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The story of the mutiny aboard H.M.S. Bounty, and the history of Pitcairn Island is by no 

means a new one. It is an oft’ told tale. There are, no doubt, very few of you who have never 

heard of either the Bounty or of Pitcairn Island. 

I became interested in its history through the synopsis of Nordhoff &Hall’s “Mutiny on 

the Bounty” which appeared in The Reader's Digest several years ago. Chas. Nordhoff and James 

Norman Hall have written what is called “The Bounty Trilogy” consisting of three books, viz. 

Mutiny on the Bounty, Men Against the Sea, and Pitcairn’s Island. The joint authors were 

American aviators who had enlisted in what was called the Lafayette Esquadrille, during World 

War I: after the armistice was signed they settled at Tahiti and wrote several novels dealing with 

the South Seas. They are still residents of Tahiti. Their “Bounty Trilogy” is very interesting, but 

is as all novels are—dressed up— and does not strictly follow fact. There are, however, very 

good source books such as Captain Bligh’s book (Capt. Bligh was captain of the ill-fated 

Bounty) Sir John Barrow's History of the Mutiny. H. L. Shapiro's Heritage of the Bounty and 

many others. 

In order to discuss the life and mode of existence on Pitcairn's Island we must needs trace 

the history of its inhabitants: for only in the light of their past history can we understand their 

present existence and habits. 

Little did the captain and crew of H.M.S. Bounty, armed transport of the Royal British 

Navy realize what a history-making episode they were embarking upon, when on December 23, 

1787 the ship-rigged sailing vessel of 215 tons sailed from Spithead, England. 

King George III had upon petition of a group of West Indies planters, Englishmen who 

owned vast plantations, dispatched and commissioned the then 33-year-old Lieutenant Wm. 

Bligh to gather a crew and head an expedition to Tahiti to gather breadfruit trees to be 

transplanted in the West Indies; breadfruit being the staple food among the Polynesians, it was 

thought that it would make an excellent and economical staple to feed to the slaves of the large 

plantation owners in the West Indies. 

Lieut. Bligh was a capable navigator who knew the South Seas, as he had sailed with 

Capt. Cook the explorer. He had, however, a very stern and cruel character which caused his 

crew to fear and hate him. It was not uncommon for captains in those days to be hard, stern and 

fearless men, but it is undoubtedly true that Bligh was unnecessarily brutal and unwise in his 

discipline. 

The voyage to Tahiti was one of hardship and endurance, marked by storms and 

unfavorable weather during which much of the food supply became damaged and inedible. This 

caused dissatisfaction on the part of the men who were forced to eat unpalatable food and even 

very little of it. Punishments, whippings and lashings were the order of the day. 

After an eventful voyage of 27, 086 miles, lasting ten months, the Bounty finally reached 

Tahiti on October 26, 1788. 

The Captain and crew of the Bounty were well received and royally welcomed and 

entertained during their stay of over five months on Tahiti. The natives were most friendly and 

helpful in gathering of the breadfruit trees and when upon completion of the mission the day of 

departure came, most of the crew were very reluctant to exchange their newly found Utopia for 

the crowded quarters, the grueling hardships and the meagre fare of the Bounty. 



On April 4, 1789, the Bounty, laden with young breadfruit trees planted in tubs on a 

specially constructed deck, set sail for the West Indies. This objective was, however. never 

reached, and if it had, our story would, no doubt, never have been told, for trouble was brewing 

aboard the ship. 

It was Fletcher Christian, the 24-year-old Master’s mate, who kept the third watch on the 

eventful night of April 28, 1789. It was he that lit the fuse that set off the chain of events that 

were to follow. He chafed inwardly under the unwarranted mistreatment he had received which 

especially now loomed so large when viewed against the background of the recently left Utopian 

Tahiti. Whispering and intrigue brewed mutiny on deck amongst the most rebellious of the crew 

who systematically commandeered the arms, chest and burst in upon the captain, binding him 

and subduing the few faithful followers he had and brought them on deck. Here amid 

threatenings and abuse he and 18 of the ship’s company were put overboard in the small 23-foot 

ship’s launch. Into it went the meagre supplies consisting of 150 pounds of bread, 32 pounds of 

pork, 6 quarts of Rum, 6 bottles of Wine and a 28-gallon cask of water. A very scanty store for 

nineteen men. The scene of the mutiny was near the Island of Tofoa, over a thousand miles east 

of Australia. The voyage of the launch with its terrible hardships, the storms it encountered and 

the hunger and starvation the crew endured, is a most interesting story in itself. Whatever 

criticism Lieut. Bligh may be subjected to, his seamanship and courage were beyond reproach. 

Never in the annals of the sea has anything that can compare with the voyage of the Bounty’s 

launch from Tofoa to the Dutch settlement of Coupang on the Island of Timor, a distance of 

3613 miles, been recorded. The voyage took 47 days and of the crew of nineteen, twelve men 

surmounted the dangers and difficulties of the voyage and lived to reach their native England. 

The Bounty, under the command of the mutinous Master’s mate Fletcher Christian, was 

directed toward the Island of Tubuai, about 300 miles south of Tahiti. The mutineers arrived at 

Tubuai on May 25 and stayed until June 6 when, due to the inhospitality of the inhabitants, it was 

agreed to return to Tahiti. It was the 6th of June when the Bounty arrived at Tahiti. Having 

landed and told the natives a fictitious tale in regard to themselves they received on 

board stores and provisions of every nature and so laden they again set sail for Tubuai, where, 

with the aid of a few natives they had persuaded to go with them, they were more cordially 

received. Their stay this time was, however, also of short duration for on Sept. 22, 1789 we again 

find them anchoring in the bay at Tahiti. This time the crew by pre-arrangement divided itself 

into two companies; sixteen of the men desired to establish themselves at Tahiti, while nine of 

the mutineers did not feel that Tahiti afforded a very safe refuge from the long arm of British 

justice. 

So, Fletcher Christian, and eight crew members, their Tahitian wives, and six native men 

as servants, sailed from Tahiti and out of the world. As was mentioned before, sixteen of the 

Bounty’s crew stayed at Tahiti. One of these was murdered by a companion, another was killed 

by natives and after about a year and a half the remaining fourteen were captured by Capt. 

Edwards of the H.M.S. Pandora, who was commissioned by the British Admiralty to find the 

mutineers of the Bounty and to bring them back to England to stand trial. On the return voyage 

four of the prisoners were drowned in a wreck which the Pandora sustained on Great Banner 

Reef near Australia. This left ten mutineers who finally reached England and who were held at 

Newgate for court-martial. Four of the men were later acquitted. The remaining six were 

condemned to die: three of these however, were pardoned by the king’s warrant, and three 

hanged aboard the Brunswick on Oct. 29, 1792. 

When Fletcher Christian and his men left Tahiti, they had no definite plan or goal—it 



wasnot easy to find suitable, out of the way hiding places even in those days. After several places 

received consideration, Christian, having read of Ensign Pitcairn’s discovery in 1767 of the 

Island which bears his name, believed this to be a suitable place to establish themselves. Here 

they arrived in January 1790 and after having gone ashore and traversed and inspected it 

sufficiently, it was agreed that the island afforded not only excellent natural security and 

obscurity but also was able to sustain them in their physical needs. The island was entirely off 

the trade lanes and therefore so seldom seen by passing ships. It afforded excellent protection 

because of its hazardous landing, its steep almost inaccessible shores and its mountainous passes 

and caves which in case of attack would have proved such impregnable fortresses. It was deemed 

wise to strip the Bounty and to burn her—which at Flechter Christian’s command was also done. 

So, having as it were “burned their bridges behind them” we see these young English sailors with 

their native Tahitian wives and a few native men attempt colonization—a strange colony indeed 

and a history still stranger did they unfold in the next few years. God’s curse was signally upon 

them. They lusted, they killed, they murdered, they became drunken maniacs until they all but 

exterminated themselves—so terrible were their lustful and bloody deeds, that they are all but 

unprintable. The overbearing and unfair attitude of the whites over against the native men caused 

jealousy and rebellion on the part of the natives. This resulted in feuds and bloodshed: one thing 

of course leading to another. The supply of rum and wine having soon run out caused the 

ingenious mind of an exceptionally thirsty crew-member to discover a method of distilling a very 

potent spirit from the root of a plant called ti which grew in abundance. The liquor thus obtained 

caused frequent intoxication on the part of the men and was a means of much of the sinful 

conduct of the first few years. 

Whereas it is difficult to get at the actual facts of the first few years at Pitcairn Island and 

the different sources are not in agreement on these facts and also because they are so gruesome, 

it is perhaps as wise to dispense with details and simply to relate that by Oct. 4, 1793 just four of 

the original nine mutineers were alive—all the native men and five of the white men and some of 

the women had met their death so that beside the four white men, ten native women and some 

children was the total population. The names of the four men were: Adams,Young, M'Coy, and 

Quintal. M’Coy was the man who discovered the potency of ti-root. This fact attributed to his 

death. He became crazed by liquor and threw himself from a ledge into the sea. Quintal’s wife 

fell off a cliff while hunting bird’s eggs and he being discontented, desired the wife of either 

Adams or Young. They naturally resisted his demands and he threatened to kill them both, so 

they, fearing that he firmly intended to carry out his threats, killed him with an ax. 

This left Adams and Young as the only white survivors. They were both and especially 

so, Young of a serious turn of mind. The events they had passed through, especially the last, led 

them to repent their dreadful deeds and life. 

During Fletcher Christian’s lifetime they had held just one church service but since his 

death this was done regularly every Sunday, but they now resolved that every morning and 

evening, family prayers would be had, that an afternoon service would be added to the regular 

Sunday morning service and that they would, as best they could, train up their children and those 

of their deceased companions in the fear of the Lord and in piety. In this resolution of the 

survivors, Adams and Young, the education that Young had had stood him in good stead. The 

partners did not long enjoy the fruits of their repentance together, as about a year after the death 

of Quintal, Young died from an asthmatic complaint which had bothered him for some time. 

This left Adams as the sole survivor of the mutineers of the Bounty. He felt this last loss very 

keenly, but it more than ever disposed him to carry out the resolve they together had begun, 



namely, the instruction of the colony in God’s Word and the living of a pious and upright life. 

 

To be continued. 
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