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The first paragraph of 1788: The Brutal Truth of the First Fleet shows the promise of an exciting, informative and 

contextual reference book for genealogists: “[A]t four o’clock in the morning on Sunday 13 May 1787 the signal was 

given by the flagship Sirius for the ships of the First Fleet to set sail and begin their eight-month voyage from 

Portsmouth to establish a British convict colony in a remote and little-known spot on the far side of the world.”1 

From there, it backtracks to establish the time period, with references to the Georgian era, the expanding empire, 

the American War of Independence and the Enlightenment, with enough detail to give the reader a sense of time 

and place. The reader is immediately transported, pun not intended, into the era. There are, however, some areas of 

concern. 

 

While 1788: The Brutal Truth of the First Fleet is an informative and entertaining read, the reader needs to be aware 

of some problematic areas of this text as a reference source. The title that Hill has chosen for his book is misleading: 

the use of the word ‘brutal’ gives the impression that convicts are the subject, whereas, initially, it is more about 

politics and famous people involved with the First Fleet – with a little thrown in about convicts along the way. 

However, given that Hill is essentially a career administrator and public servant, this approach is hardly surprising. 

Hill also has a tendency to inject information about individuals into the text almost as an afterthought, rather than as 

a well-developed part of the account. This makes what could – or should - have been an academic tome into a 

disjointed (at times) summary of information.  

 

In addition, Hill has a somewhat novel approach to the writing of a non-fiction text. A perusal of the bibliography2, 

coupled with Hill’s use of journals3, makes it clear that Hill has used predominantly primary sources. And while he 

has secondary sources in his bibliography4, a reading of the sources cited within the text makes it clear that he has 

made very little reference to academic analysis by others. Although this could be viewed as a more adventurous 

approach, it also leads to ‘gaps’ in the information and flow of the text.  However, there is a hidden bonus for the 

genealogist here: Hill frequently names primary sources within the body of the text – sources that could prove useful 

in the search for information for family narratives. And it is here that the contradiction with 1788 as a reference 

book for genealogical research becomes apparent: while is not the comprehensive analytical reference that Hill may 

have intended with his prolific use of primary sources, it is still a useful, although not comprehensive, tool for the 

genealogist wanting another source for historical context.  

 

Unlike Hughes, who gives clear detail of the conditions under which the lower classes were living, or rather, 

surviving, in England5, Hill talks about the politics, with scant references to the conditions for those actually in 

custody.6 It is not until Chapter 57 that he rectifies this. From here, the references to convicts and their conditions 

increase. This is not to say that this information is not useful: on the contrary, it is an easily understood support for 

other references to the conditions for convicts, and much detail is given about shortages, working and living 
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conditions and the difficulties faced by all in the colony. However, much of the valuable information on individuals 

(even those we already have a lot of information about) requires a full reading. 

 

Another problem with the title of the book is that he includes information that one would not expect to be in a book 

about the First Fleet – specifically, the Second8 and Third9 fleets. While this in itself is not a problem, and it could be 

said that the arrival of these fleets put additional pressure on the First Fleet, many who are after information on 

these voyages and convicts may not, understandably, read 1788 at all. Hill also ventures back to the voyage of 

Captain Cook and others even further in the past.10 One could argue that these also had a bearing on the 

development of the colony of New South Wales, particularly with Joseph Banks speaking in favour of the location.11 

However, the reader would have approached the book with the view to reading about the First Fleet, where a 

general reference to the discovery of New Holland/New South Wales may have been sufficient. In addition, while the 

included glossy pictures12 may be interesting, they do not add anything to the understanding or interpretation of the 

‘brutality’ of the First Fleet. 

 

1788: The Brutal Truth of the First Fleet is very useful for setting the broad context of the period for a family 

narrative, giving some insight into the lives and suffering of our convict ancestors in general. A list of names 

mentioned somewhere in the book would have proved useful for those who are lucky enough to have their 

ancestors mentioned. It could be suggested that, since Hill has included a detailed chronology13, it may have been 

more useful to the genealogist if the chapter arrangements were more specifically categorised thematically. 

However, this was not the intention of the book. The genealogist needs to be clear in their research needs before 

reading Hill’s account of the European settlement of New South Wales. As it is, the genealogist in search of an 

individual will need to read the entire book to see if their ancestor is mentioned. An easy task if Arthur Phillip, 

Watkin Tench, or even “the 25-year-old American Jacob Nagle”14 is the subject of your search. But if it is specific 

convict information you are after, be prepared to read a lot for not much information – if any at all.  
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