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AUTHOR NOTES 
 

Kate Grenville 
 

Kate Grenville (1950- ) is an Australian author who was born in Sydney. She wrote The Lieutenant as part of a trilogy of 

novels. The Secret River and Sarah Thornhill are the other two novels to form the trilogy. Each novel delves into the 

impact of the settlement of Australia on both the early European settlers as well as the indigenous peoples who populated 

the land before the settlers arrived. Grenville was educated at the University of Sydney and also studied overseas. The 

Lieutenant closely follows the journal of William Dawes, a marine who volunteered to accompany the First Fleet to the 

colony of New South Wales in 1788. Dawes kept extensive records detailing the language of the local Gudigal people of 

the Sydney area. Grenville used this diary as the basis of her novel hoping that it “might encourage readers to seek out the 

history of those extraordinary years of the first settlement”
1
. The parallel between Dawes and the fictional Rooke is, of 

course, clear as Grenville has used Dawes‟ diaries extensively as the basis of her novel. The novel includes much of the 

written records of Dawes‟ recordings of the aboriginal language. The interactions between the socially awkward Rooke 

and the natives as he begins to learn their language teach him as much about human relationships  as they do about the 

complexity of linguistic structures. It is clear that Grenville wanted to emphasise the role of language in mediating 

friendship
2
 and demonstrate that the biggest and most fundamental difference between the cultures is that the language of 

the natives reflects their lifestyle, views, and values about land ownership, power, and control. It reinforces the deep 

connection to land and place that, on the whole, the white European settlers could not identify with. Rooke finds himself 

having to make a difficult decision based on his conscience which eventuates in his leaving the new settlement. The novel 

concludes in 1836 with Rooke in Antigua, conscious of his imminent demise. He is reflecting on his experiences in New 

South Wales with the young aboriginal girl, Taragan, with whom he developed a close relationship and who took the time 

and patience to teach him her language. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
‘Kate Grenville – Australian Author’ (2016) www.kategrenville.com/node/47 [Retrieved 8/8/2016 

2
 Lynette Russell in Kossew, S. (2011). Lighting dark places: Essays on Kate Grenville Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi p. 199 

http://www.kategrenville.com/node/47
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
 

Until 1782, English convicts were transported to America, however, in 1783 the American War of Independence ended 

and this meant that America refused to accept any more convicts. Consequently, England had to find somewhere else to 

send their prisoners. Transportation to New South Wales was deemed to be a solution. While the white settlement of 

Australia, which officially began in January 1788, was an initiative of the British Government seeking  a place to send the 

continued and troublesome overflow from their prisons, Australia came to be a place where some could find a new life 

and a new beginning. Captain James Cook had discovered the east coast of what was then known as New Holland in 1770 

and he subsequently named it New South Wales. He sailed the whole of the east coast and reported to the British 

government that he thought it would make a good place for a settlement. Britain did not seriously consider the country to 

be inhabited as the natives did not cultivate the land, and were, therefore, "uncivilised" 

Life was difficult for people in England during these times and crime was rampant; the British government was finding it 

increasingly difficult to manage the penal system for their own prisons. Sending a fleet of ships, now known as the „First 

Fleet‟, to New South Wales was their hopeful solution to a problem that seemed to have no other alternative. It also 

underpinned the idea of expansion of the British Empire to settle and colonize other lands as this was thought to be 

imperative to remain a dominating political force within the then-known world. The eleven ships that were selected to be 

part of the fleet left Portsmouth in March 1787 and arrived in Botany Bay sometime between 18-20
th
 January 1788. 

William Dawes was a volunteer for this expedition and as a Second Lieutenant for the marines was also an accomplished 

astronomer, mathematician, and linguist. Grenville has primarily based The Lieutenant on Dawes and his astronomical 

and linguistic interests; on his observation of the stars in the southern hemisphere and learning the indigenous language of 

the local Gudigal people around Botany Bay. Dawes, like Rooke, volunteered as a marine to accompany the first fleet of 

ships to New South Wales and was supplied with meteorological instruments and astronomical charts; he was also 

requested to watch for a comet that was expected to appear in the southern skies during 1789. 

There were approximately one thousand people, including seven hundred convicts, who arrived in Botany Bay in January 

1788. The principal aim of the British government was that the colony could be self-sufficient by sowing seeds and other 

horticultural plants which were sent with them to aid this aim. Unfortunately, self-sufficiency did not immediately 

eventuate and these early colonists were in very real danger of starvation within a few months of their landing. The fleet 

had been sent with enough provisions for two years but the British government had not factored in the prospect of not 

being able to adequately supplement their supplies with their own horticultural pursuits. The environment of this country 

was not only unfamiliar, but the weather patterns and heat were not conducive for the plants and seeds which had been 

sent with the fleet causing rations to become scarce. Not many of the men (prisoners or soldiers) were skilled hunters of 

animals and, consequently, provisions were not well supplemented by local produce. Waiting and hoping for re-supply 

ships were what helped to sustain them. Some ships were sent to known neighboring countries in the hope of obtaining 

more provisions to maintain the stranded settlers.  

While the natives subsisted on local plants and fish, the settlers found few of the native plants to be appetising or were 

unaware of what could or could not be consumed. As the new white settlers appeared also to have been poor fishermen, 

most of their food had to come from the supplies brought with them on the ships. This resulted in their total dependence 

on a shipping trade monopolised by the East India Company and virtually non-existent as far as Sydney was concerned. 

Rats, dogs, crows, an occasional kangaroo or emu were used to supplement the food. 

Shelter was also a problem. They had very little building material and the government had provided only a very limited 

supply of tools, which were also of poor quality. With the local trees being huge, and the wood hard, these tools were 

soon blunt or broken causing the building to be slowed. Extra clothing had been forgotten and, by the time the Second 

Fleet arrived, convicts and marines alike were dressed in patched and threadbare clothing. By July 1788, all the ships 

except for the naval vessels Sirius and Supply had left the settlement and it was effectively isolated from all other nations. 

On 2nd October the Sirius was despatched to Cape Town to purchase provisions. Until her return on 2nd May 1789, 

rations were cut back with the result that work on farming and building was reduced. During this time the Supply had 

taken a small contingent of convicts and marines to Norfolk Island to set up another penal colony. The land there was 

pronounced more fertile than Sydney Cove and the timber of better quality, however, the rocky cliffs surrounding the 

island meant that it could not be loaded on the ship for transport to Sydney Cove. Green turtles were found there and the 

Supply brought a few back on its voyages from Norfolk Island which helped to supplement the food in the colony. 

Meanwhile, relations with the indigenous peoples were  deteriorating, mostly because they were elusive and did not seem 

to be behaving in a manner that was expected by those in command. It was also difficult to regulate contact between the 

white settlers and the indigenous people. Fear and mistrust by the white inhabitants increased because of the ability of the 

indigenous people to „disappear‟ into the landscape or move around without attracting notice. The nomadic nature of 

these people was unfamiliar to the European settlers and tensions grew as it became clear to the aboriginals that these 

white settlers with their red coats and strange ways were there to stay and were advancing their territory inland 

incrementally. 

 


