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Arthur Phillip 

(26 January 1788 – 10 December 1792) 

Andrew Tink 

In the history of the English-speaking people, Arthur Phillip’s leadership 
role in the foundation of a convict colony, which in a little over a hundred 
years grew into a nation spanning a continent, is unique. Apart from 
the official record, however, surprisingly little is known about Phillip 
the man. He was always an outsider. Mystery surrounds even his death, 
which some have hinted was suicide.1 

Early years 

The son of Jacob Phillip, a German Jewish migrant and his English wife 
Elizabeth, Phillip was born in London on 11 October 1738. After spending 
two and a half years at Greenwich Hospital School which had originally 
been established to train the sons of poor seamen for a seafaring life, 
Phillip went to sea at the age of 15. Apprenticed to the master of the 
Fortune, he spent the summer of 1754 whaling in the Arctic.2 

That same year, a clash between British and French troops in Amer-
ica’s backwoods soon led to a world war between Britain, France and 

Spain. Before long, Phillip found himself among the lower ranks of HMS 
Buckingham and saw action against the French off the Mediterranean 

island of Minorca in 1756. However, the British Admiral, Byng, was accus-
ed of failing to fully engage his fleet, found guilty and shot. Referring to 
Byng’s “downright cowardice”, Phillip supported his execution. Later in 

the war, Phillip was aboard the Stirling Castle and in 1762 he participated 

in the capture of Havana, Spain’s communication hub in the Americas. 
Although Phillip was promoted to Lieutenant and shared in the Havana 

prize money, he was stood down within weeks, following the declaration 

of a general peace.3 



This is a preview. Not all pages are shown.



THE GOVERNORS OF NEW SOUTH WALES 

46 

Although he retired in 1805, Phillip kept being nominally promoted, as 
was the custom, finally becoming an Admiral of the Blue three months 

before his death on 31 August 1814.42   
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