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MEDIA 
RELEASE 

FOUNDATION DAY AND 
INTERESTING ITEMS FROM THE COLLECTION 

This week we celebrated the 231st anniversary of the landing of Lt Philip Gidley King and his party 
of 22 brave souls (seven freemen and 15 convicts) on Norfolk Island, establishing the first British 
settlement on the island in March 1788. 

Notwithstanding that Norfolk Island had been previously settled by Polynesians several centuries 
prior, Captain James Cook discovered Norfolk Island for the British in 1774. He was entranced by 
both the beauty of the island and the pine and flax, which showed promise for a lucrative industry 
for ship building. 

His reports to the British High Command provided solutions to the many social and economic 
problems faced by Britain at the time, which included overcrowding of jails; the inability to send 
convicts to America after the end of the War of Independence; and trade blocks on ship-building 
materials, such as masts, sails and ropes, which had been put in place by Russia. The British 
government was also aware of the strong French presence in the South Pacific, which was of great 
concern, and required a strong naval presence to support British interests in the region. 

A fleet of 11 ships left Portsmouth, England on 13 May 1787 with the mission to establish colonies 
in New Holland (now Australia) and Norfolk Island. They carried convicts, marines, seamen, civil 
officers and free settlers, and took just over eight months to complete their journey, arriving at Port 
Jackson on 26 January 1788. 

Philip Gidley King had been selected by Captain Arthur Phillip, Commander of the First Fleet, as his 
second-in-command for the voyage, and upon landing in Port Jackson was nominated ‘as an officer 
of merit … whose perseverance may be depended upon’ to establish a subordinate settlement on 
Norfolk Island. Twenty-two people were chosen to travel with King to Norfolk Island, including 15 
convicts. The colony on Norfolk Island was to be established as the ‘breadbasket’ for the larger 
colony at Port Jackson, and as a strategic outpost for the fledgling colony. The intrepid settlers set 
sail from Port Jackson on 14 February 1788. 

After arriving at Norfolk Island and attempting to land unsuccessfully many times, King and his party 
were finally able to land at what is now Kingston on 6 March 1788. 

Norfolk Island and the settlement of Port Jackson were, in essence, sister-settlements, which 
depended upon each other. While Norfolk Island was settled to support the infant settlement in 
Port Jackson, it also offered hope that it could support Britain’s shipping empire. While these hopes 
were tempered with failure – the pine was unsuitable for ships’ masts and the flax lacked the fibre 
content required to make sails – the settlement did succeed in its other primary goal, which was to 
secure it for the British.  

While there are limited physical reminders of the settlement, those that still remain provide a 
tangible link to those initial courageous settlers. The Norfolk we know today has grown, from those 
first resilient roots, with our current generation still facing some of those same challenges of 
isolation, supply difficulties and pests such as army grubs.  
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To mark this important event in Norfolk’s historical calendar, we are showcasing an item from the 
First British Settlement as the ‘Interesting Item’ for this week – a facsimile of the map drawn of the 
settlement in 1788 by William Bradley (NIM24114), which was donated to the Norfolk Island 
Museums and Research Centre as part of the Les Brown Collection in 2012. The original is held at 

the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South 
Wales. 

The map shows hills, houses, bays, islands, 
anchorages and hidden rocks, and was probably 
drawn on a visit by Bradley in late 1788. 

William Bradley (1757–1833) had travelled with 
the First Fleet to Port Jackson, serving as First 
Lieutenant on HMS Sirius. After arriving in Port 
Jackson in January 1788, Bradley immediately 
began a series of surveys on HMS Sirius, now 
under the captaincy of John Hunter. They 
completed the initial survey of Sydney Harbour by 
6 February, with Bradley’s Head (formerly 
Bradley’s Point) on the northern shore of the 
harbour being named after the Lieutenant. On 2 
October 1788, Bradley left Sydney with Hunter on 
HMS Sirius to collect provisions for the infant 
settlement. They sailed via New Zealand and Cape 
Horn, arriving back at Port Jackson on 9 May 1789. 
It is possible that they stopped at Norfolk Island in 
late 1788, when this map was drawn.  

Bradley’s main surveys of Norfolk Island were undertaken in 1790, after he was stranded for 
11 months on the island following the wrecking of HMS Sirius. This work earned Bradley a 
promotion to the rank of Master and Commander in 1791. He then gradually worked his way up the 
ranks to achieve Rear Admiral of the Blue and was finally superannuated in 1812. Bradley had 
struggled with mental illness for much of his career, and eventually lost his entitlements and rank 
following his involvement in a petty case of defrauding the postal authorities in 1814. He was exiled 
and fled to the Continent where he lived until a free pardon was granted in 1822.  

Bradley’s contribution to our understanding of the First British Settlement on Norfolk Island is 
significant and valuable – not only for social and economic historical information, but also 
geographical information about the coastline. 

This item can be viewed at the Research Centre, No.9 Quality Row during opening hours. Please 
contact the museums on 23788 to set up a viewing time or for more information. 
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