
 

 

 

 

 

 

Richard Johnson (1755-1827) 

The Chaplain of the First Fleet 

 

Several reasons probably lay behind the British decision to found a colony in New 
South Wales. Certainly after the American Revolution a new place had to be found 
to which convicts could be sent, while it would also serve as a base for British 
penetration into the Pacific. Some also envisaged a new country with industries 
which could produce products for export. Evangelicals like Henry Venn thought that 
the settlement would result in reformed convicts and provide a missionary base for 
bringing the Gospel to the heathen of the Pacific. 

 
The plans for the new colony included provision of a chaplain, which seems to have 
been the work of William Wilberforce and his friends of the so-called Clapham Sect. 
They were a group of well-to-do Christians, all living near Clapham, and interested 
in Christian influence on public policy. Through this same group came the 
nomination of Richard Johnson as the first chaplain. 

 
Johnson was from a strongly evangelical stronghold in Yorkshire. He came from a 
prosperous farming family, and this stood him in good stead in NSW. He was known 
as the best farmer in the colony, growing the first wheat and vegetables. In 1790 his 
little farm produced nearly 1000 cucumbers! After schooling in Hull, he entered 
Magdalene College in Cambridge. He was serving as a curate when he received the 
invitation to go to NSW. At first he rejected the offer, but then came to see it as a 
calling of God. John Newton thought that the world might want to admire Columbus, 
Drake, and Cook, but that Johnson would be superior to them all! He wrote a poem 
especially for the occasion of Johnson leaving with the First Fleet which included 
the verse: 

 
Go bear the Saviour’s name to lands unknown, 
  Tell it to the southern world His wondrous grace; 
An energy divine thy words shall own, 
  And draw their untaught hearts to seek His face. 

 
Some months before the First Fleet left, Johnson married Mary Burton. No other 
free man on the ships were allowed to take their wives with them. She was a great 

help to him in many ways, including the fact that with her cockney accent, she 
communicated better with the convicts than her husband. 

 
Governor Philip does not seem to have been pleased that a chaplain was appointed, 
or else displeased with the type of chaplain he was given. Johnson and his wife were 
not put on one of the ships with convicts, but on a supply ship, for the voyage out. 
As to preaching, Philip, who was not an evangelical, advised him to preach on moral 
subjects. 

 
The first service after the fleet arrived in Sydney Cove was on the 3rd of February, 
1788, when Johnson preached on Psalm 116:12: ‘What shall I render unto the Lord 
for all his benefits toward me?’ The following Sunday he married fourteen couples, 
while on 17 February he celebrated the Lord’s Supper for the first time. 

 
To his new role, Johnson brought faithfulness and genuine concern for his 
‘congregation’, even if he was perhaps not the best choice for the post. He described 
the convicts as the most godless people he had ever seen. His early preaching was 
too heavy and judgmental. John Newton in his correspondence, warned him that ‘to 
persons in this state, denunciations of wrath too frequently repeated, instead of 
working savingly upon them, rather tends to increase the enmity of their minds 
against God’. 

 
Philip was not the most helpful to him, and the administrator, Francis Grose, who 
was in control between Philip and Bligh, showed great malice. He only allowed him 
to conduct one service on a Sunday, and that at 6 am. To Johnson’s request for a 
church building, he replied that a sentry box was at his disposal! Johnson actually 
went ahead at his own expense and built a church, but it took years for him to be 
reimbursed its cost. 

 
But the only one to write critically of him was Grose. Convicts and soldiers spoke 
well of him, commending the care he and his wife gave to others. They were 
hospitable, and as one convict wrote: ‘I believe few of the sick would recover if it 
was not for the kindness of the Rev. Mr. Johnson, whose assistance out of his own 
stores makes him the physician of soul and body’.  

 
Worn out by his labour and the stresses it involved, Johnson resigned in 1800 and 
returned to England. He had difficulty finding employment, but in 1810 he was 
appointed the rector of a historic church, St. Antholin’s in London, and he served 
faithfully there till his death in 1827.  
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