
MATTHEW FLINDERS 

The name may not be familiar but in my opinion Matthew 

Flinders is just as important an explorer as James Cook who 

along with Columbus, gets all the glory.  Matthew was the 

eldest of seven children born to a surgeon and his wife in 

Lincolnshire, England in 1774. However, he didn’t follow his father 

into the medical profession but instead chose to join the Royal Navy as a 

result of reading Robinson Crusoe as a child. It is said that his father was 

opposed to the decision but finally when Matthew reached the age of fifteen, he relented and 

agreed to let his son enlist. 

At the time, conditions in the navy were brutally tough as cabins were cramped and infested with 

lice and cockroaches. Meat was often rotten and ships’ biscuits were crawling with insects; the 

butter was rancid and the cheese was inhabited by red, wriggling worms. Matthew must have 

known that crews were often struck down with scurvy and dysentery but none of this put the 

youngster off and over the years he worked his way up whilst serving on many different ships. At 

one point he even sailed with the infamous Captain Bligh, not long after the mutiny on the Bounty. 

With his friend George Bass, they successfully became the first mariners to sail all the way around 

Van Diemen’s Land (modern day Tasmania) thus proving this was not part of the mainland, but was 

itself an island. Then they must have sailed inland along the river on the island’s north coast for 

Flinders to have recognised similarities with our own River Tamar and as a result, he gave this 

waterway the same name. The strait between Australia and Tasmania was named Bass Strait after 

his friend. The intrepid couple arrived back in Plymouth, Devon on August 27, 1800. 

On 17 April 1801, Flinders married his long-time friend Ann Chappelle and although he knew there 

were strict rules about women on board ships, Flinders attempted to smuggle Ann aboard but he got 

found out and she was removed…they didn’t see each other again for nine years. But Ann 

understood Matthew’s passion for the sea because her own father had been a ship’s captain so she 

knew just what the voyage meant to her husband and could not stand in his way.  

The lasting legacy of the newly appointed Lieutenant Matthew Flinders was 

undoubtedly his time as the commander of the 334 ton sloop named 

Investigator, a survey ship of the Royal Navy when he was just 26 years of age. 

Whilst at sea he carried out experiments into navigation and became the first 

to investigate the phenomenon of compass deviation caused by iron in ships. 

The result of his work was the invention of the Flinders Bar for ships’ 

compasses which was an important breakthrough in navigation. 

In the year 1802 Flinders became the first man to ever circumnavigate and map 

the coastline of Australia and to give the continent the name we all know it by, his 

charts are said to be so accurate, they are still used nowadays. Matthew Flinders is 

revered in Australia where only Queen Victoria has more statues than he. Places, streets, 

educational establishments and parks are named after him: Flinders Mountain Range, Flinders Chase 

National Park, Flinders Bay, Flinders Highway, Flinders Island, Flinders University etc, etc.  
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