people working on the Holt Estate in the 

period from the 1860s to the 1880s.60 Jimmy Brown was one and William Rowley 

another.61 Both eventually ended up living for a time on the Aboriginal settlement at La 

Perouse, presumably moving off the Holt Estate when it was broken up in the 1880s. Old 

Jimmy, as he was known, claimed to be the son of one who had witnessed the landing of 

Captain Cook.62 Bill Rowley had been born in 1831 at Pelican Point.63 In an article in a 

local newspaper about a William Rowley, which may have been this same man or his 

son, the subject claimed that his grandmother, ‘when a girl, witnessed the landing of 

Captain Cook at Kurnell in 1770’.64 In addition to those already mentioned, other known 

Aboriginal people in the area in the 1850s and 1860s were Cundlemong and Biddy Giles. 

The direct descendants of some of these people are still living in the area today.  

Some of these Aboriginal people seem to have migrated into the area from other 

parts. According to Larkin, ‘by the 1840s the [Aboriginal] population had recovered to 

some extent, mainly through migration from other nearby areas’.65 A member of the 

Laycock family, tenants during the 1850s, claimed that the Aborigines were ‘“very 

numerous” then, but “never gave ... much trouble”’.66 Likewise, a shell-getter who 

worked at Weeny Bay in the 1850s later recalled that: ‘“Blacks were more numerous than 

whites in the vicinity”’.67 But this was only after the considerable and noticeable 

reduction in the size of the local indigenous population in the preceding decades, which 

one observer in 1821 had described as ‘not numerous’.68 The main areas of migration 

were from Liverpool, along the Georges River, and from the south coast, particularly 

from around the Five Islands area. This pattern of movement was described by Mahroot, 

                                                
60 Salt, 2000, p. 29. 
61 ibid. 
62 Retta Dixon, Providential Channels, Australian Inland Mission, Sydney, 1935, p.13. 
63 Salt, 2000, p. 29. See also Will Carter, ‘Links with the past: William Rowley, of Salt Pan’, The 
Propeller, c. 1933. 
64 ibid. For a discussion of local Aboriginal Captain Cook stories, see Nugent, 2005, pp. 27-33, 84-88. 
65 Larkin, 1998, p. 8. 
66 ibid. 
67 ibid. 
68 Attenbrow, 2003, p. 22. 
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who identified himself as one of the last of the original Botany Bay tribe, in his evidence 

to the 1845 Select Committee on the Aborigines.69 

 

VISITING BOTANY BAY FOR HISTORY AND NATURE 

While not attracting many residents in the nineteenth century, Botany Bay certainly 

attracted visitors, some in search of pleasure, others looking for evidence of the 

continuing presence of the past, still others in pursuit of its natural beauty and picturesque 

qualities. For many the pleasures of nineteenth-century Botany Bay were both natural and 

historical, the one mapped onto the other. Some early nineteenth-century visitors to the 

spot were able to appreciate this history without the aid of monuments and other 

historical markers. For instance, James Martin, who travelled to Botany Bay in the 1830s, 

told his readers that ‘the illustrious Cook ... pervades this spot, and casts around it an air 

of sanctity and veneration’.70 Despite the lapse of fifty or so years since Cook had been in 

the place, and the developments that had occurred in the interim, Martin claimed to ‘see 

in imagination the plain, forbearing, and compassionate commander, land from his barge, 

regardless of the demonstrations of hostility manifested by two of the original sovereigns 

of the soil’.71 Through Martin’s eyes, the site itself was a parchment for history. History 

could be evocatively told through reference to features on the landscape. This is also 

evidence in an early account of a visit by Frenchman to the north shore describes how his 

host told him the history of the First Fleet by reference to the bay’s natural features: 

 

Mr Thomson, who knew the locality, was kind enough to point out the places of 

interest. ‘Look’, he said, ‘in line with that cape, just by the trees at the foot of it 

and off the big steep, rocky, point opposite us. That was where the frigate Sirius 

anchored when Governor Phillip arrived to found the Colony. ... And turning back 

towards the entrance, he added: ‘When the Sirius was sailing out, to go to Port 

                                                
69 Minutes of Evidence Taken Before the Select Committee on the Aborigines, 1845.  
70 James Martin, The Australian Sketch Book, James Tegg & Co., Sydney, 1838, p. 53. 
71 ibid  
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Jackson, and had rounded that rock (pointing to it with his finger) he saw 

Laperouse’s ship coming along the south coast from the southward’.72  

 

This description suggests that the landscape of Botany Bay could be read like a historical 

text. Its features were enduring markers to an earlier time. But for others, including James 

Martin cited above, Botany Bay provided more than simply a script to decode. He writes 

about the enduring presence of the past in the landscape and how experiencing that 

presence can have the effect of transporting one from the here and now to the there and 

then.  For Martin, the experience of travelling to Botany Bay was almost like leaving the 

present and entering into another time, where he felt he was in the presence of those who 

had been there before him. He wrote: 

 

To stand in the identical position, and on the same rock on which Cook stook half a 

century since, is certainly sufficient to elevate the soul, and withdraw the mind from 

a contemplation of the affairs of the present to a recollection of the dazzling 

occurrences of the past. An almost indescribable sensation seems to thrill and 

vibrate every portion of the frame, and fill the soul with mingled feelings of 

astonishment and admiration.73 

 

The experience he describes is akin to the feelings that some people have when in 

majestic cathedrals or at some holy shrine. He goes onto say that ‘the scenes of any of the 

principal incidents in the life of a truly great and illustrious man invariably possess an 

electric influence over the human mind. They elevate the beholder, as it were, above 

himself—dispel for a time the grosser attributes of his nature, and render his feelings 

sensitive and refined’.74 This suggests something of a religious experience, in which 

Captain Cook becomes a substitute god. It gives a different meaning to the description 

‘sacred place’, where sacredness derives from historical time rather than eternity, or 

spiritual beliefs.    

                                                
72 ‘A trip to La Perouse and elsewhere in 1838’. Extract from A. Du Petit Thouras, The Voyage of the 
Venus, Paris, 1841, trans. by Sir William Dixson, Journal of Royal Australian Historical Society, vol. 28, 
1942, p. 121. 
73 Martin, 1838, p. 54.  
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Figure 2.5 Johann Lhotsky, ‘Captain Cook’s Tablet at Cape Solander, Botany Bay, 1839’ 
(Source: National Library of Australia, nla.pic-an9184991-v) 
 

At yet another level, a visit to Botany Bay allowed people in the nineteenth century to 

contemplate the changes that had taken place in the colony in a relatively short period of 

time. It was common in descriptions of nineteenth century Botany Bay to impress on the 

visitor that the landscape had changed little since the imperial voyagers had themselves 

been there. So, for instance, a writer in 1863 could claim that ‘the spot where the 

distinguished navigator landed ... has altered very little in appearance since he first set 

foot upon it’.75 This meant that Botany Bay could be used to measure the scale of change 

                                                                                                                                            
74 ibid. 
75 J. Moore, Captain Cook and Botany Bay, James Cole, Sydney, 1863, p. 7. 
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that had occurred elsewhere in the Sydney region. In my book, Botany Bay: Where 

Histories Meet, I suggested that the attraction of Botany Bay to day-trippers in the 

nineteenth century was that it served to provide a vision of what the country was like 

before settlement. It allowed them to see what had been ‘achieved’ through their labours 

and the labours of those who had come before them. Whereas the landscape of Port 

Jackson functioned as a memorial to progress, the historical significance of Botany Bay 

was the complete opposite: a place frozen in time, caught forever in some original 

moment. As such Botany Bay functioned as a counterpoint to Sydney Cove, representing 

the ‘before’ in a before and after shot, its purpose to provide a baseline against which to 

measure the magnitude of change that had occurred since (and because of) that original 

moment [when Cook arrived]. Together, in the nineteenth century, Sydney Cove and 

Botany Bay told a complete story, one with a beginning and an end.76 

 

 

Figure 2.6 Samuel Calvert, ‘The spot where Captain Cook landed, on the shores of Botany Bay, 
N.S.W., A.D. 1771 [sic]’, June 25, 1864 (Source: State Library of Victoria, Accession Number: 
IMP25/06/64/4; Image Number: b48834) 

                                                
76 Nugent, 2005, pp. 26-27.  
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The pattern set for Botany Bay throughout the nineteenth continued well into the 

twentieth century, at least up until its use for major industrial development from the mid-

twentieth century onwards. It remained by and large a place that attracted only relatively 

few settlers, and those who did dwell in the landscape did so in ways that seemed 

somewhat temporary (as discussed in chapter four). The south shore in particular was not 

linked into the ever-expanding metropolis of Sydney, mainly because it was not 

incorporated into the rapidly developing transport systems such as the railways, or the 

trams. It was not even connected to the city by road. The only way to Kurnell up until the 

1950s was by boat, a fact that ensured its enduring isolation. And so rather than a place of 

settlement, it was instead a place for visiting. Its relatively untouched natural beauty 

continued to attract visitors in pursuit of recreation and in search of the sublime. And its 

historical associations, which as shown in the following chapter were made to be more 

visible for public consumption from the closing years of the nineteenth century on, also 

helped to ensure a steady stream of excursionists, many of whom wished to see for 

themselves where Captain Cook had landed.     
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CHAPTER 3 

COMMEMORATING POSSESSION 

THE MAKING OF CAPTAIN COOK’S LANDING PLACE RESERVE 

 

While Botany Bay had long been attracting visitors to see its natural beauty and to imbibe 

its history, by the late nineteenth century there emerged a much stronger push to turn a 

portion of the southern shore into an historic site open to the public. Up until this time, 

the place where Captain Cook came ashore and where he and his crew’s activities had 

been concentrated remained in private hands so that those who wanted to tread in Cook’s 

and Banks’ footsteps could only do so as trespassers. This resumption of the ‘historic 

site’ for the public was part of the emergence of a stronger historical sensibility among 

the colonists, which can in part be understood by reference to the push for Federation at 

the end of the nineteenth century. The soon-to-be-federated nation was in search of 

founding fathers and Cook was being promoted by some to the position. This was when, 

according to Chris Healy, Captain Cook moved from being an imperial Cook to a 

colonial Cook.1  

Over time the natural features of the Botany Bay landscape that had functioned as 

natural memorials to Cook’s history became overlayed with a monumental script, aimed 

at helping the less informed visitors to interpret the historical significance of the place. 

But in the process the historical vision narrowed.2 It zeroed in on specific sites associated 

with particular deeds. Rather than the natural landscape speaking to visitors about the 

story of Endeavour in Botany Bay in 1770, which is more evident in descriptions in the 

nineteenth century, the emphasis came to be on specific features (natural and manmade) 

which visitors now had access to. It is somewhat ironic that the vision narrowed as the 

place moved from private ownership to public possession.  

`An effect of this new phase of history-making was to further reinforce the silence 

about the original owners of the place and the effects of colonisation on them. This was 

                                                
1 See Chris Healy, From the Ruins of Colonialism: History as Social Memory, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1997, pp. 19-24. 
2 Myles Dunphy makes a similar point in relation to the Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trustees when he 
notes that they do not accept his offer to be involved in the campaign for expanding the park in order to 
preserve the natural bushland surrounding it. See ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 
1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers, 1905-1984, Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
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paradoxical because in the same period Aboriginal people became a much more visible 

presence in the landscape, particularly for those visitors to the Landing Place Reserve 

who took the route across the bay via La Perouse, where the large settlement had 

developed and where its residents had positioned themselves in the twentieth-century 

tourist trade.3  

 

COMMEMORATING CAPTAIN COOK 

On 6 May 1899, a large party of people gathered at Captain Cook’s obelisk at Kurnell to 

commemorate the creation of a new public reserve. The ceremony had originally been 

planned for 28th April to coincide with the anniversary of Cook’s landing at Botany Bay 

one hundred and twenty-nine years earlier but due to bad weather had had to be changed 

to the date of his departure.4 The minute of dedication read at the commencement of 

proceedings stated that: 

 

WHEREAS, in order to commemorate the landing of Captain James Cook, R.N., then 

in command of His Majesty’s ship “Endeavour”, on the shores of Botany Bay, on 

the 28th day of April, 1770, at a place situated on land afterwards resumed under the 

Lands for Public Purposes Acquisition Act, it is considered desirable and for the 

public benefit that the said land, together with other land of the Crown, on the ocean 

side of the land resumed ... should be set apart and dedicated as a Public Reserve. It 

is therefore recommended to His Excellency the Lieutenant-Governor and the 

Executive Council that the said lands be declared a Public Reserve under the name 

of “Captain Cook’s Landing Place”, and dedicated for the use and enjoyment of the 

public for all time. 

 

As this minute makes clear, and as the name chosen for the reserve reinforces, what this 

gesture sought to commemorate was the landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay. By 

1899, as the Australian colonies were moving towards Federation, the act of stepping 

                                                
3 For a comprehensive discussion of this, see Maria Nugent, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 2005, chapter 3.  
4 Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 6 May 1899.  
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ashore had become the most significant and most revered event among all that Cook and 

his men had done during the eight or so days they had been in the bay. The central 

importance of the landing was that it was understood as enacting British possession of the 

territory.5 It was only proper then, according to those who were responsible for the 

scheme to create the public reserve, that the spot where this (apparent) act of possession 

had occurred should be possessed for all time by ‘the people’ themselves rather than by 

private individuals as had been the case throughout the nineteenth century (as discussed 

in the previous chapter).  

 

 

Figure 3.1 Plan of an area of 248ac. Or. Op. dedicated for Public Recreation at Captain Cook’s 
Landing Place. Botany Bay. Parish of Sutherland. County of Cumberland. (Source: Captain 
Cook’s Landing Place Trust Archives) 

                                                
5 It is unclear whether or not Cook actually took formal possession of the territory while at Botany Bay, 
apart from flying the British flag each day and engraving a tree with the date and name of the ship. He 
made an official proclamation at a place he aptly called Possession Island, before departing the waters of 
New Holland. The main thrust of scholarly debates about Cook claiming possession for the British Crown 
is whether or not this was in keeping with the instructions he had been given concerning prior ownership of 
territory by indigenous people. See, for instance, Henry Reynolds, ‘Native title and historical tradition: past 
and present’, in Bain Attwood (ed.), In the Age of Mabo: History, Aborigines and Australia, Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1996, pp. 17-34. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

69 

 

Concluding his speech at the proceedings, Sir Joseph Carruthers, who was then the 

Minister for Lands in the New South Wales government and who had initiated the 

scheme to reserve the landing site, expressed ‘the hope that, as the public are to be the 

possessors of this reserve, it will be worthily preserved by them, and that its use will ever 

be associated with the best character of the people. Let all right-minded men be its 

trustees, guarding its monuments with its memories, so that no vandal act of destruction 

shall desecrate it’.6 These words were later preserved on a brass plaque located at the end 

of the jetty which greeted visitors as they alighted from the ferry and entered the park. It 

served to remind them of the proper form of behaviour they were to display and their 

responsibilities while in a park commemorating Captain Cook’s history.  

Carruthers’ appeal to the public to behave appropriately belies some anxiety about 

whether or not the ‘sacredness’ of the site by virtue of its association with Captain Cook 

was, or would be, properly appreciated by the masses.7 It was a commonly held view that 

colonial society had hitherto been remiss in edifying those ‘great men’ who had not only 

preceded the colony’s foundation but without whom it would not have come into being, 

such as Captain Cook and Joseph Banks. The latter had played a prominent role in selling 

the virtues of the country to a committee in search of a colony. The apparent absence of a 

commemorative spirit and a fully developed historical sensibility among the new colonial 

society was a criticism often made in the earlier part of the nineteenth century. For 

instance, James Martin, in a piece he wrote about Botany Bay published in 1838, 

observed that: 

  

much as this place [Botany Bay] is mentioned, often as it is alluded to in every 

quarter of the world, both in writing and in conversation, I am convinced there is no 

remarkable spot in Australia with which our Colonial public is less intimately 

acquainted, or which is not more frequently visited by the lovers of the picturesque 

                                                
6 Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 6 May 1899. 
7 It is worth noting that in the nineteenth century the notion of ‘sacredness’ is more commonly associated 
with historical sites, where heroic events occurred. By the late twentieth century, it is more commonly 
associated with Aboriginal people’s spiritual beliefs, such as in ‘sacred sites’.   
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and grand. Whether this is to be attributed to a want of taste, or an habitual 

carelessness of disposition I shall not take upon myself to determine.8  

 

If one reads Martin’s essay further, it seems that he most favours the second of the two 

possibilities. He seems to come down firmly on the side of ‘carelessness’ when, in 

relation to the fact that the only monument at Botany Bay to Captain Cook was the 

‘humble and rapidly corroding plate’, he writes: ‘I could not but lament the listlessness of 

our Australian youth—the shameful, the worse than barbarous inattention that in this 

instance they have betrayed’ (emphasis added).9 To underline the point, some criticism of 

this perceived lack of local appreciation of foundational historical figures was sometimes 

made by drawing attention to how comparatively well the French had memorialised 

Lapérouse, who was generally considered the French equivalent to Cook. 10  One 

disappointed visitor to Botany Bay in 1844 wrote a letter to the editor of the Sydney 

Morning Herald stating: 

 

While visiting the sublime and magnificent scenery of Botany Bay a few days ago, I 

was sorry to observe that on British soil we have suffered ourselves to be 

outstripped by a rival nation: the Frenchman has reared a pillar to the memory of La 

Perouse, while we seek for a rough and secluded plate as the rival memento to our 

countryman Cook!11 

 

Not only had Cook’s memory not been preserved in grand monumental form at Botany 

Bay in the way that Lapérouse’s had, but the part of the bay most intimately associated 

with him had also for most of the nineteenth century been allowed to pass into private 

hands and used for all manner of purposes (as discussed in the previous chapter). That it 

had been treated like all other available land around the settlement at Sydney — exploited 

for its potential economic use rather than preserved for its history and natural beauty — 

was what irked the likes of men such as Joseph Carruthers.  

                                                
8 James Martin. The Australian Sketch Book, James Tegg & Co., Sydney, 1838, p. 46.  
9 ibid, p. 55. 
10 For a discussion of this, see Maria Nugent, ‘Revisiting La Perouse: A Postcolonial History’, PhD thesis, 
University of Technology, Sydney, 2001. 
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It was this that informed his plan to rescue the land from private hands and vest it 

‘in the people’. Its previous uses for grazing, for agriculture and for settlement rather than 

for veneration, for meditation and for edification, strongly suggested to those who wished 

to preserve it for all time that it had not been held in sufficiently high regard in the 

preceding decades. Sacred places ought not to be sullied by settlement and commerce. If 

this ‘habitual carelessness’ and a want of appreciation about to what and whom they 

owed their present fortunes and potential future were allowed to continue unchecked, 

then colonial society risked losing touch with its heritage. A historic site open to the 

public would help to redress this by setting an example about how properly to mark 

historic sites as well as becoming a place where the foundational chapter in the story of 

the colony and the imminent nation could be told. Visitors to Captain Cook’s Landing 

Place Reserve would learn the arts of appreciating the past in order to better understand 

their present and indeed to keep faith with the future. But even after the creation of the 

Reserve concern was expressed that this was a society more interested in the present than 

the past. An article in the Sydney Morning Herald in 1905 on the occasion of the 

anniversary of the landing noted that: 

 

The thought will occur to many people, no doubt, that in a young and progressive 

country like this we are more concerned with the present and the future than with 

a few historic dates and personages whose association with Australia was, after 

all, but of the slightest. We are not yet old enough as a nation to indulge in the 

lazy luxury of reminiscences and it is more to the point to concern ourselves with 

the practical facts of today than with these exiguous sentimental associations with 

the past.12  

 

While this writer expresses the view that the nation was too young to worry about its 

history, others believed that because it was so young it desperately needed to take some 

lessons from the past. The new nation was in need of founding figures, and Captain Cook 

was a prime choice for this role not simply because he had ‘discovered’ the territory 

                                                                                                                                            
11 ‘Letter to the editor’, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 April 1844, p. 3. 
12 ‘The Captain Cook Anniversary’, Sydney Morning Herald, 28 April 28 1905. 
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where the British colony was eventually established, but also because he had the qualities 

(real and imagined) that a ‘young’ nation in search of a father figure was looking for. 

Indeed the writer cited above concluded his opinion piece with the observation that: ‘But 

we will always have this in common with Cook and Banks, that our future is still before 

us. If we show the same courage and enterprise in carving it out that Captain Cook did in 

discovering our eastern seaboard we shall act our parts in this continent in quite sufficient 

credit’.13 The Lieutenant-Governor’s speech during the dedication ceremony in 1899, 

which focused almost exclusively on Captain Cook’s biography and praise of his 

personal qualities, also captured something of this sentiment. The story that Darley told 

about Cook has many parallels with how the former British colony saw itself: born of 

humble beginnings he raised himself to great heights through hard work, skill and 

bravery. What better parable for a prosperous and independent nation born in less than 

desirable circumstances? Quoting from a eulogium penned by Admiral Forbes, Darley 

told his audience that Cook had been: 

 

Mild, just, but exact in discipline, he was a father to his people, who were attached 

to him from affection, and obedient from confidence. His knowledge, his 

experience, his sagacity, rendered him so entirely master of his subject that the 

greatest obstacles were surmounted.14  

 

Over time it is possible to see just how much Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve 

became a shrine to the man himself and not just to the historical events in which he was a 

participant that had occurred at this place. While, as we will see below, the Landing Place 

Reserve was used to celebrate the symbolic birth of the nation (or ‘modern Australia’),15 

it was also from time to time used to celebrate the actual birth of Captain Cook. This 

included commemorations at the site on his birthday in October as well as some efforts to 

acquire relics from his own birthplace or places where he had spent his infant and early 

                                                
13 ibid. 
14 ‘The Lieutenant-Governor’s speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official 
Proceedings, 6 May 1899, p. 27. 
15 There is a street sign in the village of Kurnell which reads: ‘Kurnell: The Birthplace of Modern 
Australia’.  
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years.16 The acquisition of a chimney believed to have come from his family’s home is a 

case in point. 

The emphasis on Cook himself (to the exclusion of the many others who were at 

Botany Bay with him) is also evident in the ways in which the historical events that had 

occurred at Botany Bay were commemorated in the Landing Place reserve over most of 

the twentieth century. Thomas Holt had begun the process of singling Captain Cook out 

for special attention when he had erected the monument (which became known in general 

parlance as the Cook obelisk) in 1870, on the centenary of the landing. The inscription on 

the monument reads: ‘Captain Cook landed here on 28th April, A.D. 1770’.  

 

 

Figure 3.2 ‘Landing place of Capt Cook’ (Source: National Library of Australia, PIC 
PIC/3326/3 LOC Drawer Q103*, nla.pic-an23783063) 

 

But Captain Cook was not the only one to land here. The historian Chris Healy notes that 

it is a common tendency in colonial forms of memorialisation to celebrate the 

achievements of individual men and thereby to mask the contribution made by others.17 

                                                
16 See Captain Cook’s Landing Place (CCLP) Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell. 
17 Healy, 1997, p. 25.  
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In this respect, the Endeavour’s voyage becomes a story of individual heroism, which 

makes it easy to forget that it was an enterprise depending on the skill, expertise and 

sheer hard work of many. It is worth noting by comparison that on the inscription plate 

erected in 1822 that Captain Cook and Joseph Banks were given equal weighting on the 

plaque. That plaque reads: 

 

Under the Auspices of British Science,  

These shores were discovered 

by 

James Cook & Joseph Banks, 

The Columbus and Maecenas of Their Times.  

This spot once saw them ardent in the pursuit of knowledge.18  

 

The other important contrast to note between the 1822 plaque and the 1870 obelisk is that 

the former commemorated ‘discovery’ and the ‘pursuit of knowledge’ and the latter 

‘landing’. It is certainly the case that before the erection of the obelisk, which is situated 

near the most probable site of the first landing, many visitors assumed that the inscription 

plate marked where Cook and his men had come ashore.19 But despite this confusion it is 

important to keep in mind that there is nothing on the inscription plate that suggests this 

was ever its memorial function.20 Its purpose rather seems to be to announce to other 

ships entering the bay that the shores behind the cliff face were the ones that Cook and 

Banks discovered and where they made their other scientific discoveries – about the 

country, its people and its flora and fauna. It is a pointer to a large landscape and an 

expansive (in both geographical and intellectual terms) project; not to a specific act and a 

narrow history, which was to be the case when the emphasis was only on the landing and 

                                                
18 Maecenas is the symbol of the wealthy, generous patron of the arts. This plaque, of course, does not 
mention the many others involved in the enterprise, but it is nonetheless unique because it does not 
commemorate Cook alone.  
19 See Robert Hunt photograph collection held at Macleay Museum Collection which includes one of 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Botany Bay, Sydney, c.1860. The view is of the inscription plate not the 
location where the obelisk now stands.  http://www.usyd.edu.au/su/macleay/81106/huntsplash.html 
20 C.H. Bertie provides evidence that the Philosophical Society had consulted a local Aboriginal man about 
the landing place. C.H. Bertie, ‘Captain Cook and Botany Bay’, Royal Australian Historical Society 
Journal and Proceedings, vol. x, part v, 1924, pp. 242-243.  
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what it meant for the (geographically bounded) nation. One nineteenth-century writer 

suggested that the location chosen had been a wise one: ‘The plate had been placed on the 

rocks beyond the reach of boys, or any casual injury; so that nothing but mere 

atmospheric influence could affect it’.21  

But monuments are never simply memorials to their subjects; they are also 

memorials to their makers. Here again is another important difference between the 

inscription plate and the obelisk. The newly formed Philosophical Society of Australasia 

was responsible for the inscription plate. Indeed this was one of its first projects. In my 

earlier work on monuments at Botany Bay, I suggested that the monument was in part to 

the Society’s own origins and its interests. The learned men in the Society’s ranks saw 

themselves in the ‘ardent pursuit of knowledge’, and participants in the project of ‘British 

Science’. The monument to the singular Captain Cook was the project of the singular 

Thomas Holt. The obelisk was as much a monument to Holt himself as it was to Cook. 

Holt gives himself a prominent place on the inscription so that, rather than Joseph Banks 

sharing the memorial space with James Cook, he does instead. ‘This monument was 

erected by the Hon. Thomas Holt, M.L.C., A.D. 1870, Victoria Regina’, reads the 

inscription. The historian, Ken Inglis, pointed out that ‘Holt’s column was the tribute of 

one citizen’,22 and as Healy notes, he said so to ‘imply that we should not make too much 

of the column’.23 But Healy believes that although built by one man for one man it is 

nonetheless important for two reasons related to the changing techniques of 

memorialisation.   

  

In the first place, it was a monument that set Cook apart in a way that resolutely 

emphasised his singularity. Earlier memorialising of Cook had tended to link him 

with other historical actors ... with Banks in the plate inscription and in poetic verse 

Cook was linked to Phillip’s 1788 inauguration of colonial settlement.24  

 

                                                
21 J. Moore, Captain Cook and Botany Bay, James Cole, Sydney, 1863, p. 10. This pamphlet had been 
written for a commemoration of the landing of Captain Cook, but the event was postponed and then 
abandoned. 
22 Ken Inglis, The Australian Colonists: An Exploration of Social History, 1788-1870, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1974, p. 241. 
23 Healy, 1997, p. 25. 
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Holt’s monument was to Captain Cook alone. In the second place, according to Healy, ‘it 

followed the lead of the Philosophical Society in attempting to establish a distinctive and 

continuous relationship between Cook and those antipodean spaces upon which 

Australians might imagine he trod’.25 The monument was yet another means by which 

Kurnell was ‘ritually sanctified’. Other rituals in this process of turning ordinary place 

into (historically) ‘sacred’ space were (and continue to be) ‘tree planting, picnics, 

speeches and flag-raising ceremonies, [the making of it as] a historical centre, its 

gazetting as a reserve, royal visits, and re-enactments of Cook’s landing’.26  What 

historical monuments, such as the Cook obelisk planted near the landing place, achieve in 

particular is that they locate (and anchor) in place an event in time. In this way, they help 

to ‘[invest] place with an aura of presence, with the simulation of invisible traces made 

tangible’.27  

When the Landing Place Reserve was created in 1899, the Trustees inherited these 

two pre-existing monuments, but for practical and other reasons it was the Cook obelisk 

that became the main locus for commemorative activity. The obelisk was more 

conveniently located than the inscription plate, particularly because the jetty where boats 

and launches berthed was located nearby.28 But the message on the monument was also 

more in keeping with the one that the Trustees themselves most wanted to convey. The 

reserve was to honour British possession of the territory, and for that reason a monument 

within its boundaries that marked and memorialised the landing (rather than the pursuit of 

knowledge, for instance) was apt. This is regardless of the specific facts that the act of 

landing in itself did not constitute possession of a territory, and that Cook did not take 

possession of the territory for Britain in any formal way while at Botany Bay. He waited 

until he had sailed the entire length of the coast before performing his act of possession, 

even naming the island where he carried out this duty Possession Island. There he 

performed the ceremony accordingly, with proclamation made and guns fired. Some 

twentieth-century history-makers knew this to be the case: for instance, some of those 

                                                                                                                                            
24 ibid, p. 25. 
25 ibid. 
26 ibid, p. 27. 
27 ibid.  
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responsible for staging historical re-enactments confessed that they had taken poetic 

licence when they had an actor-Cook claim the land for Britain. For instance, the notes 

prefacing the script for the 1901 re-enactment of Captain Cook’s landing state ‘a certain 

amount of poetic licence has been taken in regard to the formal act of taking possession, 

which in reality occurred some weeks after leaving Botany Bay’.29  

Nevertheless, it was generally taken as given that the act of landing, coupled with 

the flying of the British colours on shore each day that the Endeavour was anchored in 

Botany Bay, constituted for settler Australians original possession.30 Reference to these 

actions and the meanings they now held for Australians was made at the dedication of the 

reserve. Darley told the audience: ‘Before leaving [Botany Bay] he [Cook] hoisted the 

English flag and took possession of the land for the Crown of England’.31 The historian, 

James Bonwick, suggested also that the act of naming was an act of possession.32 At the 

ceremonies held at the obelisk each year on the anniversary of the landing, various 

‘gestures’ or ‘symbols’ of possession were repeated. For many years, at least until the 

road was built in the 1950s, participants would arrive by sea and in so doing would repeat 

the action of landing. This would be followed by the making of speeches, the unfurling of 

flags and the firing of salutes.  

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
28 The Trustees of the CCLP had a boat built for their use in 1905, and plans for a shelter shed nearby were 
drawn up in 1906. A regular ferry service from La Perouse to Kurnell commenced in 1911/1912. See CCLP 
Trust Archives. 
29 The Landing of Lieutenant James Cook, R.N. at Botany Bay, Government Printer, Sydney, 1901, p. 21. 
For another example, see Report of Cook’s birthday and Sutherland Shire Jubilee Celebrations, T. H. 
Compagnoni, Managing Trustee, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 7 December 1951, CCLP Trust 
Archives. See also letter from W. A. Davis, Joint Secretary, Back to Sutherland Shire Month, to Mr T. A. 
Compagnoni, Managing Trustee, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 14 November 1951, CCLP Trust 
Archives, in which he states: ‘The script was compiled by Mr. Pedersen, the actor portraying Dr. Solander, 
from all available data, plus his own impressions of the landing. These words are thus not historical fact’.  
30 What this bypasses completely is the question about the validity of the possession regardless of the 
details. Since the 1970s this has become a contested issue, and culminated in the Mabo High Court decision 
in 1992. The validity or otherwise of such acts were bound by certain legal and moral systems, and the 
legality and morality or otherwise of them continues to have consequences today. In the Australian context 
this has turned most recently on debates about the status of the legal doctrine of terra nullius. 
31 ‘The Lieutenant-Governor’s speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official 
Proceedings, 6 May 1899, p. 26. 
32 James Bonwick, Captain Cook in New South Wales or The Mystery of Naming Botany Bay, Sampson 
Low, Marston and Co., London, 1901, p. 5. 
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Figure 3.3 ‘The Pier, Kurnell’, n.d. (Source: State Library of New South Wales, 
PXA635/428-430, Digital order no. a105431) 

 

This theme of celebrating territorial possession is also implicit in the act of vesting the 

reserve in the public of New South Wales.33 Here was a site where British possession had 

been inaugurated; and so it followed that it was only proper the spot should become the 

property of the people who had been the inheritors of that original act. These various 

ways of celebrating Cook’s role in possessing the continent served to instil confidence in 

twentieth-century settler Australians that their own possession of the country was just and 

valid. The repetition with which the story was told at Captain Cook’s Landing Place 

Reserve contributed to quelling or silencing any suspicion that it might not be, by not 

allowing room for other stories suggestive of an alternative version of events. As Kirk 

Savage notes, in a different context, ‘public monuments are important precisely because 

they do in some measure work to impose a permanent memory on the very landscape 

within which we order our lives. Inasmuch as the monuments make credible particular 

collectivities, they must erase others; or more precisely, they erase the very possibility of 

rival collectivities’.34 Such forms of historical silencing and denial are a hallmark of 

many commemorative performances. The creation of Captain Cook’s Landing Place 

                                                
33 It is also repeatedly expressed in the poetry about Captain Cook at Botany Bay. One poem, entitled ‘TO 
CAPTAIN COOK’, published in 1905, includes the lines: ‘And what thou gav’st us here, with title sure, 
That may we hold and safely guard always’. 
34 Kirk Savage, ‘In the politics of memory: Black emancipation and the civil war monument’, in John R. 
Gillis (ed), Commemorations : The Politics of National Identity, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 
New Jersey, 1994, p. 143. 
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provided a focal point for local and national communities who understood themselves as 

originating from the act of Cook stepping on shore but at the same time it sidestepped the 

question of the sovereignty of the people whose land he was stepping onto and, 

moreover, the matter of the status of contemporary Aboriginal people who were by the 

end of the nineteenth century “the dispossessed”. This silence was particularly unnerving 

given that Sydney’s largest Aboriginal community were situated across the bay at La 

Perouse. Because of this situation, those people who visited the Landing Place to 

participate in commemoration ceremonies, or to pay homage to Captain Cook, were more 

likely than not to see Aboriginal people on route because the most popular route was via 

ferry from La Perouse.35 At the same time, it is well worth remembering that some 

Aboriginal people had been living well into the late nineteenth century on what became 

Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, not too long before the new reservation took 

place.36 But neither of these groups of Aboriginal people were included in the national 

community that traced its origins back to Captain Cook and his act of landing on the 

shore.  

In the various commemorations performed at the site, and in the monuments that 

dotted its surface, the dispossession of Aboriginal people rarely rated a mention and was 

at times actively denied. For instance, at the ceremony to celebrate the creation of the 

reserve, Darley told his audience that ‘unlike any other of England’s great possessions, 

the soil of Australia has never been stained with the blood of war’.37 From the perspective 

of the late twentieth century, this view is somewhat difficult to sustain. It has been 

seriously challenged by those historians who have argued that the violence towards 

indigenous people was tantamount to war. What is perhaps most disturbing is that Darley 

was standing where the first drops of blood were spilt, if we think back to the gun shots 

which made Cook’s landing possible.  

                                                
35 Nugent, 2005, chapter 3.  
36 For a description of some Aboriginal people living on Thomas Holt’s estate in the late nineteenth 
century, see Daphne F. Salt, Kurnell: Birthplace of Modern Australia – A Pictorial History, Clarion House, 
Sydney, 2000, p. 29. 
37 ‘The Lieutenant-Governor’s speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official 
Proceedings, 6 May 1899, p. 29. This interpretation has, since the work of Henry Reynolds and others, 
been seriously questioned. See, for example, Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal 
Resistance to the European Invasion of Australia, Penguin Books, Melbourne, 2nd edition, 1995, pp.200-
202. 
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THE CAPTAIN COOK LANDING PLACE RESERVE 

While the general pattern for the story to be told at Captain Cook’s Landing Place 

Reserve had been firmly set from the outset, and the format of the annual 

commemorations of the anniversary of the landing remained largely unchanged at least 

until the 1970s,38 by contrast over the course of the twentieth century the reserve itself 

underwent considerable change, although not necessarily in ways that the early 

visionaries anticipated or to the extent that satisfied the ambitions of some of the 

reserve’s Trustees. 

When the hitherto misused piece of land was turned into a public reserve in 1899 to 

commemorate the landing of Captain Cook, those responsible held high hopes, and had 

big visions, for it. Joseph Carruthers’ hope was that it would become a pre-eminent 

historic site in Australia. At the dedication ceremony he shared his vision with the 

audience telling them that 

 

as the Plymouth Rock is the most sacred ground to the Americans, so may this 

historic place, rich in its traditions, be the one place in our island continent more 

consecrated than another to the great man who here first set foot upon our shores, 

and in his foresight secured for the empire, our country and our people, a territory 

unsurpassed in the whole universe.39  

 

But despite these ambitions for it, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve never really 

reached this lofty status. The archives of the Captain Cook Landing Place Trust show that 

efforts to make this a premier historic site were often hamstrung by a lack of state and 

commonwealth government assistance, financial and otherwise. From time to time the 

Trustees developed some grand schemes for the reserve, but which they could not realise 

with the small annual grant made by the state government to maintain the grounds. For 

instance, when the Trust had its nose seriously put out of joint because Russell Grimwade 

                                                
38 This is clear from the yearly programs produced for the event. Indeed, the CCLP Trust Archives contain 
copies of printed programs for consecutive annual landing day ceremonies which are identical, save for the 
date of the ceremonies themselves. Others show minor changes in attendees performing set functions. 
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acquired Captain Cook’s cottage for the people of Melbourne in 1933,40 the Trustees 

nursed their disappointment by proposing an alternative scheme in 1934 to have a 

pavilion in the form of a replica of Cook’s house erected. These plans never came to 

fruition because the Trust could not raise the funds necessarily, despite appeals to the 

Australian prime minister.41 And when the commonwealth government did not come to 

the party, there was no rich private citizen willing to pick up the tab, like Grimwade in 

Melbourne.  

 

 

Figure 3.4 ‘Kurnell, showing banksias, shelter shed & monument’, April 1910 (Source: State Library 
of New South Wales, GPO 1 – 11957) 
 

While some of the more ambitious schemes did not see the light of day, nonetheless over 

the years Trustees oversaw a series of developments. For instance, they improved the 

jetty and built a shelter shed nearby. To cater to visitors, by 1902 an accommodation 

house had been built on the reserve. According to historical research conducted as part of 

the preparation of a conservation management plan (yet to be endorsed) for Alpha Farm, 

the accommodation house stands ‘on the site of a previous farm known as Birnie’s farm. 

Remains of Birnie’s cellar are located beneath Kurnell Accommodation House’, which 

                                                                                                                                            
39 ‘Mr Carruthers’ speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of  Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 6 
May 1899, p. 32  
40 Healy, 1997, pp. 30-41.  
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means that the site represents the longest continuing physical trace to the early settler 

history of the region.42 The accommodation house was originally built to ‘accommodate 

occasional visitors to the site for a cost of 8 shillings per day and to house the caretaker, 

J. Hespe and his wife. His wife was to prepare refreshments for visitors in the main room 

facing Botany Bay’.43 It has been in continuous use since it was first built, used variously 

for holiday accommodation, a kiosk and caretakers’ quarters.  

 

 

Figure 3.5 ‘Kurnell. General view showing Trustees cottage & wharf’, April 1910 (Source: State 
Library of New South Wales, GPO 1 – 11952) 
 

These types of services did not only cater to the history enthusiasts but also the increasing 

number of people taking advantage of the recreational activities available at the site. The 

attractions of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve were never only historical. This 

comes through strongly in a collection of home movies, some made in the 1930s, which 

are now held in the collection of the National Film and Sound Archives. They show 

families using the Captain Cook Landing Place Reserve for recreation. One in particular 

                                                                                                                                            
41 Letter from Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department, Canberra, to Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 
23 May 1934, CCLP Trust Archives. 
42 Jennifer Armstrong (et al), ‘Conservation Management Plan For The Alpha Farm Site including the 
Kurnell Accommodation House’, June 1999 (Draft. Not yet endorsed by NPWS). 
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depicts a family arriving by boat at the wharf, and spending the day having a picnic, 

walking through the bush along some tracks, sauntering along the beach and playing 

cricket on the pitch.44 These are important images to keep in mind because they reveal the 

meanings of the landscape beyond the more obvious monumental ones. They depict the 

more ordinary activities that took place in the reserve on the many days that 

commemorative performances were not being held even though the latter are far more 

extensively recorded. The scenes depicted are domestic and social, not formal and 

symbolic, and so reveal the landscape’s quotidian meanings.   

 

 

Figure 3.6 ‘A bush path Kurnell. Solander Path’, April 1910 (Source: State Library of New South 
Wales, GPO 1 – 11958) 

 

 

CONTESTED SITES AT CAPTAIN COOK’S LANDING PLACE RESERVE 

During the early part of the twentieth century, and reflecting a largely antiquarian 

approach to history, considerable effort was made by those with an interest in Captain 

Cook’s time at Botany Bay to pinpoint the precise location where key events had 

occurred. It not only mattered that history had been made at the place; it mattered where 

                                                                                                                                            
43 ibid. 
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precisely important historical events had occurred. Visitors were attracted to the site 

because they wanted to see the landscape through Cook’s eyes. This had been a strong 

theme in nineteenth-century descriptions of the area: reference was repeatedly made to 

the stream where the crew had collected water that still ran just as it had.45 Given that 

sites associated with Cook were those that visitors came to see, the Trust was keen to 

make some of them more prominent in the landscape. The emphasis was on precision and 

on preservation. The sites given most attention were Forby Sutherland’s grave and the 

landing place. During the first half of the twentieth-century when most of the historical 

development work at the reserve occurred, there was little (or no) interest in locating 

where the ‘native village’ might have been; or what evidence of it might have remained. 

This was not to become a concern until the late 1960s and 1970s, when archaeological 

interest in the site grew.  

In pursuit of getting right the location of key historic events, much ink was spilt. 

Disputes raged in the pages of the journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 

about where exactly voyagers had landed, sailors been buried, water collected.46 As the 

archaeologist Tim Murray notes, this has meant that an unfortunate feature of the 

historiography of the local area is ‘endless arguments as to the place of landing, the 

location of Cook’s well and Forby Sutherland’s grave’.47 Some of the contention over 

these various locations appears to have been generated by the publication of an article by 

C. H. Bertie in the Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society in 1924, even 

though Bertie’s express purpose in his paper was to ‘solve some of the questions that 

have arisen from’ Cook’s time in Botany Bay.48 Bertie concerned himself with correcting 

confusion over the dates and times that important events occurred, and with identifying 

the precise location of those events. His main sources were the records of Cook himself 

and relevant early colonial records. His other method was to raise questions about, or in 

                                                                                                                                            
44 Sydney Cratchely, Family Scenes [Home Movie], c. 1939, 12898, 40158, National Film and Sound 
Archives Collection. 
45 ‘At La Perouse and Botany Bay’, Sydney Illustrated News, 4 July 1891, p. 13. 
46 Bertie, 1924; ‘Captain Cook and Botany Bay: Comments on the paper by Mr C. H. Bertie’, Royal 
Australian Historical Society Journal and Proceedings, vol. xi, part I, 1925, pp. 32-48. 
47 Tim Murray, ‘An Archaeological Survey of Kurnell Peninsula’, Prepared for the Heritage Council of 
New South Wales, July 1979, p. 3.  
48 Bertie, 1924, p. 234.  
 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

85 

some cases demolish, sources he considered unreliable, which in the main were the 

memories of some particular people, or in some cases local myths. Some of these 

historical quandaries appear to have been settled; others remain unsolved. 

 

SUTHERLAND’S GRAVE 

The most contentious and most confusing of these matters was the location of Forby 

Sutherland’s grave, and because it remains a contested issue today I will focus more on it 

in this chapter than on the other sites. Today a concrete plinth claims to mark the spot but, 

as we will see, it remains unclear whether or not this monument that records his death 

also accurately covers his remains, despite the inscription which reads: 

 

Forby Sutherland, a seaman on the Endeavour under Captain Cook, the first 

British subject to die in Australia, was buried here, 1st May (log date), 2nd May 

(calendar date), 1770. R.A.H.S. 

 

(Note that the pursuit of precision extends to clarification about the two date systems. It 

both mattered exactly when something happened as well as where.)  

At the time Captain Cook’s Landing Place reserve was created, the spot believed 

to be Sutherland’s burial place was different from the one that has since 1933 been 

marked by the monument referred to above. During his speech at the reserve’s dedication 

ceremony in May 1899, Joseph Carruthers made reference to Sutherland’s burial site 

telling his audience that: 

 

His burial place was pointed out years ago either by the blacks or by some 

member of Cook’s own expedition, for it is tolerably certain that in Phillip’s fleet 

there were some of Cook’s fellow voyagers. At any rate, for years and years there 

was an enclosure, supposed to be Sutherland’s burial place, and the old post 

stumps were found and identified quite recently. The site tallies with that given by 

Cook—namely, close by the stream from which he took his supply of water.49  
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As this quote indicates the present generation had lost connection with the original 

source; and what they now knew was more based on local tradition than hard evidence. 

Captain Cook’s own account was not their primary authority in the matter, as it would 

later become for historians interested in the burial site.   

 

 

Figure 3.7 ‘Supposed site of Forby Sutherlands Grave, Dacey in foreground’ 1901 (Source: State 
Library of New South Wales, GPO 1 – 09184) 
 

In the 1920s, the question of the location of Forby Sutherland’s burial place attracted 

attention. A few years earlier there had been some controversy when some members of 

the Australian Historical Society had erected a temporary memorial without authority 

from the Trust. The notice attached to a wooden peg read: 

 

                                                                                                                                            
49 ‘Mr Carruthers’ speech’, in Kurnell: The Landing Place of  Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 6 
May 1899, p. 34.  
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Here, or near by, Captain Cook cause to be buried the body of Forby Sutherland, a 

member of the crew of the H. M. S. Endeavour, on May 1st, 1770. To 

commemorate the event the captain named the locality ‘Point Sutherland’.  

 

The peg had been driven in, according to the Reserve caretaker, ‘about 30 ft (on the 

wharf side) away from the cluster of aloes near the fish pond’. This memorial lasted less 

than twenty-four hours before the caretaker was instructed to remove it. But I like it as a 

memorial, particularly its honesty about the uncertainty about where precisely the burial 

site was – here or ‘near by’. A reprimand to the President of the Australian Historical 

Society noted that ‘investigation has been proceeding into the question of the accurate 

location, which has not yet been determined’.50 This small controversy, resulting in a 

stand off between the Trustees and the Historical Society, seems to have been the impetus 

for some sustained inquiry to settle the matter.  

Over the years that followed the Trust had made inquiries into the matter, but it 

was really the continuing interest among the ranks of the Royal Australian Historical 

Society that was most influential.51 In April 1923, the Society had organised for a 

committee to visit Kurnell in the company of a Mr Laycock. Laycock, then seventy-eight, 

had lived as a young boy at the place (see chapter 2).  This meeting had been initiated by 

W. A. MacDonald, who had been making inquiries into the matter and in the course of 

those inquiries had been introduced to Laycock. The report of the field visit in the 

company of Laycock explains that the site he believed to be Sutherland’s burial place was 

‘a distance of about seventy-five feet from the southern corner of the [Solander] 

monument, and in a direct line towards the water, that is seventy five feet approximately 

in a north-east by west line’.52 Laycock’s source had been an Aboriginal woman, Sally 

Mettymong. When Laycock was a boy of about six, Sally Mettymong would take him for 

walks along the beach and when they passed this spot she’d point and say ‘white man 

                                                
50 Honorary Secretary to Trustees, to W. S. Campbell, President, Australian Historical Society, 22 June 
1916, CCLP Trust Archives. 
51 See, for instance, W.A. MacDonald, ‘Forby Sutherland’s grave at Kurnell’, Royal Australian Historical 
Society Journal and Proceedings, vol. xiv, 1928, pp. 281-298. 
52 ‘Report of a visit to Kurnell of the Committee of the Royal Australian Historical Society appointed to 
investigate the question of the burial place of Forby Sutherland’, Appendix to Bertie, 1924, p. 276.   
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buried there’.53 These saunters took place in the 1850s, at which time Sally Mettymong 

was apparently already eighty years old, making her a contemporary of those people who 

had been on the beach when Cook sailed into the bay. For this reason, and because 

according to MacDonald, ‘she seldom went with the tribe, and never drank spirits’, 

presumably making her more reliable than other ‘blacks’, her testimony handed down to 

Laycock was given considerable credence in relation to the matter of Sutherland’s last 

resting place by those ‘historians’ who gathered it as evidence.  

This site was some distance from the one hitherto accepted as the burial place, 

which was ‘more to the south, near some mangrove trees’. That was the one that 

Carruthers had identified in his speech in 1899. The posts that he claimed had recently 

been found and which he stated was evidence for the burial place, were, according to 

Laycock, part of his father’s stockyards. So now there were two contenders for the site of 

Sutherland’s grave. 

A year later, in 1924, another member of the Society, Charles Bertie, published a 

long article in the RAHS Journal and Proceedings in which he sought to clear up a 

number of confusions and discrepancies about Captain Cook and Botany Bay, such as the 

date of the arrival of the Endeavour, the site of the landing, the extent of Cook’s 

movements around the bay, the naming of Botany Bay and the location of the grave of 

Forby Sutherland. The article included an appendix which was a ‘Report of a visit to 

Kurnell of the Committee of the Royal Australian Historical Society appointed to 

investigate the question of the burial place of Forby Sutherland’, the visit referred to 

above. But Bertie disagrees with the location identified by Laycock, even though he 

states that he would have liked to have accepted it. The basis upon which he dismisses 

Laycock’s claims was that it did not tally with a ‘strict reading’ of Cook’s journal. In his 

article, Bertie gives much credence to Cook’s own record to determine the most probable 

site of the burial place. His is a complex argument that is dependent on making a chain of 

correspondences between the watering place, the landing place and the burial place. On 

his reading ‘Forby Sutherland’s grave is somewhere to the west of the monument, or 

more probably to the east, between the Holt monument and the creek’.54 This made three 

                                                
53 ibid.  
54 Bertie, 1924, p. 264. 
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(or four) possible locations, because it is not the same as that described by either 

Carruthers or Laycock. 

One of the spots identified might be right; or all might be wrong. It is impossible 

to adjudicate which location is the correct one, even though there are those today who 

have their own firm convictions about where the man is buried. But all is not lost: while 

perhaps there will never been any clarity on the question of the location there is 

nonetheless much to learn from the quest. On the one hand, the various inquiries referred 

to above provide interesting insights into what sources historians were drawing on and 

giving authority to in the early part of the twentieth century. This is insightful given that 

in recent times there have been quite vitriolic public debates about the value of 

Aboriginal people’s testimony in comparison with the documentary record. One of the 

outstanding features of the current Sutherland monument is that its location is apparently 

founded upon Sally Mettymong’s local knowledge received by Elias Laycock as part of 

what seems to have been a relatively close relationship between the old Aboriginal 

woman and the young white boy in the mid-nineteenth century. In this respect the 

monument is a memorial to a continuing Aboriginal presence at the site between 1770 

and about 1850. Therein lies its significance, perhaps more than, or at least in addition to, 

its function as a marker of Sutherland’s death and burial. 

Sally Mettymong belongs to a line of local indigenous people who were given 

special status as eyewitnesses to events that occurred in the late eighteenth century at 

Botany Bay. For instance, in 1822, when the inscription plate was erected on the cliff 

face, a local Aboriginal man had been called upon to show where Cook had come ashore 

(discussed below).55 Likewise, when the grave of Pere Receveur on the north shore was 

sought out in the 1820s, it was according to one account a local Aboriginal man, Cruwee, 

who identified the site.56  

But despite the evidence from Mettymong which was preserved in Laycock’s 

memory and subsequently shared with members of the Captain Cook Landing Place Trust 

and the Royal Australian Historical Society to inform the selection for the Forby 

                                                
55 Dr. Douglass, Speech given at a luncheon in celebration of the erection of a tablet, marking the site of 
Captain Cook’s landing, Kurnell, 16 May 1863, cited in Bertie, 1924, pp. 242-243; Healy, 1997, pp. 22-23; 
Nugent, 2005, pp. 27-31. 
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Sutherland monument, it is impossible to be certain that his remains lie underneath the 

concrete plinth. Does it matter now if the monument is in the wrong place? Probably 

much less so than it did during the 1920s, when the historical inquiries into the matter 

were made, the various scraps of evidence collected, those with some local knowledge 

visited the spot to identify the site, and the monument erected over it. To some extent the 

inscription on the monument is correct: Sutherland was buried here on the point that now 

bears his name but perhaps not right here where the monument stands. Perhaps the more 

important question to address is not does it matter now whether the exact location can be 

identified, but why did pinpointing Sutherland’s gravesite matter so much then?  

 

 

Figure 3.8 Forby Sutherland monument (Source: Captain Cook’s 
Landing Place Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

Sutherland had died while the Endeavour was at anchor at Botany Bay. This meant that 

he has been better remembered than had he died at sea because to honour his death Cook 

named the southern point at Kurnell after him. As W. A. MacDonald noted in 1928 

Cook’s gesture ‘has caused his name to live in history, and so this humble individual of 

whom so little is known, but who died in the execution of his duty, has become 

                                                                                                                                            
56 Obed West, Old and New Sydney, reprinted from the Sydney Morning Herald by Edward Hordern and 
Sons, Sydney, 1882, p. 22.  
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immortalised, and will be remembered through the centuries as a type of the men of that 

great service to which Britain and the whole world, but more especially our own 

Australia, owes so much’.57 Cook might have initiated the preservation of Sutherland’s 

memory, but the generations of colonists who followed who have gone to greater lengths 

to make much of its meaning. He and his burial site were the subject of nineteenth-

century poetry. The well-known Australian poet, Henry Kendall, wrote in 1860 as part of 

his ‘Sonnets on the Discovery of Botany Bay by Captain Cook’: 

 

 tread gently – gently pilgrim 

Here with thoughtful eyes look round 

Cross thy breast and bless the silences 

Lo, the place is holy ground 

Holy ground for ever, stranger! 

 

Yea, and like a voice supernal,  

Here the daily wind doth blow 

In the leaves above the sailor 

Buried ninety years ago.58  

 

Kendall believes that Sutherland’s remains make the ground holy; Barron Field 

believed that Sutherland’s remains left in the ground were a proclamation of possession: 

 

 Close at hand 

Is the clear stream which his vent’rous band 

Refreshed their ship; and thence a little space 

Lies Sutherland, their shipmate; for the sound 

Of Christian burial better did proclaim 

Possession, than the flag, in England’s name.59 

                                                
57 MacDonald, 1928, p. 282. 
58 ‘Sonnets on the Discovery of Botany Bay by Captain Cook’, in Henry Kendall, The Poems of Henry 
Kendall, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1920. 
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The interest in Sutherland intensified in the opening decades of the twentieth century, 

which I have already shown is a time when Australians were in search of origin stories 

and intent on celebrating British possession of the territory they now occupied. Captain 

Cook had grown in prominence in the Australian historical imagination in this period. It 

is in this context that Sutherland’s death and the site of his remains matters anew. He 

became incorporated into stories about possession: his interred body was seen as a 

guarantee to ultimate British occupation of the site. His interment was interpreted as a 

type of custodianship of the country, leaving some British blood and bones behind until 

the colonisers arrived. Forby Sutherland’s fame is that he was (accidentally) the first 

white man to be buried on shores that would later become a possession of white men.  

 

THE LANDING PLACE 

The correct location of the first landing place had similarly preoccupied these early 

twentieth-century antiquarians. As I have noted above, the Trustees had inherited two 

memorials – the inscription plate on the cliff face and the Holt obelisk – which were 

situated some distance from each other and which had each at different times been taken 

to mark the actual site of Captain Cook’s landing. When James Martin visited Botany 

Bay in the 1830s, he presumed that the plate on the cliff face marked the spot of the first 

landing. ‘The spot on which [Cook’s] foot first rested’, Martin writes, ‘is now pointed out 

to the eager eye of the traveller, by a small brass plate fixed into the stone’.60 Likewise, a 

photograph of the inscription plate taken in the 1860s by Robert Hunt provides evidence 

of the continuation of this confusion because the caption to it reads ‘Captain Cook’s 

Landing Place, Botany Bay, Sydney’.61  

 

                                                                                                                                            
59 Barron Field, ‘On visiting the spot where Captain Cook and Sir Joseph Banks first landed at Botany 
Bay’, Sydney Gazette, 22 March 1822, cited in Healy, 1997, pp. 42-43.  
60 Martin, 1838, pp. 53-54.  
61 This photograph by Robert Hunt is held in the Macleay Museum collection at the University of Sydney.  
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Figure 3.9 Robert Hunt, ‘Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Botany Bay, 
Sydney’, c.1860 (Source: Macleay Museum, 811060261) 

 

But after Holt erected his monument to Cook in 1870 some ‘half a mile further up the bay 

to the west’ a rival landing place was created.62  

In 1924, C. H. Bertie looked at the evidence to adjudicate between the two 

possible locations, each marked by a monument. (The possibility that neither were a 

contender does not seem to have entered Bertie’s mind.) Once again, Bertie presented a 

convoluted argument in which the decision about where the landing took place relied 

upon certainty about the location of key natural features mentioned by Captain Cook. He 

presents the case for each spot in turn, beginning with the inscription plate. Here he draws 

on the records he can find about it in the archives of the Philosophical Society, and in the 

correspondence of those men who were actually involved in the monument project. He 

refers for instance to an event held in 1863, when ‘in a burst of patriotic fervour, April 28 

[the day of Cook’s landing] was proclaimed a public holiday’.63 This patriotic fervour 

dissipated quite quickly and the public holiday did not become a fixture in the colonial 

calendar, but a lunch was held at Kurnell on 16 May 1863 in which some of the 

‘survivors of Philosophical Society’ indulged in some reminiscing. A Dr Douglass 

recalled that the Society had drawn on the knowledge of a local Aboriginal man to 

identify the spot where the landing made. ‘At length’, recalled Dr Douglass, ‘an old black 

man was found who hair was white from age, who said he had seen the big ship come in 

and the boats land, and could show the precise spot. That he was a reliable witness could 

                                                
62 Bertie, 1924, p. 241. 
63 Moore’s 1863 pamphlet ‘Captain Cook and Botany Bay’ was produced for this occasion. 
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not be doubted, for his account, when his fears which were great were dissipated, tallied 

exactly with Captain Cook’s published account of the matter’.64  

Bertie’s own scepticism is barely disguised in his commentary on these 

recollections, but he also draws on some evidence to show that there were dissenters 

when Douglass shared his memories forty years after the event. A newspaper report 

noted: ‘Most of the party [at the luncheon at Kurnell] paid a visit to this place (the site of 

the tablet), but the general opinion was that although it was convenient for affixing the 

tablet, it was very unlikely that Cook would land there for various reasons; and a small 

beach was pointed out further up the bay as exactly corresponding to the description 

given by Cook in his diary’.65 The photograph taken by Robert Hunt in the 1860s, 

mentioned earlier, probably documents this particular visit. Bertie demolishes Douglass’ 

account by pointing out other holes in his testimony. In his final blow, he declares, on 

evidence found in the first minute book of the Philosophical Society, that ‘if the old 

aboriginal of Dr. Douglass’ had been discovered at this time, the Philosophical Society 

did not attach great importance to his statement’.66 Bertie concludes that ‘it is quite clear 

that the society did not erect the tablet to mark the landing place of Captain Cook and 

Joseph Banks, but to commemorate their memory, and the place of the erection is not the 

landing place’.67   

Bertie then proceeds to mount his case for the Holt obelisk as marking the landing 

place by drawing on records from the voyagers, which variously mention ‘canoes on a 

beach’, ‘digging holes in the sand’, ‘landing on a rock’, and opposition from two locals 

‘on the rocks and sandy beach’.  Furthermore, on the basis that Cook mentions digging 

for water in the sand, Bertie surmises that they must have landed some distance from the 

stream, which according to Cook’s record was not found until later. Armed with this 

evidence, Bertie implores his readers: ‘We must look, therefore, for rocks with a sandy 

beach adjacent some distance from the stream to discover the landing place’, and voila, 

                                                
64 Sydney Morning Herald, 18 May 1863, cited in Bertie, 1924, p. 243. 
65 ibid. 
66 Bertie, 1924, p. 246. 
67 ibid, p. 247. 
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‘the only place which meets these requirements is the area in front of the Holt column’.68 

To drive home his point, Bertie ends: 

 

There are several rocks running out into the water which provide a good landing-

place, and I feel no hesitation in saying that it was on one of these that Cook and his 

party landed.69  

 

The Holt monument marks the spot. But, as it turned out, not precisely enough to satisfy 

completely those who elevated the act of landing beyond all else. Another monument was 

eventually needed. 

 

 

Figure 3.10 ‘The rock at Kurnell, Botany Bay, on which Cook landed. Determined by careful 
examination of the entries in the journal and log of the ‘Endeavour’ and calculation of the state of 
the tide at the actual time’, from S. J. Hood. (Source: National Library of Australia, vn3585047-
m.jpg) 
 

Some time after the matter of where the landing had occurred had been settled in the 

minds of the Trustees and others, a new monument was added to the place, one which 

provided more details about the landing. This was the Isaac Smith monument, which is 

located on the rock below the Holt monument. There was a story that apparently 

circulated among members of Captain Cook’s family that had it that as the landing was 

                                                
68 ibid, p. 250. 
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about to be made the Captain said to young Isaac Smith, who was Cook’s wife’s cousin, 

that he should jump ashore first. It is this ‘family myth’ that is inscribed on the 

monument:  

 

According to Tradition 

In the Cook Family 

Midshipman Isaac Smith 

(Cousin of the Wife of Captain James Cook R. N.) 

Afterwards an Admiral of the British Fleet 

Was the First Englishman 

To Land on this Rock and on the Shores of New South Wales 

April 29, 1770 

 

And which was reiterated in the speech made by Mr K. R. Cramp at the unveiling 

ceremony on 7 February 1948. He told the small crowd that ‘it is a legend in the Cook 

family, told by Canon Bennett a second cousin of Mrs Cook’s, and one who knew her 

personally, that, on reaching the shore, Cook ordered Smith to land, using the words 

‘Jump out Isaac’. Thus Isaac Smith, who also was Mrs Cook’s cousin, and afterwards an 

Admiral, was the first Englishman to set foot on the soil of New South Wales’.70 What is 

important to note here is that what is being celebrated is the first white man. Just was 

Sutherland was the first white man buried, Smith was the first white man whose foot 

touch the ground. First white men matter, and that is what is being celebrated in the 

monument.  

 The Aboriginal writer, Kim Scott, when he was researching his family history, 

noticed the way in which some forms of Australian history, particularly local history, 

seemed obsessed by the ‘first white man born’ (which in his research notes he reduced to 

‘the ugly initials, FWMB’) and, in turn, with the ‘last full blood aborigine’ (which he 

shortened to ‘LFBA’).71 He writes that the continual reference to the first white man and 

                                                                                                                                            
69 ibid, p. 251. 
70 ‘Isaac Smith: Substance of the address given by K. R. Cramp [on occasion of unveiling of monument]’, 7 
February 1948, CCLP Trust Archives.  
71 Kim Scott and Hazel Brown, Kayang & Me, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 2005, pp. 27-28. 
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the last black man ‘seemed to insist on a boundary, a demarcation; the end of an old 

story, the beginning of a new one – and the concept of race was at the centre of it’.72 This 

desire to mark old time from new time – the transition from one phase to another – is 

clearly evident in the memorial work that occurred at Captain Cook’s Landing Place at 

Botany Bay. We have seen the emphasis on ‘first white man’ in the discussion above. 

The corollary to ‘first white man’ is ‘last black man’, and so not surprisingly, the one 

location associated with local indigenous people that the Trustees and others seemed 

concerned about, especially in the early part of the twentieth century, was the gravesite of 

the man who was known as the “last Aboriginal chief”. 

 

GRAVE OF CUNDLEMONG 

In many local accounts, including in records in the Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust 

archives, an Aboriginal man called Cundlemong is described as ‘the last chief of the tribe 

whose headquarters were at Kurnell’.73 He is believed to have died in 1846.74 According 

to a Mr Longfield, considered by one of the Trustees as ‘the best, if not the only, living 

authority on the early history of Kurnell’ in the early part of the twentieth century, 

Cundlemong ‘died under the most western of the two pine trees, and was buried close to 

the old garden fence, and was buried (sic) directly behind the cottage, from 150 yards to 

200 yards from same, and the grave was marked by four posts’.75 Mr Longfield, who 

provided these details about the location of Cundlemong’s grave in 1913, was seventy-

seven years old in 1905, which means he would have been born in the 1830s. He was 

familiar with the Kurnell area because he had played frequently there as a boy, and many 

of his memories relate specifically to when he was about 16 or 17 years of age, which 

coincides with the date of the death of Cundlemong. According to some notes of an 

interview in 1905 between him and William Houston, a Trustee at Kurnell, when Mr 

                                                
72 ibid, p. 28. 
73 Written response from Mr R. Longfield to a series of questions posed by Mr William Houston, Trustee, 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 7 October 1913, CCLP Trust Archives. Houston described Longfield 
as ‘the best, if not the only, living authority on the early history of Kurnell’.  
74 Salt, 2000, p. 21. 
75 Written response from Mr R. Longfield to a series of questions posed by Mr William Houston, Trustee, 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust,  7 October 1913, CCLP Trust Archives. 
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Longfield ‘knew him, Cundlemong was an old man, at least 60 years of age. ... [He] died 

at Kurnell. He was the last member of his tribe’.76  

 It is probably now impossible to determine the site of Cundlemong’s grave, if it 

was ever known, just as it is impossible to know where precisely Sutherland’s bones lie.77 

There are many references to the supposed location of various grave sites on the landing 

place reserve, but the information about them tends to be mainly hearsay. Someone 

reports that someone else told him that such and such a spot marks where such and such 

was buried. That is the extent of the evidence that historians now have to work with. To 

reiterate a point I made above in relation to Forby Sutherland’s grave, the more important 

historical question to be posed is why these graves mattered so much then rather than 

whether they can be located precisely today. What is most interesting (and indeed 

disturbing) about this fascination with, and quest, for putative grave sites is that without 

fail the body supposedly interred is either the first white man to die in the place, or the 

last ‘full blood’ black man to. No women get a mention, and second, third or fourth or 

any other number does not matter at all. The significance of these graves, as Kim Scott 

suggests, is that they mark what is deemed the most important shift in the story of the 

Australia, whereby the white man took over from the black.  

 

NEW MONUMENTS 

As can be seen from the above discussion, those with an interest in the Landing Place 

reserve were concerned to settle any disputes or confusion or ambiguity about where key 

events had occurred, but this had the effect of closing discussion down and of limiting the 

significance of the overall landscape to a handful of spots. The effect of this type of 

history making was to confine the locality’s significance to a relatively small area, and to 

reduce the complete and messy encounter to only a select handful of events. With such a 

vision, trained on single events and on single actors, much else was lost sight of. As 

Myles Dunphy had observed: ‘the national birthplace significance was narrowed down to 

                                                
76 ‘Notes of an interview between W. Houston Esq, one of the Trustees of Captain Cook’s Landing Place 
Trust  (Kurnell) and Mr Longfield, at Kurnell on Sunday, the 22nd of January 1905’, CCLP Trust Archives.  
77 In one record in the CCLP Trust Archives, I found reference to a rumour that a skull, believed to be 
Sutherland’s, had been taken from the ground after it was accidentally excavated.  ‘Notes of an interview 
between W. Houston Esq, one of the Trustees of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust  (Kurnell) and Mr 
Longfield, at Kurnell on Sunday, the 22nd of January 1905’, CCLP Trust Archives. 
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a relatively small area of bushland about the landing place of Captain Cook, his crew and 

party of scientists in 1770’.78 This was, as I have noted elsewhere, because the emphasis 

in the history-making about Cook at this time concerned his act of ‘discovering’ and then 

‘claiming’ the territory for Britain. The other elements of his voyage – the science and the 

cross-cultural encounters providing ethnographic accounts of non-European peoples – 

were relatively unimportant in this nationalist and territorial historical vision. Indeed, as 

will be shown in the following chapter, it was largely left to the conservationists to mount 

an historical argument about the need to preserve the environment which had so 

enchanted Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander in April 1770 and where they had made 

their (world) famous botanical collection. The Trustees were mainly in the business of 

commemorating Cook’s landing and they did so by transforming the natural environment 

into a monumental one, including planting among the indigenous bushland ceremonial 

Cook’s pine after Cook’s pine.79 The conservationists by contrast (as discussed in the 

next chapter) believed that the past was best commemorated through preserving the 

landscape exactly as it was when Cook and more importantly the botanists Banks and 

Solander had been there, or indeed to return it to that state as much as possible.   

The two naturalists did, however, become the recipients of their own monuments. 

In each case, the monument was funded by a private individual rather than by a 

government grant. Because these monuments marked men rather than momentous events, 

it did not matter as much where they were sited, compared for instance with Sutherland’s 

or Smith’s respective monuments. In trying to make sense of their meanings, these two 

monuments can be interpreted from many different perspectives: on their own, in relation 

to the broader site, and in relation to the other monuments already present, particularly 

the one to Captain Cook.  

 

SOLANDER MONUMENT 

The first monument to be erected after the creation of the Landing Place Reserve was one 

to Daniel Solander, the Swedish naturalist who accompanied Joseph Banks. This 

                                                
78 ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers. 
79 Doug Benson and Georgina Eldershaw, ‘Naturalising Tallowwoods and other non-local native trees in 
bushland at Kurnell: The long term impact of well-meaning but inappropriate plantings’, Draft technical 
report for Ecological Management and Restoration, January 2005.  
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initiative was organised and funded by the local Swedish community in Sydney, the 

money raised by subscription. The Solander obelisk is made of granite from a Swedish 

quarry was delivered in one piece to the site by ferry. The monument which began to be 

built in 1914 was eventually unveiled in 1918. After its erection, the monument was 

cared for by the Swedish community, but eventually handed over to the Trustees of the 

Reserve in 1938, although funds for upkeep still came from the Swedish Consul-General 

in Sydney. The inscription on the monument is: 

 

This monument is erected to the Memory of the Swedish Scientist, Daniel Carl 

Solander, who landed with Captain James Cook and Josef Banks at Botany Bay on 

28th April, 1770.  

Erected by his countrymen in Australia, August, 1918.  

 

 

Figure 3.11 Solander monument, n.d. (c1950s) (Source: Captain Cook’s Landing 
Place Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

 

BANKS MEMORIAL 

While Solander was monumentalised in 1918, it was another thirty or so years before 

Banks received the same honour. It took some time, and once more private money, to 

give Banks his own monument. The Banks monument ‘consists of a column and semi 

circular seat of polished trachyte with an oval trachyte floor twenty-two feet in diameter. 
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The column carries a bronze head of Sir Joseph Banks, a bronze tablet appropriately 

worded, and a tablet bearing the donor’s name’.80 It was erected in 1947, although had 

been mooted for many years. A Banks Memorial Fund had been established in 1905, 

consisting of ‘a committee of fifty-two citizens’ and lead by J. H. Maiden the curator of 

the Botanic Gardens in Sydney.81 At that time ‘a statue was considered an appropriate 

and desirable form of memorial’, but nothing towards that happened for some time.82 

Eventually, in 1943 a trust was appointed to ‘consider the form the memorial should take, 

and to recommend to the Government accordingly’. It was decided that the best way to 

honour Banks was to prepare the publication of the ‘Banks letters and papers which were 

hidden away in several libraries in Australia, Great Britain and the United States of 

America’. The trust monies, which included the original fund plus a £2000 special grant 

from the McKell government and a gift of £500 from Mr E.J.L. Hallstrom, were handed 

over the Trustees of the Public Library of New South Wales for that purpose. At the same 

time Mr Hallstrom made a second gift of £500, direct to the Captain Cook’s Landing 

Place Trust, for the purpose of building a ‘Banks Memorial at Kurnell’. It was ultimately 

decided that this amount was not sufficient to build a ‘fitting’ memorial and eventually 

Hallstrom covered the total cost of it which was approximately £2000. At the same time 

he ‘insisted that the ... Trust should retain his gift of £500 and invest it so that the 

proceeds might meet the cost of maintenance of the memorial’. In this respect, and like 

some others in the reserve such as the Cook obelisk, the Banks memorial was financed by 

a private individual as a gift to the nation.  

 The wording on the inscription of the monument reveals that it was a monument 

to the ‘services of Sir Joseph Banks to New South Wales’.  

 

In Grateful Memory of  

SIR JOSEPH BANKS 

1743-1820 

Famous British Scientist 

who visited these shores with  

                                                
80 The Ceremony of the Unveiling of the Sir Joseph Banks Memorial, September 1947, p. 6.  
81 ibid, p. 9. 
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Captain James Cook, R.N.,  

in 1770.  

His advocacy of British settlement in  

New South Wales, his beneficial influence  

on its early administration, his comprehensive  

researches into its flora, his vigorous  

personality and breadth of vision, 

merit his recognition as  

THE PATRON OF AUSTRALIA.  

 

The monument was situated to face the anchorage point of the Endeavour and between 

the Cook obelisk and the Solander obelisk.  

 

 

Figure 3.12 Banks monument, c. 1968 (Source: Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust 
Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

The monument does not dwell on Banks at Botany Bay. The vision of Banks is a broader 

one. There is no reference to landing (only visiting) and as much detail is given to the 

offices he performed after he had left the place in advocating the settlement and in 

assisting its early administration. Even the work of his botanical collection is not given 

                                                                                                                                            
82 ibid. 
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more attention than other parts of his story. This then is not necessarily a Botany Bay 

story despite the location of the monument.  

 

EXPOSING OTHER PRESENCES 

Monuments do not only introduce a new presence to the landscape, but can also disturb 

pre-existing but hidden ones. The records of the Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust are 

littered with references to Aboriginal skeletal remains and ‘artefacts’ being exposed when 

construction works were carried out.83 For instance, in 1913, when ‘excavating a drain 

under an extensive overhanging rock farther on than Inscription plate some interesting 

aboriginal remains were unearthed, also a few implements’.84 Correspondence during 

1942 describes various skeletal material which had been dug up in 1912 at what is known 

as Skeleton Cave, some of which was displayed in the caretaker’s cottage. According to 

the former resident caretaker, who was also the keeper of the bones, ‘there was 5 mature 

skulls and 7 or 8 caps of small children. One skeleton was complete with the exception of 

a few finger and toe bones’.85 Another skeleton had been found ‘about midway between 

Forbys Head Stone and the northernmost pine (planted 1845)’.86 Likewise, when the 

Banks monument was being built in the late 1940s, some ‘aboriginal relics’ were found. 

A letter to the director the Australian Museum explained that ‘during the excavation for 

the foundations of the Sir Joseph Banks Memorial at Kurnell one of the Trustees’ men 

came across some stone flakes which he recognised as aboriginal relics. ... [I]t appears 

that they include spear heads, knives and scrapers’.87 The report from the Australian 

Museum explained that they were ‘bondi-points’, which ‘are known to be prehistoric, ... 

[and] are some few thousand years old but how many it is not yet possible to say’.88 It 

                                                
83 For a summary of skeletal material found at the site, see E. Rich, ‘Skeletal Material (Archival Search), 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Botany Bay National Park’, January 1988. 
84 Written response from Mr R. Longfield to a series of questions posed by Mr William Houston, Trustee, 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 7 October 1913, CCLP Trust Archives. 
85 Letter from Mr Grant, to Mr Compagnoni, Managing Trustee, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 2 
November 1942, CCLP Trust Archives.  
86 ibid. 
87 Letter from Managing Trustee, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, to Dr A. B. Walkom, Director, The 
Australian Museum, 4 March 1947, CCLP Trust Archives.  
88 Letter from Dr A. B. Walkom, Director, The Australian Museum, to Mr T. H. Compagnoni, Managing 
Trustee, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, 19 March 1947, CCLP Trust Archives. 
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seemed almost every time a spade was dug into the ground to add something new, 

evidence of something old surfaced.  

There is something terribly poignant about the bones and artefacts revealed by 

turning Captain Cook’s landing place into a memorial space. The event of Cook’s landing 

no matter how tenuous initially is now a central component in the story of British 

colonisation of Australia and the dispossession of Aboriginal people that ensued. That 

Aboriginal people’s bones should be disturbed by celebrating British possession of the 

territory acts as a sad reminder about the costs that were involved. Memorialisation, as 

Tom Griffiths argues, is implicitly about silence.89 But that silence is never complete. The 

very act of building a monument, or improving the park as a ‘shrine’ to the history 

inaugurated by Captain Cook, makes visible (temporarily at least) the very things which 

that history had hidden.  

   

                                                
89 Tom Griffiths, ‘Past silences: Aborigines and convicts in our history-making’, Australian Cultural 
History, no. 6, 1987, pp. 18-32. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DESTRUCTION AND PRESERVATION OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

THE KURNELL PENINSULA IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

 

The relative absence of settlement in the area in the nineteenth century, the reservation of 

large portions of it by the Crown, and the later resumption of some of it for public 

recreation, had meant that parts of the Kurnell peninsula, particularly those that now form 

the southern section of the Botany Bay National Park, had been spared from the worst 

types of environmental damage that had occurred in other parts of the greater Sydney 

region and across New South Wales. But this was to change over the course of the 

twentieth century. Timber clearing, bushfires, wind erosion, increased settlement, cattle 

grazing and the encroachment of small and large industries were mainly to blame. While 

it is generally accepted that the most serious damage was done in the twentieth century, it 

is worth remembering that land use in the nineteenth century had also contributed to the 

region’s environmental problems. According to Dickson, writing in the 1970s, ‘the 

destruction of vegetation began over a century ago when Thomas Holt sold the timber 

rights and the trees were soon gone’.1 The removal of vegetation – by various means – as 

we shall see was responsible for the famous Kurnell shifting sand dunes, which attracted 

much attention during the twentieth century.  

Signs the natural environment was under threat brought the peninsula to the 

attention of the fledgling conservation movement by the 1930s. During the early part of 

the twentieth century, the area had been popular among bushwalking groups. Through 

walking its length and breadth, following bush trails, some enthusiasts, such as Myles 

Dunphy, had acquired considerable knowledge about the local natural environment.  

These men and women were to become witnesses to the processes of destruction that by 

the 1930s especially had begun to threaten the area; and in turn they became vociferous 

advocates for its preservation. Indeed, Myles Dunphy occupies a prominent place in this 

twentieth-century story, and this chapter draws extensively on his papers (now held in the 

Mitchell Library) to provide an account about a campaign waged over many years to 
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preserve the area for its highly valued (valued in both environmental and historical terms) 

flora and fauna. Dunphy’s records provide details about why and how those involved in 

the conservation movement sought to have the peninsula’s natural environment protected 

and in so doing throw considerable light on what were deemed to be the gravest risks to 

it. This campaign is significant in terms of the history of Botany Bay National Park 

(Southern Section) because the area that received the most attention during the campaign 

now constitutes a large portion of the park. At the same time, however, this is a story 

about the men and women who in the twentieth century slowly took up residence on the 

peninsula, particularly those who lived in ‘unauthorised’ dwellings in the bush and along 

the cliffs, or who camped, either occasionally or permanently, in the Captain Cook 

Landing Place Reserve.  

 

BUSHWALKERS, COLLECTORS AND CAMPERS 

Myles Dunphy recalled first visiting Cronulla with his family in about 1903 when he was 

just a young boy. In some handwritten reminiscences, produced in 1974 towards the end 

of his life,2 he recorded that: 

 

Very early in the century the writer, a boy of about eleven years, first viewed 

Cronulla from the vicinity of the steam tram terminus, and from a position opposite 

the hotel he had his first view of the perspective length of the Kurnell Peninsula in 

the long view towards Botany Bay Heads. Because of some interesting foreground 

activity going on at the time he remembered the appearance of the place. In later 

years certain points came to mind and were significant to the problem of the 

peninsula; for a problem it has always been to those who have developed any real 

interest in the place, excluding Cronulla itself.3  

 

                                                                                                                                            
1 F. P. Dickson, ‘Aboriginal prehistory of Botany Bay’, in D. J. Anderson (ed.) The Botany Bay Project: A 
Handbook of the Botany Bay Region – Some Preliminary Background Papers, Botany Bay Project 
Committee, Sydney, 1973, p. 47. 
2 He died in 1985. 
3 ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers, 1905-1984, 
Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
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This was to be the first of many trips by Dunphy to the peninsula over the ensuing years, 

resulting in a deep knowledge of the area and a strong commitment to its preservation. By 

1907 he, along with some friends, formed the Orizaba Cricket and Tourist Club, and over 

the next five or so years they made many one-day excursions into the country around 

Sydney. In that company, Dunphy once again visited Cronulla in about 1910 or 1911.4 

He records that they walked the length of Cronulla Beach to Boat Harbour, where they 

‘inspected the great heaps of shells left by the natives in the past, over many hundred of 

years.’5 What is important to note about Dunphy’s memory of the middens in the opening 

years of the twentieth century is that they had not yet been disturbed. He explains that ‘up 

to this time these shell deposits had not been disturbed by the lime-burners of the early 

days of settlement’.6 However, on later trips in the 1930s and beyond he observed that 

‘the shell heaps had been much disturbed by people searching for artifacts or by taking 

material away for rammed hearths or floors of hut. The turved crowns of earth and banks 

had been torn off, and the compacted layers of shells were spread about and reduced to a 

lower level’.7  

By the early part of the twentieth century, ethnographic interest in the relics of 

indigenous people in the pre-contact period had reached a peak, mainly because it was 

believed that Aboriginal people were dying out and that those still ‘remnant’ in the area 

were far removed from their traditional life.8 Pre-contact relics came to stand in for 

Aboriginal people themselves, as Denis Byrne notes for the south-eastern part of the 

continent.9 Old material remains were highly treasured links to deep time. A report in the 

1931 edition of Mankind described something of the extent of collecting relics on the 

Kurnell peninsula at the start of the 1930s. Describing a midden at Quibray Bay (which is 

different from the one referred to by Dunphy above), J. S. Rolfe notes: 

 

                                                
4 ibid.  
5 ibid.  
6 ibid. 
7 ibid.  
8 For a history of antiquarianism in Australia, see Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian 
Imagination in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1996.  
9 Denis Byrne, ‘Deep nation: Australia’s acquisition of an indigenous past’, Aboriginal History, vol. 20, 
1996, pp. 82-107. 
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Until the month of May, 1930, very little flakework had been collected from this 

midden [at Quibray Bay], although several stone axes had been removed from its 

rich deposit. In that same month some members of the [Anthropological] Society 

paid a visit, and the quality and quantity of material collected was surprising. It 

was a veritable El Dorado, as many of the middens in the metropolitan district had 

been long exhausted of good material.10 

 

This midden still provided ‘treasures’ for amateur ethnographers at a time when most 

others in the metropolitan area had long ago been sacked by an earlier generation of 

collectors. Rolfe goes on to describe the qualities of the flakework that could be found in 

the Quibray midden, before noting in passing that ‘one party at a later time found no less 

than 161 of these flakes during an afternoon of collecting’.11 When in 1770 Cook and 

Banks carried away indigenous tools and implements from the ‘native village’ on the 

south shore of Botany Bay, they set a pattern that was to continue after British settlement. 

For over a hundred and fifty years, settler Australians had tried to understand the local 

people primarily through their material culture more so than their own testimony. If 

Botany Bay had been a popular place for hunting in the nineteenth century, by the early 

twentieth it had become a popular place for collecting.  

This considerable interest in old relics is in direct contrast to the minimal interest 

in the Aboriginal settlements in the vicinity and the people who lived in them in this 

period. In the opening decades of the twentieth century, there were two main sites of 

Aboriginal residence in the general area: a camp at Salt Pan Creek along the Georges 

River which was gradually squeezed out during the 1930s, and the government reserve on 

the foreshores of Frenchmans Beach at La Perouse.12 A. G. Alanson’s history of Kurnell 

published in 1933 includes a less than flattering description of the Aboriginal settlement 

at La Perouse and of its residents. Describing the scene as though through the eyes of 

men in Cook’s crew, he writes: 

 

                                                
10 J. S. Rolfe, ‘An Aboriginal midden at Quibray Bay’, Mankind, July 1931, p. 37. 
11 ibid. 
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You may picture the boats being hauled up on the white hard sand that forms the 

pretty curve of the bay of what is now La Perouse beach. The hills rise well to east 

and north and the undulations provide a setting which could make La Perouse a 

delightful resort. It is, however, today an area of unsightliness where on the slopes 

above the sands shacks accommodate the last of the descendant blacks whose 

forefathers ran from Cook.13 

 

Alanson is writing at a time when the common view was that Aboriginal people would 

eventually die out. This is why he describes them as the ‘last of the descendant blacks’. In 

this view of history, Captain Cook is the ‘first white man’ in the story of Australia. The 

vision that is implicit in Alanson’s account is a (inevitable?) transition from black to 

white. In the opening decades of the twentieth century, Botany Bay remains a place 

occupied by Aboriginal people but, as Alanson’s description suggests, they are not a 

welcome presence. It is in precisely this same period that Aboriginal ‘relics’ were highly 

prized, but their actual bodily presence not.  

I have noted in my earlier work on Botany Bay that the Aboriginal people living 

in the area in the twentieth century were not always seen as being closely connected with, 

or indeed having any connection to, the material traces still left on the ground. For 

instance, in an article published in 1906 entitled ‘Where Three Histories Meet’, the 

author described a whale carving on the north head and the nearby Aboriginal settlement 

but drew no relationship between the two.14 As Denis Byrne notes, by the twentieth 

century Aboriginal people living around the fringes of white society were not seen as 

being ‘real’ Aborigines because they had supposedly been too ‘contaminated’ by colonial 

society.15 The interest in collecting their material remains, as Tom Griffiths also notes, 

was in large part a quest to capture and preserve an ‘authentic’ Aboriginal culture before 

traces of it disappeared completely.16 

                                                                                                                                            
12 For a history of the Aboriginal settlement at La Perouse, see Maria Nugent, Botany Bay: Where Histories 
Meet, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2005; Maria Nugent, ‘Revisiting La Perouse: A Postcolonial History’, PhD 
thesis, University of Technology, Sydney, 2001.  
13 A. G. Alanson, Kurnell: The Birthplace of Australia, George B. Philip & Son, Sydney, 1933, p. 67. 
14 E. W. O’Sullivan, ‘Where Three Histories Meet’, Daily Telegraph, 28 March 1906, p. 13. 
15 Byrne, 1996, p. 83. 
16 Griffiths, 1996, chapters 1 and 2. 
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The middens on the Kurnell peninsula did not only contain flakework, shellhooks 

and stone axes. ‘Fragments of human bones may be seen at various points’, our collector, 

Mr Rolfe, tells us of the midden at Quibray Bay, ‘and, on one occasion, a portion of a 

very old skull containing some perfect teeth was unearthed. No doubt many bones lie 

buried beneath the surface, to be exposed at a later date when the wind shall sweep away 

their covering’.17 During this same period, as further construction works were carried out 

at the Captain Cook Landing Place Reserve, it was becoming something of a 

commonplace occurrence for Aboriginal skeletal remains to come to the surface (also 

discussed in chapter 3). These remains were exposed by digging into the ground in order 

to add new structures to the surface – monumental structures that told the story about the 

arrival and actions of ‘white men’ in vicinity. Those white men had both directly and 

indirectly displaced local Aboriginal people. Ironically, the construction of memorials to 

those men brought to the surface evidence of what and who had been lost.  But it was not 

simply construction works that were exposing what lay beneath the surface. The sand 

dunes on the peninsula were becoming increasingly unstable in this period. They began to 

drift, and as they did so, yet more material evidence of Aboriginal occupation of the area 

rose to the top.  

It was not only the collectors who had their hands in the middens. By the late 

1920s and early 1930s, a large ‘happy valley’ (another common name for Depression-era 

unemployment camp) emerged nearby, but there were also many ‘week-enders’ used by 

fishermen and holiday-makers, which many claimed were contributing to the destruction 

of the hitherto undisturbed middens. The lime in the middens was used to whitewash 

houses. These campers were also blamed for the removal of timber, which had long 

lasting environmental effects and was directly related to the problem of the shifting sand 

dunes. For instance, the authors of a restoration of native vegetation program at Captain 

Cook’s Landing Place in the late 1980s argued that ‘the erosion history of the area dates 

primarily from the early 1930s when squatters used the area extensively during the 

depression, removing much of the native vegetation for firewood’.18 An additional factor 

                                                
17 Rolfe, July 1931, p. 61. 
18 ‘A Report on the Restoration of Native Environment, Captain Cook’s Landing Place National Park, 
Kurnell’, National Estate Grants Program Project No. 2, Works undertaken by the Soil Conservation 
Service of NSW, 1988/1989, p. 1. 
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identified as contributing to rapid environmental damage in the opening decades of the 

twentieth century, and for which the campers and unauthorised residents are also 

commonly blamed, were bushfires. According to N. Carter, the director of Captain 

Cook’s Landing Place Museum, ‘between 1900 and 1920 there were a number of 

devastating bushfires that swept the Peninsula from Cronulla to Kurnell. Coupled with 

erosion, the bushfires assisted in the process of the destruction of flora, as is evident in 

the charred remains of Banksia integrifolia stumps to be found in the Potter Point area’.19 

Blaming the squatters for contributing to the environmental damage of the 

peninsula is not typically an element in the histories that have been told about them. In 

recent times, the squatters living on the Kurnell peninsula have come to be celebrated as a 

colourful chapter in local history. The men and women who made the bush on the 

peninsula their home are admired for their resourcefulness. Within an Australian 

imagination, men (and women) who spent a life living in the bush and off the natural 

resources provided by the land and the sea are romantic figures. These ‘squatters’ or ‘cliff 

dwellers’ at Kurnell fit into that image, and they also epitomise an image of the 

Australian battler who, when hard times hit, finds a way to survive through his (mainly 

his) own ingenuity.20 One newspaper in the late 1960s reported that ‘for decades, the 

cliff-dwellers have enjoyed permissive occupancy of their precarious perches, and their 

huts have become landmarks of rugged individualism on the quite fringe of Sydney’s 

massive suburbia’.21  

The innovative architectural styles of those who lived on the Kurnell peninsula has 

also contributed to their recognition and reputation, particularly in the case of those 

known as the Tabbagai cliff dwellers. The same newspaper report cited above, written 

when the squatters were being evicted by the NSW Department of Lands and thus 

witnessing their imminent demise, described in admiring terms the structures that these 

‘battlers’ had built.  

 

                                                
19 N. Carter, ‘A Paradise Lost: The Kurnell Peninsula since 1770’, Australian Natural History, Captain 
Cook Issue, vol.16, no. 8, December 1969, p. 280. 
20 One can argue that the very qualities that these men and women are admired for are precisely the same as 
what Aboriginal people were criticised for.  
21 J. A. C. Dunn, ‘Bert and the bureaucrats’, Sydney Morning Herald, 16 August 1969. 
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For more than 50 years, little houses cunningly constructed of stone, driftwood, 

sheetmetal or anything handy have clung to the cliffs overlooking the Pacific at 

Kurnell, or have nestled in the sandhills behind the cliffs. ... A few houses were 

built as snug and comfortable homes, like Bert Adamson’s masterpiece of 

stonemasonry at Tabbigai, a rocky gorge cleaving the cliff just south of Cape 

Solander, within the Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historical (sic) Site.22 

 

The many descriptions and visual images of the shacks built into the cliffs, high above 

the sea, commanding panoramic ocean views, depicted them as highly desirable. One 

newspaper article in 1963 was titled ‘“Paradise” for £4’14’6 a year’.23 The almost 

unimaginable prospect that one could have all this, without having to pay much for it, 

explains something of the mystique of the ‘cliff-dwellers’ among Sydneysiders. 

According to another slightly later report, the annual rent paid, by one permanent resident 

on a permissive occupancy agreement, to the Department of Lands was $8 plus and 

additional $30 to the local council.24  

 

 

Figure 4.1 ‘With his dog Smokey by his side, Mr Davis fishes form the top of one 
of the rooms in his cliffside house’ (Source: Sun Herald, 10 February 1963) 

                                                
22 ibid.  
23 Jim Hall, ‘”Paradise” for £4’14’6 a year’, Sun-Herald, 10 February 1963.  
24 ibid. 
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Yet, some of the illegal, or unauthorised, campers were not always so favourably looked 

upon. At different times during the twentieth century efforts had been made to remove 

different communities of them from the area. This effort was not confined to those living 

at Kurnell. In the late 1950s, a broad campaign by the government to resume public 

reserve lands such as recreation reserves from permanent dwellers was carried out across 

New South Wales.  A two-part series in the Sydney Morning Herald in February 1959 

outlined the situation. ‘Up and down the coast in fact’, it was reported, ‘squatters had 

permanently occupied land reserved for short-term campers’.25 Captain Cook’s Landing 

Place was one of the public reserves within Sydney where this had occurred. In relation 

to the Landing Place reserve, the reporter noted: ‘Until Australian Oil Refining Pty Ltd 

built its refinery on Kurnell Peninsula and paid for a road from Cronulla to Kurnell, the 

Landing Place was a relatively isolated reserve. But now that tourist traffic is rapidly 

expanding the 50 canvas and wood weekenders near the Landing Place have become an 

embarrassment. They are occupying valuable space, and some of them are very 

unsightly’.26 The second report in this series, titled ‘This Public Reserve Is Still Very 

Private’, focused on the makeshift settlement at Boat Harbour, on the ocean side of the 

Kurnell Peninsula. There were reportedly fifty squatters living on the public reserve, of 

which thirty-two had permissive occupancies but the other eighteen ‘no right to be there 

at all’. Describing the journey to the campsite, the journalist explained that ‘the track at 

length petered out in a sand drift, and we walked the last hundred yards. There on a 

grassy slope about a quarter of a mile down the coast was the Boat Harbour community: a 

huddle of tin and fibro cabins, with blue sea below and a dazzling arc of white sand 

behind’.27 It is a picture of paradise, but unfairly distributed.   

 

                                                
25 ‘The New Squatters—I. Their Homes Clutter Our Public Reserves’, Sydney Morning Herald, 7 February 
1959, p. 2. 
26 ibid. 
27 ‘The New Squatters—II. This Private Reserve Is Still Very Private’, Sydney Morning Herald, 9 February 
1959, p. 2.  
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Figure 4.2 Campground at Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, n.d. (c late 1950s) 
(Source: Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

Back at Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, the Trustees found that they had a battle 

on their hands when they first attempted to evict the campers (some of them permanent) 

and remove the cabins. It had served notice to quit to all residents by 30 June 1959,28 but 

many of the occupants refused to leave or to give up their weekenders. Their main 

argument against forced removal was that they had been living permanently on the 

reserve for many years without interference, or that their shack had been used seasonally 

by their respective families for decades. They had, in other words, a strong attachment to 

the place. Some of the permanent dwellers were also concerned that they had nowhere 

else to go.  As part of their resistance to being moved, when the Trust would not accept 

their rents, the campers opened their own back account and paid their monies into it. 

Following the closure of the campground at Commemoration Flat after notice to quit in 

1959, a new campground was established further south behind the Trustee employees’ 

cottage which had been built in 1957 and which now stands adjacent to Cape Solander 

Drive.  
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Figure 4.3 Plan of Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Kurnell, 1954, showing 
‘existing camping area’ (Source: Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

                                                                                                                                            
28 ‘The New Squatters—I’, 7 February 1959. 
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When the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service assumed responsibility for the 

reserve in the late 1960s, one of the first things it did was to close down the camping 

ground, but again this did not happen without a struggle from those who had managed to 

hold on. The upcoming 1970 bicentennial celebrations had added some urgency to this 

task. Eventually, the Reserve was officially closed to camping in May 1969. 

 

READING SIGNS OF ENVIRONMENTAL DAMAGE ON THE PENINSULA 

According to Myles Dunphy, the 1930s marks the beginning of the rapid decline of the 

peninsula’s natural environment. He wrote that ‘the speeded-up changes have been very 

great since 1934, and step by disastrous step, have caused a great degree of increasing 

consternation to conservators who ... have been animated by the desire to preserve the 

physical appearance of this significant place for posterity’.29 The decline is set against an 

image of this southern portion of the Botany Bay shore as having been largely preserved 

during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the condition that it was when 

Captain Cook had been there.  

In 1934, Dunphy had been invited by the Surveyor-General of New South Wales 

‘to research the matter of place-names for the projected new tourist map of Port Hacking 

and National Park district’.30 He accepted the invitation, but further recommended that: 

 

the area covered by the map [be] enlarged to make it more useful, so that it 

included all Sutherland Shire, Lower Georges River and part of Botany Bay. It 

extended southward beyond Royal National Park and westward to Woronora 

River; and also covered the Kurnell Peninsula.31  

  

Dunphy likewise suggested ‘some organisation of features and a system of additional 

place-names’. When later describing how he chose a series of old and new names for 

portions of the southern shore of Botany Bay, Dunphy explained that ‘this being the 

birthplace of eastern Australia the historical angle was considered very carefully. 

                                                
29 ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers. 
30 ibid. A few years earlier, in 1931, Dunphy had prepared a pilot map for the new Blue Mountains and 
Burragorang Valley Tourist Map. 
31 ibid. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

117 

Amongst these [new names] were five names in particular: Kurnell Peninsula, 

Birniemere, Holtmere, Connell Hills and Kurranulla’.32 They mainly reference early 

‘settlers’, the history of which was discussed in chapter 2. Some of these names ‘stuck’ 

and came into use, while others did not survive. Other still were corrupted from 

Dunphy’s original intention. He explains: 

 

Kurnell Peninsula was badly needed, was adopted and has been recognised and 

used ever since. Birniemere and Holtmere, both historic and appropriate names 

were approved and appeared on the first edition of the map, but for some reason 

never explained to M. J. Dunphy they did not appear on later maps. This has been 

a real nuisance as they have been badly needed, as he knew they would be, and 

the absence of Holtmere has led to the use of Towra Point, which is not the same 

place, nor yet North Holtmere. And Birniemere is better than South Kurnell. For 

some reason Ocean Trig. Station Hill was dubbed Connell Hill when what was 

intended was Connell Hills (plural). ...The term Kurranulla, which appears to be 

Aboriginal word which is the basis of Cronulla, whereas Kurnell could be the 

aboriginal rendering of Connell, was not used by the Departmental compilers. In 

my opinion it is too good a name to lose sight of, but it is available for use in the 

future.33 

 

What this mapping project provided, not only for Dunphy and those who helped him with 

it, but also to those who would later use the maps when trekking across the landscape, 

was ‘a clear indication of Kurnell Peninsula’.34 In the process of producing them, an 

intimate knowledge of the peninsula was generated as Dunphy and his colleagues walked 

the length and breadth of the peninsula, describing and cataloguing what they saw. The 

picture of the Kurnell Peninsula gained provided strong evidence that the fragile 

environment of the peninsula was under serious threat. The most obvious sign of rapid 

degradation in this period was the ‘shifting sand dune’. The movement of the dune had, 

                                                
32 ‘Kurnell Peninsula and Names Thereon’, 25 November 1969, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers.  
33 ibid. 
34 ibid. 
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according to the archaeologist F. P. Dickson, ‘been more prominent since the drought and 

bushfires of the late 1920s which destroyed much of the remaining scrub’.35  

 The sand dune became a popular Sydney recreation area, which no doubt 

contributed further to its instability. One magazine article published in 1963 described it 

as the “Playground of the Shifting Sand”, and described how for: 

 

more than 40 years, the sandhills have provided thousands of Sydneysiders and 

visitors with a unique recreation area. Every weekend, summer and winter, scores 

of trampers wander through the dunes in a solitude they normally would have to 

travel hundreds of miles from the metropolis to find. In the holiday periods, 

hundreds of visitors, young and old, dot the sandhills. Among them are casual 

strollers with a love of the outdoors, adventuring youngsters; botany, geology and 

anthropology students; birdwatchers; lovers; camera enthusiasts and until a few 

years ago, nudists.36 

 

It was also a popular place for a form of sand skiing and tobogganing, or simply for 

climbing up the steep banks and rolling back down again. Many children growing up in 

the Sutherland Shire in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s remember going to play in the sand 

dunes at Kurnell.  

The dunes were also valued by the Sydney construction industry, which 

contributed to the growth of a sand mining industry on the peninsula and which continues 

today. But its continuation is often at odds with campaigns to preserve what is left of the 

peninsula’s natural environment. A series of government inquiries in the 1970s and 1980s 

sought to reach some compromise between the interests of the sand mining companies 

that have worked the area for decades, and the area’s environmental values, particularly 

around Towra Point, which contain internationally recognised wetlands and bird habitats.   

 

 

 

                                                
35 Dickson, 1973, p. 47. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

119 

 

Figure 4.4 ‘Dunes south of Quibray Bay’ (Source: Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

In addition to being a serious environmental problem, a onetime popular playground and 

a site of industry, the moving sand dune is also an evocative metaphor. Its continual 

movement suggests “unsettlement”, which is somewhat at odds with the use of the site to 

commemorate “settlement”. The drift of sand, which at times threatened to swamp the 

entire peninsula and make it uninhabitable, suggests an image of nature out of control and 

unable to be uncontrolled by humans. It is as though the landscape is constantly in flux. 

And as the sand moves, surprising and unexpected evidence of a hidden past buried just 

beneath the surface was continually exposed, which then just as quickly as the sand 

continued its march, became covered over again.  

A series of external threats to what had by that time come to be recognised as a 

fragile ecosystem began to be made in the period from the 1930s onwards, such as 

considerable agitation to construct a road into Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve. 

The conservationists were against the road-building proposal because they believed it 

would contribute to a rapid increase in visitation, which in their view constituted the 

greatest potential threat to the environment. They wanted the area to instead remain 

                                                                                                                                            
36 Jeff Carter, ‘Playground of the shifting sand: Where Cook trod, birdwatchers and lovers now roam’, 
People, 11 September 1963, pp. 12-14. 
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pedestrian-only and were pleased when in 1938, Sir Thomas Bavin, who gave the main 

address at the annual Captain Cook landing ceremony, expressed similar sentiments 

stating that he hoped a road would not be built.37  But there were many others who 

wanted a road into the park, including some of the Trustees and the local council. 

Concerned about the changes they had witnessed over the course of twenty or so 

years, including a noticeable reduction in bird life and other fauna, some conservationists 

(including Dunphy) agitated for flora and fauna reserves to be established. The main 

groups involved were the Mountain Trails Club, Sydney Bush Walkers and the Parks and 

Playgrounds Movement. In his reminiscence, Dunphy notes that the ‘campaign for more 

reserves had its effect: on 4 December 1936 a quarter mile wide strip reserve of 450 acres 

extent was made along the cliffed front facing the sea, from Cape Solander to Boat 

Harbour’.38 Then, according to Dunphy, ‘a few years [after 1936] a further area of 980 

acres was reserved to cover the area westward of the strip reserve across to the western 

boundary of alienated lands. This reserve also extended from Captain Cook Park south to 

Boat Harbour’.39 According to Dunphy’s notes the area covered by the new reserve was 

held ‘as a permissive occupancy by G. McHugh who kept a dairy and used the area for 

stock grazing purposes – a poor thing to happen to Solander’s and Banks’ native flower 

gardens’.40  

Part of the plan for the area was to preserve it as a natural reserve that would 

preserve and commemorate the botanical work carried out by Joseph Banks and Daniel 

Solander during the eight days they were at Botany Bay. Dunphy described it as a 

‘primitive area’. As Dunphy explained in his notes, the proposal was to develop it as ‘a 

wilderness area compatible with the name Botany Bay’.41 As mentioned in chapter 1, 

Banks and Solander had collected an amazing array of plant specimens while at Botany 

Bay. Had the locals been more amenable to entering into relations with the voyagers, it is 

likely that this might not have been the case. Banks certainly was as interested in 

engaging with the local people as he was in learning about the plant life. But as I have 

                                                
37 ‘The incidence of major parklands in New South Wales’, Prepared for Parks & Wildlife, vol. 2, no. 5,  
1979, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers. 
38 ibid. 
39 ibid. 
40 ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers. 
41 ibid. 
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already mentioned in chapter 1, in the absence of close and sustained contact with the 

Gweagal, Banks had to be satisfied with familiarising himself with the exotic flora and 

fauna he found at the bay. He provides some descriptions that help present-day readers to 

create a picture in their mind’s eye of the Botany Bay environment and indigenous 

people’s use of it. For instance he described how on 1 May 1770: 

 

The Captn Dr Solander, myself and some of the people, making in all 10 musquets, 

resolved to make an excursion into the countrey. We accordingly did so and walkd 

till we compleatly tird ourselves, which was in the evening, seeing by the way only 

one Indian who ran from us as soon as he saw us. The Soil wherever we saw it 

consisted of either swamps or light sandy soil on which grew very few species of 

trees, one which was large yeilding a gum much like sanguis draconis, but every 

place was coverd with vast quantities of grass. We saw many Indian houses and 

places where they slept upon the grass without the least shelter; in these we left 

beads ribbands &c. We saw on quadruped about the size of a Rabbit, My 

Greyhound just got sight of him and instantly lamd himself against a stump which 

lay conceald in the long grass; we saw also the dung of a large animal that had fed 

on grass which much resembled that of a Stag; also the footsteps of an animal clawd 

like a dog or wolf and as large as the latter; and of a small animal whose feet were 

like those of a polecat or weesel. The trees over our heads abounded very much 

with Loryquets and Cocatoos of which we shot several; both these sorts flew in 

flocks of several scores together.42 

 

In addition to shooting birds, observing animal droppings and tracks, leaving beads and 

ribbands at the locals’ huts, this party must have also done a lot of collecting of plant 

specimens which they added to the store that had already been accumulated on 29 and 30 

April 1770. On those previous respective days, Banks noted that: ‘Dr Solander and 

myself went a little way into the woods and found many plants, but saw nothing like 

                                                
42 Joseph Banks, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks: 1768-1771, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, The Trustees 
of the Public Library of New South Wales in association with Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1962, p. 57. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

122 

people’ and ‘Our people went ashore as usual, Dr Solander and myself into the woods’.43  

Two days later, on 3 May, Banks notes that ‘our collection of Plants has now grown so 

immensly large that it was necessary that some extrordinary care should be taken of them 

least they should spoil in the books’.44 He had on the rainy morning before been 

‘contented to find an excuse for staying on board to examine [the collection of plants] a 

little at least’, but he goes onto note that ‘in the afternoon however it cleard up and we 

returnd to our old occupation of collecting, in which we had our usual good success’.45 If 

nothing more, the botanical collection made by Banks and others at what later became 

known as Botany Bay is significant for the sheer size of it.  

There is a scene that Banks describes for 3 May, which suggests the momentary 

overlapping of lives and activities along the shore which nicely encapsulates the theme of 

‘where cultures meet’, although it must be noted without the exchange of dialogue so it is 

a meeting in only a very limited sense. The scene has Banks and some assistants 

presumably drying the large collection of plant specimens in the sun. The open-air 

“drying room” was somewhere along the shore, I presume the south shore, although there 

is no indication at all in Banks’ account. Here he had laid out a sail. Imagine it lined with 

200 quires (each of which is 24 uniform sheets of paper) between the leaves of which 

were cuttings of what would later be named Banksia ericifolia and Banksia serrata, 

among many, many others. For the entire day, Banks and his men patiently turned the 

single sheets and the pages of the quires so that each was exposed to the sun from a time 

in order that all the specimens were dried and thus preserved. ‘By this means’, Banks 

recorded, ‘they came on board at night in very good condition’.46 

But this was not the only human activity taking place. Banks tells his readers that: 

 

During the time this was doing, 11 Canoes, in each of which was one Indian, came 

towards us. We soon saw that the people in them were employed in striking fish; 

they came within about ½ a mile of us intent on their own employments and not at 

all regarding us. Opposite the place where they were several of our people were 

                                                
43 ibid, p. 56. 
44 ibid, p. 58. 
45 ibid. 
46 ibid. 
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shooting; one Indian may be prompted by curiosity landed, hauld up his canoe and 

went towards them; he stayd about a quarter of an hour and then launchd his boat 

and went off, probably that time had been spent in watching behind trees to see 

what our people did.47  

 

It is an evocative scene, with various groups going about their respective business but 

clearly with an eye on what the other is doing. What were the locals thinking about what 

they observed the interlopers doing? What were they watching for? And were they really 

as preoccupied with spearing fish as Banks believed?  

Banks continued with his work of collecting specimens of flora and fauna, 

seashells and small fish, for a few more days. He became more confident in his work, 

moving further and further into the woods with little fear that the locals would interfere. 

His entry for 4 May begins ‘myself in the woods botanizing as usual, now quite void of 

fear as our neighbours have turnd out rank cowards’.48 And on 5 May, aware that the 

following day the ship would be sailing, Dr Solander and Banks ‘were employd the 

whole day in collecting specimens of as many things as we possibly could to be examind 

at sea’.49 And thus ended a week spent amassing what was the largest collection of 

botanical material from any of the places visited on the voyage. As Nicholas Thomas 

notes of that frenzy of flower picking: 

 

Banks gathered a staggering range of plants – more here, more quickly and more 

that were new than he and Solander had found anywhere else. He discovered one 

that he thought extravagantly wonderful and that would be named after him. He was 

so busy collecting, arranging, drying and preserving things that he did not even 

mention Banksia serrata in his journal, but I can hear him telling Parkinson [the 

artist] that he was vastly pleased by it, and that he must draw these fibrillous 

flowers, jagged leaves, and broken fruity genitals. This banksia would, much later, 

become nothing if not an icon of the Australian bush. As yet, there was no nation 

                                                
47 ibid, pp. 58-59. 
48 ibid, p. 59. I discussed Banks’ assessment of the locals’ courage or otherwise in chapter 1. 
49 ibid, p. 60. 
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for it to represent; it was just another specimen, but a wonderfully idiosyncratic 

antipodean one.50 

 

It was the uniqueness, or the exoticism, that made the collection from Botany Bay so 

celebrated back in Europe when the Endeavour finally returned to England in 1771. 

According to Richard White, ‘the specimens which the naturalists took back from the 

new continent firmly established it in the minds of scientists as a land of oddities. To be 

native to New Holland was to be, almost by definition, freakish and bizarre’.51 The 

specimens taken by Banks and Solander from Botany Bay served to unsettle seriously the 

established system of classifying the plant world because they defied the conventional 

criteria. Linnaeus, whose system it was, called Banks’ and Solander’s quarry ‘a matchless 

and truly astonishing collection, such as has never been seen before, not may ever be seen 

again’.52 It was a collection that was to have ramifications in the world of science for 

many years to come.  

Banks remained a central figure in that world, overseeing a global collecting 

enterprise that included the new British colony at New South Wales when it was 

established (in part on Banks’s own recommendation) in 1788. As Alan Frost points out, 

the sojourn in Botany Bay in 1770 was only the start of Banks’s botanical interest in New 

Holland.53 After British colonisation, Banks was a prominent figure in what some 

historians have described as the transportability of nature. He co-ordinated a large 

collecting network, which involved some members of the first fleet and other early 

colonists in New South Wales sending specimens back to him in England. The Kew 

Gardens in London contain some of those early items.  

But while they are often mentioned in the history of the site, Banks and Solander 

long played second fiddle to Captain Cook, and their botanical work is considered 

secondary to the act of ‘discovery’ and of ‘landing’. It is interesting to note that the 

conservationists had approached the Trustees of Captain Cook’s Landing Place to be 

                                                
50 Nicholas Thomas, Discoveries: The Voyages of Captain Cook, Allen Lane, London, 2003, p. 114. 
51 Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images and Identity, 1688-1980, George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1981, p. 6.  
52 Cited in White, 1981, p. 6. 
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involved in their plan to create a large nature reservation that would honour the work of 

the two naturalists, but the Trust had decided not to be involved, on the basis that it 

already had sufficient responsibilities managing the Landing Place. According to 

Dunphy, ‘they had enough to do to maintain their particular charge on the meagre funds 

allowed them, and to stage the annual celebration of Cook’s landing, with its speeches by 

trustees and historians and government representatives and a detachment from the Royal 

Australian Navy’.54 But at the same time it is worth reminding ourselves that the 

Trustees’ focus had always been much more on Captain Cook than it ever was on Banks 

or Solander. Moreover, their mode of commemoration was to change the natural 

landscape into a monumental one; the conservationists preferred preservation of nature as 

a means by which to honour and commemorate the late eighteenth-century naturalists 

who had made their world-famous collection at this place a hundred and fifty or so years 

earlier.  

Yet, it was a cruel twist that after succeeding in having much of the ground set 

aside for public reserves that within a few years a large portion was made available for an 

oil refinery. The construction of the oil refinery was a threat of unprecedented 

proportions to the natural environment. Not only did the refinery itself wipe out large 

sections of bushland, but it also opened up the once isolated peninsula to greater 

residential uses and visitation. It was building of the oil refinery that ultimately led to the 

construction of the road, which some people had been wanting for over twenty years. 

Almost immediately the numbers of visitors to Captain Cook’s Landing Place increased. 

A newspaper article entitled “Kurnell Rediscovered” explained that ‘the building of an oil 

refinery near the landing place reserve necessitated the construction of bitumen roads to 

the refinery site’ and that as a result ‘this national shrine now has thousands of motorist 

visitors at weekends’.55 With the road, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve became a 

relatively short twenty-five mile drive from the city rather than a lengthy tram ride to La 

Perouse followed by a tourist ferry across the bay, which could take the best part of a half 

a day. One outcome of this was the greater use of the reserve for weekend recreation, 

                                                                                                                                            
53 Alan Frost, ‘The antipodean exchange: European horticulture and imperial designs’, in David Philip 
Miller and Peter Hanns Reill (eds), Visions of Empire: Voyages, Botany, and Representations of Nature, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, pp. 58-79. 
54 ‘Reminiscence by M. J. D.: Kurnell Peninsula’, August 1974, Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers. 
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such as picnics, walking and swimming. Prior to this, according to one report, only 

‘tourists determined to take in every one of Sydney’s sights, or enthusiasts for history’ 

would bother to make the long trek out there, although as we have seen this was not 

entirely true because the reserve had been popular for recreation in the 1930s and 1940s 

before the construction of the road.56 The road did however mean that its use for 

recreation purposes increased. This can clearly be seen today. Most of the visitors to the 

park come – often in large family or social groups – to have picnics in the grounds, rather 

than to pay homage to Cook, Banks and Solander or to meditate on the birth of the 

nation.  

With the proposal to build the oil refinery a new round of protests to protect the 

peninsula emerged, this time led by a group called the Save Kurnell Committee. It was 

made up of a number of representatives from nature study and conservation societies in 

the area, the National Trust and the National Parks Association. In their arguments 

against development they sought to mobilise the historical significance of the site, 

pointing out for instance that American companies (the oil company was American) 

would not think of building an oil refinery on one of the most revered historical sites in 

the United States, Plymouth Rock. These protest groups and their supporters also did not 

find an ally in the Trustees of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, who appeared to 

support the development in general terms as long as it did not encroach on the precious 

landing site. A letter written in reply to one from the Progressive Housewives Association 

of New South Wales stated that: 

 

Although certain press reports have stated that the proposed refinery site includes 

part of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, this is not so. The site does not 

encroach on the area of 260 acres under the control of the Trustees; nor will the 

refinery be visible from the Botany Bay foreshore of the Reserve where Captain 

Cook landed and where the many historic memorials are situated. In view of this, 

the Trustees are not directly concerned in the proposals. In their opinion, the 
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decision should be left to the authorities whose function it is to control the future 

development of Sydney.57 

 

The Trust’s historical vision was trained on only a small portion of the entire landscape, 

where the landing had occurred. In the end, the considerable community protests were, as 

we know, to no avail. The development went ahead and the extensive Kurnell Oil 

Refinery was built on land abutting Kurnell village and a short distance from the 

boundary of the Captain Cook reserve.  It covered some of the land that Dunphy and 

others had managed for a short period to have preserved.  

 

 

Figure 4.5 Aerial view of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site with Kurnell Oil Refinery 
in background, c. 1970 (Source: Botany Bay National Park) 
 

The result is that Captain Cook’s Landing Place reserve now sits in the shadow of the 

refinery’s smoke stacks. This strikes many as an odd juxtaposition of land uses, which 

                                                
57 Letter from C. S. Arndale, Honorary Secretary, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust, to Portia Geach, 
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many observers have commented on. Some are perplexed that the site should be used 

both as a site of preservation (of heritage and of nature) and on the other of large scale 

industrialisation and development. In this way of thinking, the assumption appears to be 

that a place where the past is preserved ought to be protected from the present. This is the 

line that the English historian Geoffrey Moorhouse takes, when he expresses at length his 

disgust and amazement that the scale of development at Botany Bay should have been 

allowed to occur. In his book Sydney he wrote: ‘If ever a European heirloom in Australia 

ought to have been preserved from all forms of pollution, this was one’.58 And he went on 

to conclude his diatribe against the unchecked development by saying: 

 

Botany Bay, handled with imagination, might have been an unspoilt sanctuary, a 

healing place where two races could have been clearly and gratefully and 

generously reconciled. As things are, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the 

people who thought up the port extension, and those who want both it and the 

airport to be even bigger than they already are, have spat upon their own past, and 

upon all Australian ancestry.59 

 

In my view, Moorhouse’s position is overly nostalgic and utopian, but it is worth taking 

note of because it gives expression to the types of emotions that can be evoked when 

‘sacred’ historical landscapes such as Botany Bay are seen not to be properly revered.  

Nicholas Thomas is more sanguine in his comments, recognising that despite the 

incursions of the present pockets of the past remained preserved on the Botany Bay 

landscape and that the beauty of the place lingers on regardless. In Discoveries, he wrote: 

 

Botany Bay is still beautiful, despite the oil refineries massed around this ‘South 

shore’, the airport runways that stab into the waters from the northwest, and 

diverse other excrescences of suburban and industrial Sydney. There are places 

behind the dune where all this can be imagined away, where the shallow waters 

are stained yellow-brown from bracken and wattle blown or washed into the 
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water, where sandbars have become crab ghettoes, where flathead and mullet are 

motionless in the hot still water at the top of the tide.60 

 

But it is an image of a landscape in which the pockets of the past that do remain are 

precarious. In a similar mode, Paul Carter, in the opening pages of his The Road to 

Botany Bay, described his struggle to see, beyond the considerable development of 

Botany Bay, what Banks saw when he had been there over two centuries earlier. ‘A more 

sensuous trace of aircraft and oil refineries’, Carter writes, ‘stains the prospect but, with a 

selective eye, the outlines of what Cook saw, the rim of the shore on which Banks’ 

natives remained absorbed in their own preoccupations, these material facts remain 

discernible’.61 Carter’s book is about the ways of seeing that the voyagers and colonial 

explorers brought with them and the language that they used to describe what they saw, 

which he argues constructed the landscape in particular, he calls it imperial, ways. In the 

sentence that I have quoted, there is something in what Carter hopes to see that has 

parallels with what the nineteenth-century visitors to Botany Bay which I discussed in 

chapter 2, who view the landscape through imagining what the late eighteenth century 

voyagers said about it, came in search of. Carter and others like him, takes in what 

remains of the Botany Bay shoreline and the landscape beyond and sees what ‘Cook saw’ 

because of Cook’s own text serves as his guide.  

But despite appeals to stop more development occurring at Botany Bay, appeals 

that often make reference to environmental, historical and cultural significance, the area 

continues to be threatened by proposals to build toxic industries there. The most recent 

example of this is the proposal to build a desalination plant at Kurnell. Whether or not the 

desalination plant project goes ahead, what seems certain is that the long-running contest 

between Botany Bay’s industrial uses and its historic and natural heritage will continue 

for some time yet.  
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CHAPTER 5 

REMEMBERING DISPOSSESSION AND SURVIVAL 

THE REMAKING OF CAPTAIN COOK’S LANDING PLACE RESERVE 

 

The two hundredth anniversary in 1970 of the arrival of Captain Cook at Botany Bay 

provided the occasion for a large historical re-enactment at the Landing Place Reserve. 

Each year, for almost every year since Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve had been 

gazetted in 1899, the day when Cook stepped ashore for the first time had been modestly 

commemorated by a small gathering of various officials and interested members of the 

public.1 As described in chapter three, this typically included some wreath-laying, tree-

planting, flag-raising and speech-making followed by afternoon tea.  

The plans for the commemoration in 1970 were much more ambitious. An event 

to mark the anniversary of the landing at Botany Bay was included as part of the program 

for what was dubbed the “Year of Cook”. The bicentenary was hailed as a celebration of 

the ‘discovery and exploration of the East Coast of Australia by Captain James Cook’. 

According to the Premier’s message in the printed program for the re-enactment at 

Kurnell, the discovery of the east by Cook is ‘a great occasion in our Nation’s history and 

provide[d] the people of the mother State of New South Wales with an unparalleled 

opportunity of expressing appreciation of Captain Cook’s achievement which led to the 

founding of our heritage’.2 This linking of Cook with the later British settlement of the 

territory was especially pronounced during the bicentennial year. Captain Cook was 

understood as the ‘man who literally put Australia on the map’.3 

The re-enactment of the landing at Kurnell was organised by the Captain Cook 

Bi-Centenary Celebrations Citizens Committee, under the stewardship of Asher Joel.4 It 

was billed as ‘the climax of the celebrations’. Members of the British Royal Family 

attended, arriving at Botany Bay from Sydney Harbour in the Britannia. The event had 

                                                
1 According to correspondence held in the Captain Cook Landing Place Trust Archives, it seems that there 
were only a couple of years during WWI when the ceremony was not held. Captain Cook’s Landing Place 
(CCLP) Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell. 
2 ‘Re-enactment of the landing at Kurnell, 29 April, 1970’, Captain Cook Bi-centenary Celebrations, 200th 
Anniversary of the Discovery and Exploration of the East Coast of Australia, CCLP Trust Archives. 
3 ibid. 
4 For details of various commemorative events that year, see Sir Asher Joel Papers, Mitchell Library, 
Sydney. 
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been largely designed for television because the organisers were conscious that the 

Landing Place Reserve was quite limited in terms of how many people it could 

accommodate.5 The narrow single road leading into the site remained an issue, and 

indeed on the day there were reports of grid-lock. The estimates of the size of the crowd 

vary, but some newspapers reported the rather unhelpful figure of “thousands”, which 

included some people who had camped overnight to get a good position to view the re-

enactment the following day. It was also reported that ‘others walked the five miles along 

the narrow road to the historic site, carrying babies and picnic-baskets’.6  

 

 

Figure 5.1 Crowds watching re-enactment of Captain Cook’s landing at Botany Bay, 1970 
(Source: Botany Bay National Park) 

 

The re-enactment was held around the Captain Cook obelisk. Seating for onlookers was 

provided on the slope behind the monument, and a large marquee was erected in front of 

the monument for the many official guests. The stage for the re-enactment was the 

landing rock and the beach immediately to the east of it. The performance included a cast 

of about twenty-two Aboriginal people, who had been organised by Ken Colbung. They 

began the show by paddling about in canoes in the shallow waters, before moving onto 

the beach where they roasted their catch. It was at this stage in proceedings that Captain 

                                                
5 ‘Re-enactment of the landing at Kurnell, 29 April, 1970’, CCLP Trust Archives. 
6 ‘The landing at Botany Bay’, The Australian Women’s Weekly, 13 May 1970, p. 2. 
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Cook and his men appeared in their long boat. Following as closely as possible the 

accounts provided by Cook and Banks in their journals, the sailors threw trinkets onto the 

beach, the locals showed only passing interest in them, the women and children retreated, 

and the two warriors stood to resist the landing. Shots were fired, and the landing made. 

The show ended with the British ensign being planted in the sand, before school children, 

representing the various nationalities of the Australian community and symbolising the 

youth and promise of the nation, ran down to the beach to join Captain Cook.7  

 

 

Figure 5.2 Re-enactment of Captain Cook’s landing at Botany Bay, 1970 (Source: 
National Library of Australia) 

 

There were some hitches in proceedings. The event was upstaged by some university 

students in a speedboat who sought to claim Australia in the name of King George III and 

the University of Sydney. The headlines in newspapers across Australia the next day 

                                                
7 This description is based on the film of the event, which is held in the collections of the State Library of 
New South Wales. Royal Visit 1970: Re-enactment: The Landing at Botany Bay 1770 (videorecording), 
Australia, 1970. 
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declared “too many Captain Cooks”, which incidentally was to become a familiar refrain 

among Aboriginal people in the north of Australia as they began to make public their 

own versions of the Captain Cook “myth”.8 And the public address system did not work, 

which made it difficult for the audience to hear the speeches from the dignitaries. A film 

of the entire event was made, and in that recording one can hear Queen Elizabeth II 

describe in her speech, Kurnell as the ‘place that saw the beginnings of modern 

Australian history’ as well as acknowledge ‘that the original inhabitants of Australia 

suffered’.9 According to some reports, the Premier R. W. Askin, had been far less tactful 

in his comments about the implications of Cook’s ‘discovery and exploration’ of the 

territory on Aboriginal people. He said that ‘we are now trying to restore something of 

what they inevitably lost in moving out of the Stone Age into the age of machinery’.10 

One newspaper editorial suggested that ‘the unsubtle Mr Askin, wrestling with his 

microphone, would have been wiser to let their plight go unmentioned rather than gloss 

over it with a few ill-chosen words’.11 

At precisely the same time as Queen Elizabeth and Mr Askin were making their 

speeches, a group of Aboriginal people had congregated on the opposite side of the bay at 

La Perouse to protest against the re-enactment and to draw attention to the suffering to 

which the Queen had alluded. They described their protest as a “mourning ceremony”. As 

I explained in my book, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, it had been organised by the 

Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and the 

National Tribal Council, and its aims were to draw attention to Aboriginal people’s 

dispossession from their land and to appeal for national land rights. In a symbolic gesture 

highlighting the death and loss caused to Aboriginal people across Australia by 

colonisation—which, for Aboriginal people, was directly tied to the arrival of Captain 

Cook in Botany Bay in 1770—wreaths were thrown into the bay. Aboriginal poet, Kath 

Walker (Oodgeroo Noonuccal), read an oration she had written. It underscored how 

British colonisation had resulted in dispossession, the end of sacred ceremonies and 

                                                
8 See Chips Mackinolty and Paddy Wainburranga, ‘Too Many Captain Cooks’, in Tony Swain and Deborah 
Bird Rose (eds), Aboriginal Australians and Christian missions: ethnographic and historical studies, 
Australian Association for the Study of Religions, Adelaide, 1988, pp. 355-360. 
9 Royal Visit 1970 (videorecording). 
10 Sydney Telegraph, 30 April 1970, Sir Asher Joel Papers. 
11 Border Morning Mail, 30 April 1970, Sir Asher Joel Papers. 
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unhappy people with an unhappy past. She described Aboriginal people as ‘the strangers 

now’. The protestors wore red headbands, symbolising blood spilt, and carried signs with 

the names of ‘lost tribes’. The symbols, actions and words used in the mourning 

ceremony provided a potent contrast with those of birth and beginnings that characterised 

the re-enactment at Kurnell, and with the bicentennial celebrations held throughout 

1970.12  

 

 

 Figure 5.3 Mourning ceremony at La Perouse, 1970 (Source: The Australian) 

 

It is important to consider briefly the significance of the location for the ‘mourning 

ceremony’. In my earlier work, I argued that ‘the mourning ceremony drew some of its 

symbolic power from the history and the meaning of the land on which it was staged: [a] 

tiny slice of Botany Bay’s northern headland long occupied by an Aboriginal 

settlement’. 13  In 1970, the Aboriginal reserve at La Perouse was still vested in 

government hands, but Aboriginal people across the country were seeking the return to 

them of portions of land such as this one. One Aboriginal leader described the Aboriginal 

                                                
12 This extract is taken directly from Maria Nugent, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, Allen & Unwin, 
Sydney, 2005, pp. 176-177.  
13 Nugent, 2005, p. 177. 
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reserve on Botany Bay’s north head as ‘tiny part, an outpost of “our Israel”, the tribal 

Promised Lands for whose return the Aboriginal militants most urgently yearn’.14  

The juxtaposition of the re-enactment with the mourning ceremony makes it clear 

that some Aboriginal people were willing to participate in ‘white’ forms of historical 

remembrance, and others to protest against it. I have not directly spoken to any of the 

participants involved in either activity, so I cannot with confidence say much about the 

divergent choices and motivations of the respective groups. But what is perhaps 

interesting to note is that this spectrum of responses continued (and continues still) to be 

evident in the various ways that Aboriginal people have used Botany Bay in the last three 

or so decades as a stage from which to share with the broader Australian society their 

own understandings of the implications and meanings of Captain Cook’s arrival in 1770. 

In tracing a brief history of this, one can see examples of Aboriginal people’s protest 

against historical celebrations, their participation in commemorations organised by non-

Aboriginal people, and alternatively the performance by Aboriginal people of their own 

re-enactments and commemorations, in which they assume control for how the history of 

Captain Cook will be told.  

Moreover, the various types of interventions which different groups of Aboriginal 

people have made there over the last three or so decades functions as something of an 

index to the changing contours of Australian historical consciousness. In broad terms, the 

shifts can be organised into three overlapping phases. The first was mainly characterised 

as an effort to expose the “dark side” of Australian history. The second included an 

emphasis on celebrating the survival of Aboriginal people and their culture. And the third 

(and which remains active) involves black and white working towards reconciliation with 

each other to emphasis their ‘shared’ heritage as well as to come to terms with the burden 

of history.  

In telling this story, my focus is on charting the changing symbolism of the actual 

site over the last thirty or so years and tracking its different uses for expressing and 

communicating new and divergent understandings about Captain Cook and the history he 

inaugurated. But we must keep in mind that it is not only Aboriginal people who were 

                                                
14 Cited in Margaret Jones, ‘At La Perouse, a new drive for land rights’, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 April 
1970, p. 2. 
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and are the driving forces behind these shifts. In more recent times, the NSW National 

Parks and Wildlife Service, the agency that became responsible for the management of 

the site at around the same time that these broader social changes began to gain 

momentum in the late 1960s, have responded to and sought to incorporate these new 

historical and symbolic perspectives into their management of this important cultural 

landscape. Its influence is an important part of the story of Captain Cook’s landing place 

(and Botany Bay more broadly) at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of 

the twenty-first.  

 

THE GAZETTAL OF CAPTAIN COOK’S LANDING PLACE HISTORIC SITE AND THE 

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE MUSEUM 

In October 1967, Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve was permanently reserved as 

Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site under the provisions of the National Parks 

and Wildlife Act which had come into operation in 1967. Yet, despite this formal change 

in the status of the reserve, the ‘care, control and management of the Site remained with 

the previous Trustees’, at least for a time.15 According to Captain Cook’s Landing Place 

Historic Site – Plan of Management, which was published in 1972, the ‘Historic Site is 

an area of about 800 acres (324 hectares) situated on the eastern or seaward edge of the 

Kurnell Peninsula, which forms the southern shore of Botany Bay’.16 The Historic Site 

was made up of 700 acres (283 hectares) which was ‘shown by red edge of plan 

catalogued Ms.20239 Sy. in the Department of Lands’ as well as an additional 100 acres 

(40 hectares) which had been gazetted in December 1968.17 The additional area of 40 

hectares adjoined the southernmost boundary of Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic 

Site. Only a portion (248 acres or about 100 hectares) of the available land on the 

headland had been set aside in 1899 as Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve. Records 

held by the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service show that in 1966 ‘approval [had] 

been given to the addition of about 475 acres of adjoining lands to [Captain Cook’s 

Landing Place Reserve]. Such lands comprise[d] parts of Reserves 66460 and 73088 for 

                                                
15 National Parks and Wildlife Service of New South Wales, ‘Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site: 
Plan of Management’, 1972, p. 7. 
16 ibid, p. 5. 
17 ibid. 
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Public Recreation notified 4th December 1936 and 18th February 1949 respectively under 

the control of Sutherland Shire Council’.18 These were the two reserves which Myles 

Dunphy and others had played a major role in preserving (discussed in chapter 4). 

Excluded from the additions was ‘land and easement for access acquired by the 

Commonwealth for navigation and lighthouse services’.19 This lot (Lot 1 DP 90998) of 

923.2 square metres was finally added to Botany Bay National Park in March 2003.20 

Other exclusions were Trig. Reserve 19698 notified 17th February 1894 and Strip 150 

feet wide east of portion 993 (Australian Oil Refining Pty Ltd) being protection strip for 

storage tanks.21 

Just a few months prior to this change in status of the reserve, a museum and 

information centre had been built at the site. The museum, under the directorship of Nick 

Carter, was mainly devoted to telling the story of Captain Cook and displaying the flora 

and fauna that was much prized by Banks and Solander. A museum and visitors centre 

had been ‘proposed for more than forty years’ by the CCLP Trust, but had not been 

realised because of lack of finance. However, the upcoming 1970 bicentenary of Cook’s 

arrival seemed to help deepen the state government’s pockets. Funds were allocated to 

the project by the Minister for Lands. The opening ceremony was held on Saturday 29 

April 1967 on the 197th anniversary of the landing. By 30th June, ‘some 5000 people had 

visited the Museum [and] during the next year to 30th June 1968 a further 43 500 people 

had visited. These included some 11 000 school children in conducted parties’.22  

 

                                                
18 ‘Historic Site. Captain Cook’s Landing Place’, Memo from Officer-in-Charge, General Drafting Branch, 
11 January 1966, NRS17408/1/1, NSW DEC.  
19 ibid. 
20 NSW Government Gazette No. 60, 14 March 2003. 
21 ‘Historic Site. Captain Cook’s Landing Place’, Memo from Officer-in-Charge, General Drafting Branch, 
11 January 1966, NRS17408/1/1, NSW DEC. 
22 Notes on Museum and Information Centre, Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Kurnell, CCLP Trust 
Archives.  
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Figure 5.4 Captain Cook Museum at Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Reserve,  
c. 1970 (Source: Botany Bay National Park) 

 

It is worth noting the long use of the historic site for educating Australian school children 

about the nation’s past. As early as 1934, Kurnell was being promoted in The School 

Magazine, a serial produced monthly by the New South Wales Department of Education 

as place where students could learn about Captain Cook and his achievements. An article, 

prepared by K. R. Cramp, noted that ‘Kurnell is a most interesting spot, and is well worth 

a visit by school classes. ... The caretaker’s cottage is also well worth a visit, because in 

two of its rooms pictures, books, and relics of Captain Cook are exhibited’.23 Some of 

these relics, previously held in the caretaker’s cottage, were displayed in the museum 

when it was eventually realised over thirty years later. Similarly in 1946, ‘Kurnell—

Captain Cook’s Landing Place’ was promoted in The Education Gazette. A short article 

began by telling readers that: “The Trustees of Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Kurnell, 

desire to encourage groups of school pupils and members of various organisations to visit 

Kurnell and view the places of interest associated with the names of Captain James Cook 

and Sir Joseph Banks who landed there on 29th April, 1770”.24 

 

                                                
23 K. R. Cramp, ‘Captain Cook and Kurnell’, The School Magazine, vol. xix, no. 3, 2 April 1934, pp. 34-36.  
24 The Education Gazette, 1 August 1946, p. 284, CCLP Trust Archives. 
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Figure 5.5 Group of school children at Captain Cook’s obelisk, c. 1920s (Source: 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, Kurnell) 

 

As these two items in educational magazines indicate, the historical interest of Kurnell 

for Australian school children was its association with Captain Cook and Joseph Banks. 

They were both presented as important figures in Australian history for their 

achievements in the areas of navigation and the natural sciences respectively. But a visit 

by school children to the site was also advocated on the basis that ‘the outcome of Cook’s 

landing there in 1770, [was] the settlement of the British in Australia ... eighteen years 

later’.25 In this respect, a visit to Kurnell was encouraged as contributing to Australian 

school students’ education about the British origins of the national community.26  Botany 

Bay National Park, Kurnell, remains an important ‘open air’ educational facility. The 

NSW Department of School Education has a permanent presence there, providing 

programs for school children across a range of grades. In addition to teaching about 

Captain Cook’s time at Botany Bay, which it must be noted includes material on the 

perspectives of local indigenous people, the program also has a natural history element 

focusing on the botanical work of Banks and Solander. 

                                                
25 ibid. 
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Figure 5.6 School children visiting Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site, c. 1970  
(Source: Botany Bay National Park) 
 
 

Despite the National Parks and Wildlife Service assuming responsibility for the site in the 

late 1960s, the overall historical interpretation of it remained much as it had been for 

most of the twentieth century when it had been under the control of the Trustees. This can 

be easily seen in the plan of management produced by the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service of New South Wales in 1972, which strongly reflects a predominantly settler 

perspective in the statements of historical significance. This suggests that the Aboriginal 

protests in 1970 had had little immediate local impact. For instance, under the heading 

‘Basis for Reservation’, the plan of management stated: ‘The Historic Site is important in 

its association with the first European exploration of the east coast of Australia, and the 

initial European settlement of the continent’.27 The emphasis in the description that 

follows is on the early voyages to Botany Bay. For instance, the arrival and activities of 

Captain Cook are briefly described, followed by the some discussion of the decision to 

                                                                                                                                            
26 My colleague, Professor Graeme Davison, explained to me that his science master in the 1940s extolled 
him and his classmates to ‘remember Kurnell’. 
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send the First Fleet to establish a penal colony and ending with mention of the fleeting 

visit of Lapérouse. The only references to Aboriginal people are that among the Cook 

expedition ‘there was a keen interest in the Aborigines, though attempts to communicate 

with them were unsuccessful and there were some skirmishes’, and that archaeological 

evidence found at the site ‘established an antiquity of approximately 360 ± 110 years 

BP ..., which together with stratified European material, establishes this Site’s 

contemporaneity with the period of earliest white contact’.28  

The post-contact history of the area begins somewhat predictably in 1815 with the 

grant of land to Captain James Birnie. As discussed in chapter 2, this reflects a common 

pattern whereby the narrative jumps from ‘first’ contacts in 1770 and 1788 to ‘first’ land 

grants in 1815. What is missing from this account is explanation about what happened to 

Aboriginal people. Nothing is said either about their dispossession from land, or 

alternatively about their continuing presence in the area. They simply do not feature as 

real people, their presence relegated instead to the shards of material that had been 

excavated from middens along the shoreline. It was precisely this type of approach to the 

writing of Australian history that Aboriginal people had quietly protested on the occasion 

of the two-hundredth anniversary of Captain Cook’s landing.  

From its inception, the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service was 

predominantly a nature conservation agency, and so it is not surprising that much of the 

initial effort at Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site was directed at managing the 

environment rather than interpreting (or re-interpreting) the history, although it is worth 

noting that early statements about ‘wildlife management’ often linked the project of 

nature conservation to the historic significance of the site because the work of Banks and 

Solander had been one of the most significant aspects of Cook’s encounter. The approach 

adopted by the NSW NPWS appears to have been to return what had by the late 1960s 

and early 1970s become a radically altered environment, and in a particularly damaged 

one (as discussed in chapter 4), to the state it had been at the time Cook was there. For 

instance, the 1972 plan of management stated that ‘the fundamental objective of the 

wildlife management plan will be the preservation of the area and its restoration to an 

                                                                                                                                            
27 ‘Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site: Plan of Management’, 1972, p. 6. 
28 ibid. 
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ecological complex as near as its 1770 state as can be attained’.29 This involved various 

revegetation programs and feral animal control programs as well as efforts to limit the 

impact of human activity, such as through fencing and the re-development of walking 

tracks. The removal of campers (as discussed in chapter 4) was also part of this broader 

vision.  

 

CHANGING TIMES: THE CREATION OF THE BOTANY BAY NATIONAL PARK AND THE 1988 

BICENTENARY 

Botany Bay National Park was originally created in 1984, when a portion of 

Commonwealth land on the north head of Botany Bay was transferred to the New South 

Wales Government. Another at Cape Banks was added in 1985. These were the first 

small steps in a larger plan to establish a national park at Botany Bay, a plan which had 

first been mooted in 1981. Considerable additions to the small pockets of land that made 

up the Park in 1985 were timetabled for January 1988 to coincide with the 200th 

anniversary of the arrival of the ships of the First Fleet in Botany Bay in 1788.30 Among 

the additions made to Botany Bay National Park in January 1988 were ‘three areas that 

were previously designated as historic sites under the National Parks and Wildlife Act’.31 

Those three historic sites included Captain Cook’s Landing Place Historic Site (discussed 

above) on the south shore along with the Bare Island Historic Site and the La Perouse 

Monuments Historic Site on the north shore. Bare Island had been reserved for public 

recreation in 1965, but was declared a historic site, along with the La Perouse 

Monuments Historic Site, in 1967 under the provisions of the National Parks and Wildlife 

Act. When the Botany Bay National Park was created in 1988 some additional areas of 

land on both the north and south headlands were added to make a total area of 

approximately 435 hectares.32 The extension of Botany Bay National Park required the 

passing of the Botany Bay National Park Extension Act 1987 No. 155. The original 

                                                
29 ibid, p. 13. 
30 ‘New South Wales—Confidential Cabinet Minute’, 23 April 1987, Botany Bay National Park 
Establishment, 1992/P/8790, NSW DEC.  
31 New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘Botany Bay National Park Draft Plan of 
Management’, October 1995. See also New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘Botany Bay 
National Park: Plan of Management’, May 2002 (Adopted by the Minister for the Environment, May 2002), 
p. 3. 
32 ‘Botany Bay National Park Draft Plan of Management’, October 1995. 
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proposal had been to include 282 hectares of wetlands at Towra Point in the extension of 

Botany Bay National Park, but it was decided to retain its status as a ‘nature reserve’ in 

order to protect its natural heritage values which had been recognised under international 

conventions in 1982. Other proposals included acquisition of 100 hectares of Crown land 

at Boat Harbour and to add ‘some 100 hectares of wetland to Towra Point Nature 

Reserve following the phasing out of sandmining’.33 

Botany Bay National Park is currently listed on the National Heritage List and 

‘has been classified by the National Trust of Australia (NSW) as the Botany Bay 

Entrance Landscape Conservation Area’.34  

The creation of the National Park was not the only significant thing to take place 

at Botany Bay in 1988. Throughout that year, Botany Bay was a focus for yet another 

round of bicentennial celebrations and of Aboriginal protests. This time it was the First 

Fleet and the history it inaugurated that was being celebrated, although as the large 

critical literature on the 1988 bicentenary shows, there was less explicit emphasis in the 

commemorations on the arrival of the British to colonise the country and much more on 

celebrating the contemporary diversity of the Australian population. “Living Together” 

was chosen as the theme. But despite greater sensitivity to questions about how 

significant or otherwise the arrival of the First Fleet was to a sense of national identity, 

1988 was nonetheless a year in which Aboriginal people again expressed their opposition 

to what they considered were overly triumphal and celebratory white histories. The 

catchcry of protestors was ‘white Australia has a black history’.  

Unlike the bicentenary of Captain Cook, the premier celebrations in 1988 were 

not staged at Botany Bay but rather around Sydney Harbour. Nonetheless, there were 

enough commemorations held at Botany Bay to ensure that it would also be the stage for 

some Aboriginal protests. It is interesting to note that in some ways Botany Bay and 

Captain Cook resonate among Aboriginal people far more than Sydney Harbour and 

Captain Phillip (or the First Fleet). The anthropologist Ken Maddock drew attention to 

this apparent anomaly when he queried why Captain Cook appears in stories told by 

Aboriginal people across the continent when ‘the arrival of the First Fleet at Port Jackson, 

                                                
33 ‘Press Release: Government to Expand Botany Bay Park’, 17 April 1987, Botany Bay National Park 
Establishment, 1992/P/8790, NSW DEC.  
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and the spread of colonisation from that and other coastal footholds, may seem of 

enormously greater import than the mere passage of the Endeavour along the coast’.35 

This is probably not the place to canvass the various explanations for this, except to point 

out that the facts that Captain Cook was the ‘first’ white man to step ashore in the vicinity 

of where the British colony was later established; that he is such a symbolically powerful 

figure in the Australian historical imagination; and that he became particularly prominent 

at the same time as Aboriginal people were becoming increasing politically organised 

(that is, in the 1960s).36 These are all deemed to have played a part in his entry into, and 

prominences within, Aboriginal people’s collective consciousness. 

The use of Botany Bay in 1988 as a site for Aboriginal people to make their own 

public statements began from day one. On 1 January 1988, Aboriginal activist Gary 

Foley and others gathered at Botany Bay to throw wreaths into the bay in order to show 

other Australians that for Aboriginal people 1988 would be a year of mourning not of 

celebration. Then a couple of weeks later, on 18 January, when a fleet of sailing ships 

taking part in an unofficial re-enactment of the First Fleet anchored in Botany Bay, a 

large group of Aboriginal people and their supporters gathered to protest. This protest had 

some things in common with the mourning ceremony in 1970, although the size of the 

contingent of protestors was much larger than it had been in 1970.37 Indeed, one 

noticeable difference was that there were far more non-Aboriginal people joining in and 

voicing their opposition to the celebration of the commencement of colonisation in this 

country. Like those who had gathered eighteen years earlier, they staged their protest near 

the large Aboriginal settlement at La Perouse, although it is worth noting that by 1988 

this land had been vested in the newly formed La Perouse Local Aboriginal Land Council 

that had been established under the NSW Aboriginal Land Rights Act which had been 

passed in 1983. This location helped draw attention to the fact that Aboriginal people still 

occupied the landscape around where Cook first, and Phillip second, had arrived. To 

                                                                                                                                            
34 ibid. 
35 Kenneth Maddock, ‘Myth, history and a sense of oneself’, in Jeremy R. Beckett (ed.), Past and Present: 
The Construction of Aboriginality, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1988, p. 13. 
36 See, for instance, Erich Kolig, ‘Captain Cook in the Western Kimberleys’, in R.M. Berndt and C.H. 
Berndt (eds), Aborigines of the West: Their Past and Their Present, University of Western Australia Press, 
Perth, 1980, pp. 274-282; Maddock, 1988; Chris Healy, From the Ruins of Colonialism: History as Social 
Memory, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1997, chapter 2. 
37 Nugent, 2005, chapter 7. 
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make this point even more strongly, a large Aboriginal flag had been pegged to the 

ground, which told those on board the ships in the bay that this was Aboriginal land. 

Describing this gesture, I wrote in my book that ‘the flag’s message was not merely 

literal. The point the protestors sought to make was that this land had been occupied 

when the fleet arrived the first time, and it had not been surrendered in the interim’.38 

  The largest Aboriginal protest that year was held on Australia Day, 26th January, 

in the city with a march from Redfern to Hyde Park, where a rally was held. Aboriginal 

people had travelled from all parts of Australia to be in Sydney to register their 

opposition against the national celebration of what for them was the beginning of the end. 

But even in this there was a strong connection with Botany Bay. Many of those who 

came to Sydney to participate in the march set up base at in the grounds of Yarra Bay 

House at La Perouse, which was the headquarters of the La Perouse Local Aboriginal 

Land Council. For a short time, a temporary ‘national’ Aboriginal community camped at 

Botany Bay, where no doubt there was much talk about the history that had begun in this 

place. There would have been sharing of insights, experience and knowledge between the 

Aboriginal people from different parts of the continent who had gathered there. What this 

meant was that at the very same time that the white occupation of the territory was being 

commemorated in quite grand style, Aboriginal people were expressing in different ways 

their own enduring occupation and presence which preceded British colonisation by 

many thousands of years.   

When the protests in the city were finished, Aboriginal people once again gathered 

together at Botany Bay. They gathered at Kurnell to perform ceremony, and to dance and 

sing for the land. Some non-Aboriginal people, who had been invited to participate in and 

witness this ceremony, later described the experience. For instance, the historian, Heather 

Goodall finishes her monumental book on the history of Aboriginal struggles for land in 

New South Wales with a description of Kurnell, 26 January, 1988. In an epilogue which 

she has titled “‘Back to Where the Story Started’: Kurnell 1988”, she writes: 

 

At sunset, as white Australia celebrated with fireworks, the Aboriginal people of 

Australia began to restore the links which had been ruptured by the invasion. At the 

                                                
38 ibid, p. 183. 
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invitation of New South Wales Aboriginal people, the men and women from 

communities where traditional ceremonial life has been maintained began to dance 

and sing the stories which begin in their lands but travel across the country towards 

the east. ... Many Aboriginal people and their white guests spent that night on the 

slope above the water at Kurnell. It was an unseasonally cold clear night, with the 

water of Botany Bay reflecting the bright moon above, the still glow of the oil 

refinery and the eerily silent lights of planes landing and taking off beyond hearing 

range. The trappings of white Australia were not denied, but had been made 

powerless by distance and the intensity of the ceremonies which began with the 

dusk. All through that night, the dance fires burned. Young and old, men and 

women, defiantly, joyously, danced the stories for country.39  

 

 

Figure 5.7 Aboriginal ceremony at Kurnell, 1988 (Source: Botany Bay National Park) 

 

                                                
39 Heather Goodall, Invasion to Embassy: Land in Aboriginal Politics in New South Wales, 1770-1972, 
Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1996, p. 359. 
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In many ways, 1988 marked the beginning of a shift in how Captain Cook’s Landing 

Place Historic Site would be interpreted, and this process (sometimes quite protracted 

because so politically sensitive) can be seen being worked out during the 1990s and into 

the opening years of the twenty-first century. As evidence for this claim, one can detect 

in the many planning documents that were produced to assist the NSW National Parks 

and Wildlife Service to manage the Botany Bay National Park after its extension in 1988 

a broadening of the vision for its historical and cultural significance. For example, in the 

Draft Plan of Management produced in October 1995, it was noted that ‘Botany Bay 

National Park is of symbolic importance to the people of Australia as the site of the first 

landing of the British expedition of Captain James Cook in 1770, and the site of the first 

encounters of British explorers with Aboriginal people and native plants and animals of 

Australia’. While it is not a radical departure from the statements of significance that had 

become standard for the site, the reference to the ‘first encounters’ between the voyagers 

and the locals suggests a slightly new direction. By degrees, over the following decade, 

these cross-cultural encounters would come to assume a greater significance in the 

overall interpretation of the site.  

 

AFTER 1988: CELEBRATING SURVIVAL AND ACHIEVING RECONCILIATION 

In the wake of 1988, the theme of celebrating cultural survival became prominent. This 

was most obvious in the annual Survival Concerts held at La Perouse on Australia Day 

beginning in 1992, but it can also be seen in some other events held at Kurnell. For 

instance, a wreath-throwing ceremony on NAIDOC Day became an annual event. The 

small but moving ceremony served to remember survival as well as to recall 

dispossession. Acknowledgement of Aboriginal people also became standard in the 

events to mark historical events held there. It is, for example, a matter of course now to 

fly the Aboriginal flag during Australia Day celebrations. These might appear as 

relatively small or insignificant gestures, but they do represent in many ways the fruits of 

Aboriginal people’s long struggle to have their continuing presence within the national 

Australian community recognised rather than ignored or in some instances denied.  

 At a more local level, during the latter part of the 1990s some considerable effort 

was made to work closely with the Aboriginal people who live at Botany Bay and who 
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have a strong historical and cultural attachment to the place. Notes prepared by Peter 

Stevens, who was appointed District Manager in June 1996, explain that ‘five informal 

gatherings were held, with an open invitation to interested Aboriginal communities’, 

between November 1996 to June 1999. The aims of the meetings were to build bridges 

between the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service and local Aboriginal communities 

and to involve local Aboriginal people in planning for the future development of the site. 

Among the National Parks staff responsible for the site at the time, there is evidence of a 

quite marked distaste for the ways in which the signs on the landscape at the Kurnell 

section of the park contributed to what they saw as the ‘myth of terra nullius’.40  

The most significant project during this period was the proposal to dual name the 

Botany Bay National Park. After much consultation, the name chosen by the NSW 

National Parks and Wildlife Service in consultation with local Aboriginal people was 

Kamay Botany Bay National Park. Kamay is widely held to be the indigenous name for 

Botany Bay. As a ‘reconciliation’ gesture the dual naming does help to remind people 

that Botany Bay has at least two stories attached to it. The project to dual name the park 

aimed to show that ‘when Cook turned up there were already people here’. 41  It sought to 

restore the indigenous story of Botany Bay which in many different ways had been 

overshadowed, including through the replacement of indigenous with British 

nomenclature. The dual name has not yet been officially adopted, although a commitment 

to do so remains in place.  

It was during this recent, and in some ways most intense phase, of consultation 

with Aboriginal communities that the idea of thinking about the place formerly known 

Captain Cook’s Landing Place as ‘Meeting Place’ (or ‘Where Cultures Meet’) seems to 

have emerged. The main impetus behind the new description of the site appears to have 

its origins in a desire on the part of NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service staff to 

reflect better the indigenous values of the area. It is important to keep in mind that these 

developments were occurring in the wake of a period in which “Aboriginal issues” had 

been assumed a prominent position in Australian public debate. This had been in part due 

to former prime minister, Paul Keating’s, public commitment to the reconciliation of 

                                                
40 Peter Stevens, ‘Meeting of cultures’ notes, August 2005, copy in possession of author. 
41 ‘Original touch for Botany Bay’, Sydney Morning Herald, 4 March 2000, p. 1. 
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white Australia to the legacies of its colonial history as a means for forging better 

relations between black and white. His Redfern Park speech, made in 1992 on the 

occasion of the launch of the International Year of Indigenous Peoples, emphasised the 

collective responsibility of the present generation for what had happened to Aboriginal 

people in the past. To some extent, the spirit of the ‘meeting place’ concept lies in this 

specific moment in Australian political life. “Reconciliation” had become the dominant 

framework for a new relationship between black and white in contemporary Australia. 

According to a vision statement prepared in March 1997, the concept of the 

‘meeting place’ was multi-layered. It referenced the ‘first contact between indigenous 

Australians and the crew of the bark Endeavour under the command of James Cook in 

April 1770’ and it incorporated the idea that Botany Bay was ‘symbolic as a meeting 

place of diverse cultures and may be seen as the point of initiation of a multicultural 

nation’.42 These specific meanings – Botany Bay as a site of first contact and as a 

symbolic birthplace of the nation – were not new (as the discussion in previous chapters 

shows). What was new was the language being used to describe them. The emphasis was 

on convergence, not divergence; on a shared heritage, not a ‘segregated’ one. The 

meeting place concept was seen as a way to bring Aboriginal people into the picture, but 

not necessarily in ways that radically altered the historical meanings that Botany Bay had 

acquired over two or more centuries. Perhaps the more important aspect of the concept of 

‘meeting place’, or ‘a place where cultures meet’, was that it would assist in making the 

site attractive as a place which could be used from then onwards to express and enact 

reconciliation between blacks and whites. Some of this can be seen in the use of it for a 

“sea of hands”, and in the “festival of the sails” (now the “Festival of Kurnell”), which 

the Sutherland Shire Council holds there. That Botany Bay should become such a place 

had been canvassed by the English historian, Geoffrey Moorhouse, in his book Sydney, in 

1999. Aghast at the port development that he believed had marred the Botany Bay 

landscape, he wrote that: 

 

                                                
42 New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘A Vision Statement for Kurnell Peninsula’, 
March 1997. 
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If even a European heirloom in Australia ought to have been preserved from all 

forms of pollution, this was one. Cook’s Landing, under the exemplary 

management of the New South Wales national parks authorities, could have been 

a reflection about many things in Australia’s past, not least on the relationship 

between the two peoples who have a particular attachment to Botany Bay.43  

 

Moorhouse’s words were perhaps prescient, or maybe simply reflective of a process that 

was already in train by the time he published his book in 1999. In the following year, as 

Sydney staged the Olympics, Botany Bay became a place for some fascinating reflections 

on the relationship between Aborigines and non-Aborigines. The most compelling of 

these were those performed and staged by Aboriginal people themselves. 

Captain Cook’s landing place was on Kevin Buzzacott’s itinerary of places he 

visited on his journey of peace. On his website he explained that: ‘This historic walk is a 

journey for peace, freedom and healing the land and its peoples. We walk for the 

sovereign rights of Aboriginal peoples to our lands and our culture. The walk will begin 

from the shores of Lake Eyre, in northern South Australia, on the 10th of June, walking 

to the Sydney Olympic Games, arriving September 2000. We are walking in honour and 

respect for our ancient rights and law-ways, for freedom and our obligation as carers for 

our country’.44 Buzzacott carried with him the “Sacred Fire for Peace and Sacred water 

from Lake Eyre and the Mound Springs”. At Captain Cook’s landing place he explained 

that the ‘sacred fire’ would heal the place where Captain Cook ... brought the sickness 

which as since spread across this continent now known as Australia’. The emphasis in his 

gesture was both on acknowledging the devastating histories that had symbolically at 

least had their origins at Botany Bay and on ‘releasing’ that place from this terrible 

legacy. He drew on traditional healing practices to perform his work of ‘reconciliation’.  

 Congwong Beach inside the north head of Botany Bay was the stage for part one 

of the performance which opened the Sydney Olympic Arts Festival. The three-part 

performance was called Tubowgule (pronounced tie-bah-gool), choreographed by the 

Bangarra Dance Theatre. Tubowgule means ‘meeting of the waters’ in the language 

                                                
43 Geoffrey Moorhouse, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1999, p. 100. 
44 www.lakeeyre.green.net.au/k-b-photos-pages.html, accessed 21 August 2005. 
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spoken by indigenous people living around the new British colony, the language and the 

people now commonly referred to as Eora. The performance at Congwong Beach was 

held at dawn. This seemed appropriate because the performance played with ideas about 

the historical legacies that had (symbolically at least) their origins in Botany Bay, with 

the coming of the British. The performance was powerful and haunting, culminating with 

the launch into the bay of a burning raft.45 In my book, Botany Bay: Where Histories 

Meet, I observed, based on my own attendance at the dawn ceremony, that it was not 

clear what the performance had meant, but that it was clear was that ‘it was Aboriginal 

people who were in control of the storyline this time. The opening scene was being 

played by those who were on the beach’.46 This was a radical departure from what was 

usually the case at Botany Bay, where the landing was usually performed from the 

perspective of those who had come from the sea.  

 The final one in this series of examples that I have been collecting to demonstrate 

a noticeable shift, whereby the story of Captain Cook at Botany Bay was increasingly 

being reinterpreted with the perspectives of those on the beach when the landing took 

place and of the contemporary politics of reconciliation in mind, concerns the arrival in 

Botany Bay in 2001 of a replica Endeavour. The marked difference in this ‘re-enactment’ 

from the many others that had been staged at Botany Bay during the twentieth century 

was that some local Aboriginal people were there to ‘greet’ and to ‘welcome’ the captain 

of the vessel when he stepped ashore. As I noted in Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet 

 

rather than a re-enactment with verisimilitude, perhaps accompanied by Aboriginal 

protest, the man playing the part of Captain Cook did something that had not been 

in the original script: he asked permission to come ashore. Attuned to the post-

colonial sensitivities now surrounding the original encounter, the twenty-first 

century Captain Cook sought to perform the landing in a way that was acceptable to 

those on shore. As he stepped ashore, he asked for permission from the locals to 

land. A local Aboriginal woman, Beryl Beller, was there to receive his request. She 

                                                
45 For further discussion of this, see Nugent, 2005, pp. 194-195.  
46 Nugent, 2005, p. 195. 



 

A Contextual History of Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell Section) · Maria Nugent 2005 
 

152 

asked whether he had come in peace, and when he said he had, she welcomed him 

ashore.47  

 

It is worth pointing out that this type of event is not primarily about performing in the 

present what happened in the past. Rather it is about using past events as the basis for 

changing the present and indeed for imagining a different future, one that does not repeat 

what are seen as the ‘mistakes of history’. I have already argued in chapter 1 that in the 

encounter at Botany Bay there was a fundamental failure on the part of the voyagers to 

enter into the social world of indigenous people on their terms.48 It is this original failure, 

and repeated time and again on the colonial frontier, which remains the unresolved issue 

for Aboriginal people. This partly explains why it is Captain Cook that is a subject in 

Aboriginal storytelling across Australia. As Deborah Bird Rose’s writings on the Captain 

Cook’s sagas she heard in the north of Australia shows, the fundamental issue concerns 

the ‘immorality’ of the law that Captain Cook introduced.49 That immorality stems from 

Captain Cook not properly acknowledging indigenous people’s sovereignty over the soil. 

As her main informant, Hobbles Danayarri, explained it, Captain Cook did not say ‘hello’. 

Until that foundational failure to acknowledge and to recognise is rectified, Cook’s 

immoral law remains at the heart of relations between black and white. For Aboriginal 

people, such a situation is unsustainable. Yet, while the modest re-enactment on the 

shores of Botany Bay in 2001 is one example of ‘playing it again’ in ways that would 

have acknowledged indigenous sovereignty, it remains the case that these performative 

gestures, while hugely symbolically important, do not fundamentally address the problem 

                                                
47 ibid, p. 197. 
48 This failure cannot simply be explained in terms of Captain Cook as ‘a product of his times’, or that he 
came from a world so radically different from those whom he met that communication would inevitably 
fail. These types of explanations do not account for the ways in which Cook and his men did manage to 
enter into ‘meaningful’ dialogue and relationships with indigenous peoples they met in other parts of the 
Pacific, and indeed at Endeavour River, the only other place the expedition stopped on the east coast of 
New Holland.   
49 See, for example, Deborah Bird Rose, ‘The saga of Captain Cook: Remembrance and morality’, in Bain 
Attwood and Fiona Magowan (eds), Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory in Australia and New 
Zealand, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2001, pp. 61-79; Deborah Bird Rose, ‘Remembrance’, Aboriginal 
History, vol. 13, no.2, 1989, pp. 135-148; Deborah Bird Rose, Hidden Histories: Black Stories from 
Victoria River Downs, Humbert River and Wave Hill Stations, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1991, 
chapter 2; Deborah Bird Rose, ‘The saga of Captain Cook: Morality in Aboriginal and European law’, 
Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 2, 1984, pp. 24-39.  
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of what Aboriginal people (as well as many Australian historians and others) understand 

as the immoral acquisition of the territory by the British.  

 

RETURNS AND REPATRIATIONS 

Ever since Captain Cook and Joseph Banks decided, soon after landing on the south 

shore of Botany Bay in 1770, that it would be prudent to take with them the large 

collection of spears that they found lying around the huts in the ‘native village’ as 

insurance against reprisals from the locals, many things belonging to local indigenous 

people have been taken from them.50 This has mainly included material objects, such as 

the spears taken in 1770, as well as stone artefacts found on the landscape and ancestral 

remains, which as I discussed in chapter three were sometimes accidentally found during 

excavations works but were at other times actively sought and collected by amateur 

ethnographers. Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, some of those things are 

being returned.  

 Some of the spears taken from Botany Bay in 1770 are now held at the Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology at Cambridge University in England, and while there 

have been some preliminary discussions about their return this has not yet resulted in any 

formal arrangement about repatriation. Indeed, it is unclear whether repatriation of the 

items is what local Aboriginal people today want. According to one newspaper report, the 

ideal situation would be to have an opportunity to have the items on loan from Trinity 

College, which has played an important role in preserving them, so that they can be 

exhibited. For the local Aboriginal people at Botany Bay, the spears are not only 

significant for their ‘ethnographic’ value. They also symbolise the resistance that 

Aboriginal people expressed when Captain Cook made his landing. ‘People need to 

know’, says Shayne Williams, ‘that we were not passive at the time of invasion. They 

need to know that Aboriginal resistance negated the idea that the continent was empty – 

                                                
50 James Cook, The Journals of Captain James Cook on his Voyages of Discovery, Volume 1, The Voyage 
of the Endeavour, 1768-1771, ed. J.C. Beaglehole, Hakluyt Society at the Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1955, p. 305; Joseph Banks, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks: 1768-1771, ed. J.C. 
Beaglehole, The Trustees of the Public Library of New South Wales in association with Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 1962, p. 55. 
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negated the idea of terra nullius’.51 In this respect, these ‘old’ objects have important 

contemporary messages to convey.   

Yet, while collections of material objects from the Botany Bay region remain in 

museums in England and Australia where their preservation for the time being at least is 

assured, the situation regarding skeletal remains is generally considered differently. In 

recent years, there has been a process in place to return skeletal remains held in public 

repositories to the land from where it was originally taken. Much of this skeletal material 

is held in the Australian Museum. Over the last few years, the Department of 

Environment and Conservation has developed a policy of repatriation of ancestral 

remains, which it is currently implementing. This has resulted in the establishment of two 

‘resting places’ in the Botany Bay area, one on the north shore and one on the south. Due 

to their significance to the La Perouse Aboriginal community as resting places, the 

respective sites are now each recorded and protected as an “Aboriginal Place”, and 

because of this it is likely that further reburials will be carried out at them in the future, 

although the exact location of the reburial sites will not be made public as per the DEC’s 

repatriation policy. 

This current process of return and repatriation of Aboriginal cultural material 

from Botany Bay represents a process that has in many respects come full circle. It is part 

of the broader process by which the indigenous presence at Botany Bay is being restored. 

As I have suggested throughout this history, from the time of Captain Cook’s encounter 

in 1770 onwards, the indigenous presence at Botany Bay has by various processes 

become increasingly less visible. These processes, I have argued throughout the history 

and which I have sought to reflect in the way in which I have structured it, are both 

“historical” and “historiographical” in nature. The diminishment of an Aboriginal 

presence in the place is an effect of both what happened to them in the colonial past and 

of their virtual absence from the stories that non-Aboriginal people have told about the 

place. These returns and repatriations of Aboriginal material taken from the area are part 

of contemporary efforts on many fronts to use Botany Bay as a place to tell some new 

stories about the Australian past, stories that recognise the central importance of the 

relationship between black and white.  

                                                
51 Wendy Frew, ‘Once were warriors’, Sydney Morning Herald, 11 November 2002.  
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EPILOGUE 

BOTANY BAY AS A HISTORICAL MEETING PLACE 

 

The developments in the use and meaning of Botany Bay over the last thirty or so years, 

which I mapped in the previous chapter, are embedded in a much broader social and 

political process in which some radically new understandings of the Australian past have 

emerged.1 During this late twentieth century period, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people have been concerned to develop fruitful ways of interpreting Australia’s history 

and heritage which incorporate their respective understandings of what happened in the 

past and which acknowledge the significance of their respective and shared histories in 

and for the present. The last thirty years can be described as a period when the 

phenomenon, which the eminent anthropologist, W. E. H. Stanner, called the Great 

Australian Silence, by which he meant Australian historians’ silence about the centrality 

of the relationship between Aborigines and non-Aborigines in the development of 

Australian society, was broken. This process has not been without contestation, as the 

recent episodes in Australia’s history wars testify.2 Some commentators interpret the 

revision of Australian history to incorporate Aboriginal perspectives as an attack on the 

moral fibre of the nation. Others argue that the strength and integrity of the national 

community fundamentally depends on acknowledging and coming to terms with the 

legacies of the colonial past, including the dispossession of Aboriginal people.  

The process currently underway to implement a master plan for the historic 

precinct within the Botany Bay National Park (Kurnell section) is taking place in this 

political climate. Some of the polarities in this wider debate have at times been expressed 

in relation to various proposals for the future development of the site. For instance, the 

furore generated by the possibility that commemorative trees planted at the site over the 

last century or so would be removed illustrated just how emotive the issues can become. 

This makes some of the historical interpretations presented, and the some of the questions 

                                                
1 For a discussion of some of these developments, see Bain Attwood (ed.), In the Age of Mabo: History, 
Aborigines and Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1996. 
2 Bain Attwood and S. G. Foster (eds), Frontier Conflict: The Australian Experience, National Museum of 
Australia, Canberra, 2003; Robert Manne (ed.), Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of 
Aboriginal History, Black Inc., Melbourne, 2003; Stuart Macintyre and Anna Clark, History Wars, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 2004. 
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raised, in this report especially sensitive. One of the central concerns held by some 

sections of the community is what will be the implications on the pre-existing 

interpretation of the site of some of the new perspectives on the history of the place 

discussed in the report. There are some who fear that any future interpretation of the site 

which takes into account new perspectives, particularly indigenous perspectives, will in 

some way detract from on their own strong attachment to the place and the importance of 

its history as the site where Captain Cook first landed. Yet there is little to be gained from 

approaches that, as Nicholas Thomas describes them, simply replace an image of Captain 

Cook as hero with one of him as a villain.3 This is by no means the approach that I am 

advocating here.  

However, at the same time, it would be naïve to assume that some of the new 

perspectives and new interpretations presented in the preceding chapters do not at some 

level change conventional understandings about the history and significance of Botany 

Bay. New interpretations necessarily alter existing ones. In this respect, I am in 

agreement with Heather Goodall’s criticism of a model of developing a ‘shared sense of 

history’ that is based on the idea that new information, voices and perspectives can 

simply be added onto the pre-existing story without fundamentally altering the narrative. 

She describes this model in these terms:  

 

In the Reconciliation Conference of 1997, the [Reconciliation] Council talked of 

Australia having had “two timelines, two histories”. The approach tended to be 

the popular perception of history as a set of discrete, empirically testable facts, 

which could be assembled into a reliable, truthful account of the past. In this case, 

the stories and voices previously unheard could be regarded as additional facts, 

separate from the facts presently included in the dominant accounts, but able to be 

added up to create a new, joint and coherent account.4  

 

                                                
3 Nicholas Thomas, ‘Introduction’, in Mark Adams and Nicholas Thomas, Cook’s Sites: Revisiting History, 
University of Otago Press with Centre for Cross-Cultural Research, Australian National University, 
Dunedin, New Zealand, 1999.  
4 Heather Goodall, ‘Too Early Yet or Not Soon Enough? Reflections on Sharing Histories as Process’, 
Australian Historical Studies, no. 118, 2002, p. 8.  
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The problem with this approach, Goodall argued, is that it fails to acknowledge, 

recognise and incorporate ‘entangled, interacting pasts and … contested interpretations of 

the same events’.5   

 Rather than adopting this add-on approach as a framework for the future 

development of Botany Bay National Park (Southern Section) including the Meeting 

Place Precinct, I am advocating an approach that takes as its starting point the possibility 

of a dialogue between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal (and indeed between various 

differences within each of those two groups) perspectives, narratives, understandings and 

interpretations about what the event of Captain Cook at Botany Bay in 1770 means and 

symbolises as well as on other aspects of Botany Bay’s history. Chris Healy has posed 

what I believe should be a central question for contemporary interpretations of the site of 

Captain Cook’s landing at Botany Bay. He asks: “What might happen to European 

histories of Captain Cook if we were to read them alongside Aboriginal histories of 

Captain Cook?”6  His question can be modified slightly for our purposes to read: “What 

might happen to our understanding of the significance of Captain Cook’s Landing Place 

site if we were to incorporate other perspectives into its history?” One way to think about 

this is to adopt the “meeting place” concept as providing a framework for exploring the 

possibilities of dialogue between the many different stories that are told about the place 

and the historical events that occurred there. In defining more precisely and fleshing out 

the “meeting place” concept, the meetings that would be most important would be 

between different interpretations of the past in the present, perhaps more so than 

historical meetings between actual people at different times in the past.  

A dialogue of this type, which acknowledges the conjunctions as well as the 

contestations between the stories that different people tell about the same place and the 

same event, might not necessarily result in ultimate agreement about how the place and 

its history should be interpreted. Nor might it lead to some consensual agreement about 

what happened there and what that means for the present generation. But it would at least 

acknowledge that the meaning of the event of Captain Cook arriving at Botany Bay in 

1770 is by no means singular. Within settler Australian society its meanings, as I have 

                                                
5 ibid, p. 9. 
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shown, changed over time according to the needs and the preoccupations of the 

generation telling the story about when Cook arrived at Botany Bay. And the Captain 

Cook story has also meant and continues to mean different things to different people, 

including Aboriginal people both at Botany Bay and across Australia. This fluidity in the 

significance and symbolism, the malleability of the meanings, of Cook himself, his 

voyage, his landing and the place where he landed, is perhaps best understood by 

remembering that “history” itself is a conversation without end as well as by holding onto 

the idea that each generation begins its journey into the past by starting out from its own 

present.      

                                                                                                                                            
6 Chris Healy, From the Ruins of Colonialism: History as Social Memory, Cambridge University Press, 
Melbourne, 1997, p. 46. 



 

 159 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
ARCHIVAL SOURCES 
 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place (CCLP) Trust Archives, Botany Bay National Park, 
Kurnell. 
 
The Ferguson Collection, Collection of postcards, invitations, clippings, programmes, 
letters, and other souvenirs relating to Captain James Cook, National Library of Australia, 
Canberra. 
 
Holt Family Papers, 1861-1933, Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
 
Holt Family, News cuttings of the Holt Sutherland Company Pty Ltd, 1888-1906, 
Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
 
Matthew Flinders and Family Papers, National Library of Australia, Canberra. 
 
Myles Joseph Dunphy Papers, 1905-1984, Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
 
Sir Asher Joel Papers, 1953-1970, Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
 
 
NEWSPAPERS AND SERIALS 
 
The Australian Women’s Weekly. 
 
Daily Telegraph. 
 
People. 
 
Sun-Herald. 
 
Sydney Illustrated News. 
 
Sydney Morning Herald. 
 
 
UNPUBLISHED PAPERS, REPORTS AND THESES 
 
Armstrong, Jennifer (et al), ‘Conservation Management Plan For The Alpha Farm Site 
including the Kurnell Accommodation House’, June 1999 (Draft. Not yet endorsed by 
NPWS). 
 



 

 160 

Attwood, Bain, ‘Too Many Captain Cooks, How Many Captain Cooks?: Nation, History 
and Perspective in Settler Australia’, Unpublished paper presented at ‘Politics and 
Positioning’, the Museums Australia Annual Conference, Sydney, May 2005. 
 
Benson, Doug, and Eldershaw, Georgina, ‘Naturalising non-local native trees at Botany 
Bay: The long term impact of historical plantings’, Draft technical report for Ecological 
Management and Restoration, January 2005.  
 
Burden, Theo, ‘Governor Phillip’s landing in Botany Bay: An analysis of the charts’, 
Paper presented to the Randwick and District Historical Society, Randwick, Sydney, 
1992; 
 
Carroll, John (et al), ‘Review of the National Museum of Australia, Its Exhibitions and 
Public Programs’, A report to the Council of the National Museum of Australia, July 
2003. 
  
Department of Architecture, Planning & Allied Arts, University of Sydney, ‘Built 
Monuments & Ceremonial Plantings: Conservation Management Plan for Botany Bay 
National Park’, June 1999 (Draft. Not yet endorsed by NPWS). 
 
EBC Consultants, ‘Captain Cook Drive Bicentennial Project, Kurnell Peninsula’, A 
project initiated by the Rotary Clubs of the Sutherland Shire and supported and endorsed 
by the Sutherland Shire Council, 1986. 
 
‘Kurnell Peninsula Headland, Cape Solander Drive, Kurnell, NSW’, Place details report, 
National Heritage List, Australian Heritage Database, Canberra, 3 March 2005. 
 
Murray, Tim, ‘An Archaeological Survey of Kurnell Peninsula’, Prepared for the 
Heritage Council of New South Wales, July 1979. 
 
National Parks and Wildlife Service of New South Wales, ‘Captain Cook’s Landing 
Place Historic Site: Plan of Management’, 1972. 
 
New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘Botany Bay National Park Draft 
Plan of Management’, October 1995. 
 
New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘A Vision Statement for Kurnell 
Peninsula’, March 1997. 
 
New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘Botany Bay National Park: Plan 
of Management’, May 2002 (Adopted by the Minister for the Environment, May 2002). 
 
New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, ‘Meeting Place Precinct Master 
Plan’, April 2003. 
 



 

 161 

Nugent, Maria, ‘Revisiting La Perouse: A Postcolonial History’, PhD thesis, University 
of Technology, Sydney, 2001. 
 
‘A Report on the Restoration of Native Environment, Captain Cook’s Landing Place 
National Park, Kurnell’, National Estate Grants Program Project No. 2, Works 
undertaken by the Soil Conservation Service of NSW, 1988/1989.  
 
Rich, E. ‘Skeletal Material (Archival Search), Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Botany 
Bay National Park’, January 1988. 
 
Smith, Laurajane (et al), ‘Aboriginal sites on Kurnell Peninsula: A management study’, 
Prepared for the New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service & the Australian 
Heritage Commission, 1990. 
 
State Pollution Control Commission of New South Wales, ‘Environmental Control Study 
of Botany Bay: Water Resource Management Plan for Botany Bay and its Tributaries’, 
August 1982. 
 
 
PAMPHLETS, PROGRAMMES AND EPHEMERA 
 
150th Anniversary of the Entry of Governor Phillip into Botany Bay: Celebrated at 
Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Kurnell, Tuesday, 18th January, 1938, Kurnell, 1938. 
 
Botany Bay: Australia’s Heritage in Stamps, Australia Post, Melbourne, 1986.  
 
The Ceremony of the Unveiling of the Sir Joseph Banks Memorial, September 1947.  
 
Cramp, Karl Reginald, Kurnell and its Memorials, A pamphlet prepared for visitors to the 
Captain Cook Landing Place Reserve, Halstead Press, Sydney, 1952. 
 
Email to the author, from Georgina Eldershaw, Acting Meeting Place Project Officer, 
Botany Bay Area, Parks and Wildlife Division, Department of Environment and 
Conservation (New South Wales), 16 August 2005. 
 
Kurnell: The Landing Place of Captain Cook 1770, Official Proceedings, 6 May 1899.  
 
Kurnell: The Most Historical and Most Beautiful Spot in Australia, Tustain & Company, 
Sydney, 1926. 
 
The Kurnell Sketch, W. Henderson, Printer, South Kensington, date unknown. 
 
The Kurnell Story, Australian Oil Refining Pty. Ltd., Kurnell, 1957-1960. 
 
The Landing of Lieutenant James Cook, R.N. at Botany Bay, Government Printer, Sydney, 
1901. 



 

 162 

 
Pacific Portal, Pictorial Cavalcade: Souvenir of the Sutherland Shire… Nature’s 
Triumphant Masterpiece, Prepared, edited, printed and published by Robert D. Mackie 
for the Shire Sentinel Newspaper, Caringbah, New South Wales, 1950. 
 
Re-enactment of the Landing at Kurnell, 29th April, 1970: Captain Cook Bi-Centenary 
Celebrations, V. C. N. Blight, Government Printer, 1970. 
 
Royal visits to Captain Cook’s Landing Place, Kurnell, Botany Bay, New South Wales, 
1881-1946, Thomas Henry Tennant, Government Printer, Sydney, 1948.  
 
Saxby, Raymond Leslie, 1970 Captain James Cook R.N. Bicentennial Re-enactment 
Landing – Kurnell, Botany Bay: A Commentary, Raymond Leslie Saxby, Forster, 1989. 
 
Saxby, Raymond Leslie, 1970 Captain James Cook R.N. Re-enactment Landing: Kurnell 
Public School’s Bicentennial Involvement, Kurnell Public School, Sydney, 1987. 
 
Sir Joseph Banks Memorial Fund, General Committee, Sir Joseph Banks’ Memorial 
Fund, 1905. 
 
Souvernir of New South Wales, Government Printer, Sydney, 1918. 
 
Stevens, Peter, ‘Meeting of cultures’ notes, August 2005, copy in possession of author. 
 
Yarrington, William Henry Hazell, Captain Cook Meditating on Australia’s Future: 
Memento of the Dedication at Kurnell, 1899.  
 
Yarrington, William Henry Hazel, Kurnell, Botany Bay: A Memento of the Dedication, 
May 6th 1899, Turner and Henderson, Sydney, 1899. 
 
 
FILM AND VIDEO 
 
Cratchely, Sydney, Family Scenes [Home Movie], c. 1939, 12898, 40158, National Film 
and Sound Archives Collection 
 
Royal Visit 1970: Re-enactment: The Landing at Botany Bay 1770 (videorecording), 
Australia, 1970. 
 
 
PICTORIAL 
 
Leighton, Stanley, ‘Sketches in Australia, with Journal Extracts’, Large album with 
watercolours, 1868, PIC R4159 LOC NL Shelves 1007, National Library of Australia, 
Canberra. 
 



 

 163 

 
ELECTRONIC RESOURCES 
 
www.lakeeyre.green.net.au/k-b-photos-pages.html, accessed 21 August 2005.  
 
 
PUBLISHED MATERIAL 
 
Adams, Brian, The Flowering of the Pacific: Being an Account of Joseph Banks’ Travels 
in the South Seas and the Story of his Florilegium, Collins/British Museum (Natural 
History), Sydney, 1986. 
 
Adams, Mark and Thomas, Nicholas, Cook’s Sites: Revisiting History, University of 
Otago Press with Centre for Cross-Cultural Research, Australian National University, 
Dunedin, New Zealand, 1999.  
 
Alanson, A. G., Kurnell: The Birthplace of Australia, George B. Phillip & Son, Sydney, 
1933. 
 
Attenbrow, Val, Sydney’s Aboriginal Past: Investigating the Archaeological and 
Historical Records, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2003. 
 
Attwood, Bain (ed.), In the Age of Mabo: History, Aborigines and Australia, Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1996. 
 
Attwood, Bain, and Foster, S. G. (eds), Frontier Conflict: The Australian Experience, 
National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 2003. 
 
Banks, Joseph, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks: 1768-1771, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, 
The Trustees of the Public Library of New South Wales in association with Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 1962. 
 
Beaglehole, J. C., Cook The Writer, Sixth Arnold Wood Memorial Lecture, Sydney 
University Press, Sydney, 1970. 
 
Bennett, Samuel, The History of Australian Discovery and Colonisation, Hanson and 
Bennett, Sydney, 1865. 
 
Bertie, C. H., ‘Captain Cook and Botany Bay’, Royal Australian Historical Society 
Journal and Proceedings, vol. x, part v, 1924, pp. 233-278.  
 
Bertie, C. H., ‘Captain Arthur Phillip’s first landing place in Botany Bay’, Royal 
Australian Historical Society Journal and Proceedings, vol xxxviii, part III, 1952, pp. 
107-126. 
 



 

 164 

Bibliography of Captain James Cook R.N., F.R.S. circumnavigator: comprising the 
collections in the Mitchell Library and General Reference Library, the private collections 
of William Dixson, Esq. And J.A. Ferguson, Esq. And items of special interest in the 
National Library, Canberra; the Australasian Pioneers Club, Sydney and in the 
collection of the Kurnell Trust, A. J. Kent, Government Printer, Sydney, 1928. 
 
Bonwick, James, Captain Cook in New South Wales or The Mystery of Naming Botany 
Bay, Sampson Low, Marston and Co., London, 1901. 
 
Byrne, Denis, ‘Deep nation: Australia’s acquisition of an indigenous past’, Aboriginal 
History, vol. 20, 1996, pp. 82-107. 
 
‘Captain Cook and Botany Bay: Comments on the paper by Mr C. H. Bertie’, Royal 
Australian Historical Society Journal and Proceedings, vol. xi, part I, 1925, pp. 32-48. 
 
Carruthers, Joseph Hector, Captain James Cook, R.N.: One Hundred and Fifty Years 
After, Murray, London, 1930. 
 
Carter, N., ‘A Paradise Lost: The Kurnell Peninsula since 1770’, Australian Natural 
History, Captain Cook Issue, vol.16, no. 8, December 1969, pp. 276-280. 
 
Carter, Paul, The Road to Botany Bay: An Essay in Spatial History, Faber and Faber, 
London, 1987. 
 
Carter, Will, ‘Links with the past: William Rowley, of Salt Pan’, The Propeller, c. 1933. 
 
Clark, Manning, ‘The choice of Botany Bay’, Historical Studies Australia and New 
Zealand, vol. 9, no. 35, November 1960, pp. 221-232. 
 
Clendinnen, Inga, Dancing with Strangers, Text Publishing, Melbourne, 2003.  
 
Cochrane, Peter (ed.), Remarkable Occurrences: The National Library of Australia’s 
First 100 Years, 1901-2001, National Library of Australia, Canberra, 2001. 
 
Collins, David, An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales: With Remarks on 
the Disposition, Customs, Manners, & c. of the Native Inhabitants of that Country, T. 
Cadell jun. And W. Davies, London, 1798, reprinted Libraries Board of South Australia, 
Adelaide, 1971. 
 
Cook, James, The Journals of Captain James Cook on his Voyages of Discovery, Volume 
1, The Voyage of the Endeavour, 1768-1771, ed. J. C. Beaglehole, Hakluyt Society at the 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1955. 
 
Cramp, K. R., ‘Captain Cook and Kurnell’, The School Magazine, vol. xix, no. 3, 2 April 
1934, pp. 34-36. 
 



 

 165 

Cridland, Frank, The Story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and Sutherland Shire, Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 1924. 
 
Cridland, Frank, The Story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and Sutherland Shire, Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 2nd edition, 1950.  
 
Dallas, K. M., ‘The First Settlements in Australia: Considered in relation to Sea-Power in 
World Politics’, Tasmanian Historical Research Association Papers, no. 3, 1952, pp. 4-
12. 
 
Dening, Greg, Islands and Beaches: Discourse on a Silent Land, Marquesas, 1774-1880, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1980.  
 
Dening, Greg, ‘MS1 Cook, J. Holograph Journal’, in Peter Cochrane (ed.), Remarkable 
Occurrences: The National Library of Australia’s First 100 Years, 1901-2001, National 
Library of Australia, Canberra, 2001, pp. 1-19. 
 
Dickson, F. P., Aboriginal Technology: Some Evidence from the Kurnell Peninsula, 
Botany Bay, Department of Industrial Arts, University of New South Wales, Sydney, 
1968.  
 
Dickson, F. P., ‘Aboriginal prehistory of Botany Bay’, in D. J. Anderson (ed.) The 
Botany Bay Project: A Handbook of the Botany Bay Region – Some Preliminary 
Background Papers, Botany Bay Project Committee, Sydney, 1973, pp. 44-50. 
 
Dixon, Retta, Providential Channels, Australian Inland Mission, Sydney, 1935. 
 
Doak, J. and Doyle, R., ‘The white heart of Cronulla’, Sydney University Science Journal, 
vol. 2, 1927, pp. 30-41. 
 
Du Petit Thouras, A., The Voyage of the Venus, Paris, 1841, trans. by Sir William Dixson, 
Journal of Royal Australian Historical Society, vol. 28, 1942. 
 
Eades, Diana, The Dharawal and Dhurga Languages of the New South Wales South 
Coast, Institute of Aboriginal Studies, Canberra, 1976. 
 
Etheridge, R., Jnr and Whitelegge, Thomas, ‘Aboriginal workshops on the coast of New 
South Wales, and their contents’, Records of the Australian Museum, vol. 6, no. 4, 1907, 
pp. 233-250. 
 
Frost, Alan, ‘The antipodean exchange: European horticulture and imperial designs’, in 
David Philip Miller and Peter Hanns Reill (eds), Visions of Empire: Voyages, Botany, 
and Representations of Nature, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, pp. 58-79. 
 
Frost, Alan, Botany Bay Mirages: Illusions of Australia’s Convict Beginnings, Melbourne 
University Press, Melbourne, 1994. 



 

 166 

 
Gascoigne, John, Science in the Service of Empire: Joseph Banks, the British State and 
the Uses of Science in the Age of Revolution, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1998. 
 
Gascoigne, John, Joseph Banks and the English Enlightenment: Useful Knowledge and 
Polite Culture, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1994. 
 
Gillis, John R. (ed), Commemorations : The Politics of National Identity, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1994. 
 
Gilmore, Mary, Australian Poets: Mary Gilmore, ed. Robert D. Fitzgerald, Angus and 
Robertson, Sydney, 1963. 
 
Goodall, Heather, Invasion to Embassy: Land in Aboriginal Politics in New South Wales, 
1770-1972, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1996. 
 
Goodall, Heather, ‘Too early yet or not soon enough?: Reflections on sharing histories as 
process’, Australian Historical Studies, no. 118, 2002, pp. 7-24. 
 
Gordon, Joseph, Botany Bay and Other Poems, Arthur Hall, Virtue and Co., London, 
1861. 
 
Griffiths, Tom, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in Australia, 
Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 1996.  
 
Griffiths, Tom, ‘The language of conflict’, in Bain Attwood and S. G. Foster (eds), 
Frontier Conflict: The Australian Experience, National Museum of Australia, Canberra, 
2003, pp. 135-149. 
 
Griffiths, Tom, ‘Past silences: Aborigines and convicts in our history-making’, 
Australian Cultural History, no. 6, 1987, pp. 18-32. 
 
Hallam, Sylvia J., ‘A view from the other side of the western frontier: Or “I met a man 
who wasn’t there…”,’ Aboriginal History, vol. 7, no. 2, 1983, pp. 134-156. 
 
Healy, Chris, From the Ruins of Colonialism: History as Social Memory, Cambridge 
University Press, Melbourne, 1997, esp. chapters 1 & 2.  
 
Healy, Chris, ‘Captain Cook: Between black and white’, in The Oxford Companion to 
Aboriginal Art and Culture, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 2000, pp. 92-95. 
 
Historical Records of New South Wales, vol. 2. 
 
Holt, Henry E., An Energetic Colonist: A Biographical Account of the Activities of the 
Late Hon. Thomas Holt, MLC, Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1972. 



 

 167 

 
Hunter, John, An Historical Journal of the Transactions at Port Jackson and Norfolk 
Island ..., John Stockdale, London, 1793. 
 
Hunter, John, Transactions at Port Jackson and Norfolk Island, Australiana Facsimile 
Editions No. 148, Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 1968. 
 
Hutton Neve, M., The Early Days of Kurnell to Cronulla, The Sutherland Shire Historical 
Society, Sydney, 1983. 
 
Hutton Neve, M., Kurnell: Birthplace of A Nation, Shire Pictorial Publications, 
Caringbah, 1969. 
  
Hutton Neve, M., Martha Matilda of Sydney Town: (Wife of Captain James Birnie of 
Alpha Farm, Kurnell), Sutherland Shire Historical Society, Sydney, 1972. 
 
Inglis, Ken, The Australian Colonists: An Exploration of Social History, 1788-1870, 
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1974. 
 
Joppien, Rüdiger and Smith, Bernard, The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages, Oxford 
University Press in association with the Australian Academy of the Humanities, 
Melbourne, 1985-1987.  
 
Kendall, Henry, The Poems of Henry Kendall, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1920 
 
Kirkby, David R., From Sails to Atoms: The First Fifty Years of Sutherland Shire, 1906 
to 1956, Sutherland Shire Council, Sydney, 1970. 
 
Kolig, Erich, ‘Captain Cook in the Western Kimberleys’, in R. M. Berndt and C. H. 
Berndt (eds), Aborigines of the West: Their Past and Their Present, University of 
Western Australia Press, Perth, 1980, pp. 274-282. 
 
Larkin, Maryanne, Sutherland Shire: A History to 1939, Sutherland History Press, 
Sydney, 1998. 
 
MacDonald, A. C., ‘The Beginning of Australia’, Victorian Geographical Journal, vol. 
xxv, 1907, pp. 13-15. 
 
MacDonald, W. A., ‘Forby Sutherland’s grave at Kurnell’, Royal Australian Historical 
Society Journal and Proceedings, vol. xiv, 1928, pp. 281-298. 
 
McDonald, Brian, The Landing Place of Captain Arthur Phillip at Botany Bay, 
Australian Historical Monographs Series No. 10, Popinjay Publications, Sydney, 1990. 
 
McIntyre, L. R., ‘Botany Bay’, in Some Australians Take Stock, ed. J.C.G. Kevin, 
Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1939, pp. 39-67. 



 

 168 

 
Macintyre, Stuart, and Clark, Anna, History Wars, Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, 2004. 
 
Mackinolty, Chips, and Wainburranga, Paddy, ‘Too Many Captain Cooks’, in Tony 
Swain and Deborah Bird Rose (eds), Aboriginal Australians and Christian missions: 
ethnographic and historical studies, Australian Association for the Study of Religions, 
Adelaide, 1988, pp. 355-360. 
 
Maddock, Kenneth, ‘Myth, history and a sense of oneself’, in Jeremy R. Beckett (ed.), 
Past and Present: The Construction of Aboriginality, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 
1988, pp. 11-30. 
 
Manne, Robert (ed.), Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of Aboriginal 
History, Black Inc., Melbourne, 2003. 
 
Martin, James, The Australian Sketch Book, James Tegg & Co., Sydney, 1838. 
 
Megaw, J. V. S., ‘Captain Cook and the Australian Aborigine’, Australian Natural 
History, vol. 16, no. 8, December 1969, pp. 255-260. 
 
Megaw, J. V. S. ‘Trial excavations in Captain Cook’s Landing Place Reserve, Kurnell, 
NSW’, AIAS Newsletter, vol. 2, no. 9, 1968, pp. 17-19. 
 
Miles, T. A., ‘Botany Bay’, Walkabout, 1 September 1956, pp. 29-31. 
 
Miller, David Phillip and Reill, Peter Hanns (eds), Visions of Empire: Voyages, Botany, 
and Representations of Nature, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996. 
 
Moore, J., Captain Cook and Botany Bay, James Cole, Sydney, 1863. 
 
Moorhouse, Geoffrey, Sydney, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1999. 
 
Mulvaney, Derek John, Encounters in Place: Outsiders and Aboriginal Australians: 
1606-1985, University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 1989. 
 
Myers, Francis, Botany Bay: Past and Present, John Woods and Company, Sydney, 1885. 
 
Nugent, Maria, Botany Bay: Where Histories Meet, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2005.  
 
O’Brian, Patrick, Joseph Banks: A Life, The Harvill Press, London, 1997. 
 
Parkinson, Sydney, Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas, Calliban Books, London, 
1984. 
 



 

 169 

Phillip, Arthur, The Voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay: With an Account of the 
Establishment of the Colonies of Port Jackson and Norfolk Island, John Stockdale, 
London, 1789, reprinted Libraries Board of South Australia, Adelaide, 1968. 
 
Porter, Frances, A Sense of History: A Commemorative Publication for John Cawte 
Beaglehole, O.M., About James Cook’s Landing Sites in New Zealand, Government 
Printer, Wellington, New Zealand, 1978. 
 
Reece, R. H. W., Aborigines and Colonists: Aborigines and Colonial Society in New 
South Wales in the 1830s and 1840s, Sydney University Press, Sydney, 1974. 
 
Reece, R.H.W., ‘Feasts and blankets: the history of some early attempts to establish 
relations with the Aborigines of New South Wales’, Archaeology and Physical 
Anthropology in Oceania, vol. 2, no. 3, 1967, pp. 190-206. 
 
Reece, R. H. W., ‘”Law of the white people”: The frontier of authority in Perth in 1838’, 
Push From the Bush, no. 17, 1984, pp. 2-28. 
 
Reynolds, Henry, Frontier: Aborigines, Settlers and Land, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1996. 
 
Reynolds, Henry, ‘Native title and historical tradition: past and present’, in Bain Attwood 
(ed.), In the Age of Mabo: History, Aborigines and Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
1996, pp. 17-34. 
 
Reynolds, Henry, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European 
Invasion of Australia, Penguin Books, Melbourne, 2nd edition, 1995. 
 
Reynolds, John, ‘The Reasons for Australian Settlement’, Tasmanian Historical 
Research Association Papers, no. 4, 1952, pp. 5-19. 
 
Roberts, Tony, Frontier Justice: A History of the Gulf Country to 1900, University of 
Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2005. 
 
Rolfe, J. S., ‘An Aboriginal midden at Quibray Bay’, Mankind, July 1931, pp. 36-37. 
 
Rolfe, J. S., ‘An Aboriginal midden at Quibray Bay: Part II’, Mankind, December 1931, 
pp. 61-63. 
 
Rose, Deborah Bird, Hidden Histories: Black Stories from Victoria River Downs, 
Humbert River and Wave Hill Stations, Aboriginal Studies Press, Canberra, 1991. 
 
Rose, Deborah Bird, ‘Remembrance’, Aboriginal History, vol. 13, no. 2, 1989, pp. 135-
148. 
 
Rose, Deborah Bird, ‘The saga of Captain Cook: Morality in Aboriginal and European 
law’, Australian Aboriginal Studies, no. 2, 1984, pp. 24-39. 



 

 170 

 
Rose, Deborah Bird, ‘The saga of Captain Cook: Remembrance and morality’, in Bain 
Attwood and Fiona Magowan (eds), Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory in 
Australia and New Zealand, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2001, pp. 61-79. 
 
Salmond, Anne, Two Worlds: First Meetings Between Maori and Europeans, 1642-1772, 
Viking, Auckland, New Zealand, 1991. 
 
Salt, Daphne F., Kurnell: Birthplace of Modern Australia—A Pictorial History, Clarion 
House, Sydney, 2000. 
 
Savage, Kirk, ‘In the politics of memory: Black emancipation and the civil war 
monument’, in John R. Gillis (ed), Commemorations : The Politics of National Identity, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1994, pp. 127-145. 
 
Scott, Kim, and Brown, Hazel, Kayang & Me, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, Fremantle, 
2005. 
 
Slater, Frederic, ‘Geographical nomenclature: Larmer’s native names of points at Port 
Jackson’, Mankind, May 1934, pp. 213-218. 
 
Smith, Bernard, ‘The first European depictions’, in Ian Donaldson and Tamsin 
Donaldson (eds), Seeing the First Australians, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, pp. 21-34.  
 
Smith, Garry J., Toxic Cities: And the Fight to Save the Kurnell Peninsula, University of 
New South Wales Press, Sydney, 1990.  
 
Smith, Keith Vincent, ‘Words are clues’, National Library of Australia News, vol. 14, no. 
5, February 2004, pp. 7-8, 17-18. 
 
‘Sutherland Point and Inscription Point, Botany Bay’, Royal Australian Historical Society 
Journal and Proceedings vol. xx, 1934, pp. 397-400. 
 
Tench, Watkin, 1788: Comprising A Narrative of the Expedition to Botany Bay and A 
Complete Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson, ed. Tim Flannery, Text Publishing, 
Melbourne, 1996. 
 
Thomas, Nicholas, Discoveries: The Voyages of Captain Cook, Allen Lane, London, 
2003. 
 
Turbet, Peter, The Aborigines of the Sydney District Before 1788, Kangaroo Press, 
Kenthurst, 1989. 
 
Walker, John, Two Hundred Years in Retrospect: Kurnell-Sutherland, 1770-1970, 
Cronulla Printing Co. for the Bi-Centenary Publication Syndicate of Cronulla, Sydney, 
2nd edition, 1970. 



 

 171 

 
West, Obed, Old and New Sydney, reprinted from the Sydney Morning Herald by 
Edward Hordern and Sons, Sydney, 1882 
 
White, Richard, Inventing Australia: Images and Identity, 1688-1980, George Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1981. 
 
Willey, Keith, When the Sky Fell Down: The Destruction of the Tribes of the Sydney 
Region, 1788-1850s, Collins, Sydney, 1979. 


	Title page
	Contents
	Introduction
	Chapter 1 Putting the encounter in its place
	Chapter 2 A landscape of possession and dispossession
	Chapter 3 Commemorating possession
	Chapter 4 Destruction and preservation of the natural environment
	Chapter 5 Remembering dispossession and survival
	Epilogue Botany Bay as a historical meeting place
	Bibliography



