Flinders and Baudin at Pelican Lagoon
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In the early 19th century two major expeditions visited and charted the coast of Kangaroo Island – Flinders from England
and Baudin from France. Lieutenant Matthew Flinders sailed from England on 19th July 1801 in the Investigator, and
circumnavigated the continent of Australia, arriving at Kangaroo Island on 23rd March 1802. On Monday 5th April
Flinders and the botanist Robert Brown took a cutter from an anchorage in Eastern Cove to examine Pelican Lagoon
and to ascend Prospect Hill.

Flinders’ ship the Investigator. Painting by Jack Koskie, 1979. Copyright National Library of Australia.

From Flinders’ Journal 5th April 1802, regarding Pelican Lagoon: The object of the excursion abovementioned was both to
examine the head of the bay, and to ascend a hill, which seems to be the only one in the island where the height and
thickness of the brush wood does not entirely intercept the view. On approaching the S.W. corner of the bay, we were
pleased gratified to find a small opening which led towards the hill. After breakfasting on the west shore of the rivulet
lagoon, we proceeded upwards and which brought us nearly to near the foot of the hill and getting it. After observing the
suns meridional altitude, we got through the brush without much difficulty, and reached the top at 1 o'clock;
The eastern head of the lagoon contains three islands, upon two of which we landed on, and from appearances judged
them seem to be breeding places for pelicans: on the third we did not land. These birds were in great numbers, and many
of them were too young to fly. From the number quantity of skeletons and scattered bones upon one of the islands, I infer
that the pelicans also end their days there close as well as commence their existence here at a distance from man the
disturber. Not only commence their being here, but that they have selected this retreat for the closing scene of their
existence; here, at a distance from man, the great disturber of all the vital principal that animated them, can quietly
depart, without interruption, and perhaps without a pang.
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Left: Sailors and servants, Kangaroo Island. Right: Seals, Kangaroo Island. Pencil drawings by William Westall, 1802.
From National Library of Australia collection.
The approach of stormy weather and a shortage of supplies prevented Flinders from mapping the south and west
coasts of Kangaroo Island. He headed east and met Nicholas Baudin at Encounter Bay (modern Victor Harbour) on
8th April 1802, where they exchanged information and maps. Flinders then headed for Port Jackson (Sydney).
From Flinders’ Journal 8th April 1802, regarding Kangaroo Island: The bay which we left on the A.M. preceding this days
log, seems to afford secure shelter in all cases: how far the kanguroos or emu's may be numerous in its neighbourhood,
we did not stay to ascertain. The water seems to shoal rather suddenly in this bay, so that the shore should be
approached with caution. The eastern points excepted, this part of the main island is covered with the same kind of thick
brush as in the other parts. On the opposite part of the main, near which our track mostly lies this P.M. the clothing of
the hills is very different. A short scrubby brush every where covers the land, which is rather high, and much intersected
by ravines and gullies, apparently cut by water, which they seem to have conveyed from the highest parts down to the
sea. The stone appears to be slaty, as upon cape of the opposite island.

Matthew Flinders’ map of Kangaroo Island, from A Voyage to Terra Australis, 1814.
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View of Kangaroo Head, Kangaroo Island. Watercolour painting by William Westall, 1802. From National Library of
Australia collection.
On the 19th October 1800, the Baudin Expedition set sail from Le Havre in Normandy, France with two ships, Le
Géographe and Le Naturaliste. A schooner Le Casuarina was subsequently purchased in Port Jackson in 1802. Twenty
five scientists were engaged from the domains of astronomy, botany, zoology, mineralogy, horticulture and geography.
Commander Nicholas Baudin`s expedition secured the most valuable natural history collection of its time, with more
than 200,000 specimens of flora and fauna collected. Live Australian animals were taken back to France and exhibited
in the zoological garden of Josephine de Beauharnais, Napoleon’s wife. Baudin was twice in South Australian waters,
first in April-May 1802, and again, accompanied by Louis de Freycinet in Le Casuarina, in January-February 1803.
After completing the survey both Le Géographe and Le Casuarina sailed west to King George Sound (modern
Albany) where they met the brig Union and Capt. Isaac Pendleton from Stonington, Connecticut. Baudin provided
Pendleton with his charts of Kangaroo Island and advice on the good anchorage at Pelican Lagoon. Pelican Lagoon
was called Port Daché by Baudin and mapped in great detail.

Map of L’Isle Decres (Kangaroo Island) by Freycinet and Boullanger, 1802-1803.
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Enlargement of the Port Daché (Pelican Lagoon) part of the Freycinet and Boulanger map

The extinct Kangaroo Island dwarf emu, painted by Charles Alexandre Lesueur of the Baudin Expedition.
After leaving Kangaroo Island in April 1802, the Baudin expedition encountered very bad weather and headed for Port
Jackson (Sydney), where they again met Flinders and were well treated despite recent warfare between England and
France. The younger brother of Nicholas Baudin tells their story:

4

We ran into great dangers in Bass Strait, where we were caught in a terrible gale. For the rest of this expedition
conditions were extremely tough. The crew was no longer equal to handling the ship; I set to work like the lowliest of
sailors, and this was a useful lesson for me. It is difficult to imagine the pitiful condition and the general state of
destitution to which we were reduced, and since then, in the course of all my voyages, I have never seen anything like it.
The weather at that time of year was severe, and the entire crew was lacking clothing; those items that had been taken on
board in France were too small, for the most part, and could only be suitable for children. As for the rations, we had
nothing but biscuit filled with worms and reduced to a disgusting powder, some rotten salt meat, sprouted rice; and the
only drink, a foul-smelling liquor called arrack. Finally, when the suffering and deprivations had reached a point that
was quite intolerable, the commandant considered it opportune to abandon our explorations, and to go and put into Port
Jackson, an English colony on the east coast of New Holland. We reached it on 20 June 1802, in a state of fatigue and
exhaustion that is difficult to describe. We were given a most cordial reception at Port Jackson; the governor was
Captain King, of the British Royal Navy, who had served as lieutenant under Captain Cook.
From Memories of My Youth by Admiral Charles Baudin, 1784-1815. Service Historique de la Défense, Archives
Centrales de la Marine.
At the time Port Jackson was the only European settlement on the Australian continent, with Dutch colonial
settlements far away in Java and Timor. The mariners involved in mapping the coast were at the uttermost end of the
known Earth, with little or no chance of help should they be shipwrecked or attacked. They had to be self-sufficient for
a voyage of up to three years. Despite this, the expeditions of Flinders and Baudin mapped most of the Australian
coastline, as well as providing the first scientific studies of the Australian flora and fauna. The collections made in the
early 19th century were the subject of detailed study and debate for several decades back in Europe, and provided
evidence for the emerging ideas about evolution and the history of the Earth.
The charting of the Australian continent also had strategic implications for the fledgling settlement at Port Jackson.
There was justified uncertainty regarding French territorial intentions in the southwest Pacific, and the increasing visits
of American whalers and sealers to southern Australia led the British colonial government to restrict the use of Port
Jackson by foreign ships, and to establish other British settlements at Port Phillip Bay (Melbourne), Risdon Cove
(Hobart) and Moreton Bay (Brisbane).
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