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William Bligh

(13 August 1806 — 26 January 1808)!

Anne-Maree Whitaker

William Bligh is undoubtedly the most famous Governor of New South
Wales. He is the subject of over 2500 major books and articles, and has
been portrayed in three Hollywood feature films as well as several Aust-
ralian ones. The cause of this fame is not his time in New South Wales,
nor even the fact that he was the only Governor in Australian history to
be overthrown in a military coup (on 26 January 1808), but the mutiny
aboard his ship Bounty on 28 April 1789 near Tofua in the South Pacific
and his subsequent voyage in an open boat to Timor.

Early life

William Bligh was born on 9 September 1754 at Tinten Manor, St Tudy in
Cornwall. His father Francis Bligh was a boatman and land waiter in the
customs service at Plymouth, Devon. Francis was descended from a
family settled in St Tudy since 1680, five of whose members were mayors
of nearby Bodmin in the 16th century. William’s mother Jane Pearce (née
Balsam) was a widow when she married Francis Bligh.2

A daughter of her first marriage had married John Bond, who was a
surgeon in the Navy. In 1762 Bond was serving on HMS Monmouth when
his seven year old brother-in-law William Bligh was entered on the ship’s
books as a captain’s servant, and paid off the following February. This
kind of arrangement was not unusual but does not necessarily mean that
the boy went to sea. William Bligh actually joined the Navy aged 15 on 27
July 1770 as an Able Seaman on HMS Hunter, rising to Midshipman in
February 1771.3

This began his six years of training as a Midshipman, which con-
tinued on the 36 gun frigate HMS Crescent in the West Indies from Sep-
tember 1771 to August 1774, and then on HMS Ranger. His new ship was
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Colonel David Collins, Lieutenant-Governor of Van Diemen’s Land,
stated: “I know him now, and shall ever think he merited what befell him,
and much more than even suspension, unless that was from the end of a
strong halter”. Describing Bligh’s daughter Mary Putland, Judge Advo-
cate Ellis Bent wrote: “Her temper is as violent as that of her father, and
that is more violent than I could have conceived”.”> Bligh’s successor
Lachlan Macquarie stated:

Governor Bligh certainly is a most disagreeable person to have any
dealings, or public business to transact with, having no regard whatever to
his promises or engagements however sacred, and his natural temper is
uncommonly harsh, and tyrannical in the extreme.”®

Bligh’s daughter Mary married Lieutenant-Colonel Maurice O’Connell in
Sydney in 1810.77 The O’Connells served in various colonial outposts over
the years and returned to Sydney in 1845 with Sir Maurice as the military
commander and Lieutenant-Governor. Lady O’Connell set about tracing
her father’s long-forgotten land grants received from Governor King in
1806. As well as the modern suburb of Camperdown they included 1000
acres at Rouse Hill and 105 acres in Parramatta. The Parramatta land (in
modern terms bounded by Church Street, Victoria Road, O’Connell Street
and the Parramatta River) had been extensively developed and included
the Female Factory, gaol, King’s School and St Patrick’s Church.

Despite the fact that Bligh had failed to build on the land, thereby
technically nullifying the grants, Governor Gipps wished to avoid pro-
tracted court action. A settlement was negotiated whereby the O’Connells
dropped the claim to Parramatta but were allowed to keep the Camper-
down and Rouse Hill land. Sir Maurice died in 1848 and was the first
burial in St Stephen’s cemetery, Camperdown, Sydney. His widow died in
Paris in 1864.

Bligh had no sons, but another of his six daughters married an
eponymous cousin and thereby ensured that some of his descendants re-
tained the surname. Anna Bligh, who became Premier of Queensland in
2007, is descended from this line. Malcolm Bligh Turnbull, who became
Federal Opposition Leader in 2008, is descended from a family of Haw-
kesbury settlers who supported the Governor and bestowed his name on
their children over the next 200 years.

Notes

1 This chapter also includes the interregnum period under George Johnston (26
January 1808 — 29 July 1808), Joseph Foveaux (30 July 1808 — 9 January 1809)
and William Paterson (9 January 1809 — 31 December 1809).

2 Kennedy, G, Captain Bligh: the man and his mutinies, Duckworth, London,
1989, p 1. Bligh was baptised the month after his birth at Plymouth, but des-
cribed himself as born in Cornwall.

3 Kennedy, pp 1-2.
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