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This dissertation is an inquiry into spatial aspects of control, resistance and
communication in the Dutch East India Company (VOC), as revealed by the
architecture of its ships. The architectural type of the retourschip or
“homeward bounder” is described and the history of its development, 1602-
1795 is traced, with special attention paid to the period 1740-1783, when the
richest records concerning ship design were produced and the ships reached

their most standardized forms.

The retourschip was one of the highest technological achievements of its day
and was used as an emblem for military and mercantile power by the VOC.
The ship’s role and meaning as an armature for the VOC'’s ideological
constructs is examined. Ships also, in Paul Gilroy’s words, constituted
"microcultural, micro-political systems," with their own social and spatial
orders. These orders are explored, along with their ideological uses as
structuring models for VOC society. Changes to the spatial design of the
retourschip through the period of the VOC’s operation are linked to changes in
the social structure aboard and to changes in the status of VOC mariners,

officers and captains.



Finally, the effects and effectiveness of the retourschip as a structuring model
are interrogated using several mutinies, with special attention paid to the 1763
mutiny on the retourschip Nijenburg. The role of shipboard space in structuring
mutinous actions is explored, as is the role of mutinies in forming the society
of VOC mariners. Through the records of Admiralty and colonial court trials
the socio-spatial order aboard the Nijenburg is closely examined both under
the command of its VOC-appointed captain and under that of the mutineers,
and the two conditions compared. Mutineers are shown to appropriate and
subvert the VOC's socio-spatial organization, while trial records are shown to
reconstruct the social categories of the ship, incorporating mutiny into the

Company’s dominant discourse.
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INTRODUCTION

In truth, a man-of-war is a city afloat, with long avenues set out with guns
instead of trees, and numerous shady lanes, courts, and by-ways. The
quarter-deck is a grand square, park, or parade ground, with a great
Pittsfield elm, in the shape of the mainmast, at one end, and fronted at the
other by the palace of the Commodore's cabin.

Or, rather, a man-of-war is a lofty, walled, and garrisoned town, like
Quebec, where the thoroughfares are mostly ramparts, and peaceable
citizens meet armed sentries at every corner.

Or it is like the lodging-houses in Paris, turned upside down; the first floor,
or deck, being rented by a lord; the second, by a select club of gentlemen;
the third, by crowds of artisans; and the fourth, by a whole rabble of
common people.

For even thus is it in a frigate, where the commander has a whole cabin to
himself and the spar-deck, the lieutenants their wardroom underneath, and
the mass of sailors swing their hammocks under all.

And with its long rows of port-hole casements, each revealing the muzzle
of a cannon, a man-of-war resembles a three-story house in a suspicious
part of the town, with a basement of indefinite depth, and ugly-looking
fellows gazing out at the windows.

Herman Melville: White-jacket or, The World in a Man-of-war (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1970).



When I began my research into Dutch East India Company (hereafter VOC)
ships, I was fortunate to be guided around the replica of the Batavia by Ad van
der Zee, who at the time was wrapping up his part in the ongoing building of
another replica, of the seventeenth century warship Zeven Provincieen." Ad had
shown me around the many interior spaces of the Batavia, which were largely
empty and undecorated, and had patiently answered my naive questions
about construction, timber, seaworthiness, the research underpinning the
project and the prospects for building further replicas. Finally I approached
the question on which I thought I might be able to bring some analysis to bear:
I asked him about the use of space aboard, regarding which I had only been
able to glean a few clues from the replica. He replied that, as I had observed,
the Batavia was largely an empty shell and he hoped one day to be able to
change that: to present the ship as HMS Victory is presented at Portsmouth,
filled with the equipment its crewmen needed to carry out their tasks—charts
in the captain’s cabin, saws and medicines in the doctor’s and, unlike the
Victory, a rabbit warren of bunks throughout the lower deck, giving some

impression of how the crew would have lived aboard on the way to the Indies.

' VOC stands for Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (United East India Company): it
appears on some of the Company’s documents as its logotype and has become the
standard abbreviation for the Company used in historiography. Some historical
sources also use O. I. C. (Oost-Indische Compagnie or East India Company) or refer
simply to the loffelycke Compagnie (honorable company). Both the Batavia and the
Zeven Provincieen are projects of the Bataviawerf, a shipbuilding facility for replica
seventeenth century ships, using traditional methods, based in Lelystad, Netherlands.
The former takes as its inspiration the Batavia built in 1628, one of the largest VOC
ships of its time, which was made famous by the bloody mutiny among its crew
following its wrecking on the Houtman Abrolhos in 1629. The Zeven Provincieen was
the flagship used by legendary Admiralty commander Michiel de Ruyter during the
Second Anglo-Dutch War.



The goal of presenting the ship as a living, working environment, or rather as
a kind of ethnographic village useful for discussing the lives of historical
mariners, has been a common one in maritime history for a long time. The
works of Richard Dana and Herman Melville provide daunting antecedents
for such an ethnographic approach, filled with individuals and their stories,
their interactions and professional dispositions, their territories and domains
and myriad negotiations with the formal structures of discipline that bound
them all together into ships’ crews.” White Jacket, a portrait of a nineteenth
century warship in action drawn from Melville’s own experiences, offers a
model for what an ethnography of American maritime military life could be,
seen through the eyes of an exceptional observer, philosopher and writer, for
all that it is presented as a work of fiction. A similar impulse can be seen in
those books and museum exhibits concerned with the social milieu and
history of the VOC, which commonly attempt to bring the ship to life through
its equipment and functions, or through cutaway diagrams that people the

ships with representative figures, such as sailors, musicians and craftsmen.’

*Dana, R. H: Two Years Before the Mast: a personal narrative of life at sea, (Los Angeles:
Ward Ritchie Press, 1964). Melville: White Jacket. Bercaw Edwards, M. K: ““An Old
Sailor’s Lament’: Herman Melville, the Stone Fleet, and the Judgment of History” in
Melville the Poet, special issue ed. Elizabeth Renker and Douglass Robillard.
Leviathan: A Journal of Melville Studies, 9 (October 2007), 51-64.

*Jacobs, E: De Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie. (Amsterdam: Teleacnot, 1997).
Ketting, H (Sr.): Prins Willem: Een Zeventiende-Eeuwse Oostindiévaarder. (Bussum: De
Boer Maritiem, 1979). Akveld, L: The Colourful World of the VOC: national anniversary
book VOC 1602 2002. (Bussum: THOTH, 2002). The best-known examples of these
cutaway diagrams depict vessels of the Royal Navy: Lavery, B: Nelson’s navy: the
ships, men, and organisation, 1793-1815 (London: Conway Maritime Press, 1989).



The reasons for this approach are clear: it enables the viewer to see that the
living, working environment is an important part of the social history of
mariners or, conversely, it adds a human voice to an otherwise mute replica
ship. It can also bring the ship into multiple contexts: VOC ships were home to
a great variety of skilled professionals and vital functions, from sail-making
and gunnery to smithing, carpentry, surgery and cooking. Each of these
functions had its own proper “workroom,” which could be represented by its
particular collection of tools. The juxtaposition of such workrooms reveals the

ship as a miniature city of professions and specializations.

Such presentations harbor several dangers, however. First, they tend to
describe without asking questions. Joe Flatman has remarked on the lack of
theoretical concerns applied to maritime archaeology in general: with a few
exceptions the same has been true of the studies of VOC mariners’ life.* Such
studies typically present the culture and environment of seamen as self-
contained and self-evident, traditional and eternal. This criticism has been
aimed, with some justification, at the foundational work of J. De Hullu; it is
partially answered in the more critical ethnographic studies by Ketting and

van Gelder, which focus on the society and culture of VOC seafarers.” Even

* Flatman, J: “Cultural Biographies, Cognitive Landscapes and Dirty Old Bits of Boat:
‘Theory’ in Maritime Archaeology,” International Journal of Nautical Archaeology 32. 2,
(November 2003), 143-157.

°Hully, J. de, Bruijn J. R, Lucassen J., Op de Schepen der Oost-Indische Compagnie: vijf
artikelen studie over de werkgelegenheid bij de VOC (Groningen, 1980). Gelder, R. van:
Het Oost-Indisch Avontuur: Duitsers in dienst van de VOC (1600-1800) (Nijmegen, 1997)
Gelder, R van: Naporra’s omweg: het leven van een VOC-matroos (1731-1793).



these last studies have a timeless quality to them, however: they accept the
categories of shipboard life and VOC ships in particular rather uncritically,
taking for their ethnographic village all ships of the VOC indiscriminately.
They also assume a certain set of environmental constants: the social space
and design of the ships is embedded but largely uncommented in their stories

of a holistic, distinct, floating culture.

The shipboard spaces through which VOC servants moved underwent
significant changes over the two centuries of the Company’s operation. This
dissertation is an inquiry into those spatial changes and their effects on the
role the spatial environment played in forming the character and world of the
VOC. It treats the ships of the VOC as works of social architecture: living,
working, society-reproducing environments that both expressed and
constituted the institution of the Company. The dissertation also
problematizes the category of “the ships of the VOC,” comparing the
characteristics and discourses of this category with case studies involving

individual ships under highly particular circumstances.

(Amsterdam: Atlas, 2003). Ketting, H. (Jr.): Leven, werk en rebellie aan boord van Oost-
Indiévaarders (1595-1650) (Aksant, Amsterdam, 2002).

Herman Ketting has stated that his intention in writing his book on VOC mariners’
life was to provide for the Company something like Knut Weibust’s Deep Sea Sailors ,
an ethnographic portrait of seamen that encompasses memoirs, anecdotes and
sayings. Herman Ketting, Jr: personal communication. Weibust, K: Deep Sea Sailors: a
study in maritime ethnology (Stockholm: Nordiska museet, 1969).



In some ways this study is a response to Miles Ogborn’s book Indian Ink,
which traces a variety of ways in which practices around documents,
document-making, and place-making combined to shape the English East
India Company, its outlook and its image.® The present work attempts a
similar exercise on a more modest scale: it investigates how the VOC
conceived its ships and how the ships themselves helped define the Company,
its culture, its ambitions, its networks and its public face, creating a distinct
entity, Jan Compagnie, that mediated between Europe and the East Indies
without really reflecting either. Where Ogborn’s study ranges from letters of
embassy, carried aboard literal ships of state, to the merchant’s ledger and
office, policing a boundary between private and corporate trade, and even to
the stock market report and its home in the coffee houses of the City of
London, this study explores the various meanings and identities of ships as
symbols, as living and working spaces, and as cultural environments that
encoded a mode or method for understanding and interacting with the Indies
world, which had a profound effect on the development and conduct of the

VOC through two centuries.

The commonly-deployed category of “the VOC’s ships” is not as clear or
simple as it first appears, however: as soon as I started to ask questions
regarding individual vessels I found it unraveling into distinctions and

exceptions. The more I researched the more I came to see the category as both

® Ogborn, M: Indian Ink: script and print in the making of the English East India Company.
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
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deeply problematic and unexamined in literature on the VOC. “The
Company’s ships,” in sources such as Van Dam’s Beschryvinge van de Oost-
Indische Compagnie were neither specific ships nor the gamut of ships the
Company operated but rather a “typical” image of a particular subset of ships:
the retourschepen or “homeward bounders,” which served the routes that
accounted most directly for the VOC'’s profits, shuttling between the ports in
the Dutch Republic and the principal factory ports in the East: Batavia (now
Jakarta), on the north coast of Java; Galle, in Sri Lanka; Hughly, in Bengal; and
Canton, in China.” This “typical” view pervaded popular literature, paintings
and the Company’s own records and ledgers. The category further stood not
only for a certain kind of Company ship, it also represented a certain static,
iconic view of it and its society, and an attitude to seamen and ships in
general. I realized that, if I were to write about a subject as diaphanous and
difficult to pin down in concrete records as the relation between space and
society, I would have to deal with the implications of this category and read
specific shipboard situations in light of, or against, the “typifying” view in

entailed.

7 A wide variety of terms have been used to describe the ships that shuttled on the
“return” or “homeward” routes between Europe and the East Indies, including “East
Indiamen,” “homeward bounders” and a number of technical classifications based on
the ships’ lines, sizes, armament and functions. Such ships typically combined heavy
armament with large cargo capacity and crew complement, falling somewhere
between shorter-range traders and warships in their construction. I have chosen to
use the terms retourschip (singular) and retourschepen (plural) for these vessels,
following the usage of the resolutions of the Company’s ruling council. Dam, P van:
Beschryvinge van de Oostindische Compagnie: uitgegeven door Dr F. W. Stapel. (s-
Gravenhage, 1927).



The Company operated at various times an enormous variety of kinds and
sizes of ships for many different purposes, both on the “homeward” routes
and in an extensive intra-Asian trade web.® Information regarding most of
these kinds of ships is both extremely scarce and rather slippery; names of
ship types, such as pinas, fregatschip, spiegelschip, oorlogschip and retourschip
were applied inconsistently: a single ship might be given different
classifications in different places, and the terms themselves appear to have
shifted in meaning over time.” The simple fact of the ships’ variety, however,
is not apparent in most histories of the Company, which have followed the
lead of the Company’s own records in treating them as interchangeable
modules of transport in a trading system or, more often, as instruments of
power and therefore implicitly as the largest classes of retourschepen: those
which were used to displace the Portuguese during the expansion of the
seventeenth century and which were eventually overmastered by the
ship/weapons of other East India Companies during the eighteenth century.
Where ships have been invoked in the teleological account of the Company’s

rise and fall, it is as weapons or as long-haul bulk transports, they have been

® I owe this insight primarily to Robert Parthesius’ study of intra-Asian VOC voyages
and to Herman Ketting's Fluitschepen voor de VOC, which offers some differentiation
of the home-constructed fleet. Parthesius, R: Dutch ships in tropical waters: the
development of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) shipping network in Asia 1595-1660.
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010). Ketting, H (Jr.): Fluitschepen voor de
VOC: balanceren tussen oncostelijckheijt en duursaemheijt. (Zaltbommel: Aprilis, 2007).

? Parthesius: Dutch ships. Daalder, R: Schepen van de Gouden Eeuw (Amsterdam,
Zutphen: Stichting Nederlands Scheepvaartmuseum, Walburg Pers, 2005).



considered either neutrally, as mere carrying capacity, or as signs of the
Company’s decline, locked in a fossilized stasis, failing to keep up with

developments in shipbuilding among the Company’s competitors.'

I have, rather reluctantly, likewise come to focus on these retourschepen, partly
in recognition of their historical significance and partly because the richest,
most detailed sources—those necessary for investigating space—almost
always concern them. Retourschepen represented the highest technological
achievements of their day. They were accordingly used as emblems for the
military and mercantile strength of the Dutch Republic. As symbols of the
VOC’s power, its methods and its ambitions they fulfilled one of the common
functions of architecture: they supported an ideological program, presenting
the Company to its own servants, its directors, its shareholders, its
competitors and sometimes unwilling trade partners. Retourschepen were also
the most socially and spatially complex of the Company’s ships: memoirs and
other accounts of shipboard life are rich with spatial details. It is evident that
considerable thought went into their spatial design and division and that

efforts were made to replicate such designs across their class. We may

' Gaastra states that the Company’s shipping network operated well and did not
contribute significantly to the VOC’s decline. The more nuanced account of shipping
history in the introductory volume of Bruijn, Gaastra and Schoffer’s catalogue of
Dutch-Asiatic voyages lists a number of advances used on other companies’ ships
and notes that the VOC failed to adopt the same measures, resulting in comparatively
longer voyage times and higher per-voyage costs. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India
Company: expansion and decline (Leiden: 2003). Bruijn, J. R Gaastra, F. S, Schoeffer, I:
Dutch-Asiatic Shipping in the seventeenth and eighteenth Centuries (The Hague, 1979)
[hereafter DASI].



therefore speak of a spatial idiom that was, indeed, typical to retourschepen.
Sociospatial aspects of their design have often been overlooked, however,
since, as machines, their hulls and rigging were already shaped both by the
inflexible demands of wind, sea, and construction materials, and by the need
for adaptability, to multiple missions and uses of their spaces, to house men,
animals, cargo, weapons and other materiel as any particular voyage
demanded. This dissertation is, therefore, partly an attempt to bring attention
to such design, to differentiate it from the anti-analytical, non-category of

“tradition.”

Ships as architectural history

Ships have been curiously absent from the historiography devoted to
architecture since the eighteenth century, although they were clearly
considered a branch of architecture by important writers from the fifteenth to
the seventeenth centuries: Alberti started but did not finish a treatise on ships;
closer to the period of interest for this dissertation, Joseph Furttenbach
showed no qualms regarding including a whole volume dedicated to ships in

his three-volume study of Universal Architecture."

" According to Anthony Grafton, Alberti’s unfinished and lost manuscript was titled
Navis (the ship). Grafton, A: Leon Battista Alberti: master builder of the Italian
Renaissance. (New York: Hill and Wang, 2000), 249. Furttenbach, J: Architectura
Martialis, Architectura Navalis, Architectura Universalis. (1629-1635. Reprinted
Hildesheim: Olms, 1975). Wegener Sleeswyk, A: “Joseph Furttenbach en de
‘hollandische Nave’,” Tijdschrift voor Zeegeschiedenis 17.1 (1998), 3-15.
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Shipbuilders have also been keen to identify themselves as architects. The
Portuguese “naval architect,” Jodo Baptista Lavanha quoted Alberti’s
definition of an architect as one capable of uniting building with discourse,
and claimed this status for the shipwright in the introduction of his treatise."
seventeenth century works on shipbuilding by Witsen and Van Yk adopted a
format and genealogy familiar from contemporary architectural treatises.
Where the latter might trace the roots of architecture to the building of the first
Temple of Solomon, Witsen and Van Yk adopted Noah’s Ark as their
progenitor, and followed the same trajectory through Greek and Roman
antecedents to their contemporary world, differing from the architectural
pattern only in that they also devoted sections to “Indian” ships, including

Chinese junks and the royal dragon boats of Siam."

Architecture and shipbuilding both underwent a contested and gradual
transition from craftsmanship to draftsmanship between the fifteenth and
eighteenth centuries." This process seems to have pulled the two disciplines in

different directions: naval architecture came to be defined as a branch of

2 Lavanha’s First Book on Naval Architecture. Lavanha, J. B: Livro Primeiro da
Architectura Naval, trans. R. A. Barker, (Facsimile edition: Academia de Marinha,
Lisbon, 1996). Barker comments that Lavanha appears to be the first author to use the
term “naval architecture.”

BYK, C. van, Voorstad, A, Claesz ten Hoorn, J. & Luiken, J: De Nederlandsche Scheeps-
bouw-konst Open Gestelt. (Rotterdam, 1697, reprinted Delft: SPD, 1981). Nicolaas
Witsen. Architectura Navalis et Regimen Nauticum. Ofte Aaloude en Hedendaagsche
Scheeps-bouw en Bestier (Amsterdam, 1671, reprinted Franeker: Van Wijnen, 1994).

" McGee, D: “From Craftsmanship to Draftsmanship: Naval Architecture and the
Three Traditions of Early Modern Design” Technology and Culture 40.2 (1999) 209-236.
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hydrodynamic engineering during the eighteenth century, following the
publication of Bouguer’s “Treatise on Ships” in 1746 and Euler’s “A Complete
Theory of the Construction and Maneuvering of Vessels” in 1773." Treatises
on shipbuilding had, since Lavanha, been principally concerned with
proportions and engineering concerns, with relatively little attention paid to
interior spatial division. After Euler, however, the focus on engineering
rendered all other concerns extraneous to the profession of the naval architect.
Perhaps because naval architecture became defined in this way, those aspects
of the design of ships devoted to the social use of space, communication,
presentation and spatial experience have tended to evade discussion, among
both architects and naval architects, with some notable exceptions. The vogue
for ocean liners around the turn of the twentieth century extended into
architecture schools: liners symbolized a world of progressive, built wonders
in the era immediately before the jet-liner and airport took over this role.
According to Jean-Louis Cohen'’s introduction to Le Corbusier’s Vers une

architecture, Corbusier adopted “the ocean liner” as a nick-name, and was

> Bouguer, P, Murray, M: A treatise on ship-building and navigation: in three parts....
(Paris: Jombert, 1746, trans. Ann Arbor Mi.: UMI Books on Demand, 2004). Euler,
Leonard. Theorie Complete de la Construction et de la Manoeuvre des Vaisseaux ... (St
Petersburg: Academie Imperiale des Sciences, 1773). Ferreiro, L. D: Ships and Science:
the Birth of Naval Architecture in the Scientific Revolution, 1600-1800 (MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 2007). The implication that naval architects ceased to consider non-
engineering problems is of course false. Nonetheless, Ferrreiro makes a compelling
case that engineering became the naval architect’s chief focus, first in France and later
in the rest of Europe. Ships had also appeared in Italian treatises on machines,
principally as supports for various kinds of ingenious devices. Di Giorgio, F: Treatise
of Architecture and Machines (ca. 1480, Facsimile edition: Giunti, Florence 1979).
Marcus Popplow: “Why Draw Pictures of Machines? The Social Contexts of Early
Modern Machine Drawings” in Lefevre, W: Picturing Machines 1400-1700 (Cambridge
Mass.: MIT Press, 2004), 17-51

12



inspired by Camille Mauclair’s Trois Crises de I’Art Actuel to praise the liner’s
“honest expression,” identifying it with his vision of the house as a machine."
Liner companies have also advertised the luxury of their ships by employing
famous architects to increase their interiors: Renzo Piano’s designs for the
Regal Princess provide a recent example, while Gio Ponti’s features on liner
interiors in the magazine Domus, between 1929 and 1957, showed them as
examples not only of fine architecture but also of the emergent discipline of

industrial design."”

In one regard, the question of the relationship between shipbuilding and the
profession of the architect is clearly important for an architectural history of
the ship. If, however, we regard architectural history more broadly as the
study of the built domain—if we adopt something like Spiro Kostof’s
definition of architecture as “the act of making places” and architectural
history as a part of “the study of the social, economic, and technological

systems of human history”—then professional distinctions, or even intentions,

164 .cette maison a locataires se presente comme... un paquebot prét a partir” [“this

house for rental presents itself... as an ocean liner ready to depart”] Mauclair, C: Trois
Crises de I’Art Actuel. (Paris: E. Fasquelle, 1906), 222. Quoted in Jean-Louis Cohen’s
Introduction for Corbusier, Cohen, J-L & Goodman, J: Toward an Architecture (Los
Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2007), 14 .

7 Piano’s interior designs are cited at the Regal Princess” information webpage:
http:/ /www.cruiseweb.com / PRINCESS-SHIP-REGAL.HTM Accessed 1 June 2011.
“Gio Ponti published our ships in Domus for almost 30 years... believing strongly
that ship interiors represented ground for experimentation and inspiration for the
most beautiful earth-bound architecture and a launch pad for “Industrial Design”.”
Caterina Frisone: “The Architecture of the Great Ships,” Domus, 5 December 2008.
http:/ /www.domusweb.it/en/architecture / the-architecture-of-the-great-ships /

Accessed: 7 June 2011.
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become secondary to addressing the places so made and their roles in

“shaping communities.”"

The question of whether architecture, or “place making,” actually affects social
formation remains open. The point has been assumed or argued extensively
over the past century and more, with recourse to phenomenological,
sociological, ethnographic and ethno-archaeological approaches.” Although
interesting, thoughtful, inspirational work has come out of phenomenological
approaches I find my own efforts influenced principally by theories of social
production and practice, since these seem to me most likely to yield some
attestable results (with the caveat that attesting such results in a milieu more
than two centuries in the past poses its own challenges).”” What is not in doubt
is that architecture is used to communicate social behaviors and expectations,

from prisons designed to terrorize or discipline to stores designed to train the

'¥ Kostof’s definition or some variation on it has become widely accepted. Kostof, S: A
History of Architecture: settings and rituals (Oxford, New York: OUP 1985), 7, 15.

Y Lawrence and Low have provided a useful survey of this enormous field of
literature. Lawrence, D. L. & Low, S. M: "The Built Environment and Spatial Form"
Annual Review of Anthropology (1990) 19, 453-505. Much recent phenomenological
work has been influenced by Heidegger and Yi-Fu Tuan. Schatzki, T. R: Martin
Heidegger: theorist of space (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2007). Yi-Fu Tuan: "Place: An
Experiential Perspective" Geographical Review, 65.2 (Apr., 1975), 151-165.

* Gieryn, T. F: "What Buildings Do," Theory and Society, 31.1 (Feb., 2002), 35-74. King,
A. D: Buildings and Society: essays on the social development of the built environment
(London: Routledge, 1984). Turner, T: “The Social Skin,” in J. Cherfas & R. Lewin
(eds.), Not Work Alone: A Cross-cultural View of Activities Superfluous to Survival
(London, Temple Smith, 1980). Lefebvre, H. The production of space. (Oxford,
Cambridge Mass.: Blackwell, 1991). Bourdieu, P: Outline of a Theory of Practice
(Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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associations and categories of their customers.”" The focus of the dissertation
has therefore been more on those discourses that the Company propagated

through its ships than on the social milieu or experience of mariners.

As closed, hierarchical environments with rich traditions, ships offer a strong
and highly articulated case for the part space might play in what Dell Upton
has described as “shaping and... ‘annotating’ social action.”** Accounts of
shipboard life offer means for examining how habitus, occupation and place-
making affect the ways architectural spaces are apprehended and understood,
how the built domain relates to exercises of power and authority, and how
various kinds of space are represented. Vilhelm Aubert has drawn a parallel
between ships and other highly regimented, institutionalized settings, in
which status is often explicitly correlated with access to and ownership of
particular spaces, as in military and ecclesiastical orders, hospitals, prisons,
factories, and workplaces generally.” To this interpretation of institutional
space I should like to add theoretical lenses provided by Anthony King and

Upton, regarding the formation of global spaces of identity and capital, and

*! Halliday, S: Newgate: London’s prototype of hell. (Stroud: Sutton, 2006). Foucault, M:
Discipline and Punish (New York, 1979). Weinberger, D: Everything is miscellaneous: the
power of the new digital disorder (New York: Times Books, 2007). Weinberger begins his
exploration of searchable media with a discussion of the spatial design and testing of
Staples stores, to the end of suggesting to customers all those products which might
be necessary to using the one product they already knew they needed, through the
paths customers use to navigate the stores.

2 Upton, D: Architecture in the United States (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998), 11.

» Aubert, V: The Hidden Society. (Totowa, N. J.: Bedminster Press, 1965).
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the relationship between architecture and everyday life as elements in the
constitution of culture.” By examining shipboard space as a factor in the
development of the VOC, this dissertation will attempt to provide a
“spatialized history,” such as that which Henri Lefebvre and Stuart Elden
have called for.”” The development of the VOC ship as a type created a novel
genre of space, which played an important part in the history of industrial

capitalism and labor, of European expansion and of colonialism.

Significance for the history of European expansion
In addition to architectural history several other fields of historical inquiry
have informed the present work, which is intended in turn to contribute to

these fields.

First, VOC shipboard order is of obvious interest to the burgeoning fields of
oceanic history, or what Marcus Rediker terms “history on the sea,” and of
maritime-focused historical geography, as outlined by Lambert, Martins and

Ogborn.”® The omission of the ship from most histories of global capital is

**King, A. D: The Bungalow. The Production of a Global Culture (London ; Boston:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984). Upton, D: “Architecture in Everyday Life” New
Literary History, Vol. 33, No. 4, Everyday Life (Autumn, 2002), pp. 707-723.

*Lefebvre: Production of Space. Elden, S: “Between Marx and Heidegger: Politics,
Philosophy and Lefebvre's The Production of Space” Antipode 36.1, (Jan. 2004).

* Rediker, M. B: “Toward a People’s History of the Sea,” in Killingray, D, and
National Maritime Museum (Great Britain). Maritime empires: British imperial maritime
trade in the nineteenth century (Woodbridge, Rochester; Boydell Press & National
Maritime Museum, 2004). Lambert, D, Martins, L & Ogborn, M: “Currents, Visions
and Voyages: historical geographies of the sea” Journal of Historical Geography 32
(2006), 479-493.
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bizarre, since it played a central role in organizing labor along industrial lines,
prompting the formation of standing pools of skilled and semi-skilled
mariners in Europe and elsewhere, while maritime workers occupy an
important place in the history of the working class and radical labor
movements.” Ships were the backbone of the VOC and other European East
India Companies: as the primary means of doing business they both mirrored
and helped form the particular institution of the chartered company and more
generally that of “the mercantile system” of capitalism.”® Ships did not only
form the physical links that tied economic centers and peripheries together,
they also provided a prototype for systems of migrant labor and a portable
working culture, distinct from the “home” cultures of all those who
participated in it, which facilitated novel organizations and labor relations.”
The East India ship, then, represents a novel social formation created for the
purpose of supporting emergent global trade, giving it great importance both

to the history of European expansion and to that of globalization.

*” Thompson, E. The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth Penguin,
1968). Linebaugh, P & Rediker, M. B: The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves,
Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press,
2000).

* Smith, A: An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Edited by
Sélvio M. Soares. (MetaLibri, 2007), v.1.0p. http:/ / metalibri.wikidot.com / title:an-
inquiry-into-the-nature-and-causes-of-the-wealth-of Accessed 5 July 2011.

*Ewald, J. J: “Crossers of the Sea: Slaves, Freedmen, and Other Migrants in the
Northwestern Indian Ocean, c. 1750-1914” American Historical Review, 105. 1 (Feb.
2000) 69-91. Rediker, M. B: Between the devil and the deep blue sea: merchant seamen,
pirates, and the Anglo-American maritime world, 1700-1750 (Cambridge, 1987).
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Second, the ship is vital to a “history of infrastructure” approach to European
expansion: one which pays attention to those concrete forms into which
capital was poured and which in turn shaped its development,
complementing histories of ideas and of economic relations in explaining the
construction and logic of mercantile and colonial systems.” The first ships sent
from the Netherlands to the East Indies, between 1595 and roughly 1610,
followed Portuguese routes and replicated something of the Portuguese
experience of exploration: their mortality rates were high, they ran afoul of
reefs and strong currents, and they took four or five years to execute a round
trip, dealing with producers of pepper and other spices on an ad hoc basis.”
By 1660 this haphazard scheme had been transformed into a regular business,
capable of feeding Amsterdam’s markets with a constant flow of Indies
products. More efficient routes had been discovered and formalized, supply
depots had been established at Batavia and the Cape of Good Hope, voyage
times had been reduced (with some exceptions) to a two year round trip, and
shipboard mortality had been reduced to less than 5% per voyage.” The
VOC’s ships mobilized capital and persons on a massive scale. Considering
only the routes from Europe to the Indies, between the so-called
voorcompagnieen (“pre-companies”) that began sailing in 1595 and the final

VOC sending of 1795, 4722 voyages set out from the Netherlands, carrying a

* For the term “history of infrastructure” I am indebted to Andrew Cooper, of the
British Library department of India Office Records.

! Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company.

% Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company
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total of roughly one million persons to the East.” These voyages were
conducted on 2219 separate vessels, of which 1450 were built in the
Company’s shipyards.* Building the ships was itself a mammoth project,
made possible only by industrial methods of production and resource
gathering, which had been developed in the Netherlands during the sixteenth
century, when the country had built a reputation as Europe’s single most
important supplier of ships and seafarers.”” The VOC expanded the existing
shipbuilding capacity enormously: the largest of the Company’s shipyards, at
Oostenburg in Amsterdam, was Europe’s biggest manufacturing facility at the
time of its construction in 1660.* By the end of the eighteenth century it
employed up to 1300 people, while the Company as a whole was the single

largest employer in the Dutch Republic.”’

* The term voorcompagnie (“pre-company”) carries an unfortunate teleological
connotation, reducing early Dutch efforts at Indies sea trade to a mere anticipation of
the VOC. It has, however, become the standard term for referring to the period 1595-
1602, originating with the VOC'’s directors to designate those companies which
predated and were later consolidated into the VOC. Bruijn, J. R Gaastra, F. S,
Schoeffer, I: Dutch-Asiatic Shipping in the seventeenth and eighteenth Centuries (The
Hague, 1979), I [Hereafter DAS II]. Lucassen, J: "A Multinational and its Labor Force:
The Dutch East India Company, 1595-1795" International Labor and Working-Class
History, 66 (25 Feb 2005): 12-39.

*DAS 1, Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company.
* Barbour, V: “Dutch and English Merchant Shipping in the Seventeenth Century” in
Emmer, P & Gaastra, F. S. (eds): The organisation of interoceanic trade in European

Expansion, 1450-1800 (Aldershot: Variorum, 1996).

*Kist, ]. Bet al: Van VOC tot Werkspoor. Het Amsterdamse industrieterrein Qostenburg
(Utrecht 1986).

% Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company. Kist, J. B: Van VOC tot Werkspoor.
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The ship, as the fundamental infrastructural unit of the VOC, had a profound
effect on the Company’s development and generally that of European
expansion. Ships have long been recognized as representing an important
moment in the development of labor and “working class history,” as places
where collective work was disciplined into repetitive, ritualized schemes,
while the laborers who worked them formed a mobile class, to be deployed
wherever the emergent colonial network required them.” A detailed
understanding of the distinctive shipboard space and society of the East Indies
retourschip, formed to deal with long voyages and special hazards, is
important to understanding both the micro-networks of relations that
composed the ship as a working unit and the proto-colonial, world-spanning

networks in which ships acted.

John Law has explored the role a set of reefs off the west coast of Africa played
in producing the Portuguese as master mariners with a world-wide reach
during the late fifteenth century: passing these reefs required advances in
navigation and adjustments to ship forms away from small, shallow coasting
vessels toward large hulls that could support long voyages out of sight of

land.” The reefs constituted thresholds of technology, of scale and of unit cost,

% Schaeffer, R. K: The Chains of Bondage Broke: the proletarianization of seafaring labor,
1600-1800 (unpublished diss., SUNY Binghamton, 1984). Ewald: “crossers of the sea.”

¥ Law, J: “On the Methods of Long Distance Control: Vessels, Navigation and the
Portuguese Route to India” in J. Law (Ed.) Power, Action and Belief: a new Sociology of
Knowledge? (Sociological Review Monograph 32. London, Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1986). 234-263.
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i.e. of centralization of resources. Beyond these thresholds the whole maritime
world lay open: the ships that finally made it into the Indian Ocean were
incidentally equipped for bulk trade, warfare and voyages to any point on the
globe. The East India trading ship likewise can be said to have played a role in
creating a global system of trade and capitalism centered on Europe, and to

have laid the foundations for colonial expansion.

In some regard we can say that the large trading ship invented the chartered
East India company. Its capacious hold made a system of profitable maritime
bulk trade possible, which could not have been supported or systematized by
land-based methods of transport, while its capacity as a firing platform for
guns allowed for an extension of the powers of European states onto the sea
that had no equivalent among the states that lined the Indian Ocean.*’ On the
other hand, the large scale commerce it permitted also scaled its demands: in
requiring great quantities of supplies and manpower the ship gave rise to a
certain size and complexity of support organization, comparable in size to that
of the largest of the Dutch admiralties and greater in the variety of its needs. A
fleet of East Indies ships, capable of displacing the Portuguese and resisting
English incursions, demanded an unprecedented basis in capital, while the
skills it demanded (of shipbuilding, navigation, cartography, metalworking
and coordination) required a level both of industrialization and management

that would test even the Dutch Republic through the first half of the

0 Pearson, M. N: The Indian Ocean (London, New York: Routledge, 2003).
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seventeenth century. The problem of raising the required capital and
organizing industries in order to support a regular supply of ships led directly
to the development of the European joint-stock corporation. As massive
repositories of capital and labor power, we may suppose that ships also
demanded a certain pace of trade: the behemoth, once built, required constant
feeding, its empty hold a scourge to merchant captain-generals tasked with
bringing back hundreds of tons of spices to fund the Republic’s economic and

war efforts.

The physical dimensions of the VOC ship (especially the draft but also the
length and required maneuvering space) also determined the set of possible
port locations and anchorages in Patria and in the Indies, thereby fixing the
nodes of the Company’s networks and yielding further demands, for repair
yards and ship parts, for cargo transfer and warehouse facilities. A certain
self-sufficiency was required of ships in the Indies because of the costs of
developing infrastructure around them from materials that were themselves
largely shipped from Patria. The earning potential of a VOC refourschip was
great enough to prompt the creation of novel support industries in the
Republic, however, including the semi-submersible ship “camels,” which
floated retourschepen and warships constructed in Amsterdam over the
shallows and sandbanks of the Zuiderzee, at a cost comparable to the

construction of the ships themselves.*

'Yk, C. van: De De Nederlandsche Scheeps-bouw-konst. Hoving, A.J. 1991. "Ship Camels
and Water Ships." Model Shipwright 76: 32-36.
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Moreover, the ability of the ocean-going ship to move hundreds of tons of
goods from the Indies to Europe without intermediate landfall gave rise to a
novel approach to supplying European markets, especially for high value, low
bulk goods such as spices. Steensgaard notes that in the early 1750s ‘exotic’
commodities from the Americas and Asia made up roughly 46% of imports
and exports in Britain, and perhaps 20-25% in the Netherlands, of which
roughly half in each case came from Indian Ocean suppliers.”” On the one
hand , in the environment of Europe in the sixteenth century, of competing
states and expansionist economies, the opportunity to make money through
the transport of valuable goods quickly turned into a competitive necessity,
such that the East India ship developed a self-sustaining momentum as a tool
of economics and statecraft. On the other, the ship offered the potential for a

radical reconfiguring of European markets.

Rene Barendse has shown that spices and other Asian goods continued to be
carried successfully overland through the seventeenth century by the same
networks that had supplied them for centuries before the advent of Vasco da
Gama. But the ship offered a dream of radically reduced costs per ton of goods
and, perhaps more importantly, of the ability to monopolize the entire

European spice trade by being able to supply sufficient goods to satisfy

* Steensgaard, N: “The Growth and Composition of the Long-distance Trade of
England and the Dutch Republic before 1750” in Tracy, J. D. (ed): The Rise of Merchant
Empires: long-distance trade in the early modern world, 1350-1750 (Cambridge University
Press, 1990), 255-286: 277.
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demand in the whole market. The implications of this were far-reaching. First,
through its large warehouse capacity, Amsterdam could become an important
centre of price regulation for any commodities brought to Europe from Asia.
This goal was of immediate importance to the Republic in its war of
independence from Spain: it had a direct bearing on the supply of money, and
therefore military resources, the Republic could command. It also appealed to
the zero-sum logic of mercantile capitalism: at the time of the Company’s
formation the Dutch were locked out of a trading cartel for many goods which
was centered on Spain. Every clove or nutmeg that Amsterdam could supply
to a finite European demand was taken straight out of the profits of the cartel

that bankrolled Spain’s war efforts.

Woodruff Smith has pointed out a second reason for desiring such a
monopoly, which was tied to the networks that built the ship in the first place
and suggests that a deeper restructuring of European trade was at stake.”
Smith has emphasized that the core goal of the VOC was not profit-
maximizing but market command. The VOC was to avoid price-cutting wars
of economic competition through careful market control, maintaining a stable,
reasonable price for its products that discouraged adventurers. Smith states
that this goal of regulation was tied to a financial policy based around spices
rather than bullion as the currency of inter-state trade. The Dutch Republic

relied on bulk imports from central Europe, delivered via the Baltic, for its

* Smith, W. D: Consumption and the Making of Respectability, 1600-1800 (New York:
Routledge, 2002).
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daily bread, meats and other necessities, including ship timbers. Spices were
seen by Dutch merchants as the ideal trading currency for supplying these
wants, since the Republic could control their supply, rather than relying on
silver, over which the Spain had exerted a powerful influence since the
sixteenth century. Dutch merchant houses—which were tied to the network of
city corporations and therefore the government—could control spice prices,
keeping them stable across multiple years through monopolistic control,
achieved through large-scale warehousing and regular shipments from the

Indies.

The features of the ship were ideally suited to this sort of monopolistic
activity. The ship’s isolation, the relative ease with which it could be tracked,
and the mutual surveillance among its crew combined to create an
environment that could be policed, made accountable and visible. In contrast
with transport across land or with networks in which goods were passed
through multiple hands between source and destination, the ship promised
quantifiable, discrete deliveries of goods via approved agents, substantially

reducing the risk of leaking spices, personnel or information along the way.

First spaces of colonialism

Most of all, VOC ships were instrumental in forming and propagating the
structures of European expansion, which would develop into colonialism. I
have termed the Company’s ships “first spaces of colonialism,” both because

they introduced roughly a million ordinary workers drawn from around
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Europe to the Company’s proto-colonial project and because in their social
structure, rendered modular and portable, repeated across the Company’s

network, they provided a prototype for colonial productive societies.

Although it has been argued that the VOC had an aversion to colonies,
resisting rather than planting Dutch settlements in the Indies, it was certainly
at least a proto-colonial organization, its period of operation a “prelude” to the
extensive system of plantation colonies that expanded across the Netherlands
East Indies during the nineteenth century.* Gaastra has described the
Company as a “reluctant imperialist,” one which, despite regular protests
against permanent settlement, maintained an establishment of between
twenty and twenty-five thousand servants in the Indies during the eighteenth
century.” Ships played a variety of important roles in supporting this
imperialism. In place of an “age of partnership” between Indian Ocean polities
and European companies, Markus Vink has characterized their relations as
negotiating a “balance of blackmail.”*® This balance was determined by the

relative wealth, military strength and freedom of agency the VOC and its

* Goor, J. van: Prelude to Colonialism: the Dutch in Asia (Hilversum: Uitgeverij
Verloren, 2004), 9. Van Goor notes Batavia and the Cape colony as exceptions to the
“strictly business” factory-based, minimal colonialism the VOC practiced across most
of its network.

* Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 65.
*Vink, M: “A match made in Heaven? World-system Analysis and 'Dutch Indian

Ocean' Studies.” In van Veen, E, and Leonard Blussé (eds.) Rivalry and Conflict.

European Traders and Asian Trading Networks in the sixteenth and seventeenth Centuries
(Leiden: CNWS Publications, 2005), 267-314.
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negotiating partners could bring to bear. In the Company’s first decades it
principally sought spices from a set of small island polities: its armed trading
ships were capable of forcing negotiations with these partners, and in the case
of the Banda islands exterminating them, to replace them with the Company’s
first plantation colony.”” More frequently ships were used to meddle in wars
between Indies powers, alongside the Company’s money and soldiers,
supporting the Company’s allies against their rivals and overseeing a
judicious balance of power “so that no warrior... can rise, and oppress
neighboring rulers,/ and stand in the light of Batavia’s happiness.”* The
steady growth of settlements at the Cape, at Batavia and at other centers such
as Colombo; growing commitments to infrastructural elements such as schools
and tax offices; growing populations of “Eurasian” children of settlers, who
acted as clerks and supercargoes in the VOC's intra-Asian shipping network;
and the symbiosis of Chinese and other Indies planters with Company
governors in the umland of Batavia through the eighteenth century all suggest
that a form of colonial settlement was part of the Company’s modus operandi,

no matter how unofficial that part might have been.”” And shipping networks,

" The full story is given in a highly entertaining but far from neutral form in Milton,
G: Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, or, The True and Incredible Adventures of the Spice Trader who
Changed the Course of History (New York: Farrar Straus and Giroux, 1999). Gaastra, F.
S. Dutch East India Company.

* Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 60, 87. The quotation is from Joannes
Antonides van der Goes” poem, de Ystroom, translated in E. du Perron: De muze van
Jan Compagnie: Overzichtelijke verzameling van Nederlands-Oostindiese belletrie uit de
Compagniestijd (1600-1780) (Bandoeng 1948), 20, quoted in Goor, J. van: Prelude. 10

* For a discussion of the development of Colombo see Remco Raben'’s dissertation:

Batavia and Colombo. Lodowijk Wagenaar’s work on Galle shows the steady growth
that occurred even at what was avowedly a secondary port for the VOC’s networks.
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methods and infrastructure established by the VOC also formed an important
part of the foundation on which nineteenth century colonial expansion would
build, in organizing, gathering and delivering the Company’s goods, and later

the products of the “cultivation system,” to markets in Europe.

For the purposes of this discussion I define the VOC’s colonialism as a form of
exploitation or expropriation in which one group, composed of directors and
shareholders, exploited several others, including the Company’s mariners and
other shipboard servants, as well as native people of the East Indies, for the
purpose of extracting profits.”” The methods of expropriation were
fundamentally those of mercantile capitalism, combining state-like

sovereignty and powers of coercion with ruthless, monopolistic profit-seeking

Raben, R: Batavia and Colombo: the ethnic and spatial order of two colonial cities 1600-1800
(unpublished diss. University of Leiden, 1996). Wagenaar, L: Galle, VOC-Vestiging in
Ceylon. Beschrijving van een koloniale samenleving aan de voravond van de Singalese
opstand tegen het Nederlandse gezag, 1760 (Amsterdam: De Bataafsche Leeuw, 1994). On
schools and taxes see Goor, ] van: Prelude, 23. Jean Gelman Taylor’s Social World of
Batavia provides a portrait of the lives of VOC governors and high officials at Batavia,
documenting their migration from the fort and factory to large “estates” in the
hinterland, which developed in the nineteenth century into plantations. Leonard
Blusse has lead a considerable research program into the non-European contributions
to the life and economy of Batavia, which might be termed “conjoint communities.”
Taylor, J. G: The Social World of Batavia: Europeans and Eurasians in colonial Indonesia.
(Madison Wis: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009). Blusse, ] L: Strange Company:
Chinese Settlers, Mestizo Women and Dutch in VOC Batavia (Leiden: KITLV
Verhandelingen Ser No, 122, 1988).

*’Kohn describes the relationship of exploitation as one occurring between states.
Kohn, Margaret, "Colonialism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2010
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),

http:/ / plato.stanford.edu/archives /sum2010/entries/ colonialism /. Accessed 10
June, 2011. In this case the VOC stands as a kind of pseudo-state actor, with many of
the powers of a fully-fledged sovereign state, expropriating labor and goods from
many non-state actors.
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and continuous attempts to reduce the costs of labor by reducing the rights of
laborers. Colonialism is here distinguished from mercantile capitalism by a
preoccupation with the maintenance of boundaries between different
communities of different status within the enterprise, and by the Company’s
concern to keep its mariners captive in a “third space,” defined and
maintained by the VOC, where the Company could command their labor and
prevent their seeking alternatives to its order, either from the legal and

cultural systems of the Dutch Republic or from those found in the Indies.”

The establishment of colonial spaces ashore in the Indies was dependent on
first “colonizing” the ships, that is, establishing a self-reproducing system for
organizing expropriated labor. That the Company expropriated labor, both in
the Indies and from Europe, is not in doubt: an extensive secondary industry
of crimps, who tricked or forced men onto VOC ships, often through
fraudulent debts, operated in the Republic’s port cities and extended far

beyond its borders.® Far more of the Company’s men were simply

Y7

> “Third space” here refers to Anthony King’s “third cultures:” novel cultural
formations that form within colonial situations, that are distinct from the native
culture of the colonizers, the colonized, and any simple hybrid of the two. King, A. D:
Colonial Urban Development: culture, social power and environment (London, New York:
Routledge, 1976). On the topic of “colonial space” I am also guided by Bernard
Cohn’s writings on the epistemology particular to colonialism and by John Noyes’
thesis on the creation of frontiers and emptiness in colonial territory-making, as
necessary steps both for claiming such territory and maintaining discipline among
colonists. Cohn, B: Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge (Princeton 1996). Noyes, J:
Colonial Space: spatiality in the discourse of German South West Africa 1884-1915. (New
York: Routledge, 1992).

*>Royen, P. C. van: “The ‘national’ maritime labour market. Looking for common

characteristics” and Davids, K: “Maritime labour in the Netherlands, 1570-1870,” in
Royen, P. C. van, Bruijn, J. R. & Lucassen, J. (eds.), “Those Emblems of Hell”? European
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economically dispossessed, being victims of a wider expropriation, whether
they were driven off their land through cartelization in the Republic (a process
that had similar results to those of enclosure in England during the same

period), or displaced by wars or changes to the labor market.”

Such newly
migrant workers came from as far afield as Scandinavia, France, various
German and central European states, and the Mediterranean; they were
attracted by the promise of higher wages and growing employment in the

Republic, which indeed owed much of its success to just such migrations and

networks.>*

Once aboard ship this labor was organized according to structures
characteristic of colonialism, such that the ships might be considered
laboratories for colonial methods and orders, providing the model for an
institutional culture and social structure that was replicated across the

Company’s factories, from Japan to Persia and the Cape. The isolation of the

sailors and the maritime labour market, 1570-1870, Research in Maritime History 13 (St.
John’s, Newfoundland 1997) 1-9; 41-71.

> Such economic refugees were by no means the Company’s only recruits: Lucassen
has shown both how the extension of the polder system displaced a large workforce
and prompted unskilled labor migration in the 1600s and how the Company drew
from extensive networks of skilled maritime workers through the Baltic and
Scandinavia for skilled mariners. Lucassen, J: “A Multinational and its Labor Force:
The Dutch East India Company, 1595-1795" International Labor and Working-Class
History, 66: 12-39 (Cambridge University Press 25 Feb 2005). Davids, C. A & Lucassen,
J: A Miracle Mirrored: the Dutch Republic in European perspective. (Cambridge, New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1995). On expropriation and migrant labor in the
period more generally, see Linebaugh & Rediker: The Many-headed Hydra.

**Israel, J: Dutch Primacy in World Trade, 1585-1740. (Oxford, New York: Clarendon
Press, Oxford University Press, 1990).
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ship and the length of the voyage to the Indies required a certain organization
of food and water, medicines and labor, as well as a high degree of
sovereignty and a system of laws special to its operation and command, which
were exported in many cases directly from the ship into the Company’s
possessions on land, through the transfer of the ships’ councils to the first

factory-forts and trading enclaves.”

Rigid social boundaries separated the groups to be exploited from those that
benefited from the exploitation. These boundaries did not merely separate
metropole (those who remained in the Republic) from colony (those who
served the Company in the Indies). They were also ramified through the
Company’s hierarchies, aboard ships and in the Company’s factories ashore,
s0 as to maintain separate classes within the colonial capitalist endeavor, such
that in each location a class of relative privilege and freedom confronted one
of relative immiseration and subjection. In each case the privileged social layer
was identified by visible markers of its higher status—initially expressed
principally through conspicuous consumption, later through uniforms, and
always in the hierarchy of spaces occupied aboard ship.”® The privileged layer
was generally composed of named individuals, who were consulted in the
policies and operations of the Company and ship, while the layer charged

with the execution of those operations was composed of interchangeable

> Raben: Batavia and Colombo. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 66-68.

**Boxer, C. R: “The Dutch East-Indiamen: Their Sailors, Their Navigators and Life on
Board, 1602-1795,” The Mariner’s Mirror 49. 2 (May 1963), 81-104.
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workers, treated as a standing resource of labor, whether this distinction
pertained to the organization of the Company as a whole, of the ship, or of the
ropes on the foredeck. These boundaries were expressed in ranks and pay
grades invented and controlled by the Company’s directors. They were not
based on nationality (although they tended to privilege Hollanders and
Zeelanders relative to others), nor precisely on race (although race played a
role in the Indies, regarding the highest rank a Company servant could attain),
nor on social classes operating in the Republic, nor strictly on professional
expertise.” Instead they were formed from complexes of all these elements,
which were naturalized through the shipboard spatial and social structure,
such that a worker’s physical place aboard defined his rights, status and peer
group, and further associated him with a stereotypical character and set of

social norms proper to his station.

The social structure described thus far is very much like that common to

military organizations, of which the VOC was certainly an example.” Despite

*” Mutiny trial records show frequent mismatches between pay grades and the
experience claimed by mariners. Crimineele Procedures by, mitsgaders voor en ten
overstaan van de Hogen Scheeps Krygsraad in Texel gehouden, tegens sommige der
Muitelingen van het O. 1. Schip Neyenburg, in den voorleeden jaare 1763, uit Texel naar
Batavia uitgevaren. (Amsterdam: Petrus Schouten, 1764).

> The basic “company” unit of the standard military encampment, described by
Simon Stevin, bears a striking resemblance to that of the retourschip, being composed
of two long, parallel lines of quarters for the men, crossed at one end by a larger tent
for the officers, recalling the spatial organization of starboard and larboard watches
on a ship’s gun deck, with the officers occupying a saloon to the rear. The interior
arrangements of VOC and Admiralty ships of the eighteenth century were quite
different from one another, however, partly because the former was arranged around
maintaining a clear and functional cargo hold, while the latter, carrying far less cargo,
was arranged around maintaining a clear and functional gun deck. Stevin, S. &
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its foundation on private capital the VOC was very much an arm of state
power, furthering the Republic’s interests through both warfare and
enforcement: as a patrimonial entity in service to the States General the
Company occupied a role very much like the Republic’s independent
Admiralties.” The Company’s ships were unique, however, in enforcing
boundaries that were special to Indies trade, similar to those discussed by Ann
Stoler: they both connected and divided Europe and the Indies, separating
directors’” decisions from their consequences, respectable burghers from acts of
wanton violence and piracy in foreign seas, and shareholders’ capital and
dividends from the full costs of the Companies’ enterprises.” On a practical
level the VOC's ships acted as a filter between the Republic and its colonial
enclaves, allowing desired products through but preventing the inappropriate

passage of persons or reporting in either direction.

Schukking, W. H (ed.): The principal works of Simon Stevin. Vol. 4, The Art of War
(Amsterdam: C.V. Swets & Zeitlinger, 1964), 280. Ab Hoving: personal
communication. Lavery, B: The Ship of the Line. (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press,
1983).

*Israel, J: Dutch Primacy, 411. Enforcement pertained to the Company’s monopoly on
trade between the Indies and Republic and to the pass system, which in theory
supported monopolies on certain trade routes and commodities within the Indies
networks. In practice, efforts to dictate trade routes were mostly effective only on
European pass-issuers’ own populations: Gaastra notes that, depending on the treaty
relations in effect between European powers at any particular moment, passes from
different countries’ companies might serve more or less interchangeably to protect
ships en route, and Asian shippers could choose the ones that offered the most
attractive terms. Ironically, then, this emblem of European mercantilist protectionism
sometimes obeyed the laws of free market competition. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India
Company, 120.

% Stoler, A. L: “Rethinking Colonial Categories: European Communities and the

Boundaries of Rule” in Dirks, N. B. (ed.): Colonialism and Culture (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1992).
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Rediker has noted how the slave ship generated “whites” and “blacks” out of
motley crews drawn from across Europe and captives from across west Africa,
respectively.” VOC shipboard order, with its common work practices,
experiences and strictly controlled social relations, likewise transformed the
Company’s men into a coherent and distinct category of European Company
servants. The ships then brought these servants into limited contact with
Indies civilizations while acting as a space apart from the Indies, keeping them
separate from the people with which they traded, thereby laying the
groundwork for relations of colonialism between these European servants and
Indies populations, and also producing the European servants themselves as
wholly dependent colonial subjects. Such a literal separation might dissolve in
the Indies, where the VOC’s ships became multi-ethnic, plural societies in
motion, anticipating similar social formations on land. The VOC resisted using
Indies-born personnel on its Europe-bound ships until chronic shortages of
manpower forced its hand in the later eighteenth century, however, thereby
retaining a resolutely European face within Europe until well into the
eighteenth century, as well as a distinctively European shipboard culture that

was replicated with every “outward” (from Europe) voyage.*

®' Rediker, M. B: The slave ship: a human history. (New York: Viking, 2007).

% Lucassen, J: “A multinational.” Royen: “The ‘national’ maritime labour market.”
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Likewise, the VOC controlled the access of Europeans to the Indies, since it
(theoretically, at least) held a monopoly on Dutch seafaring east of the Cape.
Only VOC servants and occasionally their wives were permitted to take the
voyage to Batavia, wives being more strictly controlled after the Company’s
first decades.” The contrast with migration of the Chinese population to
Batavia is marked: the latter was encouraged on a large scale, forming a settler

population of both male and female émigrés.*

Finally, VOC ships played a part in forming the conception of colonial society
spread in the Republic during what Parry has termed the “age of
reconnaissance,” with consequences for the whole colonial period.” In the
seventeenth century the Company’s ships were deployed as symbols by
Calvinist preachers in pamphlets, treatises and prayer books, some of which
were published and distributed by the VOC for audiences in both Europe and
the Indies.”® These works presented well-governed merchant ships as

exemplary models for ordered, productive and pious societies, within a

% Early memoirs and the records of the Batavia mutiny show a considerable presence
for women aboard VOC vessels. By the eighteenth century, however, the only women
found aboard were attached to high-ranking Company officers, as family members or
servants. Jean Gelman Taylor has shown how the restriction on transporting women
from the Republic lead to a distinctive colonial culture at Batavia of intermarriage
among governors’ families and other high-ranking Company servants, the women in
these strategic unions being supplied from the Indies, frequently as freed slaves.
Ketting, H: Leven, werk. Taylor: The Social World of Batavia.

% Blusse: Strange Company. Ota Atsushi: Changes of Regime and Social Dynamics in
West Java: Society, State and the Outer World of Banten, 1750-1830 (Brill, Leiden, 2006).

% Parry, J. The Age of Reconnaissance (Cleveland: World Pub. Co., 1963).

% For a full discussion see chapter 4.
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discourse that used the ship as a metaphor for the (Reformed) Christian’s
journey through life.”” Less obviously but no less importantly, shipboard
experience informed every soldier, sailor, clerk, merchant and governor who
served in the Indies, as well as every Dutch author who described the Indies
during the Company’s tenure, since they all necessarily passed through a
period of several months or years immersed in what Paul Gilroy has described
as the ships’ "microcultural, micro-political systems."* Following Van Leur’s
famous complaint that the history of Southeast Asia has been written “from
the deck of a ship,” VOC ships provided the idiom through which writers
such as Valentijn and Stavorinus viewed both European and non-European
ship-borne societies, and that their influence must persist today, however
obliquely, in historians” works on seafaring societies of South, Southeast and
East Asia that draw on those writings.” This dissertation aims to contribute to

an understanding of the cultural background that informed such classic texts.

7 Goedde, L. O: “Convention, Realism, and the Interpretation of Dutch and Flemish
Tempest Painting” Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art, 16.2/3 (1986),
139-149.

% Gilroy, P: The Black Atlantic: modernity and double consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1993).

% Leur, J. C. van: Indonesian Trade and Society: essays in Asian social and economic history
by J.C. van Leur (The Hague: W. Van Hoeve, 1967). Tony Day has observed that it is
never exactly clear just what kind of ship Van Leur intends in this formula: the
steamship, the indigenous peddling trader of which he wrote, or earlier ship of
colonization, but that in all cases the perspective of each author remains bound to
their home culture. It is my contention that an understanding of the ship itself as a
world apart with its own distinctive social and cultural order is a necessary part of
the project of growing critically aware of such cultural inflections. Day, T: “Second
Thoughts about a History of Batavia” Indonesia, 38 (Oct., 1984), 147-161. Valentijn, F:
Oud en Nieuw Oost-indién (Amsterdam: J.C. Van Kesteren & Zoon, 1862). Stavorinus,
J. S: Voyages to the East Indies (London: Dawsons, 1969).
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Concerns informing the shape of the argument

Histories of the period of European expansion, and of the VOC in particular,
tend to get caught up in arguments regarding teleological accounts of the
“triumph of the west” and the spread of free market capitalism or
“modernity.” Although I claim an important place and a generative role for
ships in the development of European capitalism and colonialism I do not
wish to bind this study to any such arguments. It is emphatically not my
intention to suggest that the development of colonialism or capitalism were
unique in world history, nor to compare European against Asian shipping or
organization, nor Dutch methods of colonialism against those of other
European powers.” Following Barendse and Gunder Frank, [ would argue
rather that the Company’s ships enabled northern Europeans to increase their
stake in the large and vital Asian trading system.” The ships drew on and
moved through extensive networks of supply, finance, shipping and labor
borrowed from the Indies and from across Europe: their transformative

potential could not have been realized without these networks.”” Neither do I

*Subrahmanyam has detailed how historiography of European expansion has
tended to pit “modern” Dutch and British actors against less “modern” Portuguese
and Indians. Subrahmanyam, S: The Portuguese Empire in Asia, 1500-1700 (London:
Longman, 1993).

' Gunder Frank, A: ReOrient: global economy in the Asian Age (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1998). Barendse, R. J: “Trade and State in the Arabian Seas: A Survey
from the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Century” Journal of World History 11.2 (2000) 173-
225.

2 Subrahmanyam, S: “Of Imarat and Tijarat: Asian Merchants and State Power in the
Western Indian Ocean, 1400 to 1750” Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol.
37, No.4. (Oct., 1995), 750-780. Bayly, C. A. & Subrahmanyam, S: “Portfolio-capitalists
and the Political Economy of Early Modern India,” in Merchants, Markets and the State
in Early Modern India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), 242-65. On the
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think it appropriate to tie the ship to “great confinement” arguments, nor to
consider it a Panopticon-like agent in the formation of modern, disciplined
society.” The VOC ship certainly contributed to disciplinary aspects of the
Company’s society. It is notable, also, that at the time of the VOC’s
establishment there was a great expansion of the system of workhouses in
Amsterdam, with both institutions offering solutions to the “problem” of the
urban poor, through disciplined living and working environments.” There is
little evidence, however, that VOC mariners retained their shipboard
identities outside the terms of their service, or that shipboard order
contributed greatly to the orderliness of societies at its ports of call. If anything
the opposite appears to be true, the port and its brothels providing mirror
heterotopias for the ship and its discipline.” Finally, although I attempt to deal
with the everyday lives of ordinary VOC seamen, I have deliberately not
presented this study as a “history from below” or “history 2,” centered on

mutineers and others rendered mute by dominant discourses.” I have avoided

importance of warehousing and hinterland networks, see Antunes, C: “Amsterdam
and Lisbon, 1640-1710: Urban links and trade networks in the Early Modern period,”
in van Veen, E, and Leonard Blussé (eds.) Rivalry and Conflict. European Traders and
Asian Trading Networks in the sixteenth and seventeenth Centuries (Leiden: CNWS
Publications, 2005), and Wijnand, W. M: “The Dutch Republic as a Town” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 31.3 (1998) 345-348.

7 Foucault: Discipline and Punish.

7 Spierenburg, P: “Close To The Edge: Criminals and Marginals in Dutch Cities”
Eighteenth-Century Studies 31.3 (1998) pp 355-359.

7 Foucault, M: “Of Other Spaces,” Diacritics 16 (Spring 1986), 22-27.
’* Thompson, E. P: “History from Below,” Times Literary Supplement, (7 April 1966),

279-80. Chakrabarty, D: Provincializing Europe: postcolonial thought and historical
difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000).
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this approach partly because, despite the spatial organization aboard ships,
categories of “above” and “below” shift when the ship reaches land: when the
master is reintegrated in a society in which he is required merely to execute
the decisions of merchants and directors, or when a lowly soldier publishes
his own narrative on returning home, which casts him as an observing,
assessing protagonist.”” Instead I have attempted to pay equal attention to the
whole society aboard the ship, and to include the social, representational and
physical contexts of shipboard environments and something of their meanings

for all of the ship’s inhabitants.

My reasons for concentrating on the VOC and particularly on the case of the
Nijenburg mutiny are rather methodological and practical. The VOC’s place in
the great economic and cultural efflorescence that took place in the Dutch
Republic during the seventeenth century is well known.” For the purposes of
this study, however, the most interesting period falls between 1750 and 1780, a
period economic historians associate firmly with the ascendancy of London
and the decisive decline of Amsterdam. Records for this unfashionable period
of VOC history show a remarkable unity, completeness and discipline when

compared with those of other periods and companies. The system of

7 Gelder, R van: Naporra’s omweg. Bruijn, J. R: Commanders of Dutch East India Ships in
the eighteenth Century (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2011).

78 Schama, S: The Embarrassment of Riches: an interpretation of Dutch culture in the Golden
Age. (New York: Knopf, 1987). Israel, J: Dutch primacy. Zandvliet, K, and
Rijksmuseum: The Dutch encounter with Asia, 1600-1950 (Amsterdam, Zwolle:
Rijksmuseum, Waanders, 2002).
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shipbuilding and operation organized during this period was remarkably
coherent, allowing one to speak of VOC practices and resolutions with more
confidence than is possible regarding, for instance, the English East India
Company, with its myriad independent shipyards, ship husbands and
individually recruited crews.” Further, the unprecedented centralization and
standardization of the VOC's shipbuilding, sailing, business and record-
keeping practices between 1750 and 1780 allow more to be understood and
generalized, with greater confidence, regarding the forms of the Company’s
retourschepen during this period than those of any other ship type or any other
period. Such records are useful both for themselves and for providing a
coherent frame for the individual and extraordinary documents that form the

basis of this study.

Taking advantage of this unusual resource I have deliberately limited my
research data and conclusions to a few coherent sets of records, addressing
specific shipboard situations in order to present differences and contradictions
clearly, in order to subject the generalized accounts of VOC shipboard life that
already exist to a scrutiny that only an approach from case studies can
provide. There are advantages to such an approach: rather than submerging
points of distinction between ships and situations in a generalized narrative of
vague, eternal “traditions,” they can be highlighted and examined, in order to

interrogate common views on the subject. There is also a cost to this approach,

7 Sutton, J: Lords of the East: the East India Company and its ships (London: Conway
Maritime Press, 1981).

40



however: I have not been able to render as evocative or encompassing a story
as I might have with a more omnivorous method, which would have allowed
me to include anecdotes and details from many voyages, showing
cartographic research conducted on the quarterdeck or scientific or political

discussions between shipmasters, merchants and passengers in the saloon.”

The structure of chapters follows the case study approach by first defining the
class of ships under discussion, examining their typical or canonical
characteristics, interrogating the description thus obtained in the light of
atypical cases, and exploring the ways in which even accounts of the atypical
might be bent to normative ends. Chapter one deals with the “typical” ship as
an idea or imagined entity (or entities, since the typical ship evolved over
time). Charting its evolution as a discourse and an ideology, and as an
architectural, social and sociospatial type, or mode of building and of
understanding and inhabiting built space. This chapter draws on Anthony
King’s and Eve Blau’s works on the evolution, global spread and adaptation of
types, especially on King’s analyses of the bungalow and the villa, which
shows how each type developed to house a specific institution or mode of

existence and in turn carried certain relations and modes of being with it into

% The rare diaries of female passengers show a consciousness regarding the whole society of
the ship that is illuminating, regarding how a retourschip looked to an outsider, but also
difficult to read “around.” Barend-van Haeften, M: Op Reis Met De VOC: De Openhartige
Dagboeken Van De Zusters Lammens En Swellengrebel. Linschoten-Vereeniging 95.
(Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 1996).
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different contexts.® Like the bungalow, the type of the VOC ship encoded
particular rules for behavior among those that inhabited it and for discourse
among those who have discussed it down to the present, affecting discussions
of shipboard spaces, of the Company and of the proto-colonial project it
represented. During the Company’s operation the type informed the building
and disciplining of individual ships, the expectations and experiences of
Company servants and the social identities and reputations of those servants
aboard and ashore. In some sense, then, this chapter might be considered
analogous to a view of the ship “from without,” as it is always shown in
contemporary paintings: as an object in the Company’s cultural landscape and
a metonym for the Company as an institution and its institutionalized

behaviors.

Chapter two, on the spaces aboard the typical ship, might be considered a
view “from within,” concerned with the physical environments and social

subdivisions that the ship provided to its inhabitants.* The design of

8! Eve Blau’s Red Vienna provides a partial model for the approach taken here: her
discussion of the Gemeindebau in interwar Vienna addresses the effects of this
distinctive type of apartment building and the political agendas that surrounded it,
on political discourse, on the social identities of its inhabitants and other Viennese,
and on the images and narratives presented regarding the inhabitants in the popular
press. King: the Bungalow. Eve Blau, The Architecture of Red Vienna, 1919-1934
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999).

2 Viewed “from without” the ship is considered as a kind of “mid-space object:” this
is the way it appears in paintings, as an object on which meanings can be hung.
Viewed “from within” the ship itself takes on the character of a context for the
activities that occur aboard. A similar shift in perspective from the involved user to
the distant observer has been remarked in the re-presentation of Islamic urban
features as monuments. Carruthers, K. D. B: “Architecture is Space: the space-positive
tradition” Journal of Architectural Education 39:3 (spring 1986), 17-33.
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shipboard space is analyzed alongside the architecture of systems of authority
used aboard, the latter being derived both from the Company’s Articles of
Employment and from a largely unacknowledged body of seafaring spatial
traditions. Certain sets of social relations were considered characteristic of the
VOC ship, between members of the ship’s council, between the officers and
men, and between soldiers and sailors. The chapter explores how space use
contributed to the VOC'’s social order and especially to control, resistance and

communication aboard the Company’s vessels.*

Against this typical image, in chapter three I pose a number of case studies of
ships under the atypical condition of mutiny. Reports from mutinies
simultaneously offer some of the very few sources available on the use and
arrangement of space aboard VOC ships and a kind of counter-discourse to
the Company’s standard or typical account of shipboard order. Space leaves
few explicit traces in the archives of commercial institutions. In particular
everyday spatial practices tend to go undiscussed: it is this quality that Pierre
Bourdieu and others have claimed lends space its power to influence social
relations and behaviors.* It is only on rare occasions, and especially in
moments of crisis, that the “hidden” factor of space is brought into discussion

and the “black box” of the ship’s everyday operation is opened.*”” The fact that

% Gilroy: Black Atlantic.
8 Bourdieu: Outline.

% The term “hidden society,” referring to specific institutional relations, stems from
Aubert: The Hidden Society, that of the “black box” from Callon, M. & Latour, B:
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much of what we know regarding shipboard space is drawn from such crises
offers an analytical challenge. First, mutiny records concentrate on the
extraordinary or deviant as that which is worthy of note or which might be
used to apportion guilt. Second, the questions asked at trials and the reception
of their answers cling to the comprehensible: a set of ideas or opinions
informed by the Company’s official categories of good and bad order. One
mutiny in particular generated a large volume of complex and contradictory
records: that on the ship Nijenburg, which was seized by a small group of
soldiers in 1763 and diverted from its course toward Asia, landing instead at
Brazil and French Guiana. Testimonies were gathered from over a hundred
witnesses to and participants in the events of the mutiny and its aftermath.
The Nijenburg therefore provides unique opportunities for the critical analysis

of a particular shipboard situation, from multiple perspectives.

Published narratives of mutinies and other VOC disasters tend to follow a
particular trajectory, containing details that identify them as adventure yarns
and a certain construction of events, which they share with official accounts.
One effect of the construction characteristic of the genre is to incorporate the
crises described into official discourses: one may speak of the institution of the
Company striving to make sense of aberrant events and to employ them in its

programs, such that mutiny, too, became incorporated in the type.

“Unscrewing the Big Leviathan: how actors macrostructure reality and how
sociologists help them to do so,” in K. D. Knorr-Cetina and A. V. Cicourel (Eds.)
Advances in Social Theory and Methodology: Toward an Integration of Micro- and Macro-
Sociologies. (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), 277-303.
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The work is necessarily incomplete. Were it to be pursued to its logical
conclusion, I should have to research all accounts of VOC voyages and vessels,
in order to produce a monograph that kept them all distinct and finally drew a
new synthesis from them, hedged about with endless exceptions and caveats. I
have also fallen some distance short of the program for architectural history
set out by Spiro Kostof.** Although the ship appears to offer a nicely self-
contained world, I have not been able to address every corner of it. In
particular, technical aspects of construction, the masts and rigging, and the
decorative carving that formed each ship’s most distinctive designed
statements have all been given short shrift. This is partly because others have
covered technical aspects better than I could: I have tried to make use of their
work where it has had a clear bearing on shipboard society. Regarding the
rigging, which was certainly a complex working environment, apart from
technical descriptions I have not found sufficient evidence to form
conclusions: we know that men hid in the rigging during mutinies and that,
because grenades were stored at the mast tops, these played an important part
in the defense of the ship. As the most visible part of the ship from a distance
(and especially from the “middle distance” that characterized ship paintings
in the seventeenth century), rigging clearly had representational value: the
flagpole of the Company’s enclave at Deshima, for instance, took the form of a
ship’s mast rigged with stays and a top. Trial testimonies, however, rarely

refer to the complex web-work above the decks, and since these form my

% Kostof: “the study of what we built” in Kostof, S: A History of Architecture, 3-19.
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primary body of evidence I have left this space for another study. Decorative
woodwork likewise formed an important part of the presentation of the ship:
its continued presence on VOC ships, despite the Company directors’
continued protestations regarding its cost, suggests that it served some
important function, but I have found no fresh evidence to supplement the
studies already extant.” It has further not always been possible to speak of
ships as they were, rather than as they should have been; no complete VOC
ships survive to this day, and the written accounts we have of life aboard are
all the products of memory, assembled long after the facts recounted, for the
benefit of courts or paying readers.” All the available evidence, including
models, plans, charters, logs, memoirs and paintings falls into the category of
discourse regarding the ship, much of it also having been produced by the

Company. I have not been able to see around this discourse to any posited

8 Schokkenbroek, J: Kunst op het water: Nederlandse scheepssier, 1650-1850 (Amsterdam,
Zutphen: Stichting Nederlands Scheepvaartmuseum, Walburg Pers, 1995). Ships’
names fall in the same category of deliberate statements intended to affect how the
individual ship was read. Bruijn, Gaastra & Schoffer note a shift from principally
patriotic names, such as 't Wapen van Amsterdam (the Arms of Amsterdam), or
Eendracht (unity) to names of personal significance to Company directors,
commemorating their family members (e.g. Vrouwe Petronella or Jonge Lieve) and their
properties (e.g. Huis ter Velsen). Such work is clearly of importance to a study of the
public image of the Company and the position of its ships in that image. I have not
been able to draw a clear link, however, between these concerns and the social
structure operating aboard the ships. DAS I.

% The historical record for these artifacts is instead composed first of descriptions—
text, drawings and models—and therefore of discourses about the ships, and second
of fragments of wrecks, which must generally be reconstructed according to the
descriptions. Some more-or-less complete hulls have been found, including notably
that of the Amsterdam, which remains buried in sand off the south coast of England.
If excavated this wreck would considerably advance our knowledge of the fabric of
VOC ships. Nonetheless, even the Amsterdam could not provide a complete record
of the class of VOC ships.
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“true” or “authentic” ship, but I have attempted to address the available
material directly and critically, as evidence for how the VOC ship was

conceived and perceived during its time of operation.

47



CHAPTER 1: THE TYPICAL SHIP

On types and stereotypes: the class and the instance.

Between 1913 and 1914, Johannes de Hullu published five articles on
shipboard life in the Dutch United East Indies Company (VOC), which have
largely set the agenda and terms of debate for all subsequent studies.” These
articles were remarkable, pioneering efforts of scholarship, which drew
together a variety of sources to produce a synthetic portrait of the Company
seaman and his world: like Melville’s White Jacket they deployed details and

anecdotes judiciously to evoke a sailor’s world.”

The danger of such portraits is that they tend to obscure the ways in which
they are constructed; they appear to be complete and self-sufficient
explanations of their subjects. In the case of de Hullu's articles this danger was
compounded by the fact that the mariner merchant-warriors he described

were already subject to a good deal of essentializing, as components of the

¥ In many cases de Hullu’s work is simply adopted as a template for the social aspect
of later studies; Bonke’s Jonge Lieve follows de Hullu’s schema faithfully. Hermann
Ketting’s recent Leven, Werk, despite a more self-consciously ethnographic approach
remains heavily indebted to de Hullu in its depiction of sailors’ lives, its selection of
topics and its organization. Hulluy, J. de, Bruijn J. R, Lucassen J., Op de Schepen der
Oost-Indische Compagnie: vijf artikelen studie over de werkgelegenheid bij de VOC
(Groningen, 1980). Bonke, H: De Zeven Reizen van de Jonge Lieve: biografie van een VOC-
schip, 1760-1781 (Nijmegen: SUN, 1999). Ketting, H. (Jr.): Leven, werk en rebellie aan
boord van Oost-Indievaarders (1595-1650) (Aksant, Amsterdam, 2002).

* Melville, H: White-jacket or, The World in a Man-of-war (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1970).
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Dutch national narrative.”’ Nationalist influences aside, de Hullu’s portrait
relies on, and replicates, the construction of a category or class of ships and of
seafaring: that is, of a “typical” VOC ship, which is identified both as
homogenous and as recognizably different from other kinds of ships,
including warships, independent merchantmen and the ships of other East
India companies. This “typical” ship shares some of the characteristics of Max
Weber’s ideal type: it is constructed from a number of interested viewpoints in
order to emphasize its distinctiveness. Where Weber's ideal type was intended
to stand as a declaration of the author’s stance, however, the “typical” VOC
ship fails to declare the viewpoints from which it is constructed, standing
instead as the proper object of analysis and understanding, both substituting
itself for detailed case studies and declared individual perspectives, and acting

as a filter through which such studies are read into maritime historiography.”

The creation of such a class is an inevitable and necessary part of the

historian’s work: the ability to answer general questions about the Company’s

' Both the VOC and its sister West-Indische Compagnie (hereafter WIC) have had a
significant influence on the national image of the Netherlands: several VOC servants
and directors were regarded as national heroes during de Hullu’s time, including Jan
Pieterzsoon Coen and Admirals Michiel de Ruyter.

> Weber posited the ideal type as an answer to the ethical problem of the
impossibility of objectivity in historical analysis; in place of an objective stance he
advocated a declared position of interest in social science work, that would make the
writer’s own value positions clearly evident: "An ideal type is formed by the one-
sided accentuation of one or more points of view and by the synthesis of a great
many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and occasionally absent concrete
individual phenomena, which are arranged according to those onesidedly
emphasized viewpoints into a unified analytical construct”. Weber, M: “Objectivity in
Social Science and Social Policy” in Weber, M. The methodology of the social sciences,
trans. Shils, E. A. & Finch, A. H. (Glencoe: Free Press, 1949).
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operations relies on the building of models of typical behaviors and
conditions. Moreover, individual primary sources never provide complete
descriptions of ships, shipboard societies or social structures; at best they offer
“thick” descriptions, couched in specialized, idiosyncratic language and
heavily filtered through the reporters’ own expectations, of whatever was
notable in a particular circumstance.” “Typical” or normal models of
shipboard society, such as those offered by de Hullu, are therefore regularly
used to “fill in the blanks” and aid interpretation of allusive accounts and
isolated incidents. Such a class or model brings a number of problems with it,
however: being “typical,” it is inevitably normative and stereotyping; it is
supposed to offer a comparative lens for the researcher’s interpretations but it
also acts as an explanation and as a yardstick for assessing the information in
specific accounts, naturalizing some features of shipboard society and

marginalizing others.

The worst excesses of this normative/stereotyping tendency are well known
in the field of maritime history, which has been described as showing a
peculiar susceptibility to mythologizing and romanticizing tendencies.
Flatman has described a “Hornblower complex” affecting much British

maritime historiography, composed of an emphasis on heroic individual sea

» Geertz, C: "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture," in The
Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 3-30.
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officers and a generally dystopian view of the hardships of shipboard life.”*
The equivalent impulse in Dutch historiography on the VOC might be termed
a “Bontekoe complex,” after the most widely-known of all VOC ship-
masters.” On the one hand, this model emphasizes consultation and collective
decision-making among the officers as signs of a “gentler,” more enlightened,

liberal system than the proverbial tyranny of the British navy.” On the other

** “Hornblower complex” refers to the heroic British naval officer of Forester’s
Napoleonic novels, a character who displays gentlemanly instincts in a crass and
brutish environment. N. A. M. Rodger notes that these novels were written within a
genre, exemplified most famously by the novels of Tobias Smollett. Flatman uses the
term for the tendency among Anglophone authors to assume that all shipboard life
was essentially like certain famous cases of abuse of authority recorded in the Royal
Navy during the Napoleonic wars. Rodger describes his book, The Wooden World, as
an attempt partly to counteract the dominant, overly harsh view of the British Navy,
noting that its many victories “are frankly difficult to account for if the Navy was run
as a sort of concentration camp.” Greg Dening traces some part of the “complex” to a
certain auto-mythologizing, “theatrical” consciousness apparently at work in the late
eighteenth century among Naval officers and the class of society ashore that
constituted “the public,” shown in participants’ accounts and testimony regarding
the mutiny on the Bounty. Flatman, J: “Cultural Biographies, Cognitive Landscapes
and Dirty Old Bits of Boat: “Theory” in Maritime Archaeology,” International Journal of
Nautical Archaeology 32. 2, (November 2003), 143-157. Rodger, N. A. M. The Wooden
World: An Anatomy of the Georgian Navy (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1986); 13.
Dening, G: Mr Bligh’s Bad Language: passion, power, and theater on the Bounty
(Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

* Bontekoe’s account was published for the first time in 1646 and became an
immediate fixture in Dutch literature and children’s literature, giving rise to a genre
of derivative works. Bontekoe. W. Y: Journal or Memorable description of the East Indian
Voyage, 1618-25, trans. C. B. Bodde-Hodgkinson & P. Geyl (Routledge: London, 1929).

% A generally benign, liberal and egalitarian view of Dutch “Golden Age” culture
informs e.g. Simon Schama’s The Embarrassment of Riches and, although it has been
questioned in colonial contexts, appears to retain a strong influence on Dutch
maritime historiography. Pieter Geyl, in his introduction to an English edition of
Bontekoe’s Voyage, emphasizes both Bontekoe’s own use of “gentle words” with his
crews and the moderating influence of Dutch political traditions: “the system of
Councils, which pervaded the whole service of the Company as it did the
government of the Dutch Republic, encouraged methods of deliberation and
consultation rather than command. In a general way it ma be said that the Dutch as a
nation were, and are, more easily led than driven” Geyl, P: “Introduction” in
Bontekoe: Journal, 5. Schama, S: The Embarrassment of Riches: an interpretation of Dutch
culture in the Golden Age. (New York: Knopf, 1987).
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hand, the model presents an extremely negative view of the raw recruits that
filled the Company’s lowest ranks—a view inherited directly from the
writings of the Company’s first generation of governors and admiral-
generals.” Other consequences of the adoption of a “typical” model are less
immediately apparent, but no less important: since such a model is a
composite entity derived from many sources, representing a conglomeration
of attitudes and interests from many authors, it does not necessarily resemble
either any specific individual ship or the view of any of the ship’s occupants.
All recorded ships and voyages might therefore be said to deviate from the
typical model in one way or another—a point that will recur throughout this

analysis.

Unfortunately, de Hullu does not offer an account of how his understanding
of the VOC ship is constructed, and none has been provided by subsequent
authors who have built their own studies on his foundations. Mixing archival
research with a raft of common cultural assumptions, proverbs and popular

literature, the resulting model of shipboard society presents a number of

*” The negative assessment of Company sailors and especially soldiers can be seen in
Pieter Both’s missives but appears most clearly in J. P. Coen’s 1620 description of the
lower orders of Company servants (particularly those who had completed their
service and had elected to settle in Batavia) as lowlife scum. This image has been
repeated, largely without commentary, in later historiography. A. C. J. Vermuelen
summed up “contemporary opinion” regarding Company servants by describing the
VOC as “a great refuge for spoilt brats, bankrupts, failed students, cashiers, brokers,
tenants, bailiffs, informers and suchlike rakes” Boxer, C. R: “The Dutch East-
Indiamen: Their Sailors, Their Navigators and Life on Board, 1602-1795,” The Mariners
mirror 49. 2 (May 1963), 81-104. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company: expansion and
decline (Leiden: 2003). Vermeulen, A. C. J: “The people on board” in Emmer, P. &
Gaastra, F. S. (eds.): The organisation of interoceanic trade in European Expansion, 1450-
1800 (Aldershot: Variorum, 1996).
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uncertainties, both regarding its sources and its applicability.” Regarding the
social historiography of the British navy, N. A. M. Rodger has lamented the
continued grip of “the assumption, still widespread in the teeth of all
probability, that nothing ever changed, so that something that can be shown to
have happened once in, say, 1690, may be assumed to have been common at
any period from the Restoration to the Regency.”” The same criticism can be
leveled at de Hullu's articles and much of the historiography based on them,
with several consequences. First, de Hullu’s model presents the two centuries
of the VOC’s operation as a single, largely unchanging moment, which is,
moreover, dominated by an image of the Company from the glorious first
decades of its expansion, during the Dutch “golden age,” before about 1680.
Changes in shipboard arrangement and society are therefore obscured,
especially if those changes occurred during the less ennobling, and less
thoroughly explored, eighteenth century.'” Second, the model has multiple

narratives submerged in it, including the views of individual Company

* Bruijn and Lucassen note the poverty of footnotes in de Hullu’s articles, and have
done a great deal retrospectively to mitigate the problem in their 1980 edition of his
works on the VOC. The articles resist complete annotation, however, and are largely
uncritical regarding the sources from which they draw: in an introduction the editors
note that he approached the material largely without any historical questions in
mind. Bruijn, J. R. & Lucassen, J: “Introduction” in Hullu, ]. de, Bruijn J. R, Lucassen
J., Op de Schepen. 9

» Rodger, N. A. M: The Wooden World, 12

"%1In their introductory comments Bruijn and Lucassen note de Hullu’s heavy
reliance on the Company’s early history (which spans the Dutch “golden age”) and
his tendency to take interested official accounts at face value, especially regarding
revolts and tensions among sailors. Bruijn, J. R. & Lucassen, J: “Introduction” in
Hully, J. de, Bruijn J. R, Lucassen J., Op de Schepen. Hermann Ketting, who explicitly
limits his study to the VOC's first 50 years, draws a more nuanced but broadly
similar portrait of VOC shipboard society. Ketting, H. (Jr.): Leven, werk.
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directors and of judges in VOC courts, mixed with popular ideas regarding
the character of mariners (drawn from accounts of the Dutch Admiralties,
independent merchants and other chartered companies) and debates, current
in the first part of the twentieth century, regarding maritime—especially
naval—security and discipline."” Finally, the model tends to subsume all the
individual cases that inform it: by frequently extrapolating general conditions
from single events, de Hullu provides no means for assessing whether any
particular practice was common or unusual, or for understanding the
potential for variability in practices between ships. If a case is not presented as
aberrant, involving courts and punishment, it is absorbed into the normative
order; there is no room for a more complex examination of what might be

termed “approved methods” and “acceptable improvisations.”

The typical ship is not, however, purely a historian’s construct. An awareness
of VOC ships as a class is clearly present in the Company’s own records, while
both implicit and explicit codes of behavior for the proper conduct of VOC
voyages can be seen informing social norms and legal decisions aboard and in

the courts. Standardized routes, working practices and, in the eighteenth

"% The continued importance of the VOC mariner, popularly “Jan Compagnie,” in
forming the image of the Dutch seaman during the period can be seenin] C
Mollema’s 1933 account of the 1763 mutiny on the VOC ship Nijenburg. Mollema was
prompted to write his account by another mutiny: that aboard the warship Zeven
Provincieen in February 1933; his introduction on shipboard life and the powder keg
of tensions found aboard every ship that sometimes leads to mutiny assumes that the
characters of the mariners, the shipboard conditions and the experiences of the two
mutinies, separated by a century and a half, are essentially the same. Mollema: Een
Muiterij in de achtiende Eeuw: het afloopen van het Oost-Indische Compagnieschip Nijenborg
in 1763 (Haarlem, 1933).
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century, deck plans enabled the directors to reduce the “most complex
machine of the epoch” to a book-keeping shorthand, in which ships and their
crews could be understood as exchangeable logistical elements in the
Company’s business.'” A model of the typical ship was vital to the creation of
regularized labor relations and a uniform understanding of shipboard society
that could function on all the Company’s vessels to produce a stable,
adaptable network, staffed by a standing pool of labor. As part of its corporate
identity the Company adopted an archetypal armed trading ship under sail as
its defining image, which it placed at the centre of its arms and on most of its
publications in the form of a print mark. Tracing the history of the Company’s
own printed production in Patria and at Batavia, Landwehr has found a fixed,
essentialized image of the ship, which remained unchanged on documents
produced from 1672 to 1791, despite some considerable changes in the
appearance of actual ships over the period (Figure 1.1: VOC printmark,
Amsterdam Chamber,1672. Figure 1.2: VOC printmark, Middelburg

Chamber,1789).1%

12 Pérez-Mallaina, P. Spain’s Men of the Sea: daily life on the Indies fleets in the sixteenth
century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 63. The description of the
ship as a machine is a common trope in literature on the Companies from the
sixteenth to the nineteenth century.

' The 1672 printmark is from a copy of the Company’s Articles, printed at
Amsterdam. VOC 364. The 1789 print mark is from an extensive volume of
documents relating to ships of the Middelburg Chamber, compiled in the Company’s
last days. VOC 4952. The 1672 mark more closely resembles the VOC’s arms,
established in 1626, featuring Neptune and Europa as supporting figures. The
supporters on the later arms are unidentified, but appear to represent the arts of
navigation and seamanship, a variation on the original mark, versions of which
continued in use until the Company’s collapse. Landwehr, J: VOC: a bibliography of
publications relating to the Dutch East India Company, 1602-1800 (Utrecht: HES
Publishers, 1991), XV-XXX.
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Figure 1.2: VOC printmark, Middelburg Chamber, 1789.
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This chapter is intended to build an understanding of the typical ship
forwarded by the Company’s directors and set down in Company records, to
disentangle it from the description found in de Hullu’s account, and to trace
its historical development, its representation in various genres of the
Company’s writing, and the changing regard in which it was held during the
Company’s history. Several purposes are served by this disentangling, which
involves the separation of a normative model from the practical impact that
model might have had on actual ships. The first purpose is to examine the
motivations that produced the model as a “form of knowledge,” in order to
understand the model’s structure and its ideological payload. The second is to
separate the properties assigned to the general class of VOC ships from the
conditions that obtained aboard any specific vessel, helping to define and
clarify individual ships as objects of study on their own terms. The typical
ship can be seen as a sign of a unified enterprise; a mobile office and
instrument that represented the Company across its far-flung network,
signifying the imagined community of the Company.'” In presenting a
uniform sociospatial order, the typical ship served as a disciplinary

technology for producing an ideology of the uniform Company servant—the

'% The ideological function of the ship may be compared to that of the English East
India Company (EIC) factory office and ledger book, which served to discipline EIC
merchants’ activities, to open a space for the Company’s business distinct from the
private business of the merchant-ambassador, and to present an image of a unified
endeavor, linking together the individuals working in its distributed factories around
Asia. Ogborn, M: Indian Ink: script and print in the making of the English East India
Company. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
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figure of Jan Compagnie. The third purpose is to provide a clear idea of the
normative order, which is needed if one is to understand the nature of
transgressions, modes of resistance or strategies for accommodation regarding
that order. Yvonne Brink has found, through her reading of VOC maps of the
Cape settlement, that the Company worked to produce and disseminate an
image of rational and unitary order, reflected in its presentation, to Company
servants and elite audiences, of a highly formalized street-plan of the
settlement, showing offices and residences but excluding the less regular, less
gridded and “rational” farmsteads built by discharged Company servants,
who settled “independently.” In her study of surviving farmsteads she
describes some ways in which the settlers’ own place-making orders acted as
forms of resistance to the Company—as ways of living respectably beyond the
Company’s hegemonic rules.'” No equivalent body of physical evidence exists
for seamen’s spaces aboard the Company’s ships. The written records that
offer the richest sources in their place are court proceedings, memoirs and
journals, all of which present heavily filtered accounts of shipboard space and
its reception by mariners. Such records presuppose a reader with a detailed
understanding, both of the expectations of officialdom and the normal
practices of everyday seamanship. A grasp of the model of the typical ship is
needed to understand the language in which seamen’s communicative acts—

including disobedience and outright rebellion—were couched.

% Yvonne Brink: “Figuring the Cultural Landscape: Land, Identity and Material
Culture at the Cape in the Eighteenth Century,” The South African Archaeological
Bulletin, 52.166 (Dec. 1997), 105-112.
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The typical ship, then, might properly be termed a “discursive formation”
applied to the Company’s ships, in which case it would be useful to establish
who, within the Company, acted as the authors of this formation.'” On the
one hand, clerks, record-keepers, factory governors and ship captains
distributed around the VOC’s networks were all involved in constructing and
reproducing the typical ship, and the interests of these various groups can
hardly be condensed into a single voice. Julia Adams has characterized the
VOC as a multi-headed entity, with often contentious relations between the
the Seventeen Lords, or Gentlemen, of the ruling council (hereafter referred to
as the Heren Zeventien or Heren XVII), and the Governors (particularly those at
Batavia) who ruled the Company’s eastern possessions as semi-independent
fiefdoms."” The reporting of business from the Eastern offices to Patria was a
highly politicized affair, and there is reason to suppose a “hidden transcript”
underlying the reports (delivered annually in indigestible bricks of data),

which would serve to mask ways in which operations in Asia might have

1% The terms “discursive formation” and “discourse” have come to mean many
different things: here I intend the rather old-fashioned sense of a group of statements,
representing an interested viewpoint that “refer to the same object, are made in the
same enunciative modality, share a system of conceptual organization and share
similar themes and theories”, rather than any of the broader senses in which the term
has been used, which mostly refer to what Foucault described as “non-discursive
domains.” R. Keith Sawyer “A Discourse on Discourse: an archeological history of an
intellectual concept” Cultural Studies 16.3 (2002), 433-456, quoting Michel Foucault,
The Archaeology of Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972).

7 Adams, Julia. 1996. “Principals and Agents, Colonials and Company Men: the

decay of colonial control in the Dutch East Indies.” American Sociological Review 61.1
(February): 12-28.
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deviated from the Heren XVII’s instructions.'” On the other hand, my concern
here is with the dominant discourse that informed record-keeping, which,
even if it amounted only to an ideology of uniformity, nonetheless formed
“the book,” or doctrine by which VOC ships were supposed to be constructed
and operated. The authors of this dominant discourse, who lent it their
authority, were all located at the Company’s head offices in the Republic.'”
These were Heren XVII, the Haags Besogne (a council tasked with overseeing
supplies and logistical support), and the offices of the equipagemeesters, who
were responsible for supplying and maintaining the fleet. The typical ship

primarily reflected the concerns of these bodies.

Constructing the typical ship

How, then, did the Company develop its model of the typical ship, and how
did that model differ from extant methods of ship operation? The first point to
note is that the model developed over a long period and was adapted to some

extent in dialogue with changes in the forms and technologies of the ships

'% The annual reports from Batavia are listed in the archive as Overgekomen Brieven en
Papieren, and form an unindexed, highly heterogeneous mass of fragmentary records.
I have borrowed the category of the “hidden transcript” from James Scott’s Weapons
of the Weak: while the Council of the Indies at Batavia can hardly be described as a
“weak” agent, its foot-dragging, under- and over-reporting and the opacity of many
of its records are reminiscent of the methods of resistance Scott describes and were a
source of continual frustration to the Heren XVII. Friction and mutual suspicion were
rife between the head offices in Batavia and The Hague. Gaastra notes that fiscaals
(auditors) sent from Patria to investigate the Indies factories tended not to survive
long enough to report on their findings. Scott, J: Weapons of the weak: everyday forms of
peasant resistance. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985). Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East
India Company, 101.

% Foucault, M: "What is an Author?", in Bouchard, D. F. & Simon, S. (eds.): Language,
Counter-Memory, Practice (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 124-127.

60



themselves, such that the ships that were considered “typical” changed
substantially through the Company’s history. Although some aspects of ship
operation and manning were established in the Company’s first decades,
efforts to standardize the physical forms of the ships continued well into the
eighteenth century, leading to changes in the vessels themselves and, to a
lesser extent, in their representation in the Company’s records. The result of
this is that some representations of typical ships from the Company’s first
decades do not match closely with the much more tightly defined type of the
retourschip that appears in the more detailed eighteenth century records. The
second, related point to be borne in mind is that the typical ship was written
into the Company’s records at least partly retrospectively; as a model or
discourse applied to ships it reflected a certain conception of the ships’
physical forms, their norms of operation and their functions in the Company’s

business that served the interests of the discourse’s authors over time.

In charting the development of the model of the typical ship it is worth
dwelling on the period of transition between the voorcompagnieen (“pre-
companies”) and the VOC because it was during this period that certain stable
institutions of the Company’s operation (in particular the Articles of
employment) were established, and also during this period that the ships and
their social environment went through their phase of most rapid transition. At
the same time, we find the view or discourse of the typical ship, as a uniform
entity produced under VOC control, substantially constructed in later

documents with special reference to this period. In particular, in van Dam’s
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Description of the Company, written between 1693 and 1701, the ships of the pre-
companies and of the first VOC fleets are cited as the prototypes for all
subsequent Company shipping such that, whatever the nature of the typical
ship came to be in later years, it was understood to be identical with that of
the first Company ships.'’ The idea of simple continuity put forward by van
Dam seems to have survived in subsequent scholarship, even though the
status, interior layout, and operational paradigms of the Company’s ships
changed greatly within the first few decades. I believe this discourse of
continuity has gone unremarked partly because shipboard culture has been
assumed to be unchanging and partly because continuity itself tends to be
treated as unremarkable in historical accounts. An ideology of continuity
becomes remarkable, however, when the circumstances surrounding that
supposed continuity change as they did in the first half of the seventeenth

century.

The remainder of this chapter outlines a chronology of the development of the
model and discussions of several methods by which the Company made
fundamental changes to the organization of its shipping and the status of its
mariners, which served to define and distinguish VOC ships, and which
affected the autonomy and acceptable variability of ships, their masters and

their crewmen, and the methods by which they were recorded and

""" Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge van de Oostindische Compagnie. Uitgegeven door Dr F. W.
Stapel. ('s-Gravenhage, 1927-43). 1.1
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represented. Finally, the ideological uses of the typical ship, imagined as a

continuation of the pioneering voorcompagnie ship, are considered.

Chronology

Several narratives and chronologies are bound up in the development of the
typical ship, but for the purpose of periodization here four distinct moments
can be identified. The first is that of the voorcompagnieen and the Company’s
first years, from 1595 to roughly 1620, when what might be termed a “pre-
company paradigm” was in effect. This moment ended with the establishment
of multiple factories in the Indies, which largely overthrew the paradigm, led
to changes in the nature of VOC labor and ushered in a second period defined
by the coexistence of two separate networks, one serving the refour (return or
homeward) route between the Netherlands and the Indies, the other serving
the Company’s intra-Asian trade web. The third period might be termed that
of standardization, beginning between the construction of the Company’s
huge shipyards at Amsterdam in 1660 and the declaration of standard rates
for retourschepen in 1697, and ending in the 1780s with the disastrous Fourth
Anglo-Dutch War. During this period ever-more-standardized East Indiamen
came to dominate the return voyage between the Netherlands and the Indies,
with the larger two rates all but eliminating other ships on the return route
between 1740 and 1780: it was in this period that the typical ship reached its

most standard form and its greatest influence."" The final period, during

" Before 1742 in addition to the three rates then in use we find some other vessels
being built and sailed on the return route, including fluits and smaller hoekers and
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which standardization gave way to improvisation and desperation, lasted

from ca. 1781 to the cessation of VOC shipping operations in 1795.

The periodization given here does not accord with those set forward for the
Company’s operational history in general, nor even with that suggested by
Ketting, which specifically addresses the organization and rationalization of
VOC shipboard space.'” The reason for this discrepancy is the difference in
the intention of this study from its predecessors. Ketting offers an
ethnography of the early VOC ship that charts the replacement of
“traditional” shipboard social modes and norms with a distinctive Company-
created social order, a process that was significantly completed by the 1640s.
The terms of Ketting’s enquiry are sociological, being concerned with the

character of the average or representative VOC mariner.'” In contrast the

hekboots. Between 1742 and 1784 very few of these other craft entered service: the
numbers of non-rated vessels declined as older craft were retired from service. Out of
the total of 1169 voyages to the Indies undertaken between 1750 and 1780, less than
5% deviated in tonnage from the two dominant rates. DAS IL

2 Gaastra’s account of the Company’s operations remains the most nuanced and
thoughtful available: it tracks the VOC’s financial fortunes in order both to trace and
to critique a teleological account of the Company’s “expansion and decline.” Gaastra
has stated, however, that he considers the VOC’s shipping operations to have been
adequate, and not a significant factor in the Company’s decline and bankruptcy at the
end of the eighteenth century. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company. Ketting, H.

(Jr.): Leven, werk.

' Where Rediker uses the stereotyping term “Jack Tar” to describe the gamut of
Anglo-American merchant seamen in the first half of the eighteenth century, Ketting
does not use the problematic “Jan Compagnie” to encompass his average VOC
mariners. Nonetheless, like de Hullu he deals with both the ships and the mariners as
general classes or stereotypical figures, making it difficult to tease apart elements of
specific biography and of general discourse regarding both in his work. Rediker, M;
Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea. (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1987). Ketting, H. (Jr.): Leven, werk.
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typical ship periodized here is largely a bureaucratic model, created for the
consumption and use of the Company’s directors and shareholders, and for

the publics of the Company’s servants, its competitors, and the Republic.'*

1. The pre-company paradigm

Between 1595 and 1602 a total of 65 ships departed the Dutch Republic with
the purpose of trespassing on the Portuguese monopoly then in effect and
bringing pepper and other spices from their sources in South and Southeast
Asia to the markets in Amsterdam.'” These ships sailed in flotillas of up to
four ships for a variety of companies, which retrospectively have been labeled
“pre-companies:” fore-runners to the VOC. We know relatively little about the
physical forms of these ships. They operated according to a common
paradigm, however, which influenced the kinds of ships used and their
manner of operation, and which informed the VOC's fleets during the
Company’s first expansion and explorations until the establishment of the

depot at Batavia in 1619.

" Ketting ends his study of VOC shipboard space around 1650 because he identifies
this moment as one where the personnel serving aboard change in character, from
predominantly Dutch-speakers with some maritime experience to a mixed
complement heavily biased toward German-speakers from inland provinces with no
prior seafaring knowledge. This shift, coupled with the increasing institutionalization
of the space on models dictated from the Heren XVII makes the VOC less interesting
to Ketting’s approach to the ship as a site for ethnography and the exploration of
cultural tradition, in the vein of Wiebust’s Deep Sea Sailors. Ketting, H. (Jr.): private
communication. Weibust, K: Deep Sea Sailors.
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This “pre-company paradigm” was partly borrowed from Spanish and
Portuguese models of East Indies trading and partly created in reaction
against those models. It profoundly affected the methods of Indies trading
adopted by the Dutch and other European East India companies and therefore
also the ships and societies that carried out the Indies trade, setting a course
for interaction between the Netherlands and the Indies the effects of which

can still be felt today.

The pre-company paradigm consisted of opportunistic privateering combined
with largely unrestricted movement and trade, all at the discretion of the
Admiral-generals who commanded the pre-company flotillas. Each of the pre-
companies was formed to execute a discrete venture of exploration capped by
a return to Patria with goods: the paradigm therefore involved temporally
limited engagements with the Indies and swift realization of the profits of
engagement on return, in both financial and social capital."'® After 1619 and
the establishment of Batavia, the VOC changed its methods of business
markedly. Nonetheless the paradigm had a continuing influence on how the

VOC’s business was presented by figures such as van Dam, and subsequently

' Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 17.

"1 By conducting voyages into a realm of risk and bearing the promise of an exchange
of that risk for tangible reward, the pre-companies participated in an idiom or
tradition of adventurous sailing that stretches back in literary history at least to
Homer’s and Apollonius’ epic sea tales. Apollonius Rhodius: The Argonautica
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988).
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on the historiography of the VOC, particularly regarding how its ships have

been imagined.""”

The paradigm was shaped by a number of factors, including the ongoing war
of independence that followed the declaration of the Dutch Republic and its
separation from Habsburg Spain, developments in naval technology and the

state of knowledge in the Republic regarding the Indies.

The war

The war, which began in 1568 and (despite some extended periods of truce)
continued until the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, strongly affected the status and
social meaning of seafaring in the Republic. In its first years the emerging
Republic relied on coalitions of private citizens and corporations to provide
both its revenue and its armed forces.'® Privateering accordingly became an
important cornerstone of the defense of the Republic, and a respectable,

patriotic activity for burgher families.'” At the same time, trade as a source of

" Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1, 456-496.

"8 Israel, J: The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic world, 1606-1661 (Oxford, New York:
Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press, 1982). Sicking, L. Neptune and the

Netherlands: state, economy, and war at sea in the Renaissance (Leiden, Boston: Brill,
2004).

" The so-called “sea beggars,” named after the “beggarly” Netherlands nobles who
instigated the revolt, became symbols of pride both for the Republic and for the
protestant cause. Villiers, P: "Privateering and North Sea Conflict, ¢.1500-1715," and
Sicking, L: “State and Non-State Violence at Sea: Privateering in the Habsburg
Netherlands” in Starkey, D, & Hahn-Pedersen, M: Bridging Troubled Waters: Conflict
and Co-operation in the North Sea Region since 1550. The 7th North Sea History Conference.
(Esbjerg: Fiskeri-og Sefartsmuseets, 2005), 17-30 and 31-44 respectively.
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revenue took on national importance: the Republic needed to increase its trade
and income, specifically at the expense of Spain, in order to secure its

independence.

The unification of the Spanish and Portuguese crowns in 1580 had significant
consequences for the Portuguese aristocracy and for the trading world of the
Netherlands at the end of the sixteenth century."”® One such consequence was
that the Portuguese Carreira da India and its monopoly on Indies trade became
strategic factors in the Dutch war of independence, especially after Dutch
merchants were closed out of the trade in the Carreira’s spices by a cartel of
Spanish, Portuguese and Italian merchants backed by German financiers. In
1585 the Spanish crown increased its pressure on Dutch merchant interests by
confiscating all the Dutch ships at Lisbon, which were engaged in buying the

Carreira’s goods.'”!

The pre-companies were formed to bypass the cartel by acquiring their own
sources of spices in the Indies and, if necessary, fighting in order to trade.

They were therefore able to combine their own profit seeking with the

" Dobbin, C: Asian Entrepreneurial Minorities: conjoint communities in the making of the
world-economy, 1570-1940 (Richmond: Curzon, 1996), 200-202.

?! Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 17. Lisbon and Antwerp, and later
Amsterdam, were seen as being involved in direct competition for hosting European
sea-trade. Antunes, C: “Amsterdam and Lisbon, 1640-1710: Urban links and trade
networks in the Early Modern period,” in van Veen, E, and Leonard Blussé (eds.)
Rivalry and Conflict. European Traders and Asian Trading Networks in the sixteenth and
seventeenth Centuries (Leiden: CNWS Publications, 2005).
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interests of the emergent Republic to form the paradigmatic example of what
Adam Smith termed “the mercantile system,” combining the roles of
privateers and revenue-generating merchants.'” The rhetoric of the first
voyages cast the “opening of the Indies” in patriotic terms, the right to engage
in the spice trade being described as an element of national destiny, the spices

themselves as treasures to be wrested from the enemy.'”

Van Linschoten’s critique
The pre-companies were also shaped by the state of knowledge and
perceptions in the Netherlands regarding the East India trade at the turn of

the seventeenth century.

The publication of Jan van Linschoten’s famous Itinerario in 1585 provided a
prescriptive idea of the typical East Indies voyage and a primer on the
methods and trading world of the Portuguese Carreira da India for an audience

of Dutch would-be Indies entrepreneurs.'™ Many institutional features of both

22 Smith, A: An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Edited by
Sélvio M. Soares. (MetaLibri, 2007), v.1.0p. http:/ / metalibri.wikidot.com / title:an-
inquiry-into-the-nature-and-causes-of-the-wealth-of Accessed 5 July 2011.

% Udemans, G: 't geestelyck roer van ‘t coopmans schip... (Amsterdam, 1638. Reprinted
Leiden: IDC, 1980). This narrative, of the noble and national “mercantile spirit” of the
Dutch, which required only the “freedom to trade” in order to prevail, has continued
in Dutch historiography into the twentieth century: Hoogenberk cites Spanish efforts
to stifle this spirit as a major cause for the formation of the VOC. Hoogenberk, H: De
Rechtsvoorschriften Voor De Vaart Op Oost-Indié, 1595-1620. (Utrecht: Kemink, 1940), 3.

'** The Itinerario was published in 1585 as a work of what might be called industrial
espionage, offering descriptions of a number of aspects of the Indies trade the
Portuguese attempted to keep secret, including information regarding those parts of
the Indies with which the Portuguese traded, the principal products to be found
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the pre-companies and the VOC showed Van Linschoten’s influence, which
can be seen in the wordings of the commissions of pre-company “Admiral-
generals,” in the Articles that governed their voyages, in the goods and
destinations that were prioritized and in the sizes of the largest ships used.'”
The Itinerario did not, however, provide a blueprint for the pre-companies:
mixing detailed description of the operation and characteristics of Portuguese
East Indiamen with a critique of Portuguese methods, pointing out where the
Iberians wasted resources, incurred unnecessary risks and impeded the
delivery of trade goods, it rather provided a theory of good and bad methods
of East Indies voyaging, illustrated with cautionary tales of ships, filled with

spices, capsized by poor management and undisciplined trading practices."*

there, and the methods of navigation the Portuguese used. Burnell, A. C. & P. A. Tiele
(eds): The Voyage of John Huyghen Van Linschoten to the East Indies, from the Old English
Translation of 1598. (London: Hakluyt Society, 1988).

1% The voorcompagnies’ inheritance of methods from the Portuguese described in the
Intinerario is most striking in the setting of terms for profit sailing, or “private trade,”
with the seamen’s chests acting as the limiting factor for all but the senior officers, the
size of this chest being set at four spans width and height and seven spans length.
The largest ships operated by the Carreira da India appear comparable in size with the
largest Dutch ships throughout VOC history, capable of carrying 400 to 500 men, and
as heavily laden with money, victuals, wine and oil on the outbound journey as they
were with Asian trade goods on the return. Burnell & Tiele, Linschoten 11, 230; I, 10.

2 Van Linschoten was particularly critical of the way in which overloading
endangered the rich cargoes of the homeward-bound fleets, a problem he attributed
to the practice of profit-sailing through the appointing of cargo space to crewmen and
officers as a major part of their remuneration, a point that the VOC would take up
eagerly. Burnell & Tiele, Linschoten II.
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The ships as physical and social entities

Regarding the ships themselves, under the pre-company paradigm they bore a
heavy legal and ideological load, combining the functions of a warship, an
embassy and a law court along with those of exploration, trade, and

transportation.

Aubert and Arnor have described the ship at sea as an instance of what Erving
Goffman termed the “total institution:” a closed society, comparable to a
prison or mental hospital, that contains both inmates and their custodians, and
that supplies all the needs of its inhabitants, who therefore never have to
venture outside it and instead form their social worlds within it, producing a
society apart from the outside world, which generally contains categories and
hierarchies that do not translate easily beyond the institution’s walls."”
Although the idea that all ships necessarily partake of this “total” nature has

been challenged, certain aspects of the East India ship seem peculiarly well

suited to a “total institution” approach.'”®

'?7 Aubert, V. & Arner, O, The Ship as a Social System. (Oslo 1962). Goffman, E: “the
characteristics of total institutions,” in Asylums (1961), 14-28; 148-9.

1% Heidi Gerstenberger, in her study of German coastal traders and fishermen, has
found that the men involved in these trades generally had well-developed social lives
ashore and spent much of their time in social situations ashore. The total institution
therefore did not fit the shipboard populations she studied. VOC ships, however,
showed many of the features Goffman cited as typically “total,” including long
periods spent within the institution, isolation and strongly institutionalized
hierarchies. Gerstenberger, H: “Men Apart: The Concept of "Total Institution" and the
Analysis of Seafaring” International Journal of Maritime History, VIIL. 1 (June 1996), 173-
182.
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The ship as a social unit

The pre-company ship moved beyond the legal sphere in which Dutch
merchants had previously operated, in order to project the Republic’s
commercial and military interests into areas of world trade that had
previously been the exclusive province of the Spanish and Portuguese.
Accordingly, the pre-company ships became sites of broad autonomy and
limited sovereignty, their admiral-generals endowed, through charters
granted by the Prince or the States General, with the rights to try and execute
their mariners, to make war and peace with foreign powers and to conduct
business as they wished in the Indies, as representatives of the Republic’s

interests, if not quite as ambassadors for the States General.'”

The extraordinary powers of the admiral-generals were couched within
familiar idioms of authority; in common with other classes of Dutch merchant
shipping, the command structures of pre-company ships mimicked those of
the other “patrimonial” entities that made up the Republic (including towns,
guilds and other corporations). While at sea ships were ruled by councils of

officers, which reached resolutions, at least nominally, via majority

' Hoogenberk, H: Rechtsvoorschriften. A similar situation is described for the first
English EIC generals by Miles Ogborn. In the latter case, however, the role of the
general as an ambassador for the Queen was clearer: ships carried letters from the
Queen, addressed to various Indies rulers, which formally identified the named
generals as her emissaries, wielding her authority and to be respected as parts of her
sovereign character. In comparison, Prins Maurits” letters were modest: he stated only
that the merchants were not to be hindered, or gave formal permission for them to
attack Iberian ships wherever they were encountered. Ogborn, M: Indian Ink.
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consensus.' As floating corporations the pre-company ships therefore acted
as autonomous social units, using the same political language as other limited-
sovereignty, patrimonial entities ashore.””" The ship therefore presented a
microcosm of both the Company and the corporate or patrimonial State, its
Admiral-general, and by extension the Seventeen Gentlemen of the VOC'’s

ruling council, appearing as a sovereign authority.

The spaceship metaphor

In addition to providing an image as discrete social units and national
metonyms, the pre-company ships acted as symbols of expansion and
discovery. As the most advanced machines of their day, combining
sophisticated construction, navigation and labor organization, they
represented the prowess and capability of the Republic pitted against the
challenge of world exploration. In his study of the technological challenges
faced by the Portuguese in reaching the East Indies in the sixteenth century,
John Law describes the Portuguese achievement as, “a combination of social

and technical engineering in an environment filled with indifferent or overtly

% Adams, J: "Trading States, Trading Places: The Role of Patrimonialism in Early
Modern Dutch Development" Comparative Studies in Society and History, 36.2 (Apr.,
1994), 319-355. Adams, J: The Familial State: ruling families and merchant capitalism in
early modern Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005).

B! Manguin, P-Y: “Shipshape Societies: boat symbolism and political systems in
insular southeast asia”in David G marr & A C Milner, eds: Southeast Asia in the 9" to
14" centuries (Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 1986) 187-213. The idea
of the “ship of state,” common since Plato, speaks to a similar impulse in European
thought.
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hostile physical and social actors.”'* In describing the waters beyond Europe
as “a hostile and dissociating world” he joins a long list of authors who have
compared the ships sent to the East Indies with spaceships: state of the art
technological wonders that allowed a precarious sort of access to a world

beyond the familiar.'”

The spaceship metaphor, although it is anachronistic, may be valuable in
understanding the ways in which the pre-company and early VOC ships have
been used as exemplary prototypes, both by Company writers and by
historians. At the Company’s inception the ships were understood to be
entering a hostile environment, where they would face dangers from foreign
ships, natural hazards such as storms and reefs, and Indies pirates and
smugglers. The demands of exploration shaped the outfitting and design of

the ships that were chosen: they were made to be as self-sufficient as possible.

2 Law, J: “On the Social Explanation of Technical Change: The Case of the
Portuguese Maritime Expansion” Technology and Culture, Vol. 28, No. 2 (Apr., 1987),
pp. 227-252.

1% Pérez-Mallaina uses the spaceship metaphor to describe sixteenth century Iberian
vessels. It also appears in Ketting’s and Gawronski’s accounts of seventeenth and
eighteenth century VOC ships and in Stinchcombe’s analysis of Captain Cook’s late
eighteenth century voyages. Pérez-Mallaina, P. Spain’s Men of the Sea: daily life on the
Indies fleets in the sixteenth century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).
Ketting, H. (Jr.): Leven, werk. Gawronski, J: De “Equipagie” van de Hollandia en de
Amsterdam: VOC-bedrijvigheid in 18de-eeuws Amsterdam (Amsterdam, 1996). Arthur L.
Stinchcombe: “The Sociology of Exploration: Captain Cook and the Exploring Ship as
a Social System,” Working Paper Series (Symbolic Boundaries Research Network, ASA,
2001). http:/ /educjmu.edu/~brysonbp/symbound/papers2001 /StinchCook.html
Accessed 7 July 2011. More generally, the metaphor is frequently employed on tours
of restored or reconstructed sailing ships as diverse as the retourschip Batavia at
Lelystad in the Netherlands and the whaler Charles W. Morgan at Mystic Seaport,
Connecticut.
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This self-sufficiency included minimizing contact with the Indies themselves:
the ships were expected to travel to the spiceries without the need for landfall
along the way, to act as homes for the crews while their cargoes were collected
from various scattered sources, and to bring those cargoes home, all without
depending on the Indies themselves for anything other than the specific goods
desired and the one resource that could not be carried in sufficient quantities:
drinking water." Part of the ship’s function was to separate its crew from the
lands and peoples they traded with. Before the founding of a permanent depot
at Batavia outbound ships were supposed to carry enough food for their crews
for three years, working on the assumption that no resupply (apart from
water) would be possible outside Europe. This requirement was reduced to 15
months in 1649 and to nine months in 1669, since the Cape colony and other
establishments allowed resupply to be guaranteed, progressively shortening
and making more predictable the maximum voyage lengths undertaken by

VOC mariners.'*

% Water was the one resource of which the ship simply could not carry enough:
expeditions to unfamiliar shores in search of water and the native encounters and
attendant dangers they entailed form a major strand in the voyage accounts of
Bontekoe, Middleton and Lancaster, among others. Bontekoe. W. Y: Journal. Purchas,
S: Hakluytus posthumus, or, Purchas his Pilgrimes: contayning a history of the world in sea
voyages and lande travells by Englishmen and others. Extra series (Hakluyt Society), no.
14-30 (Glasgow: J. MacLehose and Sons, 1905-07).

*Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1, 512-515.
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The combination of social self-sufficiency and isolation afforded by the pre-
company ship held clear advantages for the Company’s high officials in their
dealings with ordinary crewmen: locked on the ship, and into long contracts,
the crew would better tolerate poor conditions, focused on the reward that
awaited them on mustering out. Desertion was a well-known bargaining tool
among merchant-seamen in the Atlantic, and appeared (at least to Linschoten)
also to be a problem for the Carreira da India."® To the extent, then, that the
ship could be kept as a closed system and society and the Indies could be
presented as a frightening, alien environment, the type of the retourschip

could aid the Company in maintaining control over its staff in the East.

Military technology

Finally, the new mercantile bellicosity of the Dutch revolt and the “opening of
the Indies” coincided with a significant moment in the development of
military and shipbuilding technologies. At the end of the sixteenth century the
armed merchantman represented the state of the art in warship design. The
storied English defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 had demonstrated to
contemporary satisfaction that English and similar Dutch merchant galleons of
moderate sizes were capable of overcoming the much larger Spanish war- and
treasure-ships. This demonstration was confirmed during the early years of

the Dutch revolt by the privateers known as the Sea Beggars and, most

136 Rediker, M. B: Between the Devil. Burnell & Tiele: Linschoten.
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famously, by Piet Heyn’s capture of the Spanish silver fleet in 1628."” The
faster Dutch and English galleons, although significantly smaller than the
Iberian Indiamen, combined heavy armaments with capacious holds, allowing
room both for the enormous quantities of supplies required to support long
exploration voyages and the large cargoes required to make globe-spanning
endeavors profitable. The galleon therefore emerged as the ideal vehicle for
the pre-company paradigm: a combined merchant-warship, capable of
exporting the Republic’s commercial and military might together around the

world’s oceans.

The ideological form of the East Indiaman

The demands of the pre-company paradigm required a particular kind, or
range, of ships: large, independently-operating, self-sufficient and warlike.
This image of the merchant-warship was a very attractive one for the directors
of the fledging VOC, just as the image of the pre-companies was highly
attractive as an idiom for understanding their business. By encroaching on
Spanish and Portuguese empires and making a fortune through trade, the pre-

company enacted successes that could be read, ideologically and to some

% News of the defeat of the Spanish armada spread to the Indian Ocean quickly.
Subrahmanyam reports how English captains received congratulations on their
victory in southeast Asia in 1591. Subrahmanyam, S: The Portuguese Empire in Asia,
1500-1700 (London: Longman, 1993), 59. Piet Heyn's seizure of the Spanish silver fleet
in 1628 made him a national hero in the Netherlands: he was lauded at the time by
Calvinist pamphleteers. The event was celebrated again in the nineteenth century in a
nationalist song, “De Zilvervloot,” by J. P. Heije, which remains popular today.
Spranckhuysen, D: Triumphe van weghen de Gheluckighe ende Over-rijcke Victorie welcke
de Heere onse God [...] Verleent Heeft aen de Viote vande West-Indische Compagnie, onder
het Beleydt vanden Heer Generael Pieter Pietersz. Heyn (Delft: pr. J.A. Kloeting, 1629).
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extent materially, as the successes of the Republic. By taking profits away
from the Republic’s enemies, the pre-companies built a reputation for patriotic

heroism as they made money.

The large and heavily armed merchant-warship therefore became a potent
device for the VOC, representing simultaneously both the mercantile and
military strength of the Dutch. The use of the image of the merchant-warship
was not limited to its appearance on the Company’s arms and printmarks: it
was to be found on the Company’s ships themselves, which borrowed from
the dress of contemporary warships, adopting the Republic’s red lion as their
uniform figurehead and gilt-work on their stern galleries. VOC ships were
therefore easily confused with the ships of the Republic’s admiralties (Figure
1.3: Detail from Jacob van Strij: The yacht of the Rotterdam VOC-Chamber
greets a Rotterdam VOC ship and a Netherlands warship in the roadstead of

Hellevoetsluis, 1790. The VOC ship is on the right).

The ideological importance of the merchant-warship seems to have made it
desirable even after its mission and functions had changed, and after the
window of coincidence between merchant vessel and warship had closed.
During the first Anglo-Dutch War (1652-4), the development of line-of-battle

tactics effected a separation between the demands of trading and fighting."*®

% Gardiner, R. & Lavery, B: The Line of Battle: The Sailing Warship, 1650-1840. (London:
Conway Maritime Press, 1992).
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Figure 1.3: Detail from Jacob van Strij: Het jacht van de Kamer Rotterdam van de
Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) begroet een Rotterdamse Oostindiévaarder
en een Nederlands oorlogsschip op de rede van Hellevoetsluis. (The yacht of the
Rotterdam VOC-Chamber greets a Rotterdam VOC ship and a Netherlands
warship in the roadstead of Hellevoetsluis), 1790. collection of the Maritiem
Museum Prins Hendrick, Rotterdam. The VOC ship is on the right.

Purpose-built warships, which had heavy interior bracing that severely
limited their cargo capacity, abruptly rendered the refourschip obsolete as a
primary weapon of war in Europe.'” In subsequent conflicts the VOC’s
merchant-warships proved vulnerable to capture by men of war, such that by

the fourth Anglo-Dutch War (1780-4) British warships were able effectively to

% Gardiner, R: The Line of Battle, 11-15. Deane, A. & Lavery, B. (ed.): Deane’s Doctrine
of Naval Architecture, 1670 (London: Conway Maritime Press, 1981).
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stop VOC ships shuttling between the Indies and Patria. Nonetheless, the
ships depicted on the VOC’s print marks remained curiously uniform
throughout two centuries of use, failing to keep up with significant changes
both in the physical appearance and practical functions of the ships they
represented, while the VOC's officers came to wear uniforms in imitation of
the Netherlands” admiralties in the second half of the eighteenth century, long

after their practical contribution to the Republic’s navale macht was past.'*’

The best ship is whatever ship you can get

It should not be imagined, however, that all pre-company or early VOC ships
really conformed to the profile of the merchant-warship. Even during the
VOC's first years there was a clear difference between the ideological form of
the East India ship and the vessels that actually made up the fleet. The
merchant-warship that appears in later sources (especially Van Dam) as the
archetypal East Indiaman was generally the flagship of a motley flotilla of
vessels that varied widely in size and type, including fluits, kats and the

galleon’s lighter, faster relative the jacht. This last classification, essentially a

" Lewis Mumford observed that institutions in decline tend to produce the most
extravagant, and perhaps expressive and significant, monuments, the solidity of the
architecture attempting to make up for the shakiness of the institution, rather than
reflecting its true state. In this case an image of reliable invariability took the place of
novel monumentality, and was bolstered by external signs of power. In the 1780s
William Hickey observed “the officers in the Company’s service all receiving their
commissions from the States-General and wearing the uniform of their Navy, a blue
coat with scarlet facings, richly laced, waistcoat and breeches also of scarlet.”
Mumford, L: The Culture of Cities (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1938). Hickey, W. &
Spencer, A. (ed): Memoirs of William Hickey, 1749-1809 (4 vols, London 1919), vol. II,
224. Boxer, C. R: “The Dutch East-Indiamen: Their Sailors, Their Navigators and Life
on Board, 1602-1795,” Mariner’s Mirror 49. 2 (May 1963), 81-104; 87.
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smaller galleon with narrower lines and a correspondingly reduced cargo
capacity, has received much attention because of its use on voyages of
exploration. Jachts including the Halve Maen in which Henry Hudson explored
the river that bears his name; the Duyfken, which was the first Dutch ship to
sail along the coast of Australia; and Abel Tasman’s Heemskerck have all been
the subjects of extensive discussions and more or less speculative
reconstructions.'*' The case of Tasman’s ships shows how the ideal exploration
ship was whatever ship could be procured: his flotilla consisted of a fast,

defensible jacht and a slow, capacious fluit in convoy.

2. The establishment of factories and the retour route

The establishment of the VOC as a persistent chartered corporation in 1602
changed both the business environment of Dutch trading in the East Indies
and the organization of the ships that conducted the trade, requiring standard
methods of operation for the first time and an understanding of the VOC ship

as a class of merchant shipping, rather than a specific vessel.

During the company’s first years, however, it generally formalized and

intensified the modes of operation of the pre-companies. The VOC was

! The reconstruction of the Halve Maen is a floating museum on the Hudson,
operated by the New Netherland Museum.

http:/ /www.halfmoonreplica.org/livinghistory.htm

http:/ /www.newnetherland.org/ Accessed 7 July 2011. The Duyfken replica was
built as a work of experimental archaeology to test the possible performance
characteristics of early seventeenth century ships. Burningham, N: "Experimental
Archaeology: Reconstructing Duyfken," Nautical Research Journal, 46.4 (2001): 220-231.
Hoving, A.]. & Emke, C: The Ships of Abel Tasman (Hilversum: Verloren, 2000).
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formed in order to follow the pre-companies’ program, but on a unified
footing, to avoid competition between Dutch interests. The Company was to
coordinate and discipline the many overlapping strategies and interests of the
pre-companies, to transform their unpredictable commercial winnings into a
steady supply of spices for the markets in Amsterdam: in short, it was to

provide a univocal, responsible actor on behalf of the Republic in the Indies.'*

The VOC differed from the pre-companies markedly in its systematization
and standardization of practices. Where the pre-companies engaged in
opportunistic privateering, the East and West India Companies were formed
with military functions explicitly stated in their charters."® Where the pre-
companies followed Linschoten’s geography of trade, interloping in existing
Portuguese networks, the VOC set out to exclude the Portuguese from those
networks and systematically to explore the spiceries, forming trade relations
around and between the Iberian establishments. Most importantly, where the
pre-companies were organized around single voyages and might not own
their ships, the VOC was intended to ensure a regular supply of ships, crews
and resources for continuous trading. in order to build a regular Dutch

presence in the Indies that could displace other European presences.'*

2 Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company.

¥ Hoogenberk, H: Rechtsvoorschriften. Heijer, H. J. den: De Geschiedenis van de WIC
(Zutphen: Walburg. 1994).

'* Regularity and repeatability of uniform methods and practices were highly valued
by the Heren XVII. The actual spread of such ‘rational’ methods in the Company’s
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The practical needs of the VOC were fundamentally different from those of
the pre-companies: to the extent that the pre-companies acted as proofs of the
concept of Dutch trading in the Indies, their direct profits were of secondary
importance to their simply succeeding in returning to Patria with cargoes. The
VOC would need to replicate those successes while maximizing profits,
minimizing costs and establishing repeatable methods. From the moment of
the VOC'’s establishment, therefore, a gap can be observed between the image
and ideology of the “typical” ship inherited from the pre-company paradigm
and the practical reality of labor relations aboard VOC ships, which became
less autonomous, less egalitarian and more centrally organized and

accountable.

Shareholder trust and standard reporting
Two novel factors, unknown to the pre-companies, further contributed to an

urge to standardize methods for business and operation under the VOC.

The first was the structure of the Company’s relations with its investors.
Seamen and investors in the voyages of the pre-companies understood their
enterprises as sui generis, original undertakings of discovery and adventure
that would require their own structures of power, contracts and rules (even

though the Spanish and Portuguese, and not a few Dutch mariners on those

practice is less clear: Meilink-Roelofsz, M: Hoe Rationeel was de Organisatie van de
Nederlandse Oost-Indische Compagnie? ('s-Gravenhage: Nijhoff, 1982).
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Iberian ships, had been taking the route to the Indies for nearly a century by
the time of those first Dutch-originated voyages)."* The unit of control and
analysis for the pre-companies was the individual voyage/expedition: the
success of each venture could be measured directly in the value of the cargo
brought back and the single payment disbursed to the stockholders at the

dissolution of the company.

Further, the pre-companies were generally associated with individuals—the
entrepreneurs and investors who established them, or the Admiral-generals
who commanded their flotillas, where these were separate persons.'** As a
result, in the event that a pre-company invested in developing methods for
repeating its successes, that investment tended to be incorporated into the
reputation of the successful Admiral-general, rather than abstracted into an

institutional practice.'” Conversely, if investors were unhappy with the

> Following Vasco da Gama’s pioneering voyage in 1498, the Carreira da India
quickly instituted regular links between Lisbon and Goa that were capable of meeting
the European spice market’s demands. Over 2242 metric tons of goods were shipped
from Indian Ocean ports to Lisbon in 1518. Subrahmanyam has compared Lisbon to
Genoa in the sixteenth century, as a multi-cultural, cosmopolitan port that drew
expertise from the shipping centers around Europe, employing large numbers of
mariners from the Southern Netherlands and, prior to 1580, from Holland and
Zeeland. Subrahmanyam, S: The Portuguese Empire, 63, 40.

'* Hoogenberk provides the text of some patents from Prins Maurits for pre-company
generals, as well as patents issued in the early years of the Company. They show the
personal nature of authority clearly, being issued to named individuals, and also the
evolving basis of authority on which the Company conducted business, with both the
Prince and the States General issuing patents for Company voyages in the first
decade. Hoogenberk, H: Rechtsvoorschriften, 232-250.

7 Admiral Jacob Cornelisz. Van Neck provides an example: his reputation was made

via a highly successful first voyage, begun in 1598 and returned in 1600, which
yielded 400% profit over investment. He went on to a high position in the fledgling
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performance of a pre-company, they simply declined to invest in future

ventures undertaken by the same entrepreneurs.

VOC shares, on the other hand, were to pay annual dividends in perpetuity,
those dividends being calculated against the anticipated costs of continuing
business."® In the VOC's first years the costs of growing the Company,
fighting off the rival Portuguese and English companies and establishing
supply lines were so high that no dividends were paid until the 1630s and
were frequently delinquent for more than a decade thereafter."” VOC shares
therefore demanded greater trust from their holders over longer periods than

pre-company shares had.

The second factor was the suspicion with which investors in the fledgling
Republic’s various cities viewed one another. The cities of the Netherlands
had a long history of economic and political competition among themselves,
and networks of trust remained much stronger within cities than between
them within the Republic. Shifts in relative status between cities that occurred

as consequences of the war frequently increased resentments and tensions

VOC and eventually became mayor of Amsterdam, 1622-6. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East
India Company.

'8 Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company.
¥ The Company initially paid dividends in cloves, the value of which it suppressed
through its own auctions. Sustained pressure from investors eventually yielded cash

dividends in 1645, after the Company had been trading for 43 years. Gaastra, F. S.
Dutch East India Company, 28.
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among the cities, their corporations and their burgher investors.' The unity
forced on the seven independent provinces was fragile and contested. The pre-
companies were therefore generally strongly identified with their home cities,
bringing together investors who were already associated through long-
standing alliances, as representatives of burgher families, which frequently
also held positions on their city councils. The word “United” in United East
India Company referred to its novel bringing together of investors from six of
the Republic’s foremost seafaring cities: Amsterdam, Middelburg, Rotterdam,
Hoorn, Enkhuizen and Delft, each city’s interests being represented by a
voting Chamber. These Chambers organized their own accounts and
expenses, and inspected the overall accounts of the Company closely,
primarily in order to be assured that they each received a proportional share

of overall profits based on each city’s investment in the Company’s capital.

Both the strength of city-Chamber-based identity among the Company’s
directors and the mutual suspicion between Chambers can be seen in the
organization of the Company’s ruling council, the Heren XVII. Each Chamber
was to be represented on this council according to the capital its city had
contributed during the Company’s establishment, with the proviso that no
single chamber should hold a majority. The four “lesser” chambers therefore
each received one seat, these being “balanced” by an equal number of seats

held by the much richer Middelburg Chamber, and the total being “balanced”

"0 Geyl, P: History of the Dutch-speaking Peoples: 1555-1648. (London: Phoenix, 2001).
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by the Amsterdam Chamber, which had provided more than half the initial
capital. This yielded 16 seats: a seventeenth seat, rotating among the “lesser”
chambers, was added to keep Amsterdam’s power in check. Through this
scheme a certain proportional relationship between the Chambers became

enshrined in the Company’s structure: further investments by the Chambers

in any form was supposed to maintain this proportion.

The result was an environment of increased oversight and reporting of all
aspects of the VOC’s business, particularly regarding the costs of operation
and purchase of assets.”" Standard methods of bookkeeping, shipbuilding and
management were enforced among the Chambers as part of their collective
efforts to prevent any individual chamber gaining an advantage over the
others, since a failure of equal accounting would have both economic and
political consequences. The various but commensurable accounts of the six
Chambers were kept proportional by a strict “equalization” performed
annually, based on the profits realized by the auctions of goods brought back

from the Indies.

Ships stood at the centre of these “equalizing” calculations: they formed the

Company’s largest fixed assets in its first decades, such that the reporting and

! Jongh, M. de: “Shareholder Activists Avant La Lettre: The Complaining
Shareholders in the Dutch East India Company” in Duker, M., Pieterse, R. & Schild,
AJ.P. (eds.): Welberaden (Fetsschrift of the research department of the Supreme Court
of The Netherlands 2009) Accessed August 2009 at SSRN:

http:/ / ssrn.com/abstract=1275305.
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justification of expenditure on ships became one of the major concerns of the
VOC’s ruling council.”* Shipbuilding was also organized and funded through
the individual Chambers and conducted on the wharves of the six cities: each
ship was therefore associated first with its home city and was expected to
carry cargo principally for its own Chamber."” Ships were also notoriously
difficult to standardize. The fundamental measure of a ship for accounting
purposes was its cargo capacity, measured in tuns (standard size barrels, from
which the term “ton” derives) or corn lasts.”™ This capacity was both difficult
to measure and not tightly controlled during shipbuilding until the eighteenth
century, when standard plans were introduced and rates based on tonnage

enforced.’®

Contradictions

Regarding shipboard society, the Company revealed a number of tensions
between contradictory impulses that were concealed under the pre-
companies. Where the pre-company ship operated autonomously under a

single authority, which was carried aboard, the VOC ship was required to

2 Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company.

'3 The association between city and chamber was sometimes increased by the naming
of the ship. In the early decades many ships bore the names or arms of their home
city. Often the schipper or senior merchant also hailed from the sponsoring
Chamber’s city.

>* One cornlast was equivalent to two Amsterdam tuns/tons, which are similar to the
modern Register Ton, a volume of 100 cubic feet. DAS I.

" Hoving, A.], Lemmers, A, Gerritsma, J, Harpen N. T. van, Lantau T, Zwijndregt P.

P. van: In Tekening Gebracht: de achtiende-eeuwse scheepsbouwers en hun ontwerpmethoden
(Amsterdam: de Bataafsche Leeuw, 2001).

88



operate under a scheme of limited autonomy and on behalf of a large
organization the head of which remained in the Netherlands. Where the pre-
company mariner was a junior partner who shared equally and
entrepreneurially in the risk and rewards of trade, the VOC mariner was an
employee charged with maintaining the corporate monopoly and forbidden
from trading in those goods reserved for the VOC’s monopoly. These
contradictions would make the paradigm into a two-edged sword for the
Company, both attractive as an image of the Company’s activities and
dangerous as a model that did not always accord with the Company’s

changing needs.

Wage labor

First, the pre-companies generally offered greater shared risks and rewards,
and more egalitarian distributions of the latter between the investors, officers
and crews than would be found later under the VOC. Wage labor, in which
the amount of profit from a voyage was decoupled from the compensation of
the crew, was well established as the norm among merchant seamen in the
North Atlantic by the seventeenth century, but for ventures that involved
extraordinary risks or unpredictable profits the older practice of share- or
profit-sailing remained in use." Privateering and piracy, in particular, tended

to operate on the basis of proportional shares rather than regular wages, with

1% Jackson, R. P: “From Profit-Sailing to Wage-Sailing: Mediterranean Owner-
Captains and their Crews during the Medieval Commercial Revolution,” Journal of
European Economic History, 18. 3 (Winter, 1989), 605-628.
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investors, ship masters and ordinary crewmen all receiving comparable
remuneration.”” The pre-companies generally followed some kind of profit-
sailing schema, paying their mariners via a share either in the total company
profit or in the cargo space of the ship, a portion of which each mariner could
use for his own trade goods. Such profit sharing was incrementally abolished

under the VOC, since it interfered with the Company’s monopoly charter.

Entrepreneurship vs. monopoly

Regarding private trade as an aspect of profit-sailing, the contradictory
impulses to individual entrepreneurship and the voyage as a collective
endeavor appear to have been effectively bound together within the context of
the pre-company voyage, the fortunes of the ship being tied tangibly to those
of individual mariners and associated metonymically with the emergent
national fortune. Long contracts in the Indies, during which a mariner would
potentially serve aboard more than one ship, made the divergence of interests
between the entrepreneurial mariner and the monopolistic Company more

apparent.

Linschoten was critical of the individual interests that structured Portuguese

trade, which he observed both among supercargoes and captains and among

" Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company. Peter T. Leeson: “An-arrgh-chy: The Law
and Economics of Pirate Organization,” Journal of Political Economy. 115.6, (Oct. 2007):
1049.
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lowly sailors and loaders.'” Seeing that each participant on a voyage was
granted limited personal trading rights, and that the consequence of this was
chronic, dangerous overloading of the ships on their return voyages,
Linschoten wrote against uncontrolled autonomous trading and models that
emphasized the individual business interests of mariners. Instead he
recommended rationalized regimes of central control for Dutch trade,
understanding the end beneficiaries of such trade to be burgher investors and
town corporations, and through them, the Republic as a whole, rather than the
personnel on the ships.” Linschoten’s critique presented the tradition of
private entrepreneurship by those aboard the ships as a problem for collective
Dutch efforts in the Indies. The pre-companies accordingly sought various
compromises between the interests of individual mariners and those of their
investors, placing strict limits on individual trade by allowing only a clearly
delimited space aboard for each man’s private hoard of cargo, sometimes
combining this with the expedient of making each participant in the voyage a

share-holder in the collective contents of the hold.

The individual entrepreneurship that held an ambivalent position in

Linschoten’s analysis would become a necessary evil for the VOC; while the

8 Burnell & Tiele: Linschoten. Pérez-Mallaina has offered a portrait of the Spanish
mariner that emphasizes patron-client relations as a feature of Spanish culture, in
which each man was considered responsible for his own welfare and upkeep as a
matter of course and of pride, such that even cooking aboard was decentralized, since
no man would suffer the indignity of serving others in the kitchen. Pérez-Mallaina, P.
Spain’s Men of the Sea.

159 Burnell & Tiele: Linschoten.
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Company struggled to maintain its monopolies on Indies goods, the prospect
of making a fortune out of such trade was one of the main attractions of
recruitment for merchants and other officers. Ultimately it was the ordinary
mariners whom the VOC steadily excluded: whereas, under the Portuguese
system and the pre-companies, mariners were junior partners in the
enterprise, under the VOC their share in the hold was replaced by regular
wages, while the space allotted for their own trade shrank steadily, became
ever more restricted, with only goods in which the Company itself did not
deal being permitted, and was periodically threatened with removal

altogether.'”

The effect of permanent factories

The practical impact of these changes in the Company’s methods and
priorities was limited during the VOC'’s first years by the fact that the ships
continued to operate on a basis of individual voyages, and the crews that were
sent to the Indies, regardless of their contract terms, returned with their ships
to the Republic at the end of each voyage, generally lasting about three years.
This changed with the establishment of permanent factories at Batavia and

Galle, on Japan and in Bengal during the 1620s.

From the central factory/depot at Batavia the VOC was able to build up an

1% Blusse records an incident in which such a threat was resisted by the Chinese
population in Batavia, who feared loss of income from their private trading with
VOC servants. Blusse, ] L: Strange Company, 127.

92



extensive intra-Asian trade network, which fundamentally changed the
Company’s operations and the work experience of its mariners. It became
possible for the first time to establish a standing pool of labor at the factories,
in order to operate this network. For the first time the Company’s demand for
manpower was decoupled from the requirements of sending three fleets
annually on roundtrip expeditions, and for the first time returning ships could
be optimally loaded with Indies goods, rather than being required to bring
back to Patria all of the men who had survived the rigors of the voyages. It
also became possible to optimize the Company’s shipping operations, since
the many different routes of the intra-Asian network could be served by a

variety of specialized ships adapted to meet their particular demands. '

The creation of a standing pool of labor

The establishment of a standing pool of labor in the Indies wrought far-
reaching changes on the Company and presumably made a significant
difference in shipboard life. After 1620 as a matter of course the entire crew of
a ship arriving at Batavia would be reassigned off the ship that had carried
them from the Netherlands, in order to spend their full contract periods

serving in the intra-Asian network and its associated military operations. The

' Robert Parthesius gives some sense of the complexity and variety involved: he
draws 11 broad categories of ships from the partial and ambiguous entries found in
the harbormasters’ records of a number of Asian factories, including several
categories of “indigenous” and “Dutch” vessel types, generally operated by non-
Dutch or mixed crews. Parthesius, R: Dutch Ships in Tropical Waters: The development of
the Dutch East India Company (VOC) shipping network in Asia, 1595-1660 (Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press, 2010).
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Articles cited in van Dam state that, as in the Carreira da India, Company
servants would be allowed back home only at the end of their contracts, which
were eventually standardized at five years, and on the condition that more
than half of their wages remained in escrow with the Company, to be paid off
only when the men reached the head offices of the Chamber with which they
had enlisted.'” The expedition-based gesellschaft of the pre-company paradigm
was therefore shattered: whatever characteristics of the total institution might
have pertained to the outward-bound voyage, they were canceled as the
mariners, soldiers and officers were separated and decanted into an Indies
labor network where they would have to adapt to new ships and shipmates
repeatedly for the duration of their service in the Indies.'” Or, perhaps, they
were transferred on arrival at Batavia from one institution (the outward
bound ship) into another (the Indies network), very frequently spending a

long transitional period in a third institution: the Batavia hospital."™

The retourschip and the ships it obscured
The establishment of factories led rapidly to the creation of two largely
separate shipping networks, one connecting Batavia with the Republic, the

other connecting the Company’s factories in the Indies with each other.

12 Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.2, 555-604.

19 Goffman, E: “the characteristics of total institutions,” in Asylums (1961), 14-28; 148-
9.

' Brug, P. H. van der: Malaria en Malaise: de VOC in Batavia in de achttiende eeuw
(Amsterdam: De Bataafsche Leeuw, 1994).
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The largest and most heavily armed ships were reserved for the most
dangerous route — that between Patria and Batavia. For this route the pre-
companies’ charismatic armed trader flagships provided the best mixture of
cargo capacity, seaworthiness and defensive capability; they accordingly
provided the model for the retourschepen that came to be seen as the
Company’s “typical” ships, eventually representing shipping in the

Company’s records to the exclusion of all other ship types.

Recent work by Robert Parthesius, Gerrit Knaap, Els Jacobs, Herman Ketting
and others has thrown some light on the bewildering variety and complexity
of the fleet left out of this typical/ retourschip model, which served the intra-
Asian shipping network, as well as the great variety of business methods used

165

by the Company in Asia for shipping its goods.

' Knaap’s surveys of harbormaster records at Makassar and along the pasisir coast of
Java in particular show the great mixture of ship types and sizes used in Java Sea
shipping, involving both products intended for the Company and wholly
independent trade: they throw light on the logistical needs of the Company in
addition to the business of shipping commodities ultimately bound for Europe, as
well as the various ethnicities of the shippers who supplied those needs. Jacobs’
survey of the intra-Asian network likewise draws attention to the variety of goods
carried for the Company beyond the list of items the Company sold at auctions in
Amsterdam, including saltpeter, tin and whelk shells, all of which were vital
components in intra-Asian commerce. Knaap, G. J. & Sutherland, H: Monsoon traders:
ships, skippers and commodities in eighteenth-century Makassar. (Leiden: KITLV Press,
2004). Knaap, G. J: Shallow waters, rising tide: shipping and trade in Java around 1775
(Leiden: KITLV Press, 1996). Jacobs, E: Merchant in Asia: the trade of the Dutch East
India Company during the eighteenth century. (Leiden: Research School CNWS,
Universiteit Leiden, 2006). Parthesius: Dutch Ships. Ketting, H. (Jr.): Fluitschepen voor
de VOC: balanceren tussen oncostelijckheijt en duursaemheijt. (Zaltbommel: Aprilis, 2007).
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Parthesius has shown that during the company’s first 60 years it operated a
fleet of 529 ships exclusively within this intra-Asian network, equaling the
number of vessels used in the same period on the retour route (the overall
tonnage of the intra-Asian fleet being very much lower, however).'*
Parthesius has also outlined in some detail the history of the Company’s
policies regarding its intra-Asian fleet between the establishment of Batavia

(1619) and 1660."” In doing so, he sheds light on the moment of emergence of

the retourschip as the canonical type of the VOC ship.

Governor General Jan Pieterszoon Coen established Batavia with the intention
of using it as the central depot for an extensive intra-Asian network.'®®
Observing a complex web of demands and dependencies in the Indies, Coen
envisioned a Company-operated trade web that would find and supply the
optimal chain of products to the optimal series of commodity suppliers, with
the intention of minimizing the final cost of spices to the Company in the form
of bullion. In 1619 he proposed the creation of the network in a letter to the

directors in Patria, in which he stated its aim and scope baldly:

Guserat [Gujarati] textiles must be traded for pepper and gold on the shores
of Sumatra; pepper from Banten for reals and textiles from the coast (of
Coromandel); Chinese goods and gold for sandalwood, pepper and reals;
silver can be got from Japan for Chinese goods; the textiles of the
Coromandel coast for spices, other merchandise and pieces of eight; pieces
of eight from Arabia for spices and other small goods, making sure that one

1% Parthesius: Dutch Ships 529
17 Parthesius: Dutch Ships.

'8 Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 39-43.
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compensates the other, and that all is done in ships without money from
the Netherlands.'”

Shipping goods within this web required a wide variety of vessel types and
sizes: many of the desired goods were only available in small quantities,
poorly suited to the ships of 500 tons or more that the Company regularly
used on its voyages between Batavia and Patria, or accessing them required
shallow-draft vessels that could enter silted harbours and venture far up

rivers.

For the safest, most regular routes, fluits, with their boxy hulls and narrow,
easily-managed decks, were adopted as the most efficient bulk carriers, as
they had been a century earlier on the Baltic."”° These were joined by
katschepen, chialoupen, fregatten, boyers, junks, schuyten, orembaeyen,
waterprauwen, schouwen, pantchiallangs and other types, such that by the early

1680s retourschips formed a decided minority of the vessels found at Batavia.'”"

1 Coen, J. P, letter to the Directors, Aug 1619, in Colenbrander, H. T: Jan Pietersz.
Coen; Levensbeschrijving I ('s-Gravenhage: KITLV, 1934), 485-6, quoted and trans.
Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 121.

7 Barbour, V: “Dutch and English Merchant Shipping in the Seventeenth Century” in
Emmer, P. & Gaastra, F. S. (eds.): The organisation of interoceanic trade in European
Expansion, 1450-1800 (aldershot: variorum, 1996). In 1655 the Haags Besogne, the
council in charge of shipping logistics, decided to use only “costelijke retourschepen”
for the valuable return cargoes. Ketting notes, however, that large, stout fluits were
used for carrying sugar, pepper and cinnamon to Patria through the 1660s. Ketting:
fluitschepen, 40-1.

7 Nieuwstad’s report on ships at Bataviais found in VOC 1431, 1442, 1457c. Jonge, J.

C. de: Geschiedenis van het Nederlandsche Zeewezen, vol 2, (Haarlem: A C Kruseman
1858-1862), 803-805.
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In the same period, however, this variety of intra-Asian ships was
systematically ignored in the records used in Patria. The intra-Asian fleet wa
dismissed as consisting chiefly of small or old ships of little value, while
directors’ resolutions made a point of controlling the production and use of
large ships—those of 120 Amsterdam feet in length or more—which were to
be built only in the Company’s shipyards in the Republic, from European
materials and, after the creation of uniform rates in 1697, according to specific
designs.'” The description of the ships built and operated in the Indies, as
small and relatively insignificant in the Company’s finances, appears to be
undermined in van Dam’s Description of the Company, which includes vessels
of up to 114 feet in length and considerable capacity being built and repaired
on the island of Onrust in Batavia’s bay, a practice criticized because of the

greater expense of materials and labour in the Indies compared with Patria.'”

A number of factors contributed to the relative invisibility of intra-Asian ships
in the Company’s records compared with the refourschepen. First, the intra-

Asian fleet was restricted to operating in the waters over which the Company

172 Among the “ships of little value” were counted those retourschepen that were
deemed to old and insufficiently seaworthy to be used on the retour route: these
generally remained in service in the Indies, transporting goods around the spice
islands or maintaining the Dutch blockade of Goa, sometimes for many years.
Parthesius, R., Millar, K, & Jeffery, W: “Preliminary Report on the Excavation of the
Seventeenth-Century Anglo-Dutch East-Indiaman Avondster in Bay of Galle, Sri
Lanka” International Journal of Nautical Archaeology 34. 2 (1990), 216-237. Parthesius:
Dutch Ships, 169. DAS I, Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 111, 172-180.

7% Van Dam recommended ceasing the building of all ships greater than 60 feet
length in the Indies, because of the high costs and the loss of labor in Patria to Indies
competition. Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1, 453
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had been granted a monopoly charter: that is, to waters beyond the confines of
the Atlantic, which was defined as ending at the Cape of Good Hope and the
Straits of Magellan.” This restriction was due largely to the aforementioned
“equalization” between Chambers, which served to separate retourschepen
functionally from all other Company ship types. The cargo capacities of
retourschepen were a matter of great interest to the Company’s directors, since
the equalization was calculated on profits realized from goods carried to
Europe aboard those ships. The Chamber that built and maintained any
individual retourschip had a strong interest in controlling both the ship’s costs
and its own share of the cargo space it represented. In contrast, ships supplied
to the intra-Asian network represented costs sunk into the Company’s shared
infrastructure—cogs in a machine dedicated to filling up the retourschip. Their
capacities were not tightly controlled, as those of the retourschip were, because
their cargoes were effectively valueless in the eyes of the Chambers and ruling
council until such time as they were decanted into a retourschip and conveyed
to Patria. These ships were therefore not subjected to the scrutiny applied by
the Company’s ruling council to ships that sailed to and from Europe: they

were the responsibility only of the Council of the Indies at Batavia.

'7* The limits of the monopoly charter appear to have been taken as boundaries for the
Company’s sovereign authority, since VOC ships were the only Dutch ships
permitted within the monopoly zone. Philip Stern has described a similar boundary
of presumed sovereignty for the English East India Company, beginning sometimes
at the Cape and sometimes at the latitude of St. Helena, beyond which the EIC’s
authority was absolute. Accodrding to Stern crossing this boundary sometimes
changed the missions of EIC ships, since secret instructions, carried from Patria,
would be unsealed as the ship crossed the boundary. Hoogenberk, H: De
Rechtsvoorschriften. Stern, P. J: “Politics and Ideology in the Early East India
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Second, relations between the High Command at Batavia and the ruling
councils in Patria were often difficult: “smuggling” — that is, running private
trading operations on the side — was known to be common practice among
factory governors in the Indies, and various kinds of resistance were common
between the company’s “two heads,” including selective over- and under-
reporting of Intra-Asian business. It was simply not in the interests of the
Indies governors to divulge much detail regarding the capacities and
movements of their fleets. Pieter van Dam, the Advocate or secretary to the
Heren XVII in the second half of the seventeenth century, dispatched several
fiscaals to the Indies factories to learn about what they were not reporting.
Among these, one named Nieuwstad made measurements of some of the
larger vessels that called at Batavia in the early 1680s. In Nieuwstad’s report
we find several substantial ships, of over 120 feet length, which are not
accounted for in the records of vessels sent from the Republic: their origins
remain unknown."” These were in addition to the very many “Small craft”
(that is under about 110 feet long) that were built at various company centers
in the East Indies, generally from European materials, including Russian and

central European oak and Scandinavian pine, imported for the purpose.

Company-State: The Case of St Helena, 1673-1709" Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History, 35.1 (March 2007), 1-23. Stern, P. J: personal communication.

17 These include the Boers van Amsterdam (126’), Coeverden (150°), and the jacht Capelle
(137"). VOC 1457c.
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The lack of uniformity, or even of recognizable classes, of ship types and sizes
in the Intra-Asian fleet also serves to obscure their characteristics. Although
some familiar type names, such as fluits, jachts and chialoups, recur frequently
in the records, Parthesius has noted that such types were not standardized
during the period and a single type name could be applied to a broad array of
different functions of ships, while a single ship might be listed under various

type classifications in the records of various ports.

Further, ships could enter service in the intra-Asian network through being
built in company shipyards, through capture from foreign powers
(particularly but not limited to other European East India concerns) or
through purchase in the Indies. It seems likely that ships from such diverse
sources were given types “of convenience” in Company records, while the

AT

terms “prahu,” “pantjalang” and, vaguest of all, “schip,” all of which we find
being built and repaired at the Company’s yards at Batavia, might stretch to

cover any kind of otherwise-unclassifiable craft.

Coen’s influence

Jan Pieterszoon Coen appears to have played an important role in defining the
retourschip both as a distinct type and as the Company’s archetypal type of
vessel. As the architect and chief proponent of the intra-Asian network in the
Company’s first years Coen initially contributed to the diversity of Dutch
ships in the Indies, demanding that a wide variety of vessels be permanently

stationed there to support Batavia and the other factories that he anticipated
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stretching from the Cape to Japan. In the years immediately following the
establishment of Batavia Coen envisioned a migration of Dutch colonists from
reputable families to people the new town and supply reliable crews for the
intra-Asian vessels and routes. He shifted his policy in the mid 1620s,
however, to favoring the divesting of intra-Asian shipping to the Chinese
population of Batavia, concentrating the Company’s resources instead on the
Europe-Indies “return.” It was during this period that the term retourschip
entered the Company’s records.”” A brief hiatus in the flow of ships leaving
the Republic for permanent deployment in the Indies resulted, which
resumed, however, on Coen’s death in 1629, after which the Company again
picked up and expanded its intra-Asian shipping concerns: as a result demand
for a variety of ships from the Netherlands to serve the intra-Asian network
continued throughout the rest of the Company’s history."”” This hiatus appears
significant as marking the moment when the retourschip entered the
Company’s language and was established as the archetypal and, briefly, only
important type of VOC ship. It would take many decades for distinctive
retourschepen to fill the Company’s networks, however, or for them to exclude

other ship types from the retour route.

176 Parthesius: Dutch Ships.

77 The steady expansion in the number and size of Indies factories is recorded by
Gaastra, with 25 major factories operating at the peak of the network in the 1680s: the
hiatus noted by Parthesius cannot be detected in Gaastra’s figures, which only deal in
the flow of persons per decade. Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 85-95.
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Thus it was exactly during a period of diversification in the Company’s
operations, shipping missions, and ship types that the “typical” ship came to
mean only one form, the retourschip, which served to mask that diversification

in the Company’s records, particularly from observers in Europe.

The retourschip and the pre-company paradigm

The concentration on the return to Patria, and the eventual evolution of the
retourschip as the “typical” ship, can be seen as parts of an attempt to
domesticate the pre-company paradigm and the expectations it generated into
forms congenial to the VOC’s needs. The use of the refourschip in images,
popular narratives and Company records to represent the type of the VOC
ship supported an idea of continuity between the operational paradigm of the
pre-companies and that of the VOG; it tended to obscure both the formation
and operation of the intra-Asian network and changes in the Company’s labor

relations, such that these are only now being explored by historians.'”

Continued reference to the pre-company paradigm’s fundamental

components—the self-sufficiency of the ship in the Indies and the settling of

178 Jacobs: Merchant in Asia. Parthesius: Dutch Ships. Lucassen, J: “A Multinational and
its Labor Force: The Dutch East India Company, 1595-1795" International Labor and
Working-Class History, 66 (25 Feb 2005), 12-39. Despite increased attention currently
being paid to the business of the intra-Asian network, the ships that operated it have
so far remained obscure. The Colourful World of the VOC, a general introduction to the
Company published for the 400 year anniversary, even though it included a large
section on intra-Asian trade, limited its discussion of VOC ships to the retourschepen,
which it described as the Company’s “workhorses.” Akveld, L, & Jacobs, E (eds.): The
Colourful World of the VOC: national anniversary book VOC 1602 2002 (Bussum: Thoth,
2002).
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accounts promised by return—supported a mode of deferred freedom and
reward for mariners during their contract periods: the moment of return to
Europe retained its carnival gloss through the withholding of over half of each
mariner’s wages, which were paid out in a lump sum that formed a kind of
surrogate treasure, associated with, but not practically tied to, the auctioning
of the returning ship’s cargo. The isolation of the crew on the ship helped limit
the mariner’s engagement with and investment in the Indies. Through
isolation and the withholding of wages a mariner’s five year contract, which
involved multiple journeys within the Indies and multiple purchases and sales
of cargoes, was recast as a single voyage event, while the VOC’s mariners
were converted from junior partners in a cooperative trading enterprise into
employee-servants who held no direct stake in the Company’s profitability

and no direct interest in the routes they plied.

The casting of the contract period as a single adventure may also have
contributed to the “lords of six weeks” phenomenon that formed an important
part of the VOC seaman’s reputation in the Netherlands."”” This phenomenon
consisted of an extended binge of feasting, drinking and whoring indulged by
some VOC seafarers on receipt of their wages in Patria. The stereotypical VOC
seaman ended his binge back in debt on the streets of Amsterdam, seeking to
sign on for a second East Indies voyage to pay off his creditors. Just how

prevalent this pattern really was among seafarers is a matter of debate. The

7 Boxer, C. R: “The Dutch East-Indiamen: Their Sailors, Their Navigators and Life on
Board, 1602-1795,” The Mariners mirror 49. 2 (May 1963), 81-104.
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trope clearly served Company interests, however: to the extent that the
Company’s seamen could be persuaded to perform the part of irresponsible,
debt-incurring wastrels ashore, they could be kept desperate and short of
options beyond the VOC, bonded to the Company at perpetually preferential
rates. Moreover, the more of their wages they spent in port cities in the
Republic, the less VOC seamen might extract from its patrimonial economy. A
bad reputation for its seamen in Patria may also have helped the Company
indirectly: reportedly ship masters in the fishing fleets and shorter cargo
carrying trades were reluctant to take VOC men because of their rough
manners and unreliability: a reputation as an adventurer did not necessarily

serve a mariner back in the bosom of civilized, domestic sea-work.

3. Standardization

Sources for the physical forms of retourschepen during the Company’s early
years are scarce: although the type and function of the retourschip had been
established in the Company’s records in the 1620s there is little evidence that
ships identified by the type conformed to a distinct, consistent plan or size.'®
This changed between 1660 and 1750, however, during what I am calling the

period of standardization, when the retourschip seems to have changed

""DAS shows a considerable variation among ships returning to the Netherlands
between 1620 and 1680, many of which were unclassified or marked interchangeably
as retourschepen or spiegelschepen (ships with flat, decorated transoms): they range in
capacity from 120 to 1210 tons. The lower tonnages have generally been identified (in
DAS and Parthesius) as smaller ship types such as the jacht and fluit, which are
sometimes marked among the in return fleets, along with a few vessels of less than
100 tons, marked as hoekers and bootjes. DAS III.
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incrementally from a functional classification to a set of standard vessels. The
result was the production, by 1750, of plans and specifications describing three
classes or rates of vessels, all retourschepen, which were intended to stand as
the models on which all further VOC production of ships would be based.
Following 1750 the records of ships sent to the Indies show great uniformity,
almost all of them conforming to the larger two of these rates, until 1782 when
the disastrous Fourth Anglo-Dutch War forced a radical revision of VOC

shipping strategy.'

The story of this standardization reflects the attempts by the Heren XVII
simultaneously to understand and control the characteristics of the ships they
commissioned and deployed. These simultaneous attempts were played out in
documents — reports, resolutions, manuals and plans, created to describe and
define the forms of the ships for the Heren XVII, for shipbuilders and for the

Company’s records.

Increasing documentation

The reason for the steady increase in the documentation of the ships and the
centralizing of control over them in the hands of the Company’s ruling
council, over considerably more than a century of operations, is not
completely clear. A number of scholars have commented on such attempts

toward a controlling understanding from the center of power as characteristic

IDAS 1L Dillo, I. G: De Nadagen Van De Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie, 1783-1795:
Schepen En Zeevarenden. (Amsterdam: De Bataafsche Leeuw, 1992).
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of the enlightenment moment in European history. The efforts of the Heren
XVII could be understood as early manifestations of an urge toward what
Foucault termed “power-knowledge,” and therefore fitted into a teleological
account of enlightenment as early examples of the spread of ideas among
ruling elites regarding rational power, hegemony and the engineered consent
of the governed."” The efforts certainly aimed at disciplining and rationalizing
the ways in which Company ships were built and used. The production of
standard units of trade and control can also be understood as part of an urge
toward what James Scott has called “legibility,” and Latour and Callon have
called “black boxing,” consisting of attempts to conform the objects of control
to a simplified scheme, easy to notate in centralized records, which allows for
the strategic planning of mass actions on those objects so as to yield
predictable results.'® Scott in particular has pointed out that centrally-
controlled, ‘rationalist’ projects (of which the VOC certainly stands as an
example) tend to produce views of the world over which they exercise power

composed of standardized units and subjects, as part of the replacing of local

82 Power here is defined following Foucault, as interpreted by Stuart Elden: “Power
is not domination, it is the ability to get things done: it’s creative, constructive. It only
manifests in action, rather than being held passively” Elden, S: Mapping the Present;
Heidegger, Foucault and the project of spatial history (London, New York: Continuum,
2001), 105-6.

83 Seott, J. C: Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition
have Failed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). Callon, M. & Latour, B:
“Unscrewing the Big Leviathan: how actors macrostructure reality and how
sociologists help them to do so.” in Knorr-Cetina, K. D. & Cicourel, A. V. (Eds.)
Advances in Social Theory and Methodology: Toward an Integration of Micro- and Macro-
Sociologies. (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), 277-303.
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knowledge with “documentary facts.”'™ Such a tendency might be seen in the
Heren XVII's attempts to contain Company ship design in plans subject to its
own review, rather than trusting in the time-tested skills of its master

shipbuilders, who worked without plans or detailed oversight.

Such explanations tend to abstract ruling elites to single entities, however—to
“black box” them for the purpose of understanding vertical relations of
power. They do not effectively account for multiple centers of power within
an organization, for power struggles within the center(s), or for the ways in
which power-knowledge could be passed from one ruler to another, such as
between the Chambers, the ruling council and the Indies factories, or from

sitting directors to their successors.

The Heren XVII were accountable to their shareholders, the broad group of
bewindhebbers or directors among the six Chambers, and to the Staten
Generaal, which held the keys to their trade monopoly in the Indies. They
were, moreover, closely tied to these extra-Company interests, since many of

them also sat on governing councils including the Staten Generaal or had close

'8¢ Scott: Seeing Like a State. The stolid attachment of the VOC to a centralized model,
while other companies (notably the English EIC) adopted adaptive, internally-
competitive models, has been noted (Steensgaard, N: “The Growth and Composition
of the Long-distance Trade of England and the Dutch Republic before 1750” in Tracy,
J. D. (ed): The Rise of Merchant Empires: long-distance trade in the early modern world,
1350-1750 (Cambridge University Press, 1990), 255-286: 277. Furber, H: Rival Empires
of Trade in the Orient, 1600-1800 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1976).
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relatives there." Through the eighteenth century the Company’s rising costs
and sinking profits prompted growing unease among these groups, which
manifested particularly at those moments when the Company’s monopoly
charter was due for review and renegotiation."* The most extensive reform
and complete description of the Company’s ships was tied to such a
renegotiation, as part of Governor-General van Imhoff’s extensive redress of
the Company in 1742.'" Increased reporting might simply have reflected
dwindling confidence in the ability of the Company to resolve its own

problems.

Finally, it seems that over time more explicit knowledge regarding the
Company’s operations was required because implicit or local knowledge
among the directors could no longer be assumed. The single most important
document for charting the Heren XVII’s knowledge and understanding of
Company affairs is Pieter van Dam’s five-volume Description of the Company,
written nearly a century after the Company’s establishment.””® Van Dam was

the Company’s Advocate, the senior secretary to the Heren XVII, “the only

%5 Adams, J: The Familial State: ruling families and merchant capitalism in early modern
Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005).

'8 Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company? Steur, J. J: Herstel of Ondergang. De
voorstellen tot redress van de VOC 1740-1795 (Utrecht: HES Ulitg, 1984).

%7 Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company. See Kist for renegotiation.

'8 Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge,

109



permanent functionary at the highest level” of Company policy-making.'"” The
Description, commissioned in 1693 and delivered in 1701, drew on van Dam’s
50 years’ service with the VOC and outlined the Company’s holdings and
factories, its trade goods and assets, the terms of its charter and by-laws, and
its shipping and shipbuilding; it offered a complete manual for VOC
operations, for the use of the Heren XVII and, presumably, for the instruction
of directors newly appointed to the council. Its value as a working document
and as an encapsulation of the power-knowledge of the directors can be seen
in the fact that it was kept under lock and key in the ruling council’s chambers
until the dissolution of the Company." Adams has identified a sociological
shift among the Company’s directors during the “periwig period” of the
eighteenth century away from men actively engaged in the business of
shipping and selling commodities to rentiers who inherited their directorships
along with their country houses.”! Later generations, being more distant from
the business and culture of seafaring, may have needed more training. This in
turn required a formalization of knowledge and increased reliance on
documents, such as the Description, prepared by expert functionaries in the

Company."”

"% Gaastra, F. S. Dutch East India Company, 151

" Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1 ix.

! Adams: The Familial State.

2 This formalization is analogous to the process described by James Scott in Seeing

Like a State, in which many forms and systems of implicit, local knowledge, which he
groups together as metis, are reorganized into a uniform code of teachable,
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Toward a complete description

Van Dam’s Description played an important role in the history of VOC ships.
As a collection of documents drawn from the Company’s archives it offers an
apparently authoritative account of VOC shipbuilding to 1700, encompassing
the besteks (charters or specifications) by which the first purpose-made VOC
ships were built and subsequent modifications to those specifications up to the
time of writing. As an index of the knowledge of the Heren XVII regarding

VOC ships in 1700 it is unrivalled.

The account offered in the Description is far from disinterested, however: it
was prepared at the same time as what appears to be the pivot of the “period
of standardization:” the declaration of the first set of VOC rates, in 1697.'*> The
system of rating ships according to their size and firepower originated with
the navies of England and France. When first introduced these rates described
general categories of ships that could be expected to fulfill similar roles, as

floating fortresses, cruisers or scouts.”” In the 1670s, however, both the English

theoretical, but decidedly partial knowledge, which he terms techne. Scott: Seeing Like
a State.

' Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1, 456.

* The highly diverse fleet of the English navy was divided into six rates in 1633. The
first establishment laid down detailed specifications to standardize the building of
new ships in these rates in 1677. In France, Colbert set out similar specifications for
Navy rates in 1674. The Dutch case is more complex, with little standardization
between the five Admiralties. In 1737 the shipwright and sometime spy Blaise
Ollivier observed that eight different, somewhat variable, categories of warships were
known in the Netherlands, but that these were organized for administrative and
strategic purposes into five rates. Gardiner: Line of Battle 14-16. Ollivier, B & Roberts,
D. H: Eighteenth Century Shipbuilding: remarks on the navies of the dockyards in 1737
(Rotherfield: Jean Boudriot Publications, 1992), 203.
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and French navies began to standardize their rates, such that by the middle of
the eighteenth century the term “a Royal Navy ship of the third rate”
described a specific type of vessel, following a standard hull, rigging,
armament, crew complement and victualing.”” The VOC rates took the form
of detailed specifications for three particular vessels, all retourschepen, which
were essentially identical in their proportions, lines and function, differing
only in their overall sizes, and which could, given their uniformity, be given in
shorthand simply by referring to their lengths: of 160, 145 and 130 Amsterdam
feet. These rates were intended to provide the standard by which all future

VOC ships were to be built in Patria, with the exception of some few smaller

' The shift from general classification to close specification in naval rates in the 1670s
appears to have been catalyzed by a sharp increase in naval shipbuilding, required to
replace losses suffered during the second and third Anglo-Dutch wars, which
prompted an arms race in shipbuilding around the Atlantic seaboard of Europe. The
commissioning of large numbers of ships at a time, and the need to negotiate their
costs through governmental institutions, lead to greater standardization in order both
to simplify such negotiations and to increase the accountability of shipbuilders and
navy boards. The diary of Samuel Pepys shows how such negotiations, in which the
king and Parliament participated, could pose personal risks: Pepys, as comptroller of
the navy, maintained careful records of all such negotiations against the day he might
be called to account for the performance of his ships in battle. Dening states that by
the late eighteenth century British navy rates were so specific and well understood
that they implied distinct modes of leadership, discipline and communication, and
were considered in the judgments of Admiralty courts, specifically in the trials
following the famous mutiny on the Bounty. Gardiner: Line of Battle, 14-26. Pepys, S.
& Wheatley, H. B. (ed:): Diary of Samuel Pepys — Complete 1660 N.S. (London: George
Bell & Sons, 1893), accessed via Project Gutenberg,

http:/ /www.gutenberg.org/etext/4125 on 7/5/2010; June seventeenth, 1667 (in
which Pepys prepares the letters of his office “against a black day to defend the office
with and myself”), June nineteenth, 1667 (in which Pepys presents his papers in
court, while ordering his personal property removed from the office, anticipating that
he might be turned from witness to defendant while offering deposition). Dening, G:
Mr Bligh’s Bad Language: passion, power, and theater on the Bounty (Cambridge, New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1992). The precision with which manning and
victualing requirements were specified in 1789 for the Bounty, a naval “armed
transport” below the sixth rate, can be seen in John McKay, Anatomy of the Ship, The
Armed Transport Bounty. (1989. London: Conway Maritime Press).
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fluits and other special-function vessels, to be negotiated individually by the

Chambers and the Heren XVII.*®

The rates mark a shift in emphasis in the Heren XVII's efforts from gathering
information regarding the VOC’s ships to dictating and improving their
forms, frequently over the objections of shipbuilders, shipmasters and
merchants serving in the Indies."”” Van Dam’s Description presents the rates as
the natural outgrowths of a tradition established in the first years of the
Company, of building ships according to besteks or charters: sets of uniform
specifications to be followed by the master shipwright in order to yield ships
with the desired proportions. Their physical characteristics are presented as
the outcome of incremental improvements in ship design and directorial
oversight through the seventeenth century.'”® Outside van Dam’s own
writings, however, the story appears more complex, contested and contingent.
In the early 1680s a report by one Hendrik Decquer, commissioned by the
Heren XVII, on the forms and sizes of actual VOC ships showed that even on
the retour route the fleet was highly diverse, including many types of vessels

other than retourschepen, and quite unlike the limited picture offered in van

"“DAST, 42. Hoving A. ], Witsen, N, Weerdt G. A. de: Nicolaes Witsens Scheeps-bouw-
konst Open Gestelt (Franeker: Uitgeverij Van Wijnen, cop. 1994). Hoving: In Tekening
Gebracht.

7 Kist, B: “VOC shipbuilding Policy 1740-1750” in Gawronski, J.K: Hollandia
Compendium: a contribution to the history, archeology, classification and lexicography of a
150 ft. Dutch East Indiaman (1740-1750) (Amsterdam: Rijks Museum, 1992), 34-75.

% Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1.
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Dam."” In 1671, however, the retourschip was presented as the Dutch trading
vessel par excellence, used not only by the VOC but more generally by extra-
European Dutch traders, in a manual on Dutch methods of shipbuilding and

maritime command written by the mayor of Amsterdam, Nicolaes Witsen.”

The report and the manual offer very different perspectives on the form and
construction of VOC ships, despite both issuing from authoritative sources
related to the Company directors. They might be said to represent different
epistemologies, based respectively on data and on models, that informed the

Heren XVII.

First steps to standardization

It is doubtful whether it would have been possible, or even thinkable, to
produce either Decquer’s or Witsen's standardizing accounts, however,
without the previous construction of the Oostenburg shipyards in
Amsterdam, the largest industrial production facility in the world on its
completion in 1660.*”" At Oostenburg, raw materials from all over Europe

were processed into as many as eight ships a year, together with all of their

" AN Collectie Hudde, 22-23: Decquer, H: Middelen om Uit te Vinden de Ware Ladinge
der Scheepen na hare Groote {Means for Determining the Possible Capacities of Ships
From Their Dimensions), (1685) VOC 1431, 1442, 1457c.

% Nicolaas Witsen. Architectura Navalis et Regimen Nauticum. Ofte Aaloude en
Hedendaagsche Scheeps-bouw en Bestier, (Amsterdam, 1671, reprinted Franeker: Van
Wijnen, 1994).

2 Kist, J. Bet al: Van VOC tot Werkspoor. Het Amsterdamse industrieterrein Qostenburg
(Utrecht Matrijs, 1986).
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necessary equipment, including ropes, sails, clothing, tableware and

decorative carving.””

Massive investment in Oostenburg and the smaller yards of the minor
chambers during the 1650s and 1660s allowed the VOC to realize a long-
standing policy goal of building all its ships in-house, within facilities wholly
controlled by the Heren XVII** Centralization of the Amsterdam chamber’s
ship production at Oostenburg allowed for a greater standardization of parts
and a move toward early assembly-line methods. While multiple ships with
the same broad characteristics stood on the stocks together, it was easy to see
that standardization of parts — especially of metalwork, would aid production
and maintenance. Moreover, the centralization of the Oostenburg yards

facilitated oversight by the Company’s directors and made shipwrights

?2 Ship production numbers are compiled from a survey of outward bound
Amsterdam chamber vessels built between 1670 and 1680. DAS II. Much of the minor
equipment was contracted out to independent suppliers, who were not infrequently
related to Company directors or well-placed servants. All of these materials were,
however, assembled and administrated through the Oostenburg offices, such that the
facility can be considered a complete shipbuilding and —supplying one-stop shop.
Jerzy Gawronski has explored the rich web of business relations and contracts that
linked Amsterdam tailors, tanners, farmers, glaziers and more in the supplying of the
Amsterdam and Hollandia in the mid eighteenth century. Gawronski, J: De
“Equipagie” van de Hollandia en de Amsterdam: VOC-bedrijvigheid in 18de-eeuws
Amsterdam (Amsterdam, 1996).

% Dam, P. van: Beschryvinge, 1.1, 456-496. Amsterdam was only required to provide
half of the Company’s ships, the remaining chambers were required to supply the
other half, in proportion to their share in the Company’s initial investment and
profits. Differences between VOC shipyards have received relatively little attention,
however. Oostenburg appears to have played a large role in setting standards for
shipbuilding and rendering ships visible to the Company’s directors. Kist: van VOC to
Werkspoor.

115



available to them for consultation on demand.?*

Nicolaes Witsen

This last feature of the yards was used extensively by Nicolaes Witsen in the
preparation of his shipbuilding manual. Witsen’s manual is important to the
development of the “typical” VOC ship because it spelled out for the first
time, for a lay audience, the method of building, the characteristics and the
operation of such a ship, which he termed a pinas.””

Writing for the economic and ruling elite of Amsterdam as a prominent city

*" Kist: van VOC to Werkspoor.

25 Some explanation of this simple statement is in order, since Witsen does not
explicitly call his pinas a retourschip, and in general usage in the Dutch Republic at the
time the term pinas was applied, like most ship classifications, unsystematically to a
wide range of vessels. Hoving has built a considerable case for interpreting Witsen’s
pinas as narrowly describing the VOC retourschip as a distinctive class of vessels,
comparing it with contemporary models of known VOC ships. The term pinas was
further used interchangeably within the VOC at the close of the seventeenth century
with retourschip. Witsen does identify his pinas as a vessel suitable for Indies voyages,
citing “Curacao, Aleppo, Guinea or elsewhere” as typical ports of call. This causes
some confusion, however, since of these ports, the Indies destinations are all in the
Atlantic realm, i.e. WIC territory, and in general the WIC operated ships of lower
tonnage than the VOC. It would therefore be extremely useful as a means for
verifying the association of Witsen’s pinas specifically with an East India ship to be
able to gauge its cargo capacity (tonnage). It is not possible from Witsen’s
instructions, however, to derive the tonnage of the pinas described with any accuracy.
Going on length alone, Witsen's pinas, at 134 Amsterdam feet, would have been
comparable to a VOC second rate retourschip of the eighteenth century, which varied
over time between 130 and 140 feet. Hoving points out, however, that van Dam and
other contemporary sources mention wide variation