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EDITOR'S FOREWARD 

The purpose of this work is primarily to gather together all the 

available material on the historical and archaeological back­

ground to the loss of the VERGULDE DRAECK in 1656 on the Western 

Australian Coast. The ship belonged to the Dutch East India 

Company, the Verenigde oostindisohe Compagnie or V.O.C. for short, 

and the latter abbreviation will be used henceforward. 

~rr. Robert Stenuit has kindly provided Appendix One which deals 

with the loss of the V.O.C. ship LASTDRAGER and his excavation 

of the site, which provides interesting and important comparative 

historical and archaeological information (since the writing of 

this appendix a more detailed account has been published by 

Stenuit (19977ii». Ms Lous Zuiderbaan has written the first 

part of the main text dealing with the historical background to 

the loss of the VERGULDE DRAECK. Mr. S.J . Wilson deals with the 

coins in the catalogue and Mr. M. OWens has kindly provided 

Appendix Two dealing with the corrosion of a candlestick from 

the site. Otherwise the remaining text is by this author. 

All foreign words are italicised and ships' names are in capitals 

Extensive use of Netherlands words is used, particularly as there 

is often no direct English equivalent or the equivalent is ambig­

uous. Contemporary references to documents in the Rijksarchief 

in 's-Gravenhage are listed separately in the references below 

under their respective KoZoniaaZ Archief (K.A.) numbers 

J~remy N. Green, 

Department of Maritime Archaeology 

Western Australian Museum, Fremantle. 

November, 1977. 
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PART ONE 

THE VERGULDE DRAECK 

HISTORICAL 

BACKGROUND 

by 

LOUS ZUIDERBAAN 

Department of Maritime Archaeology. 

Western Australian Museum, Fremantle. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The historical background to the VERGULDE DRAECK has been limited 

to the history of the ship itself, the events leading up to her 

loss in 1656, and attempts in the following years to save her 

people and salvage her goods. 

Additional details of the voyage to the Indies have been drawn from 

the Journal of Gijsbert Heecq who sailed to the Indies in 1654 in 

the VEREENIGDE PROVINTIEN, narrowly missing the VERGULDE DRAECK at 

the Cape of Good Hope. 

since the Western Australian coast is far off the direct route 

from the Cape of Good Hope to the Indies, superficially it is 

perhaps surprising to find the VERGULDE DRAECK lost on this coast. 

However this related to the sailing instructions and navigation 

problems of the time which are dealt with briefly here. 

No attempt, however, has been made to give a general history of 

the V.O.C. which is beyond the scope of this work. For further 

information on this see: Boxer (1965), Van Dam (1701), Davies 

(1961), De Klerk (1975), Sigmond and Zuiderbaan (1976), Stapel 

(1937), Valentijn (1724-26), etc. 

3 



• 1 

60 

50 

40 AZORES r., 

30 

20 

10 

1~~ 
::j 
4°i 
50~ 

(CANARY is 

/
'~CAPEG~::: is 

GUINEA 

, .ABROLHOS 

CAPE OF GOOD HOPE! 

routes to the Indies 
1 "achterom" 
2 Cape - Ceylon 
3 Cape - Ceylon 
" Cape - Batavia 
5 Cape - Batavia 

Jan.- July 
July - Jan. 
after Oc tober 
before October 

, 
{j 

__ -"l>CEYLON / ~ 

~~!.~ 
r'J 

l1~yTMAN 
~ROLHOS 

AMSTERDAM. 3-1,'/ ~ 
'ST PAUL 

(1) The sailing routes from Holland to the Indies after the 

introduction of Brouwer's route in 1611. 

4 



CHAPTER I 

Route to the Indies 

The basis for the V.O.C. was laid in the first half of the 17th 

century. Batavia, on the island of Java, was the centre of this 

immense trading company which spread out from Persia in the west 

to Japan in the east. 

To maintain its operations the Company in the east required a 

regular supply of ships, men, money and goods. As the duration 

of the voyages to the Indies varied considerably, one could 

never be sure of a timely arrival of the ships from Patria - as 

the Republic of the Seven united Provinces, or the Northern 

Netherlands, was often called. In the first fifty years of its 

existence, the Company spent much effort on defining the quickest, 

safest and cheapest route to the Indies. 

There were three difficult areas: the English Channel, the west 

coast of Africa and the crossing from the Cape of Good Hope to 

Sunda Strait. In the English Channel, the ships encountered 

many hazards, such as numerous sandbanks, westerly storms and 

pirates from Dunkirk. To avoid these hazards, the ships were 

allowed to sail achterom (i.e. north of Scotland, fig. 1-1). 

They did this only in summertime as the winter storms in the 

Scottish waters were considered even more dangerous than the 

pirates in Dunkirk. From 1652, however, with the beginning of 

the first Anglo-Dutch war, achterom was also allowed in wintertime. 

The second difficult part was met in crossing the Equator. The 

ships could spend many weeks here waiting for a favourable wind. 

It was usual to head for the Brazilian coast, though this was a 

tricky business; if the ships crossed the Atlantic too far north, 

they could be driven back to Europe by the Southern Equatorial 

Current. If the crossing was made too far south, they could be 

driven into the Gulf of Guinea where the temperatures were 

extremely high and there was a danger of being becalmed. Here, 

the chance of disease was likely. The Company was aware of these 

problems and, " in 1626, issued detailed instructions (the so-called 

Seijnbrief) to its captains to keep clear of the Gulf of Guinea 

and avoid coming too near the coast of Brazil. From about 1642, 

there even appeared a sort of road - the Wagenspoor - marked on 

the sea charts, which the skipper had to sail in order to avoid 

these dangers. 
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From the Brazilian coast, where the Abrolhos Shoals (fig. l) 

formed another hazard, ships sailed with the S.E. trade winds 

in a great circle to the Cape of Good Hope. There the ships 

came into the next problem area, the Indian Ocean. Sailing 

between Africa and Madagascar, as the Portuguese did, was quickly 

abandoned; first of all because the Portuguese were strong in 

these waters, and further the Dutch had to steer for Sunda Strait, 

while the Portuguese were heading for India. For these reasons, 

they kept to the coast of east Madagascar and looked for fresh 

victuals there and on other islands like Mauritius. However, 

even on this last stretch, many ships Were often becalmed 

relatively near to their final port, and still lost a lot of 

men. The solution came in 1610 when Hendrik Brouwer mentioned 

to the Heren XVII the possibility of a quicker route from Cape 

of Good Hope to the Indies. It was decided to investigate this 

route immediately and Hendrik Brouwer, as commander of DE RODE 

LEEUW and GOUDA, set sail from Holland. After the Cape, he 

sailed southward until he reached the southern latitude of 36
0

, 

where he met steady westerly winds, Stapel (1937). With these 

winds he sailed east until he estimated to be south of Sunda 

Strait, where he headed north. It took less than six months to 

reach Bantam and only a few people had died en route. Brouwer 

wrote a report to the Netherlands advocating this route and, in 

the next few years, skippers were ordered to test the new course. 

The results were favourable and the Governor General, Jan Pieters­

zoon Coen, wrote enthusiastic letters to the Heren XVII. Finally, 

on August 4, 1616, it was resolved: 

"that the merchant, the steersman and the other 

officers of the ships sailing to the Indies, would 

be ordered to sail the route, recommended by Jan 

Pieterszoon Coen in his latest letters, and by 

Brouwer in his report", Heeres (lB99). 

From the Cape, they had to sail 1,000 mijZen east before steering 

northward to Sunda Strait. For further details, see Sigmond (1974). 

The Dutch word mijZ is used here purposely to indicate the difference 

from the nautical mile. The Dutch mijZ was approximately four times 

the modern nautical mile. For a detailed research, See Green (1977). 
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CHAPTER 11 

Journey of DE VEREEN1GDE PROVINT1EN (1654-1655) 

Gijsbert Heecq, who sailed as upper surgeon on-board the ship 

VEREENIGDE PROVINT1EN (United Provinces) in 1654, gives an 

interesting description of the problems and dangers that ships 

encountered on their way to the Indies. Although sometimes 

extremely entertaining, this is not the place to give his daily 

notes in detail. This selection of excerpts has been restricted 

to the most relevant parts, to give some idea of the voyage that 

the VERGULDE DRAECK would have had, and the type of experiences 

its complement would have encountered, L'Honor~ Naber (1910). 

Note, in the following translations, the text in double brackets 

«( » is the author's parentheses and in single brackets ( ) are 

the parentheses of Heecq, the author of the original work. 
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JOURNAL 

OR 

DAILY NOTES CONCERNING 

The most notable events taken place and occurred 

during the third voyage 

of 

GIJSBERT HEECQ 

TO 

EAST INDIES 

As well as the things that (during his time) happ­

ened in other quarters of the same, always as made 

known to us by trustworthy persons. 

"Starting in the month November A
O 

1654 with the ship 

VEREENIGDE PROVINTIEN." 

«Having left Rammekens on November 18 with 380 people aboard and 

with ~tr. Sterthemius, Extraordinaris Raad van India (Extraordinary 

Councillor of the Indies), commander, and Pieter Matheusz Padt van 

der Vere, skipper, the ship met heavy weather in the Channel, and 

found shelter in Dover which it left on November 29». 

1129 D°. In the morning, an easterly wind. We raised our 

main topmast and left the English pilot. Raised anchor and 

sailed with a fine breeze. Around midday, we met an English 

ship that cruised here. We had to lower our flag (as ordered 

by the E. Heren «Noble Gentlemen» staten) and to fire a 

shot when he did and then raise the flag again; this being 

stipulated in a special Article of the peace agreement with 

England. The same they had to do meeting Dutch ships on our 

coast, thus we did so (to prevent trouble)." 

«The VEREENIGDE PROVINTIEN sailed onwards and reached the Canaries 

in January 1655». 

"8 0 D . In the morning, we were still along the Isle of 

Fortaventura, the longest of the Canaries apart from Ilha 
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Madera. One says these are very fertile with wine, corn 

and that sort of victuals. They are inhabited by Castillians 

or Spaniards, who have built several towns, strong fortresses 

and beautiful castles. They pay a yearly tax to their king and 

live here in much wealth. These two islands lie mainly at 2SoN 

latitude and about 20 mijZen from Cabo Baijadoor on the Coast of 

Barbary . In the beginning of this voyage, we planned to visit one 

of these islands or Tinariffa to take on water and fresh victuals, 

but because this is now the most unfavourable season of the year, 

and thus everything very expensive, we changed our mind. It was 

agreed between the officers, because little illness of importance 

was evident among the crew and we had no shortage of water, to 

continue to Cabo de Verde, lying at about 15 degrees N. Latitude, 

where the Coast of Barbary meets the Coast of Guinea, hoping to 

find there more satisfaction of victuals, and also good water. 

Which being considered by the ship's Council, it was agreed upon; 

we plotted our course SW, mostly along the aforementioned mainland, 

keeping the islands «Fortaventura» starboard from us. We saw 

the island of Groot Canarien or Ilha Grand' Can aria of the Castil­

ians, a high and mountainous island (like the others) . Made good 

progress. 

"9 nO. Today the wind mostly NE with fine weather. We guessed to 

have caught the trade wind that is always blowing here in the same 

way, year in year out, for several hundred mijZen; which seems 

strange to many (because this is unusual in our country) yes, nearly 

unbelievable, but is found, thus, by experience, not only here, 

but also in many places in the East and West Indies." 

«O~ January 15, they reached Cape Verde Islands, where they took 

on fresh victuals and water». 

"19 nO. We are still busy fetching water. Also lowered some guns 

into the hold to make our ship more stable under sail, repairing 

nearly everything that was necessary. Receiving on board now each 

day abundant fish, wine de Palma, milk, eggs, hens, pumpkins, water­

melons, tamarinds, bananas, and the same, although smaller amounts 
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of the fruit because this was not the season; otherwise also lemons, 

oranges and a lot of other fruit are plentiful here. 

1121 0
0

. Now we have received our last water, so we prepared to set 

sail again. As the aforementioned commander ((the representative 

of the West India Company, merchant Johannus Hacq» is familiar with 

these villages, he sailed ashore in the sloep ((yawl» (with one 

of our understeersmen) as late as tonight, going a bit southward 

to exchange some cows, he-goats and hens for us as provisions for 

our voyage. When he returned on-board tonight, he brought along 

a good number ..•. 

"This river (Garnbi), according to the map, joins inland with the 

famous river Sinegael, making this land, Cabo Verde, into an 

island, named Carnbaya. There in the south, it was (according to 

their stories) easier to get water than where we are lying, and 

more wine de Palma, a very sweet and pleasant drink when fresh, but 

sour and unpleasant after just one day. This they can very cleverly 

extract twice a day from palm trees that grow here abundantly. Hens, 

he-goats and cows could be exchanged there easily enough, and it 

was not more than one to two mijlen from this water place, which 

is worth keeping in mind 

"At night, four sailors wer~ missing and as we were ready to sail 

and planned to leave in the morning (the wind permitting), the 

Hon. Mr. Sterthemius sends the yaWl well-manned with the third 

watch to look for them ashore. But they could only find two, lying 

asleep in the village, drunk from wine de Palma, and they picked 

them up. They said one of the others named Ide Auckes van de 

Biemster, bosschieter ((gunner», was lying dead against a sand­

hill outside the village, killed by the peasants for his mutiny. 

Our men dared not venture there during the night, as was suggested, 

and returned on-board with the other two. They didn't know where 

the other was named Johannus witstadt from Amsterdam, bootsman 

((boatswain». Our men spent the whole night by quarters stowing 

everything away, making preparations to weigh anchor. 

10 
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"22 D°. At daybreak, we set sail with a good wind and reasonable 

progress, having no sign yet from the two aforementioned sailors. 

We left letters with the men from the fZuit WITTE RAVEN to hand to 

friends in the Fatherland. This ship was not due to leave here 

before MaY,.because he did not expect to be loaded earlier. We 

raised our top-gallant-masts now approaching gradually the 'beaut­

iful weather sea'. Plotted our course 5.''1. for the first time, 

intending to proceed on our journey. May the Only Almighty grant 

us happiness and prosperity to salvation. Amen. 

"23 - 27 0
0

• In this period I was very ill, however nothing much 

important happened anyway, the wind and weather usually being as 

wanted. Went mostly straight south hoping to get with this fresh 

breeze quickly through the Linea EquinoctiaZis, where one usually 

encounters very calm conditions, yes, sometimes lasting for months, 

resulting in much illness. During this time, the E. Hr. Sterthemius 

invited all the ship's officers to his cabin and treated them gener­

ously to the best of his ability. 

"28 DO Morning. Calm, got several squalls with rain, thunder and 

lightning which is quite common here because of the changing of the 

trade winds blowing in the N.N.E. and in the S.S.E. all through the 

year, which is strange." 

((Following this is an interesting but too lengthy story about 

sharks)). 

"29, 30 and 31 January. Generally calm, quiet; got occasionally 

some squalls but with light breeze and immediately gone. Advanced, 

therefore, little. Rain was not lacking so our men could collect 

enough water and therefore did not suffer thirst. The tremendous 

heat in this area is common but nevertheless a nearly unbearable 

torture, because their water ration is not sufficient for them, 

being normally a fZabkanne ((can with lid)) of eight mutsiens ((8 

mutsiens = 1.2 litres, Stapel (1927))). They sell everything they 

possess to quench their thirst and their situation worsens when the 
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ration is reduced to six and even four mutsjes each, as one has 

often seen happen with contrary winds, calms and such inconveniences 

on long and adverse voyages." 

((They met the VOGEL PHENICX on the February 1 and, on lowering its 

flag in acknowledgement of sterthemius' higher rank, the PHENICX 

sailed in company for several days». 

"9 February. This morning skipper Root Haes and Snr. Agis (( of 

the VOGEL PHENICX» came to ask our E. Hr. Commander to be allowed 

to run ahead because they thought they sailed faster than we did, 

which was granted. Therefore, they took leave quickly and, having 

returned to their ship, fired three shots for salute and goodbye 

which we (after sea-customs) answered with one, each doing his ut­

most to be first at Cabo de Bona Exprance, which nobody is allowed 

to pass now (unless forced by very bad weather) according to the 

order of the E. Heren Bewinthebberen .... 

"10 Do ... The S.E. trade wind is now gradually coming through 

which is extremely pleasant. 

"11 - IS .... 

"16 Do. Today, on 11
0 

south of the Linea EquinoctiaeL we passed 

the sun which is gradually going north again, there to warm the 

frozen and closely-locked earth, to bring to life the trees and 

herbs that have been dormant long enough and now, according to 

the old custom, will enjoy the heavenly warmth. Yes, even people, 

cattle and all that inhabits the earth feel this as a heavenly air 

bestowed upon us by the unique natural quality of the only Almighty 

Lord, principally to support this temporary life. Without this 

force, we and most of God's creatures could not exist, but would 

quickly die, dissolve and vanish completely." 

((They met the CONINGH OAVIO with skipper, Cornelis Rob». 
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