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Sailing with Cook: Inside the Private Journal of James Burney RN follows the young 
James Burney’s experience of shipboard life and the momentous events that took place 
during the second voyage of exploration when he sailed with Captain James Cook on the 
Resolution and then on the Adventure between 1772 and 1773. 
 
Under the command of Captain Cook and Captain Tobias Furneaux on the Adventure, 
Burney crossed the Antarctic Circle, he was one of the first Englishmen to walk on 
Tasmania’s southern beaches, he endured raging seas and icy weather, he sailed to New 
Zealand’s South Island and into its beautiful sounds, and then he sailed further north to 
explore the tropical waters of the islands and atolls of Polynesia.  
 
This book features facsimile pages extracted from the private journal and is beautifully 
illustrated with maps, portraits, contemporary documents and artefacts. 
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“One of the most delightful moments in his journal is the record he 
makes of Māori singing and chanting and the musical notation he jots 
down.”                                         From foreword by Peter Cochrane  

 
At the age of 22, James Burney embarked on Captain Cook’s second voyage of exploration 
between 1772 and 1773.  As a young naval officer travelling in company with the famed Captain 
Cook, he was required to keep a log which would be surrendered to the Admiralty at the end of 
the journey but he also kept a private journal for the delight and information of his family and 
friends. He claimed at the outset, ‘my chief aim is your amusement’. 
 
Author and historian Suzanne Rickard brings his story to life in this beautifully illustrated book, 
Sailing with Cook: Inside the Private Journal of James Burney RN, published by The National Library 
of Australia where the journal now resides.  
 
“The NLA recognised the importance of James Burney’s private journal in the context of his 
subsequently interesting career with the Royal Navy, a brief stint with the East India Company and 
later as a published writer and scholar. Naturally, Burney’s voyaging with Cook makes him 
particularly interesting as a seafarer, coupled with his own important family connections and his 
later unorthodox family life and political philosophy.  He had a fascinating family background,” 
says Suzanne Rickard.  
 
The story begins with the famous Burney family. His father Dr Charles Burney was a renowned 
musician and musicologist, his sister Fanny Burney (Madame D’Arblay) a famous novelist and his 
brother Charles Burney, a Greek scholar and clergyman.  
 
Burney also had an extraordinary circle of friends and connections and a life-long friendship with 
botanist Sir Joseph Bank.  
 
His private journal records the remarkable places and people he encountered and captures his 
experience of shipboard life. First on the Resolution under the command of Captain James Cook, 
and then with Captain Tobias Furneaux on the Adventure, Burney crossed the Antarctic Circle, he 
was one of the first Englishmen to walk on Tasmania’s southern beaches, he endured raging seas 
and icy weather, he sailed to New Zealand’s South Island and into its beautiful sounds, and then he 
sailed further north to explore the tropical waters of the islands and atolls of Polynesia.  
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Burney witnessed death at sea from misadventure and scurvy, and he experienced the shocking 
death of ten shipmates at the hands of Māori warriors. He enjoyed cordial advances from Pacific 
Islanders and the friendship of Omai, a young Ra'iatean man who became the second Pacific 
Islander to visit Europe. 
 
Burney listened carefully to island music making (to please his musician father), witnessed 
religious ceremonies and observed Pacific Islanders’ hierarchies. He noted the building of war 
canoes and absorbed ancient Pacific myths and lore of navigation. All these experiences expanded 
his world view. This was in addition to working with his captain on making charts, maintaining 
ship’s discipline and the ship’s log, and upholding naval traditions as expected of a young officer. 

 
Burney’s extensive naval career took him to North America, the Mediterranean, the African 
continent, to India and the East Indies, to China, Alaska and Hawaii.  
 
He sailed again with Cook on the third voyage of discovery in 1776 and witnessed Cook’s death at 
Kealakekua Bay, Hawaii, in 1779.  
 
Burney died in 1821 leaving a legacy of writing, including this first private journal that opened up a 
new world to his friends, and now to us.  

 

 

 About the Author - Suzanne Rickard is a writer, editor and 
historian. In 2001 she edited George Barrington’s Voyage 
to Botany Bay: A Convict’s Travel Narrative of the 1790s, 
and co-authored India, China, Australia: Trade and 
Society, 1788–1850 with James Broadbent and Margaret 
Steven in 2003. She has contributed to the Dictionary of 
National Biography, the Australian Dictionary of 
Biography and An Oxford Companion to the Romantic 
Age: British Culture 1776–1832. Suzanne was Project 
Manager and contributor to Volume One of the 

Biographical Dictionary of the Australian Senate. She has written about the National 
Library of Australia’s collections and was a contributor to the Library’s Centenary 
publication, Remarkable Occurrences. She lives in Sydney and is also a traveller, reader, 
grandmother and gardener.  
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