
[image: Bennelong and Phillip: A History Unravelled, by Kate Fullagar. ‘Essential reading’ Mark McKenna.]


[image: Image]



PRAISE FOR BENNELONG & PHILLIP


‘In this highly experimental double portrait we see two famous men face to face, each shaped by demands of culture, gender, place and time. The result is contact history of a wonderfully vivid and interesting kind.’

Alan Atkinson, author of Elizabeth & John: The Macarthurs of Elizabeth Farm

‘Kate Fullagar has achieved something astonishing with this dual biography of the eighteenth-century Eora warrior, emissary Bennelong, and colonial governor Arthur Phillip. The complexities of their relationship stand as a leitmotif for Australian race relations. It started dramatically with kidnapping and detention, developed into an attempt to understand and negotiate, then moved on to mutual (mis)understandings before eventually being subdued by the exertion of colonial power and finishing in silence. In a clever retelling of Bennelong and Phillip’s shared history, Fullagar moves us deftly both forward and back through time. This is reconciled history at its very best.’

Distinguished Professor Lynette Russell AM

‘Bennelong and Phillip: two exiles, one in Sydney, one in London, struggling to make sense of utterly alien worlds. They meet, baffle, recoil, reconcile, drift apart. With insight and empathy, Kate Fullagar adds new depth and meaning to this old story of nation-building and imperial dispossession.’

Bill Gammage AM, author of The Biggest Estate on Earth

‘History is usually written moving forward, from past to present. But Kate Fullagar’s Bennelong & Phillip is a rare feat of imagination; a narrative that is true to the way we discover history – through a backward glance. Fullagar’s determined, searching and courageous approach challenges our assumptions about the past and its relationship with the present. The backward pairing of Bennelong’s and Phillip’s lives expands the horizon of their histories. Unshackled from their conventional walk-on parts as cross-cultural negotiator and founding father, their lives become richer, their histories at once more anchored and more diffuse. At a moment of profound uncertainty for future relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, Bennelong & Phillip is essential reading.’

Mark McKenna, author of Return to Uluru

‘Sadly, bias and inaccuracy in portraying Australia’s history have been reinforced and justified over two centuries of dispossession, dispersal and discrimination. For many generations of Australians, Bennelong’s story and his contribution to our nation’s story has not been taught. Not been mentioned. Bennelong became the stereotype of the defeated ‘native’, a victim scarred by dispossession and cultural loss who could not adapt to European ‘civilisation’. In Bennelong & Phillip Kate Fullagar smashes the many myths of one of the most mythologised Aboriginal men of those early settlement times. She comprehensively investigates, tracks and details the intricate relationship between Bennelong and Phillip across two continents. Bennelong & Phillip is the foundation story of us – the story of Country – the story of our nation.’

John Paul Janke, co-host of NITV’s The Point
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To Rohan





What is required is not so much progress as recovery from the imaginary of progress… We might tell new, more encompassing, perhaps more chaotic stories that will return us to the fullness of time.

PRIYA SATIA, TIME’S MONSTER (2020)

In settler history we seem to be searching constantly for beginnings… But in Aboriginal history in the colonial period so often the search is for endings.

GRACE KARSKENS, THE COLONY (2009)

Since we choose to broaden our reality backwards… we must find a way of dealing with known facts and worse still with truths which may not be compatible with our desirable round present.

ERIC WILLMOT, ‘THE DRAGON PRINCIPLE’ (1985)






Recognitions, Audiences, Words

Bennelong & Phillip was written on the unceded lands of the Ngambri people and of Ngunnawal-speaking First Nations, which include the plains and riverways of what is now also called Canberra. The book was conceived while I was living on Gadigal Country and working on Wallumedegal Country, two places in today’s Sydney that were especially close to Bennelong’s heart. I acknowledge the Elders of all these lands, past and present, and extend through them my respect to any First Nations readers.

As most Aboriginal people will gather, this work is written from a settler perspective, as much as it attempts to offer a fresh historical critique of settler foundations. It is intended for a global audience. It does not pretend to say new things to those Aboriginal people who have known about Bennelong all their lives, though it does seek to offer the first full account from obtainable sources to those who have relied until now on frustratingly fragmented or dated scholarship. Readers should be aware that the book alludes to women’s birthing customs and male initiation ceremonies, which were restricted practices: they are sketched in a deliberately incomplete way here out of respect for those restrictions, offering only the partial glimpses afforded to colonists at the time.

Any book that deals with words and writing from the eighteenth century faces a series of difficult linguistic decisions. For British words, I have mostly cleaned up the capitalisations favoured by eighteenth-century writers but otherwise retained their idiosyncratic spellings. For the spelling of Darug words – those spoken by Bennelong and his wider community – I have relied chiefly on Jakelin Troy’s phenomenal The Sydney Language (Aboriginal Studies Press, 1994). However, for some Darug names, I have opted for versions that at the current time seem more recognisable. This means I have opted, to give the main examples, for Bennelong, Boorong, Burramatta, and Warrane, where Troy recommends Banilung, Burung, Buramada, and Waran.

The hardest decision I have made is to use the word Yiyura for the coastal clans of the Darug-speaking people – a people whose Country stretches from the Pacific Ocean to today’s Hawkesbury River, Blue Mountains and Appin River. Yiyura (often spelled Eora) is simply the Darug term for ‘people’, but it was used by the early colonists as a collective noun for the clans who lived nearest to the harbour. I retain such a use here, partly because it respects the fine cultural differences between the coastal and hinterland clans, and partly because it remains a preferred word among many Sydney-based Aboriginal communities.

Europeans referred to the colony of New South Wales interchangeably as Sydney, Botany Bay and New Holland. For a guide to how this volume treats relevant place names, both British and Darug, I direct readers to the maps that follow.

History shows that no protocol endures through all times. Several of the decisions I have discussed above will inevitably soon look archaic. I trust they appear at least reasonable to contemporary readers.
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Phillip’s Britain in the eighteenth century
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Phillip’s London
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Some key Yiyura clan-sites of the Darug-speaking people in the eighteenth century
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Closer view of Sydney Harbour and the Parramatta River






TIMELINE


	1738 Phillip born in London

	1751 Phillip starts at Greenwich naval school

	1755–63 Phillip serves in British navy

	1763 Phillip leaves navy, marries Charlott Tibbott Denison

	1764 Bennelong born on Wangal Country

	1769 Phillip formally separates from Charlott

	1770 James Cook’s Endeavour lands at Kamay/Botany Bay

	1774–78 Phillip seconded to allied Portuguese navy in Brazil

	1783 Bennelong undertakes adult initiation rituals about now

	1786 British government appoints Phillip governor of New South Wales

	1788 January: First fleet arrives at Kamay, soon to move to Sydney Harbour
February: Phillip proclaims British authority over half of current Australia

December: Gayamaygal man Arabanoo captured on Phillip’s orders


	1789 April: smallpox epidemic rife in Sydney Harbour
May: Arabanoo dies from smallpox

November: Bennelong and Colebee captured on Phillip’s orders at Gayamay


	1790 May: Bennelong leaves Government House, marries Barangaroo
September: Bennelong orchestrates payback spearing of Phillip at Gayamay

October: Bennelong signals a détente between the Yiyura and colonists (lasts roughly two years)

December: Bennelong acquires another wife, called Kurubarabula


	1791 August: Barangaroo gives birth to Bennelong’s daughter Dilboong
November: Barangaroo dies, buried near Government House

December: Dilboong dies, buried at Government House


	1792 December: Phillip and Bennelong leave Sydney for London, with Wangal man Yemmerrawanne

	1793 May: Phillip, Bennelong and Yemmerrawanne arrive in London
October: Yemmerrawanne sickens


	1794 May: Phillip marries Isabella Whitehead; Yemmerrawanne dies

	1795 March: Bennelong departs Britain with John Hunter
September: Bennelong arrives back in Sydney, separates from Kurubarabula

October: Bennelong moves to Wallumedegal Country


	1796 March: Phillip restarts active service in navy
April: Bennelong on a short trip to Norfolk Island


	1797–1806 Bennelong engaged in many local battles and initiation ceremonies

	1798–1801 Phillip put in charge of a local unit of the Sea Fencibles

	1801–05 Phillip made an inspector of naval impressment throughout Britain

	1803 Bennelong has a son, Digidigi, born to his last wife, Boorong

	1805 Phillip retires from all government services

	1806 Phillip and Isabella move to their last house in Bath; Bennelong steps back from warrior life

	1813 January: Bennelong dies, buried in Wallumedegal Country

	1814 August: Phillip dies, buried at Bathampton
December: current governor of New South Wales opens Parramatta Native Institution


	1815 Boorong is buried by now with Bennelong

	1816 Bennelong’s son Digidigi enrols in the Parramatta Native Institution

	1823 January: Digidigi dies, aged about twenty, buried in Burramatta
March: Isabella Phillip dies, buried with Phillip







INTRODUCTION The Past Two Hundred Years

They died within one year of each other, even though more than two decades separated them in age. Arthur Phillip, the first governor of New South Wales, died in 1814 in Bath, southwest England, after serving the British empire around the globe for more than forty years. Bennelong, a Wangal man from today’s Sydney region, died in 1813, a member of a group of Indigenous people living along the northern shore of Parramatta River.

Their burial sites are some seventeen thousand kilometres apart, but the men are linked in contemporary Australian memory as key figures in the development of Britain’s colony at New South Wales. Bennelong and Phillip were the most influential leaders of their respective peoples during the initial period of contact from 1788 – those first few difficult years of claiming, defying and misunderstanding. They watched, taught and negotiated with each other on behalf of their communities. Because modern Australia deems this period foundational to its sense of self, Phillip and Bennelong have come to assume outsized roles in the national imagination, representing something essential about both settler arrival and Aboriginal possibility.

For many, these men are also emblems of broader settler–Indigenous encounters. Phillip stands for the colonial forces that quadrupled their presence around the globe between the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, while Bennelong symbolises the First Nations people who confronted them.

Two hundred years after their deaths, tussles over the men’s respective remains reflect their standing in the public consciousness. In 2018 the New South Wales state government purchased a plot of land in a western Sydney suburb upon advice from a committee which claimed that it contained the grave of Bennelong. The committee’s geomorphologist, Peter Mitchell, located the site after extensive cross-referencing of historical texts and maps, photographs and surveys, and some ‘ground-penetrating radar work’.1 By the time of the purchase, the municipal council that initiated the research was floating the prospect of a full-scale ‘trench excavation’.2 The council hurriedly noted that any such work would of course require comprehensive consultation with relevant Aboriginal groups.

The motivation for the research and the acquisition was mixed. Most public observers in the past couple of decades have been keen to honour Bennelong because they now see he was important to Phillip’s endeavours. But many also believe that this honour is owed because Bennelong suffered terminally as a result of his collaboration. In 2007 the member of parliament for the significant federal electorate of Bennelong asserted that, for the man himself, ‘there was no happy ending… he was scorned by the Europeans and by his own people’.3 When the board of the Sydney Opera House, located on Bennelong Point, applied for World Heritage listing a year earlier, it stated that the Wangal leader had died ‘alienated from both Aboriginal and European cultures’.4 Official recent interest in Bennelong, then, has been undertaken as an act of atonement for his apparently miserable later life.

Phillip’s remains have been under threat of exposure for longer than Bennelong’s but with an equally partial understanding of the man’s history. In 2013, high-profile Australian barrister Geoffrey Robertson argued for the relocation of Phillip’s body from St Nicholas’ church, near Bath, to Sydney’s botanic gardens. He wanted the Australian government to give ‘our founding father’ a state funeral in gratitude for his ‘enlightened genius… humanity, egalitarianism, and moral vision’. Robertson managed to get successive New South Wales premiers, from opposing parties, interested in this project and was even charged by one to start making enquiries.5

Robertson’s proposal was not in fact original. Back in 1937, on the eve of the sesquicentenary of Phillip’s arrival in New South Wales, several newspapers argued for the former governor to be ‘disinterred and conveyed to Sydney’.6 Before that, in 1907, The Sydney Morning Herald insisted that ‘our brave pioneer [and the] first maker of Australia’ should be reinterred in the lands he helped to colonise.7 Today’s interest in Phillip, as with Bennelong, is thus animated by strong emotions. Here, though, a particular kind of progressive settler nationalism drives the responses.

Neither plan, it should be noted, appears destined for success, due to the conventions surrounding both men against disturbing sacred grounds.

Neither plan, though, needs to succeed if the fundamental aim is to honour each man’s legacy, to gain deeper knowledge about the roles they played, or to understand the history of modern settler–Indigenous relations in a fresh way. As Bennelong & Phillip will show, all these aims can be achieved not by digging up the men, but by digging back through the multiple sources available on them, including their chosen burial sites.

That Phillip should be buried under slate in an English church and that Bennelong should rest with kin close to Wangal Country reflects the most telling truths about them. The five years Phillip spent establishing the colony at New South Wales constitute only a small part of his near half-century of dedication to the British imperial state. His service included fighting rival empires during the Seven Years’ War, being seconded to allies to help preserve British power in the Atlantic, supporting the war against American democratic independence, spying for the government at various times on the European continent, and guarding the English coastline against French republican invasion. This book will reveal that Phillip was far less a moral father to a single settler nation than he was loyal servant of a reactionary and escalating superpower. He was lucky to end his days where his heart had always remained, at the centre of the British empire.

Bennelong’s burial site is likewise apt. It is not the lonely grave of an outcast who is only now finding recognition and respect, for Bennelong shares his resting place with at least two other individuals – his last wife, a woman called Boorong; and one of his first protégés, a man called Nanbarree. Long after his death, admirers and relations continued to visit his grave, mourning a man who had worked valiantly in maintaining local rituals, performing leading roles in social ceremonies, and protecting his region as best he could from the newcomers.
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Phillip’s burial place at St Nicholas’ church, Bathampton, c. 1845



All the visitors to Bennelong’s grave were Yiyura – the collective name used in this book for the fifteen or so clans located around Sydney Harbour in the eighteenth century.8 As such, they were increasingly unnoticed by the colonists, whose records still dominate perceptions of early Australia. Colonial observers then did not see that Bennelong was widely appreciated at the time of his death. He received deep acknowledgement for his life when he passed – just not by the kind of people who would determine the course of his public memory.


History in reverse

Finding the most telling truths about Phillip and Bennelong in their gravesites leads me to the unusual narrative approach taken in this book. It starts at the end of the men’s lives – so close in time – and unravels them back to their beginnings. The emphasis is on plotting key events in roughly reverse order rather than on making time itself run backwards. The rest of this introduction thus steps back through the different ways that Phillip and Bennelong have been remembered over the past two hundred years. The following chapters unspool their respective legacies and retirements, their final journeys and ponderings, their time together in England and Sydney, their difficult meeting, their backstories, and finally their origins in blood and place. (For readers unfamiliar with the main events of this story, a forwards-running timeline is shown on pages xvi–xvii.)
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Burial place of Bennelong, shown in Kissing Point , Joseph Lycett, c. 1825



If a back-running method feels counterintuitive it nevertheless suits the two overarching ambitions of this book. My first ambition is to offer a new picture of Phillip and Bennelong. Most accounts of these long-twinned men, which are always told forwards, focus on the decade or so surrounding the formation of the New South Wales colony. Because this colony spurred the creation of others on the continent, which then became a nation, its inaugural leader tends to be depicted in a patriotic light. Phillip is made to express the qualities that the resultant nation most identifies with – ‘humanity, egalitarianism, and moral vision’, as Geoffrey Robertson would have it. Because Bennelong represented the people hit hardest by Phillip’s colony, and by the nation that rose over it, his image has been coloured more by loss. Sometimes Bennelong has been blamed for that loss and sometimes he has been pitied for it, but loss is what prevails overall.

Telling the story from the end of the men’s lives back to their beginnings upturns how we arrive at their most commonly told decade. Once we learn, for example, about Phillip’s extensive counter-revolutionary activities in Europe after his governorship, it becomes harder to see his short stint in New South Wales as the pinnacle of an especially liberal career. Likewise, once we trace through the final two decades of Bennelong’s life, thoroughly immersed as they were in his rich and complex Indigenous culture, it becomes less feasible to believe he lost his connections to kin.

After reconsidering the supposedly defining era of the men’s lives, our method also enables a reassessment of their earlier years, before they even met. It queries once again what is the real centre of their stories. Too often modern histories assume the first chapters of a life are just the prelude to a main event. What new things can we see in Bennelong and Phillip if we don’t read their earlier years as preliminaries to colonial settlement and their later years as a fading aftermath? What emerges as the main event in their lives if it’s not the foundation of New South Wales? Can we now grasp each era more on its own terms? Can we discern different worlds and priorities informing the actions of both men?

I hope to show with this approach how deeply embedded the famed governor was in a galloping global empire, and, equally, how much his best-remembered Indigenous counterpart managed to defy that empire. Shifting the frame of Australia’s two most foundational figures away from a narrow settler context, away from myths about preternaturally liberal values, and away from a sense of Aboriginal doom changes how we think about the nation’s origins and about its future.

The second ambition of this book is to answer the mounting calls for new ‘temporal scripts’ to represent the past.9 Recently, historian Priya Satia has made the clearest case for new modes of history-writing. In her sweeping account, Time’s Monster, she exposes the way in which the ‘historicist imagination’ of the past three centuries was implicated in the development of empire.10 She shows how European historians, with their conventional belief in events moving always towards greater liberty, have helped to exculpate empire’s terrible violence by depicting it as the unfortunate means to a justifiable end. The modern historical mode, in other words, tends to license imperial injustices by presenting them as the necessary if sad cost of modernity itself. Instead, ‘what is required’, Satia writes, ‘is not so much progress as recovery from the imaginary of progress’.11

A principal plank of the imaginary of progress has been its forwards-moving narrative style. Turning that style on its head helps us resist seeing Phillip’s life in light of the later nation’s grandest ideas about itself, and it helps us question the notion that Bennelong’s fate was the dismal but inevitable price to be paid for modernisation.

In settler-colonial settings, one peculiar effect of much modern history-writing is what Ojibwe scholar Jean O’Brien calls Firsting and Lasting.12 In those places where settlers have sought to displace Indigenous peoples permanently, a progressing sense of history has emphasized settler firsts and Indigenous lasts. Stories of the settlers’ first battles, first famines, first crops, and so on imply that their destiny can only grow more capacious. Conversely, tales of last Indigenous chiefs, last Indigenous performances, or last Indigenous language-speakers naturalises the idea that such people are incompatible with the future. As Grace Karskens puts it in the Australian context, ‘in settler history we seem to be searching constantly for beginnings… but in Aboriginal history in the colonial period so often the search is for endings’.13 Tracing the lives of two key Australian historical figures in contrary order tests the assumptions that emerge from thinking in terms of firsts and lasts.

In sum, Bennelong & Phillip is an experiment in trying to move beyond the limitations of typical Western ways of writing about the past – ways that have often seemed so innocent of politics but which have long privileged the coloniser over the colonised. This book does not claim to embody how someone like Bennelong would have approached the past – which was hardly linear at all – but it does at least mean that his and Phillip’s histories now share an equally unfamiliar framing. The European character is no longer favoured over the non-European by the very way their stories are told.



Afterlives

The afterlives of Phillip and Bennelong have fared differently over the past two centuries. Phillip’s reputation has enjoyed the most consensus. When Geoffrey Robertson insisted on Phillip’s ‘enlightened genius’ he was repeating the view given in most memorials and accounts since the Second World War. Bennelong’s image during the same period has been more varied: even though he is usually portrayed in terms of deficit, this sometimes appears as tragedy and sometimes as farce.

The same impressions also pertained, on the whole, back through the nineteenth century. Both men, however, provoked fewer representations of any kind before the 1930s, ever lessening as history reversed past federation and into a colonial era that identified more with contemporary British events than with its own troubled beginning.

Notably, in a sweeping survey of posthumous reputation, every single account of Bennelong offers also a portrait of Phillip, since he has never been conceivable outside of colonial history. But only some histories of Phillip include a mention of Bennelong, since the governor’s achievements have always been considered his own.



The view of Phillip as Enlightenment paragon has been so sturdy it even withstood the furore over colonial statues that ignited globally in the late 2010s. To be fair, this was also partly due to James Cook taking much of the heat in that contest. Phillip has been fortunate to share his status as founder with another eighteenth-century man – the navigator who sailed up the Australian east coast eighteen years before Phillip’s arrival. In fact, Cook has usually overshadowed Phillip for the title, even though he spent less than nine months in Australian waters compared to Phillip’s five years of active colonisation. This is because in the era of national-identity formation in the nineteenth century, Cook appeared further removed than Phillip from the taint of the first fleet’s convicts.14

Still, even Cook’s reputation survived better than that of many other colonists around the world. What saved his image from being toppled, literally to the ground, was his strong association with the Enlightenment. Cook’s image only took a beating when it was sundered from notions of scientific discovery or navigational prowess – when, for example, protesters remembered that Cook occasionally shot at Indigenous people and certainly declared possession over them.15

Phillip’s reputation has suffered fewer such sunderings because his link to the Enlightenment has been steadier. His memorialists have not bothered with the details of his racial interactions or possessive declarations to the degree that they have with Cook.

The kind of Enlightenment attributed to Phillip usually boils down to three key notions, as Robertson intimated: humanitarianism, egalitarianism and rectitude. This consensus view reached its apogee during the bicentenary of Phillip’s death in 2014, when the Britain-Australia Society convinced Westminster Abbey in London to lay a commemorative stone in the floor of its nave. The stone read, ‘founder of modern Australia’. Then-sitting New South Wales Governor Marie Bashir presided at its dedication, which described Phillip as an ‘extraordinary humanitarian’.16 In the same year, a new biography appeared. Penned by judge Michael Pembroke, it concurred that Phillip was a man of ‘Enlightenment’, ‘integrity’ and ‘benevolent egalitarianism’.17

Earlier, Lyn Fergusson’s 2009 biography uncovered new data on Phillip’s family origins, but similarly expressed the view that he was, in essence, an ‘honest’, ‘caring’ and ‘humanitarian’ man.18 Before Fergusson, Inga Clendinnen’s Dancing with Strangers (2003) claimed to offer a radically new account of Sydney’s first decade. While it did attend more assiduously to Indigenous agency than most histories at the time, the book’s portrayal of Phillip turned out to be remarkably familiar. Clendinnen felt he was ‘close to visionary’. The scourge of ‘racist terror would come soon enough’, she declared, ‘but not in Phillip’s time’.19

Both Fergusson and Clendinnen, and indeed all later biographers of Phillip, owed greatly to Alan Frost’s Arthur Phillip of 1987. This work laid a bedrock of research about the man and was the first to delve meaningfully into Phillip’s other activities besides his colonial governorship. Frost, however, as did most everyone else, concluded that Phillip was at his core respectful, humane and kindly.20 Frost in fact went further in this vein because he was one of the few writers also to narrate Phillip’s sporadic flares of authoritarianism. These he explained as due either to bouts of severe illness or, more often, to a particularly thorough egalitarianism: ‘just as Phillip would not tolerate theft or acts of violence from the Europeans, so too would he not tolerate dishonesty or mindless violence from the Aborigines, for whom his government had made him also responsible’.21

The consensus view was established more than a generation prior to Frost’s scholarly tome. In time for the sesquicentenary of Phillip’s arrival in New South Wales, two huge biographies appeared. The literary duo of Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw, writing as M. Barnard Eldershaw, published Phillip of Australia in 1938. It is a slightly muddled work that claimed Phillip was both ‘an unusual man in his own or any day’, who insisted on governing ‘along lines of equity’, and inevitably a creature of the eighteenth century, which explained why he ‘had no scruples about taking the dark man’s country from him’.22 The general point was to honour a man who founded, nonetheless, a ‘civil, democratic’ state.23 Getting in just ahead of Barnard Eldershaw, George Mackaness produced Admiral Arthur Phillip in 1937. It is nearly five hundred pages long, but a degree less florid than its competitor. Mackaness, too, ultimately admired his subject, concluding that Phillip was compassionate, tactful and forbearing.24

The only two major settler scholars to directly question this near-century-long trend have been the historian Grace Karskens in 2009 and the anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner in 1963. Karskens’ book The Colony was in many ways a response to Clendinnen’s work. It sought to remind readers that all Phillip’s actions, despite the dancing with strangers, ‘were underwritten by the threat of violence and guns’.25 There was no quarantining Phillip from the racism or the terror of early New South Wales, she implied. Stanner was similarly sceptical of the constant ‘eulogies’ to Phillip. He was happy to leave Phillip’s reputation as a convict manager intact, but stressed how often the governor seemed ‘wrong-headed’ when it came to race relations. ‘One is hard put’, he wrote, to ignore his ‘raids’ on and ‘trickery’ of Aboriginal people.26

An indirect challenge emerged in Alan Atkinson’s Europeans in Australia in 1997. Less focused on pointing out the ferocity and the hubris that occurred alongside the vision and the care, Atkinson instead tried to explain how these things were not necessarily contradictory. Phillip was indeed a type of Enlightenment figure, Atkinson suggested, but in the eighteenth century, Enlightenment did not reduce to humanitarianism, egalitarianism or rectitude. In Phillip’s era it was chiefly about taking a rationalist approach to worldly matters. Phillip believed in ‘nourishing’ governments because they produced better subjects, not because they were kinder. He disliked slavery, despotism and unfair rationing because they produced chaotic behaviours, not because they were inhuman.27 In Atkinson’s book, it becomes possible to see that Phillip could be both meditative and ruthless, both thoughtful and unbending.

My book builds on Atkinson’s contextual approach to Phillip, assessing the actions and views of the man within a consistent eighteenth-century global frame. It does not doubt Phillip’s Enlightenment values, but it questions how these have been defined in modern memorials to him. Enlightenment thinking in Phillip’s era had some positive effects for some people, but it did not yet assume that all humans had the same capacity to realise their destinies. The notion of granting all humans equal rights just because they were human barely existed in the British intellectual landscape in the eighteenth century.28 My intent is less to denigrate the idea of Phillip as a dignified humanitarian democrat than to reveal how extremely unlikely that label was in his period. Instead, I explore his persona as more or less typical of Enlightenment attitudes as they existed within his contemporary British empire. In this world, compassion to others went only as far as it logically furthered the aims of conquest; equity could never be extended to the people that empire needed to suppress; and the idea of virtue had to find room for shackles, dispossession and forced labour.

Through Phillip, we catch an individualised glimpse of how empire operated in his era. We see how empire interacted with Indigenous peoples, who were always its greatest problem; how empire’s world-spanning ambitions brought a global resonance to every outpost; and how all this left legacies which deserve urgent reappraisal today.



Bennelong’s depiction over the past eighty years has been more complex than Phillip’s. Loss has stuck to the image of Bennelong as often as Enlightenment has stuck to that of Phillip, but Bennelong’s primary quality has seen different representations. The most common way of understanding Bennelong’s loss is as tragedy, where Bennelong is the victim of all-encompassing colonial manipulations. The slightly less prevalent way is loss as foolishness, the apparent consequence of Bennelong’s selfish drive to ingratiate himself with the colonists, lacking all foresight and resulting in no social benefit.29

That said, loss has not been the whole story. Glimmers of a stronger and more estimable Bennelong have broken through to public audiences on occasion, especially in the past fifteen years. His greatest settler advocate, Keith Vincent Smith, started publishing pieces of neglected evidence in 2005. Smith’s work suggests that Bennelong found more respect among his own people in old age than has been acknowledged. These findings were only quietly and partially received, however, and never found an outlet for a whole-of-life biography.30 In 2012 the Indigenous writers Wesley Enoch and Anita Heiss dramatised this shift in perception in their play I Am Eora. At the start of the play Bennelong is disliked and rejected, but by the end he is valued and even revered. The character of Bennelong here, though, represented the change in image rather than in the man himself. And as with Smith’s work, the play has not yet penetrated the cultural mainstream.31

Earlier, of course, many Indigenous people had suspected that the pervasive image of Bennelong as a tragic or foolish figure was wrong, but most found it difficult to bin completely, given its entrenched power. Dharawal Elder Gavin Andrews recalls suggesting to fellow Dharawal man John Lennis around 2001 that Bennelong might in fact have been a hero for representing – not for selling out – his people to Phillip. Andrews remembers that Lennis was surprised at the time, because the narrative he’d been told was of Bennelong as a drunken opportunist. Lennis had been commissioned to condense Bennelong’s biography for a plaque in the Sydney botanic gardens. He felt compelled to opt in the end for a middle path, heading the plaque with the question, ‘Bennelong: hero or traitor?’32 Aboriginal novelist Eric Willmot wove a similarly ambiguous tale about Bennelong in his 1987 novel Pemulwuy. Even though his portrayal was mostly sympathetic, Willmot closed the book with Bennelong dying in an alcoholic stupor.33

Although ‘Competent Bennelong’ has some lineage, then, this is still far from the dominant perception of the man. The overriding image of him in modern times remains that of tragic victim; a character doomed by colonial taint, often signified by alcohol addiction, and who additionally bears the weight of symbolising the future of all Aboriginal peoples. This figure was most powerfully represented in 2017 by the Indigenous dance troupe Bangarra. Their rendition of Bennelong, in their eponymous main show for that year, was intense and moving. Bennelong appeared more immersed in his Yiyura culture and with a greater depth of character than he had ever enjoyed before. Notably, though, Bangarra made his ending bleak: Bennelong returns home after spending three years overseas unable to ‘belong in either world’. He dies encased in a literal box on stage, ‘mourning his own spirit’.34

To be clear, Bangarra was up-front about diverging from ‘a literal translation of historical events’. It is a sobering indictment of settler audiences that an Aboriginal arts group in 2017 found more purchase in repeating a story of Indigenous ruination than in exploring the idea that Bennelong might have had a better fate than is usually assumed. Bangarra estimated that instructive stories about all that was lost through colonisation – stories that Bennelong has for so long epitomised – still need clarifying before Indigenous storytellers can move on to visions of who and what defied it.35

The portrait of Bennelong in this book is not meant to dismiss the despair of later Indigenous generations that he has been made to exemplify. Nor is it an attempt to suggest that Indigenous life over the past two centuries has been rosier than claimed. It is instead an experiment in imagining what else might be seen when Aboriginal characters finally get to be more than lost.

‘Tragic Bennelong’ reached his height in the early 2000s. Along with the federal MP for the electorate of Bennelong, and the board of the Sydney Opera House on Bennelong Point, other voices advocating this version of the man included several bestselling writers. Thomas Keneally, in Commonwealth of Thieves, thought Bennelong was eventually an addict accepted by no one.36 Lucy Hughes Turnbull, in her biography Sydney, found Bennelong to be, at length, uneasy and lonely.37 And Inga Clendinnen, in her book that so stridently defended Phillip, agreed that Bennelong wound up drunk and violent. ‘At fifty,’ she declared, he ‘fumed his way to an outcast’s grave. He should have died earlier, in the days of hope.’38

The tragedians of the early 2000s inherited an image of outcast Bennelong that had been shaped by some of the most illustrious Australian intellectuals of the twentieth century. In the 1980s, art critic and Boyer Lecturer Bernard Smith lamented Bennelong’s fate to live ‘between two cultures… fraught with terrible tensions’. 39 A decade earlier, economist and leading public servant H.C. Coombs penned a foreword to a brief biography of Bennelong where he decried the man’s ‘sombre… incompatibility’ with his ‘conquerors’.40 Another decade earlier still, Australia’s most famous historian, Manning Clark, intoned that Bennelong ‘disgusted his civilisers and became an exile from his own people, [rushing] headlong to his own dissolution’.41 Clark had been inspired by the novelist Eleanor Dark, who perhaps inaugurated the tragic vision of Bennelong in her 1941 historical novel The Timeless Land. Dark rescued Bennelong from a period of almost complete erasure, but in her resurrection she locked him into a gloomy role. At first, Dark’s Bennelong is vibrant and plucky but soon Europeans corrupt his all too corruptible soul. The novel concludes with him passed out from drink: ‘the merciful, swift twilight of his land crept up about him to cover his defeat. The End.’42

In the twentieth century, ‘Tragic Bennelong’ sometimes tussled with ‘Foolish Bennelong’. This version of the man has not been seen much since the 1980s, though he did make a brief appearance in Matt Murphy’s 2021 Rum: A Distilled History of Colonial Australia. Here, Bennelong exists only as described by some early British sources: a man ‘so savage… as to be capable of any mischief’ and remembered chiefly for his ‘propensity for drunkenness’.43 In 1973 this same unpleasant Bennelong starred in Isadore Brodsky’s Bennelong Profile, in which he was a ‘Stone Age’ primitive – an impulsive unwanted child who could not grow up.44

The figure of Bennelong as fool has in fact two sides. As evidenced in Murphy’s and Brodsky’s books, one side comes directly from early sources, and particularly from the derogatory Sydney Gazette obituary of Bennelong published in 1813.45 The other, more curiously, comes from a misfired ambition to shine positive light on some Aboriginal characters by denigrating others. Two otherwise strong advocates for Aboriginal history, John Mulvaney and W.E.H. Stanner, both fell into this trap. In 1984, Mulvaney, in an effort to praise the rebellious warrior Pemulwuy, conjured a dishonourable Bennelong, describing him as a parasite compared to his peer.46 Nearly twenty years before, Stanner had done the same thing, even while also criticising Phillip’s behaviour towards Indigenous people. Imploring his audiences to consider the many ‘outstanding’ characters to be found in the Aboriginal past, Stanner added that he ‘was not thinking of mercurial upstarts like Bennelong’, who was a ‘volatile egotist… a trickster and eventually a bit of a turncoat’.47

This book eschews both tragic and foolish renditions of Bennelong, exploring further the suggestion that he maintained his most cherished quality – his personal sovereignty – throughout life. Perhaps the greatest loss Bennelong ever sustained was that to his reputation, inflicted partly in his later years and especially after his death. Questioning that loss offers a view into how sovereignty endured for at least one Indigenous person in this era of imperial infiltration. This is a crucial history to recall during present-day efforts to conciliate, for the first time, descendants of that momentous time.



Back into the nineteenth century

Before the Second World War, and arguably before the true consolidation of the Australian nation, the reputations of both Bennelong and Phillip were hazier. Between the 1930s and 1900, no extended biographies appeared, though each man featured in local newspaper columns devoted to bite-sized history. Phillip popped up around once a week; Bennelong surfaced about once a year.48 These snippets were almost all gleaned from the Historical Records of New South Wales, which were published in seven volumes by the government during the 1890s. Nearly every one offered the same sentiments about Phillip being a worthy modern leader and Bennelong (if rated at all) being his sometimes helpless but mostly hopeless sidekick.

Phillip enjoyed a brief moment in brighter light in the final years of the nineteenth century, when a burgeoning nationalist movement was searching for a historical anchor point. In 1899 the popular writers Louis Becke and Walter Jeffrey produced the first ever full-length biography of him. Sadly, as many reviewers noted, their minimal research meant little advance could be made on the already published Historical Records of New South Wales.49

In 1897 an altogether more original interpretation had materialised. This was the statue of Phillip by Italian sculptor Achille Simonetti, erected in Sydney’s botanic gardens. Then-premier of New South Wales, Henry Parkes, had commissioned Simonetti to make the monument in 1889, just after the centenary celebrations of Phillip’s landing. It was meant at first to be a realist work, though it changed under the directions of Parkes’ successor to a classical style. The resultant statue is a remarkable jumble soaring over fifteen metres high. A venerable and realist Phillip holding a flag and papers stands on top of three classical friezes depicting justice, patriotism and education. Below him recline mythical figures representing agriculture, commerce, navigation and mining, but wedged beneath these are a series of unidentified Aboriginal people less than a metre high.50 Despite the stylistic mixing, this Phillip is still figured as an honourable leader of modern industry.

Bennelong featured in schoolteacher Richard Sadleir’s 1883 The Aborigines of Australia, where, intriguingly, he is first described as a ‘hero’.51 Within one page, however, he has descended into the prototypical fool, not through the tragic means of colonists but through the chuckle-worthy mechanism of his own ‘troublesome’ peers.52

In the mid-nineteenth century, before the rise of a strong nationalist movement, Phillip and Bennelong shared minimal attention. This was due partly to a general British disdain then for the supposed corruptions of the eighteenth century, and partly to a desire among Antipodean colonists to distance themselves from their rough start. At a time when colonists sought to be free of both convict transportation and continued frontier massacres, they did not want to recall their origins as a penal settlement on other people’s lands.53

More accounts exist prior to the 1830s, when commentators could still personally recall Phillip and Bennelong. Many return us once more to the men’s graves. In 1823 the slab covering Phillip’s remains in St Nicholas’ was temporarily removed in order to bury those of his last wife, Isabella. The slab had been engraved with the words, ‘Underneath lies the remains of Arthur Phillip, Esq., Admiral of the Blue, who died 31st of August 1814 in his 76th Year.’54

It’s noticeable that at the time of his death only his naval credentials marked Phillip, not his governorship. Dozens of newspapers observed Isabella’s passing, mentioning that she was the widow of ‘the late Admiral Arthur Phillip’, but again, few referred to New South Wales.55 Soon afterwards, the slab was covered by a mat, and the Phillips’ mutual spot in an English church was neglected for many decades.56

Also in the 1820s, a clergyman living in western Sydney observed an ageing Yiyura man frequently visiting the site of Bennelong’s grave.57 This man was Bidgee Bidgee, a relative of Bennelong’s, and in some ways his successor as a leader of the conglomerate clan they had both helped to form in the early 1800s. The clergyman heard Bidgee Bidgee express ‘a wish, after his death, to be buried by the side of his friend Bennelong… amidst the orange trees of the garden’.58

No records indicate if Bidgee Bidgee was granted his wish, though some reported that by 1821 both Nanbarree and Boorong were lying beside Bennelong.59 Nanbarree had been a member of the Gadigal clan, an occasional enemy of Bennelong’s Wangal clan. Boorong was the mother of his surviving son, Digidigi.

None of these additional facts was remembered by colonists, who had largely moved on from their hunger for Yiyura knowledge. But the memory of Bennelong still thrived quietly among kin. In this same decade another clergyman visited the people living near Bennelong’s grave. He showed them a portrait of their deceased leader. ‘They were astonished, and wept aloud,’ he recalled. ‘ “It is Bennellong!” they cried… “He was our brother and our friend!”’60

The 1820s is often seen as the start of a new era in the West – a time, finally, of peace after the tumult of the American, French, and Industrial revolutions. It heralded the coming of liberalism, free settlers and free trade. It was also, though, the start of a great forgetting, the erasure from mind of how much peace and liberty in the West had depended on earlier coercive imperial forces to fuel its victories and resource its economies. Equally, the era now doubled down on forgetting the roles that Indigenous people had played in the formation of stability – their suffering during the invasions, their care of the lands now dispossessed, and their survival through it all regardless. This is a book about remembering the twin pillars upon which the Western world rests: the never-repealed incursions of global empire and the always-enduring sovereignty of Indigenous peoples.
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When Isabella Phillip’s remains joined those of her husband, nine years after his death, the covering slate slab was amended accordingly. ‘Also of ISABELLA relict of above Admiral PHILLIP,’ it now read, ‘who died the 4th of March 1823, in the 71st Year of her Age.’1 It was actually the seventy-third year of her age, but as with the reference to Isabella as a relict of someone else, interest in the details of British women in this period was never as deep as it was for British men.2

Bennelong did not have to wait so long for company in his grave – or buma, as the Yiyura called it. Within two years he was joined by his last wife, Boorong. A British sailor in Sydney in 1815 reported that ‘old Bennelong is dead… he died after a short illness about two years ago, &… they buried him & his wife at Kissing point’.3 In life, Boorong may have shared Bennelong with another wife, since Yiyura men at that time often had two partners while women usually had just one. Like Britain’s, Yiyura society often favoured men over women, though as we shall see, its gender conventions operated quite differently.4

The posthumous reunions of Phillip and Bennelong with their wives represent one way their
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