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Introduction

How, in this modern world, can people justify wasting their time on old shipwrecks? Why do 

people explore, read, or write about, such useless things? And how can governments justify 

managing	 them,	 spending	 our	 hard-earned	 tax	 dollars?	 Legally	 classified	 as	 ‘historic’,	 old	

wrecks aren’t even available to enterprising divers for salvage. Having spent most of my leisure 

time and working life exploring, reading and writing about, and managing such old wrecks, I 

owe some explanation to my readers.

Exploring shipwrecks is fun and adventure for divers. Floating over the scattered seabed 

remnants of an old ship, we try to visualise the once complete structure. Can we enter enclosed 

spaces	in	the	wreck?	Did	a	terrified	crew	member	die	here,	or	was	it	a	serene	departure	into	

lifeboats? Joining maritime archaeologists in a mission of underwater discovery is all the more 

exciting, because exhilarating outdoor activities are organised with a sense of purpose, with 

scientific	and	historical	research	outcomes.

Reading or writing about shipwrecks can be satisfying for the armchair adventurer. The 

sea guards its secrets well, so serious detective work is required and, with these mysteries 

involving coastal localities all around our State of Western Australia, there is scope for readers 

in many local communities to be involved.

Shipwreck exhibits in museums are an effective way of presenting history because of the gripping 

mental associations. Show children pieces-of-eight, pieces-of-eight, and they immediately think 

of Long John Silver’s parrot, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island and all those associations 

of pirates and seagoing adventure. Show parents the Batavia hull and they realise that Europeans 

were here in Western Australia many years before James Cook and the Endeavour. Child and 

parent are then ready to absorb the wider stories of Australia’s social and economic life.

Opposite page: The Batavia portico, now 
erected in the Shipwrecks Gallery of the 
Western Australian Museum, Geraldton. 
Photo: WA Museum. 

The Western Australian Maritime Museum’s 
Shipwreck Galleries at bottom right and its 
Victoria Quay site at centre left. Photo: Soula 
Veyradier, WA Museum.
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Shipwrecks, with conceptual associations of disaster, terror, passion, violence, crime, mutiny, 

piracy, lust, greed, suffering, agony, separation, endurance, heroism, innovation, seasickness, 

etc.—all the stuff of romance in its broad sense, and adventure—are a useful thematic device 

for	 creativity	 in	 the	 arts.	William	 Shakespeare	 drew	 upon	 firsthand	 accounts	 of	 the	 1610	

wreck of the Sea Venture at Bermuda as he wrote his play The Tempest. William Golding drew 

upon R. M. Ballantyne’s shipwreck story Coral Island in writing his novel Lord of the Flies, 

stripping his characters of the accoutrements of normal society to expose human nature. Oscar 

Wilde’s play The Importance of Being Earnest explored the idea of taking a group out of their 

normal environment to set up new group dynamics. Richard Mills, a producer from the West 

Australian Opera Company, was inspired by the Maritime Museum’s Batavia gallery to create 

the acclaimed Batavia opera.

Our	 identity	 as	 Australians	 has	 been	 influenced	 by	 a	 museum	 focusing	 on	 ships	 and	

shipwrecks.	 Until	 recently	 the	 ‘bush	 legend’,	 portraying	 farmers	 eking	 out	 a	 livelihood	

in	Australia’s	 dry	 interior,	 had	 a	 strong	 influence	 on	 how	Australians	 saw	 themselves.	The	

excavation of shipwrecks of the English and Dutch East India Companies, and later trading 

ships,	 has	 contributed	 to	 what	 might	 be	 termed	 a	 ‘maritime	 legend’,	 and	 has	 heightened	

awareness of our links with the outside world, a useful development for a smaller economy in 

this age of globalisation.

Cultural tourism, based on shipwrecks, is a major part of the business of the Western 

Australian Maritime Museum. The Maritime Museum is the biggest cultural attraction in 

Fremantle—the State’s biggest tourist destination when considered as a group of attractions. 

Since its establishment in the early 1970s, the Maritime Museum has been a consistent driver 

in the transformation of Fremantle, from the run-down 1890s port that it was in the 1960s to a 

cosmopolitan port-city. Watch Port Adelaide’s emulation in coming years.

When	was	the	first	shipwreck	in	Australian	waters?	Clearly	the	ancestors	of	the	Aborigines,	

who required seagoing vessels to get to this island continent, would have lost some of their 

vessels. It is unlikely that any will be found, because of sea level changes and the fragile 

materials	from	which	these	craft	were	constructed.	Admiral	Cheng	He’s	Chinese	fleets	of	the	

early	fifteenth	century	possibly	had	the	technological	capacity	to	visit	Australia	but	there	is	no	

evidence of Chinese shipwrecks on our coast. We know that Malays seeking trepang have been 

visiting the north coast since the early eighteenth century, but no early Macassan wreck has 

been found. So the earliest known shipwrecks are European.

Shipping has played an important role in the history of Australia, particularly of the western 

third of the continent. The Dutch established a sea route in 1611 that made use of westerly winds 

in the southern Indian Ocean for crossing between the Cape of Good Hope and the East Indies. 

It was then inevitable that vessels would come into contact with the Western Australian coast. 

After	their	first	accidental	landfall	in	the	vicinity	of	Shark	Bay	in	1616,	the	Dutch	made	charts	

to protect vessels from the danger of shipwreck. Thus the west coast was partially delineated 

and	known	to	the	world’s	maritime	nations	one	and	a	half	centuries	before	the	first	European	

settlement was established on the east coast.

The French were interested in the west coast at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 

stimulating surveys by the British and establishment of an outpost at King George Sound in 

1826. But the settlement established on the Swan River in 1829 was one of the most isolated 

European communities and has indeed remained so to the present day. All early trade was 
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by sea, and sea communications were the only practical means of contact with the outside 

world (including the eastern colonies) until introduction of the telegraph link with London 

via Adelaide and Darwin in 1877. A majority of the population came by sea, most of the 

goods consumed here were imported from overseas, and the major productions were exported 

overseas. Within the colony itself, shipping was equally important. Until the gold rushes of the 

1890s, most important industries were developed along the coast, where they were only made 

economically viable by access to shipping transport. Road and rail systems were expensive 

supplements and could be developed only as the population increased and world technology 

improved.

While	 the	 farmer-settlers	of	 the	Swan	River	colony	 found	difficulties	with	 isolation,	 the	

soil and climatic variations, the masters of vessels from Britain, Asia, and the eastern colonies 

calling at the isolated outports to trade found, to their own cost, that it took time to become 

familiar with the dangers of a 7,000 kilometre coastline with so few safe ports. The shipping 

disasters	of	the	first	few	years	of	the	Swan	River	colony	gave	the	coast,	and	its	ports,	such	a	

poor reputation that, even after the construction of the Fremantle Harbour during the 1890s, 

shipowners and insurers were wary of Western Australia as a place of call. The early ships that 

came to grief on the coast represented the spectrum of European exports to Asia, while the later 

ships represented the requirements and productions important to Western Australia. French, 

American and British whalers, sealers, coastal vessels, British immigrant ships, and vessels 

carrying export produce such as wool, wheat, timber, pearls, lead and copper ore, guano: all 

these types of ships suffered casualties. Ships of all description struck reefs and sandbanks, 

or capsized through storms and bad handling, and went to the bottom with their cargoes and 

equipment.

More than 1,000 vessels have been wrecked or sustained severe damage on this coast since 

the	first	known	European	landfall	in	1616.	In	this	volume	I	deal	with	the	first	170	or	so	of	these	

casualties. Water turbulence and destructive marine organisms generally broke up vessels, and 

what was left of the ship and its cargo was gradually encapsulated in mud, sand, coral or 

concretion. The wreck then became quite stable, water being a less damaging medium than the 

combination of sunlight, air and wind.

While shipping has played a vital role in Australian history, many aspects of maritime history 

are not well suited to study by historians. Over the ages, seamen have had little time, space or 

inclination for writing lengthy accounts of their activities, William Dampier being a notable 

exception. Logs kept on board ships generally give little information beyond wind direction 

and strength, and courses on each day of a journey. Port records are all too frequently lost over 

the years, and newspapers give irregular and often unreliable accounts of maritime activities.

So it is essential that the physical, or archaeological, evidence be thoroughly explored. An 

obvious avenue of investigation is the shipwrecks lying around Australia’s coastline. Each 

shipwreck forms a time capsule, containing a wealth of accurately dateable material for the 

historical archaeologist. Even an exposed wreck, such as the Dutch East India Company’s ship 

Batavia, wrecked in 1629 on a particularly turbulent reef, has yielded such fragile items as 

pieces of lace and a suit of armour, while another seventeenth century wreck (overseas) was 

found to contain pages of a book with handwriting still clearly legible. The nature and quantity 

of material preserved depends on the situation of the wreck, but many aspects of Australian 

history can be examined in the context of shipwrecks.
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Maritime archaeologists inspect sites to evaluate them. In light of the type and condition of 

the site, a list of priorities for further investigation and management can then be drawn up. On 

a national level, the Australian Heritage Commission, with its Register of the National Estate, 

instituted a system of site recording to provide a comprehensive listing of archaeological sites, 

both underwater and above water. The system has now been supplemented with the National 

Heritage List. In Western Australia, the Batavia is the only shipwreck to be listed so far. There 

are site management problems that must be solved in the short term, particularly in the light 

of	rapid	alterations	taking	place	in	the	Australian	landscape.	Superficial	examination	of	any	

archaeological site, and particularly of a wrecksite (covered with water, seaweed, sand and 

coral), cannot, in isolation, provide an adequate assessment of the potential of the capsule of 

material. The relevant literature must be examined, as this frequently gives information on the 

construction and cargo of the vessel. The compilation of this material takes time and ideally 

should be done before a wreck is found. Once discovered, any wreck becomes vulnerable to a 

variety of damaging factors.

Maritime archaeology in Australia has its genesis in 1963 with my accidental discovery of 

the 1656 wreck of the Vergulde Draeck some 110 kilometres north of Perth. It was fortunate that 

the diving community, the press, the politicians and the Western Australian Museum all saw 

value	in	treating	shipwrecks	as	a	cultural	resource.	The	first	State	legislation	to	protect	historic	

shipwrecks was passed in 1964, and an active excavation program was developed during the 

1970s and ’80s. A site recording system was established in 1970. The State legislation provides 

rewards	to	discoverers	of	historic	shipwrecks	for	reporting	their	finds,	and	Museum	staff	inspect	

each	new	site	for	identification	and	assessment.	The	Shipwreck	Database	(see	www.museum.
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Galleries to parade through the city of 
Fremantle on completion, January 1999. 
Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.



wa.gov.au) is a web-based version of the catalogue, listing all vessels recorded as wrecked 

along the Western Australian coast, including many not yet found.

Under the Maritime Archaeology Act 1973, protection is given to any ship lost, wrecked or 

abandoned in State waters off the Western Australian coast before the year 1900. Campsites, 

fortifications	and	other	locations	associated	with	such	ships	are	also	protected.

Many	divers,	on	seeing	a	particular	shipwreck	for	 the	first	 time,	do	not	know	whether	it	

has previously been reported. This book indicates the historic shipwreck sites that have been 

reported,	and	will	help	divers	to	determine	whether	they	have	found	a	‘new’	wreck.

In 1977 the Maritime Archaeology Act was superseded in part by the Federal Government’s 

Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976,	 similar	 in	 intent	 to	 the	 State	 legislation.	Reports	 of	 finding	

shipwrecks in Commonwealth waters are made to the Minister for Environment and Heritage 

in Canberra. All Australian States have similar programs.

Implicit in the two sets of legislation is the need for community involvement. People who 

work with physical objects on archaeological sites are able to experience a close sense of 

identity with the cultural environment. The Maritime Archaeological Association of Western 

Australia was established to promote maritime archaeology in all its aspects, in cooperation 

with the Museum. It is a focal point for divers interested in shipwrecks. Members join Museum 

projects on a voluntary basis, working on weekends or arranging annual holidays to coincide.

In his Cultural Address to the Nation in 1994, then-Prime Minister Paul Keating declared 

the Maritime Museum in Fremantle a National Centre of Excellence in Maritime Archaeology, 

giving a strong boost to the standing and funding of the Museum’s shipwreck programs.

All shipwrecks west of the State border and around islands administered by Western Australia 

are included in this volume. The Federal Government has delegated the management of the 

shipwrecks of Cocos (Keeling) Islands and Christmas Island to Western Australia, so those 

shipwrecks are included in Unfinished Voyages. I have included discussion of several vessels 

previously thought to have been Western Australian shipwrecks, in order to demonstrate that 

they were not wrecked here. I have included small vessels, and even unregistered boats up 

to the year 1850, on the basis that the size of a vessel does not determine its historical or 

archaeological	importance.	Many	vessels	reported	wrecked	were	subsequently	refloated,	some	

after only a short time on the bottom, others after being stranded for upwards of a year. In 

some cases, such as that of the stranding of HMS Success in 1829, important material was 

left behind, forming an archaeological site. With this thought in mind I have included some 

strandings. Anchors left behind by ships that played an important role in Western Australia’s 

history are listed in an appendix.

This volume is the second edition of Unfinished Voyages for the period 1622 to 1850. 

Kandy-Jane Henderson and myself compiled the second volume, Unfinished Voyages 1851-

1880 (University of Western Australia Press, 1988), and Lynne Cairns and myself the third 

volume, Unfinished Voyages 1881-1900 (University of Western Australia Press, 1995).
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Committee on Old Dutch Shipwrecks, 
Professor Geoffrey Bolton (left), Professor 
John Bach (to his right), and G. van der 
Heide (right), selecting sample shipwreck 
artefacts for the Commonwealth and The 
Netherlands governments during the 1980s. 
Jeremy Green of the WA Museum is also 
present	(first	from	right).	The	swivel	gun	on	
the right is from the Zuytdorp.  
Photo: Brian Richards, WA Museum.
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What	 was	 the	 first	Australian	 shipwreck?	 The	 Trial, in 1622, of course. Nevertheless, 

historians since the late nineteenth century have chased a red herring, the ship Wapen van 

Amsterdam, supposedly wrecked or stranded in 1619.

Two	documents	invite	question.	The	first,	in	1899,	is	J.	Heeres’	part-citation	of	a	badly	preserved	

letter of 9 September 1620, from the Directors of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) to the 

Governor General in the East, mentioning discoveries in the Southland made by:

d’Eendracht, Zeewolff, ’t Wapen van Amsterdam, and quite recently by Commanders 

Houtman and Dedel.1

The second document is the instructions to Abel Tasman for his second voyage of exploration 

in 1644, which Heeres translated in part as follows (the italics are mine):

… in the year 1619 the ship ’t Wapen van Amsterdam, passing Banda on her way thither, 

was cast on the south-coast of Nova Guinea where also some of her crew were slain by 

the barbarian inhabitants, so that no certain information respecting the situation of the 

country was obtained.2

I	will	deal	with	the	1620	letter	first.	Heeres	asked	when	the	Wapen van Amsterdam surveyed 

the Southland. He found only one vessel named Wapen van Amsterdam leaving the Netherlands 

for the East, in May 1613, and no reference to its further activities. So he concluded that it was 

likely that earlier researchers had misinterpreted the 1620 letter, wrongly inferring that the 

Amsterdam was the Wapen van Amsterdam. Known visitors to the Southland after Willem 

Jansz in the Duyfken in 1606 were Dirk Hartog in the Eendracht in 1616, Haevik Hillegom 

in the Zeewolff in 1618, Willem Jansz in the Mauritius in 1618, Frederick de Houtman in the 

Dordrecht in 1619 and Jacob Dedel in the Amsterdam in 1619. Heeres conceded that if the 

original 1620 letter referred to the Amsterdam then there is an illogical repetition of Dedel, in 

being both on the Amsterdam	and	also	‘quite	recently’.

Researcher Adriaan de Jong alerted me to a simple explanation for the confusion. The 1620 

letter has no reference to the important discoveries made by Willem Jansz in the Mauritius in 

1618, because Jansz wrote his report after arrival in Bantam, when he had transferred from 

his ship Mauritius to the Wapen van Amsterdam. He completed his report with the words 

‘Done	on	board	the	ship	’t Wapen van Amsterdam’.3 For that reason, in acknowledging Jansz’ 

contribution, the VOC Directors in 1620 mentioned the ship on which he made his report rather 

than	the	ship	on	which	he	made	his	discoveries.	for	the	benefit	of	twenty-first	century	readers,	

the Directors in 1620 should have written of the discoveries made by:

d’Eendracht, Zeewolff, Mauritius, and quite recently by Commanders Houtman and 

Dedel.

I will now deal with the 1644 instructions to Tasman. Heeres interpreted the Dutch word 

‘geraect’	 as	meaning	 ‘cast	 on’,	 and	 hence	 the	 instructions	 as	meaning	 that	 the	Wapen van 

Amsterdam was cast on Nova Guinea. But was it wrecked or stranded, or did it merely visit 

Wapen Van Amsterdam
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Nova Guinea without any accident to the ship? A lot can go wrong in the translation of the Old 

Dutch language. Adriaan de Jong translated Tasman’s instructions as follows:

In the year 1619 a ship named the Wapen van Amsterdam sailed past Banda and touched 

at the south coast of Nova Guinea, where some of the crew were murdered by the savage 

inhabitants, and so acquired no certain knowledge of the country.4

Other information also indicates that it was not wrecked. Although Heeres knew of just 

one Wapen van Amsterdam, coming out to the East in 1613 then disappearing, J. Bruijn et 

al. in their comprehensive work indicate two ships named Wapen van Amsterdam during 

the period 1610 to 1619.5 An 800-ton ship went to Bantam in 1610 and arrived back in the 

Netherlands in October 1613. A 1,000-ton ship went to Bantam in July 1613 and arrived back 

in the Netherlands in July 1617. The 800-ton ship again went to Bantam in May 1614, arriving 

there on 2 December 1615. The records do not indicate that the 800-ton ship returned to the 

Netherlands, and we know that Willem Jansz was on a Wapen van Amsterdam at Banda in 

October 1618. This is surely the ship referred to in the instructions to Tasman. The writer W. 

Coolhaas referred to a Wapen van Amsterdam in the East with a cargo of pepper in 1626, which 

also indicates that it was not wrecked in 1619.6 Assuming, then, that it visited Nova Guinea 

seeking information, what was the location?

The historian Gunter Schilder, in 1976, interpreted a location in New Guinean rather than 

Australian waters for the Wapen van Amsterdam’s misfortunes:

No more is known about the place of the shipwreck. At that time the Dutch had still but 

scant knowledge of the south coast of New Guinea, and the part of the west coast of 

Cape	York	Peninsula	which	had	been	discovered	by	the	Duyfken was then also described 

as	‘Nova	Guinea’.	Nothing	definite	can,	therefore,	be	deduced	from	the	details	given.	It	

is possible that this ship had made cursory contact with the Australian coast, but it can 

be assumed with certainty that it was indeed wrecked on the south coast of New Guinea 

proper,	because	the	north	coast	of	Australia	hardly	fits	with	the	description,	‘the	south	

coast of Nova Guinea’.7

Is it possible to recreate the Wapen van Amsterdam’s 1619 voyage past Banda? Assuming it 

was an information-seeking voyage, from Bantam, Batavia or Amboyna, the normal route was 

eastward along the north side of the island chain stretching from Java to the Banda Sea. In that 

case, as it sailed on past Banda it can be expected to have reached the south coast of west New 

Guinea in the latitude of Banda.

In 1619 there were no events that would give reason for the Wapen van Amsterdam to have 

sailed on the dangerous south side of the Indonesian island chain.8 The Dutch had, by 1619, 

assumed control of Banda, centre of the nutmeg and mace trade, from the British, and the 

hawkish new Governor General, Jan Pietersz Coen, was intent on exterminating any opposing 

force so that Dutch vessels could sail the north side unhindered.

In conclusion, then, it appears that in 1619 the Wapen van Amsterdam visited New Guinea 

intentionally but with unfortunate consequences for the crew, and it was not wrecked on either 

the Australian or New Guinean coast.
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If the voyage had been along the south coast of the island chain there would have been danger of 
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The English East India Company (EIC) was formed in 1601, when England was a second-

class power. A century and a half later the Company was the most powerful corporation in 

the country, and England was the greatest world power. But the beginnings of the EIC were 

modest.	During	 the	first	 twenty	years	of	 the	 seventeenth	century	 their	exports	of	woollens,	

metals and other English products totalled just £292,000 and their silver bullion and coin 

totalled £548,000.1 Krishna wrote of the Company’s limited initial success:

Speaking	of	the	first	20	years,	in	their	account	of	trade	presented	to	Parliament	on	29th	

November 1621, the company pointed out that of the 86 ships which they had dispatched, 

11	were	surprised	and	captured	by	the	Dutch,	nine	were	lost,	five	were	worn	out	by	long	

service, going from port to port in the East, and only 36 had returned home with cargoes, 

the remaining 25 being then in India, or on their way home.2

Welcome to Australia! The Trial struck these 
rocks at 4 a.m., and most of the crew would 
have drowned before dawn exposed the reef. 
Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.

Trial
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Between 1610 and 1620, the EIC built over 40 ships of substantial tonnage and its vessels, 

known	as	‘Tall’	or	‘Great’	ships,	were	some	of	the	largest	in	the	English	merchant	navy.3 In 

1621 the Company owned about two dozen ships. They acquired the Trial around April that 

year and made it ready for the long voyage to the East Indies in July.4 Few details of the Trial’s 

specifications	are	available.	Krishna	stated	that	it	was	one	of	Captain	Walter	Bennett’s	fleet	of	

six ships, and that it was of 500 tons.5 The EIC sent in the Trial small items such as sheathing 

nails, hunting-horns, cartridges and sheet lead, just 500 silver reales (the Spanish dollar was 

eight reales) and a quantity of spangles (gold leaf ornaments), intended as a gift for the King 

of Siam at a time when relations were strained by a spice-trade dispute.6 British law forbade 

the export of English silver coins, so foreign coins were sent. These were normally shipped in 

chests that contained a standardised net load of 290 lbs and took about 4,000 coins each.

The Trial sailed from Plymouth with a full cargo on 4 September, under the command of 

Captain John Brookes. The ship arrived safely at the Cape of Good Hope, and Brookes tried 

unsuccessfully to persuade the master mate of a returning East Indiaman to accompany him to 

the	Indies.	He	had	reason	for	trepidation;	none	of	his	officers	had	experienced	the	voyage	from	

the Cape to the East Indies.

Leaving the Cape on 19 March 1622, Brookes sailed south to latitude 39º and turned east, 

following the route that an English captain, Humfry Fitzherbert, had made in 1620 on the Royal 

Exchange.	fitzherbert	was	the	first	Englishman	to	follow	this	route,	pioneered	by	the	Dutch.	In	

1611	the	Dutch	fleet	to	Bantam,	under	the	command	of	Hendrick	Brouwer	on	the	Rode Leeuw 

Met Pulen,	had	first	sailed	the	faster	southern	passage.	In	just	two	and	a	half	months,	Brouwer	

sailed 1,000 Dutch miles [4,000 nautical miles or about 7,400 km] east at around latitude 36º 

until the longitude of Sunda Strait was reached around 105° east, then turned northward to 

Java. Brouwer’s route was made obligatory for the Dutch in 1616.7 Brookes sailed further 

east than Fitzherbert and sighted the Australian mainland in latitude 22º south, the region of 

North West Cape, on 1 May. North-easterly winds prevented Brookes from heading for Java, 

indeed pushing the Trial south of Point Cloates, but on 24 May he was again moving north, 

Quiet celebration: (left to right) Dave Nelley, 
Allan Robinson  and Eric Christiansen enjoy 
cigars in their camp at the Montebello Islands 
on their 1969 expedition during which they 
discovered the wreck of the Trial.  
Photo: Eric Christiansen.



past Barrow Island and the Montebello Islands towards the uncharted reef that was eventually 

to become known as the Tryal Rocks:

…the great iland with his 3 small ilands at the Easter end bearing SE 20 leagues [60 

nautical miles] of us; the winds veering to the SE and faire weather, we steered NE 

thinking to fall with the wester part of Java. The 25th daye at 11 of the clocke in the 

night—faire weather and smoothe watter—the ship strooke. I ran to the Poope and hove 

the leads. I found but 3 fadoms watter, 60 men being upon the deck, 5 of them would not 

beleave that she strooke, I criinge to them to beare up and tacke to the westward: they 

did ther beste but ye rock being sharpe the ship was presentlie full of water. For the most 

part of these rocks lie 2 fadom under watter. It struck my men in such a mayze when I 

said the ship strooke and they could see neyther breach, land, rocks, chainge of watter 

Dr Mike McCarthy of the WA Maritime 
Museum near anchors on the wreck of the 
Trial. Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.
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nor signe of danger the ship sitting a good while after that I had hove the lead whilst I had 

brought my sailes a backstaies. Before she strooke the second strooke the winds began 

suddenly to freshe and blowe. I strooke round my sailes and gott out my skiffe and bid 

them sound about the shipp. They found sharpe suncken rocks, half a cable in length 

astarne, noe ground. These rocks are steepe to, so I made all the waye I could to gett out 

my long boate and by 2 of the clocke I had gotten her out, and hanged her in the tackles 

over the side. Soe seeing the shipp full of watter and the winde to increase made all the 

means I could to save my life and as manie of my compa. as I could.8

Brookes left the ship in the skiff at 4 a.m. and half an hour later the fore part of the Trial 

broke up. Ten people got off in the skiff, and another thirty-six in the longboat, leaving ninety-

three to perish on the wreck. Brookes’ skiff had on board one keg of water, two cases of bottles 

and	a	little	bread.	The	longboat,	under	the	command	of	factor	(third	class	EIC	official)	Thomas	

Bright, had six kegs of water, a little wine and some bread. Brookes sailed towards Barrow 

Island,	and	may	have	visited	the	Montebello	Islands	briefly.

Brookes reached the eastern end of Java on 8 June, and arrived at Batavia on 25 June, a 

month after the Trial struck. Bright’s boat had remained a quarter of a mile from the wreck 

until daylight when, with rising seas, he set out for the Montebello Islands to search seven days 

for water, before turning north for Batavia.9 Bright later accused Brookes of ignoring the plight 

of	the	crew,	theft,	and	falsification	of	the	ship’s	location.	It	is	unlikely	that	the	Company	was	

overly concerned about the loss of life. Brookes was accused of not fully accounting for letters, 

moneys and spangles loaded into his boat. He was not prosecuted over this, and when in 1625 

he lost another ship, the Moone, he was questioned over the theft of diamonds, jewels and the 

cargo of pepper.10

The non-arrival of the Trial caused problems through the English Empire in the East. In 

August,	 the	President	of	 the	EIC	Council	 at	Batavia	wrote	 that	 ‘By	means	of	 the	unlicked	

accident we shall loose this whole year’s trade in Achin’.11 In November 1622, Thomas Mills 

wrote from the outpost at Pulicat, near Madras:

Are getting very short of money, relying on a supply by the Trial.…Unless some arrives 

soon, they will hardly be able to pay their share of the Fort charges after January.12

Of the ten ships sent out in 1621, the Trial, the 700-ton Ann Royal, the 386-ton Lion and the 

700-ton Whale were all lost.13

Commanders losing their ships in remote areas were tempted to falsify their journals, 

changing their location and inventing reefs to avoid having to admit they had strayed from 

recommended routes. Commanders of following ships, perhaps from anxiety, elaborated 

upon	such	fictitious	dangers.	After	the	boats	from	the	Trial had arrived in Batavia, it became 

apparent that Brookes had lied, to give the impression that he had not taken his vessel further 

east than Fitzherbert in 1620. Brookes placed the site of the wreck over 1,000 miles short of 

its true position, and as a result the Tryal Rocks remained undiscovered again for over 300 

years. In 1718 the captain of a Dutch ship sent to survey the reef described it as extending for 

40 miles, and situated about 80 leagues from the coast.14 When Flinders made his surveys off 

the Western Australian coast in 1803 he wasted time zigzagging around the ocean searching 
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for the Tryal Rocks, neglecting the frequently used but poorly charted coastline around Point 

Cloates. His General Chart of Terra Australis or Australia (1814) repeated the errors of the 

early Dutch mapmakers, resulting in more ships striking the coast at Point Cloates. In 1934 

it	was	finally	established	that	a	reef	off	the	Montebello	Islands	and	some	42	kilometres	north	

of Barrow Island, then known as Ritchie’s Reef, was in fact the reef on which the Trial had 

been lost, and the Australia Pilot was amended accordingly.15	The	site	was	officially	named	

the Tryal Rocks.

The Trial wreck was discovered in 1969 on the Tryal Rocks, in 20° 17´.23 south, 115° 22´.37 

east. The skindivers who found the wreck under the leadership of Eric Christiansen were Dr 

Naoom Haimson, Allan Robinson and Dave Nelley. Under the terms of the Museum Act of 

1969, an ex gratia payment of $2,000 was made to the group. In 1994 the State Government 

established the Parliamentary Select Committee on Ancient Shipwrecks, to determine who 

discovered each of the seventeenth and eighteenth century Western Australian shipwrecks. 

For each case, the Committee considered the research component, the actual circumstances 

of the discovery, and the question of whether the players acted toward the public good. The 

Government accepted the Committee’s recommendation that, in each case, primary discoverers 

be rewarded with ex gratia payments of $25,000, and secondary discoverers be rewarded with 

ex gratia payments of $5,000. The Committee determined Christiansen to be the primary 

discoverer of the Trial wreck, and Haimson, Nelley and researcher John MacPherson to be 

secondary discoverers.16

In June 1971 a Museum expedition sponsored by Michael Kailis of Gulf Fisheries surveyed 

the site, which consists of a number of cannon and anchors, granite ballast stones, and a 

surprisingly sparse scattering of small artefacts.17 When I dived on the wreck as a member 

of that team I saw electrical cable among the cannon, this being the remains of explosive 

devices left over from a visit to the site by rogue diver Allan Robinson. The wreck provides an 

exhilarating snorkel or scuba dive but, given the site’s isolation, safety precautions above and 

below water are particularly necessary.

A later Museum expedition led by Jeremy Green raised a cannon and other objects, but 

again found few small artefacts and no personal items. It may be that, as the ship broke up, the 

upper sections drifted off the shallow reef into deeper water.
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Dirk Hartog left Texel on 23 January 1616 as master of the 700-ton VOC Amsterdam 

chamber’s Eendracht. As master (or skipper), he was the person in charge of running the ship. 

Hartog	stopped	for	five	weeks	at	Cape	Lopez	(south	of	the	bight	of	Biafra)	and,	after	rounding	

the Cape of Good Hope, followed Brouwer’s route and landed on Dirk Hartog Island in 27° 

south.	This	was	the	first	European	landing	in	Western	Australia,	and	to	mark	the	event	Hartog	

left a plate nailed to a post.1 Other sightings of the Australian coast by VOC ships came in 

quick succession, including the Zeewolff in 1618, the Mauritius near North West Cape in 1618, 

and the Dordrecht and Amsterdam in 1619 at Warnbro Sound and the Swan River area. The 

Dordrecht and the Amsterdam, impressed with the appearance of the land, spent a few days 

on the coast trying, without much success, to gather information, and both lost anchors.2 Fleet 

commander Frederick de Houtman left his name on the Houtman Abrolhos, the oldest place 

name on the Western Australian coast and later the site of two of the four early Dutch wrecks.

The	Hoorn	chamber	flute	(round-backed	bulk	transporter)	Wapen van Hoorn sailed from 

Texel on its second voyage to the East on 26 December 1621. Governor General Coen had 

asked for 400 to 500 girls, aged over 10 or 12 years, to be brought out from orphanages and 

workhouses	to	marry	Company	servants	and	start	‘proper’	European	families.3 The Wapen van 

Hoorn was one of four ships selected to carry the girls. Arriving at Batavia on 22 July 1622 

the master reported that the vessel had been stranded on the Australian coast, only a few weeks 

after the loss of the Trial.	A	VOC	official	wrote:

The ship ’t Wapen van Hoorn has also been in great danger; at night in a strong wind she 

got so near the land of d’Eendracht or the south-land that she was in [only] 6 fathoms 

before they saw land and they could not put off anymore and ran on it. The storm abated, 

they got land wind and came off safe, God be praised.4

Safely ashore at Batavia the traumatised young lasses rushed into the arms of the waiting 

bachelors. Just six weeks later, on 6 September, Coen reported that the girls had been honourably 

married	to	senior	officers.5

Wapen Van Hoorn
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No details of the nature or locality of the Wapen van Hoorn’s stranding are available. For 

some	years	after	Dirk	Hartog’s	visit,	‘Eendrachtland’	referred	to	the	land	that	Hartog	found	

part of in the Eendracht.	As	other	ships	reported	more	land,	‘Eendrachtland’	came	to	refer	to	

the coast extending north and south of Dirk Hartog Island, and indeed was applied by some 

cartographers to the whole continent. On its third voyage to Batavia in 1627, the same Wapen 

van Hoorn, under master David Pietersz de Vries, unexpectedly came into shallow water in 

the	same	vicinity,	and	the	supercargo	complained	that,	‘By	estimation	the	land	of	d’Eendracht	

is marked in the chart 50 miles too far to eastward’.6 This observation was repeated by later 

mariners, and the dangerous error was still there in Phillip Parker King’s chart of 1824.

The Wapen van Hoorn’s stranding site has not been located. The vessel was carrying as 

ballast	15,600	pounds	of	bricks	and,	if	they	were	offloaded	to	assist	refloating	the	ship,	they	

might make the location distinguishable to divers.7
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The 400-ton Zeeland chamber VOC ship Gulden Zeepaard, under skipper Frans Thijsz and 

with Council of India member Pieter Nuijts aboard, sailed along much of the south coast of 

Australia in 1627, and returned safely to Batavia.1

Nothing in the records indicates that either an early Dutch or Portuguese vessel was wrecked 

on the south coast of Australia. In February 1937, however, the West Australian newspaper 

published	the	report	of	an	address	by	journalist	Malcolm	Uren,	stating,	‘A	high-pooped	Dutch	

Ship, whose name from a worn inscription found on a rock appeared to have begun with the 

letters M-I-S, met her doom in Victoria Harbour, east of Esperance.’2 In a letter to the editor, 

several weeks later, local resident Alfred Douglas contradicted Uren’s statement about the 

letters M-I-S, and explained:

Mr. Campbell Taylor, who had joined the crew during their sojourn in the harbour, 

happened to mention the aborigines’ legend about the ill-fated Kibra (Mr. Campbell 

Taylor being our guide). With him was the late Captain Fred Douglas, myself, Edward 

Pettit	and	a	Dutch	officer,	he	being	a	member	of	 the	crew.	Mr.	Taylor	 led	us	 to	 the	

east	 side	of	 the	harbour,	where	 there	 lay	 a	flat	 rock	partly	 encrusted	with	 shellfish.	

Mr. Taylor told us that the natives had shown it to him years before. After knocking 

off	 some	of	 the	 encrustation,	 the	 little	 party	 could	make	out	 the	figures	 1600	quite	

distinctly. There was also an inscription which could not be distinguished, as wind 

Unnamed Wreck Near Esperance
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and	weather	had	done	their	work	of	destruction	only	too	well,	but	the	Dutch	officer	

believed that it was a Dutch name, as he could make it out better than we could; but 

where	Mr.	Uren	got	the	letters	M-I-S	from	I	don’t	know.	I	definitely	say	that	they	are	

nothing to do with the Dutch ship’s name lying in Victoria Harbour east of Esperance. 

It	was	53	years	ago	on	the	15th	of	this	month	since	we	first	saw	this	name	on	the	flat	

rock at Victoria Harbour.3

Mr Douglas, who at that time was a very old man, told of an Aboriginal legend of a ship 

having been wrecked a long time before at Victoria Harbour or at the Duke of Orleans Bay, 

even further east.4

A Dutch wreck, the Batoe Bassi, does lie in the area, at Inshore Island, but that vessel was 

lost as recently as 1880. The site has been located by skindivers (Unfinished Voyages 1851–

1880). Rumours have also circulated as to a supposed Portuguese vessel, named Countess 

Sulkaat, wrecked near Cape Pasley, but material sent to the Maritime Museum reportedly from 

this site appeared to be late nineteenth century, if not later.5 The rock carvings, considered in 

isolation, cannot be taken as evidence of a shipwreck.
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In	 1628,	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 a	 ship	 sailing	 from	 Java	 accidentally	 made	 contact	 with	 the	
Australian coast. Governor General Pieter de Carpentier had left on 12 November 1627 for 

the	Netherlands	as	commander	of	a	returning	fleet.	Soon	after	he	left,	a	very	valuable	cargo	

arrived in Batavia from China. The VOC decided to send this cargo in the 400-ton Amsterdam 

chamber Vianen	to	join	de	Carpentier’s	fleet,	but	soon	after	sailing	the	Vianen was found to 

have been badly loaded and ran a risk of heeling over, so it returned to Batavia.1 There, 5,000 

ingots of copper were loaded to balance the ship. By then the westerly monsoon was blowing, 

preventing the Vianen from sailing through the Sunda Strait so the master, Gerrit Frederikszoon 

de Wit, was ordered to take a different route. The Governor General in the East Indies explained 

the consequences:

(We)	 thought	fit	 to	give	orders	 to	 the	 ship	Vyanen to sail to the strait of Balamboan. 

(She) sailed (from Batavia), thither on the 14th January, and from there stood out to sea 

on the 25th do. She was by head winds driven so far to southward that she came upon 

the Southland beyond Java where she was run aground, so that she was forced to throw 

overboard 8 to 10 lasts of pepper and a quantity of copper, upon which through God’s 

mercy she got off again without further damage.2

Vianen



Although the Vianen had sprung a leak, de Wit managed, by having the pumps worked 

continuously, to bring it to Mauritius for repairs.3

Further reference to the incident is given in the instructions for Tasman in 1644:

…1628 the ship Vianen, homeward bound from Batavia...unexpectedly discovered the 

coast...on the north side in the Southern latitude of 21°, and sailed along it a distance 

of about 50 miles; none of these discoveries however resulting in the obtaining of any 

considerable information respecting the situation and condition of this vast land, it 

only	having	been	found	that	it	has	barren	and	dangerous	coasts,	green,	fertile	fields	and	

exceedingly savage, black, barbarian inhabitants.4

The coastline examined by de Wit is incorporated in Hessel Gerritz’s Huydecoper 

Chart,	as	‘de	Wit’s	landt’,	running	roughly	from	Port	Hedland	to	Roebourne.	The	position	

of the stranding is not pinpointed, but Gunter Schilder suggested that it ran aground near 

Port Hedland and then sailed west toward Barrow Island.5 The stranding site has not been 

located, but the copper might be apparent to divers on the seabed. Out from Hedland there 

are numerous shoals between two and four metres, the sort of depth from which the Vianen 

Hessel Gerritz’s chart of 1631 showing the 
extent of Dutch exploration. Source: Map 
056, National Library of Australia.
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might	have	been	refloated.	In	July	1840	the	crew	of	the	Beagle found a broken jar on North 

Turtle Island, out from Port Hedland, but presumed it to have been left by Macassans blown 

in to the coast.6

NOTES

1. G. Schilder, Australia Unveiled, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, Amsterdam, 1976, p. 100.
2. Letter of the Governor General and Councillors to the Heeren XVII, 3 November 1628, in J. E. 
Heeres, The Part Borne by the Dutch in the Discovery of Australia 1606–1765, Luzac for the Royal 
Dutch Geographical Society, London, 1899, p. 54.
3. G. Schilder, 1976, p. 105.
4. Instructions for Tasman, 1644, in Heeres, 1899, p. 54. The 50 miles are Dutch miles, four times 
the length of an English nautical mile.
5. G. Schilder, 1976, p. 105.
6. J. L. Stokes, Discoveries in Australia…During the Voyage of HMS Beagle…, T. & W. Boone, 
London, 1846, vol. 2, p. 180.

In 1626, the VOC’s Amsterdam chamber resolved to build two 700-ton East Indiamen 

measuring 160 feet long, 36 feet wide, with 12.5 feet in hold and 5.25 feet above.1 The well-

armed, square-stern East Indiamen were designed for trading with the East, having great 

capacity for carrying both cargo and passengers. The 600-ton Batavia was presumably between 

150 feet and 160 feet.2	It	carried	twenty-one	iron	cannon,	two	composites,	and	five	bronze.3

The Batavia sailed from the sheltered roadstead below the island of Texel on 29 October 

1628, on its maiden voyage to the East Indies.4 The Batavia	was	flagship	of	a	 three-vessel	

squadron including the Dordrecht and the Assendelft.

To	secure	their	route	to	the	Moluccas,	the	Dutch	needed	a	fortified	harbour	near	the	Sunda	

strait. Jan Pietersz Coen had established the town of Batavia on the ruins of Jakarta, after his 

conquest in 1619. With its newly built Kasteel, the town was a protected shipping rendezvous 

and central seat for VOC government in Asia. This was the Batavia’s intended destination.

On board the Batavia were 316 men, women and children, including Francisco Pelsart, 

president	of	the	fleet	and	commandeur,	a	senior	VOC	rank.	The	skipper	was	Adriaan	Jakobsz	

and the undermerchant, in charge of commercial concerns, was Jeronimus Cornelisz. The 

vessel carried the usual trade goods and supplies, such as cloth, lead and cochineal, wines 

and cheeses. For the purchase of goods there were twelve chests of coin worth 250,000 

guilders, some $30 million in today’s terms.5	 Coins	 were	 packed	 in	 small	 bags	 in	 fixed	

quantities and placed in chests. Thus a bag of ducatons contained 200 coins, and a chest 

contained twenty bags.6 The Batavia also carried a quantity of jewellery. This included a 

casket of jewels valued at 58,000 guilders, some wrought silver work, and a fabulous gem 

known	as	the	‘Great	Cameo’,	probably	made	by	the	painter	Rubens,	and	intended	for	sale	to	

the Emperor Jahangir, son of Akbar the Great Mogul. With such light outward cargoes the 

VOC sought ballast that could be used in the East. The Batavia carried bricks for building 

houses, and a number of heavy, shaped sandstone blocks, intended for fabrication as the 

surround to a gate into the Batavia Kasteel.

After calling at the Cape of Good Hope, the Batavia set out across the Indian Ocean, forging 

away	from	the	rest	of	its	fleet	and	keeping	well	south	to	make	use	of	the	trade	winds	on	the	

Batavia



Batavia castle, headquarters of the Dutch 
East India Company in the East.  
Source: Vingboon’s Atlas (1981).
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route established by Hendrick Brouwer, Pelsart’s brother-in-law.7 During the voyage Cornelisz 

conspired	with	the	skipper	and	other	officers	to	seize	the	ship	and	engage	in	piracy	in	the	East	

Indies.

Mutiny and piracy rarely occurred on VOC ships. In 1654 the yacht Brouwershaven, in 30° 

south, turned back suffering a high death toll and danger of mutiny.8 On the 1675 voyage of the 

1,002-ton East Indiaman Amerika,	eighty-one	crew,	seventy-five	soldiers	and	three	passengers	

died; 120 dead were put overboard before the vessel even reached the Cape of Good Hope.9 

Seven of the Amerika’s men were caught conspiring to seize the ship and sail it to Brazil. Four 

were hanged at the Cape and the other three sentenced to 20 years’ penal servitude.10 Mutiny 

delayed the 603-ton Spare at the Canary Islands in 1694.11

Adriaan Jakobsz detached the Batavia from the remainder of the convoy with the intention 

of seizing the ship as soon as the Australian coast was sighted. The situation on board was 

critical when, on the night of 4 June 1629, the ship crashed, with sails set, onto the Morning 

Reef in the Wallabi Group of the Abrolhos.

While some distance from the reef, Jakobsz had seen white froth on the water but other 

members of the night watch had assured him that it was nothing more than the shine of the 

moon on the water. Sounding, they found 3 fathoms of water aft, and much less forward, so 

the cannon were made ready to be thrown overboard to lighten the ship. The mainmast was 

cut away, but became so entangled with the rigging that it only increased the jarring upon 

the coral reef. In the morning the master was sent in a boat to examine the nearby islands, 

and on his return he sent most of the crew on shore to pacify the women, children and the 

sick.

While forty drowned in swimming from the wreck, more than 250 of the people on board 

managed to reach the small islands nearby. They saved little water from the ship. After an 

unsuccessful search of the other islands and the adjacent mainland in the sloop and the yawl, 

Pelsart	and	Jacobsz,	with	forty-six	others,	including	almost	all	the	senior	officers,	decided	to	

try to reach Batavia. During a gale near the mainland coast, in the vicinity of what is now Port 

The wreck of the Batavia, with Pelsart’s 
sloop (left centre) and yawl (left foreground). 
Source: Commelin (1647).



Gregory, they had to abandon the yawl, together with everything else that could be spared, to 

lighten	the	sloop.	After	a	difficult	journey	northwards	they	sighted	Java	on	27	June,	and	made	

their way westward along the coast.

On 2 July a sail astern of the sloop proved to be the yacht Sardam,	one	of	the	fleet	of	which	

the Batavia	 had	 been	 flagship	 since	 leaving	 the	Cape.	At	Batavia	 on	 15	 July,	 Pelsart	 took	

charge of the Sardam to return to the Abrolhos.

Meanwhile, back at the islands undermerchant Jeronimus Cornelisz had remained on the 

wreck for ten days after the vessel struck, having found no means of reaching the shore. He 

even	passed	 two	days	clinging	 to	 the	mast	on	 the	bowsprit,	eventually	floating	onto	one	of	

the	islands.	In	the	absence	of	Pelsart	and	Jacobsz,	Cornelisz	was	the	most	senior	VOC	officer	

among the group.

Cornelisz became the leader, and he deemed this to be a suitable occasion for putting his 

original plan into operation. When the rescue ship arrived he would surprise the commander 

The	massacre	on	‘Batavia’s	Graveyard’	(now	
Beacon Island), with the wreck of the Batavia 
in the foreground. Source: Commelin (1647).
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and seize the vessel to cruise as a pirate in the East. To achieve this end it was necessary to 

get rid of everyone either not loyal or not useful to his aims. The crew were divided between 

three islands: Traitor Island, so named after the departure of Pelsart; the island named Batavia’s 

Graveyard (now Beacon Island), where Cornelisz and the greatest number of people were 

camped; and West Wallabi Island where a group under the leadership of army sergeant Wiebbe 

Hayes	had	been	sent	to	search	for	water.	Hayes	and	his	forty-five	soldiers found an abundant 

water	supply	after	searching	for	several	weeks,	but	when	he	made	the	arranged	signal	to	confirm	

with Cornelisz that he had found water, he was ignored. Cornelisz meantime had murdered 125 

of those on the other two islands who were not of his party.12 One man managed to escape and 

joined Hayes on his island to inform him of the massacre. Cornelisz sent twenty-two men in 

two boats to destroy Hayes’ group, but they were repulsed. During a second assault on the 

island he went with thirty-seven men, but Hayes’ men met them at the water’s edge and, using 

clubs, forced Cornelisz to retire. A new tactic was then tried. Cornelisz proposed a treaty of 

peace, whereby Hayes and his men would not be molested, and would receive some clothing, 

Aerial view looking south-west with Beacon 
Island in the foreground, Morning Reef (site 
of the Batavia wreck) in the distance.  
Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.



provided they deliver up their small boat. During negotiations, Hayes’ men killed Cornelisz’s 

several bodyguards and made Cornelisz himself a prisoner.

Soon afterwards, Pelsart arrived in the Sardam, cast anchor, and proceeded towards one of 

the islands in a boat. He met Wiebbe Hayes, coming from West Wallabi in another boat. Hayes 

warned Pelsart to return to his vessel to avoid being surprised by the conspirators. Pelsart then 

saw Cornelisz’ two boats coming towards him, and scarcely had time to re-embark upon the 

Sardam before Cornelisz’ men came alongside, armed and wearing costumes embroidered 

with gold and silver. Pelsart threatened to sink their boats unless they submitted, and they were 

immediately placed in irons.

On 18 September Pelsart rounded up the remaining mutineers and recovered a quantity 

of jewellery. His men visited the wreck and found it to have broken up badly. The keel lay 

on a sandbank in one direction, while the foremast had come to rest on a rock in the opposite 

direction.	The	steward	told	Pelsart	that	he	had	gone	salvaging	on	a	fine	day	and	seen	one	of	the	

silver chests on the wreck. Indian divers recovered ten of the chests, leaving two, impossible 

to move, marked with an anchor and a cannon. Pelsart had the mutineers tried, sentenced, 

and in some cases executed on the islands before the Sardam left for Batavia. He sentenced 

two of the conspirators, Wouter Loos and Jan Pelgrom, to be marooned on the mainland, and 

accordingly they were put ashore at an inlet (probably Wittecarra Gully) in the southern part 

of Gantheaume Bay.13

In modern times the position of the Batavia wreck posed a mystery. The crew of HMS 

Beagle, surveying in 1840, had seen wreckage on the southern end of Pelsart Island, in the 

Southern Group of the Abrolhos, and believed it to have come from the Batavia. In the 1950s, 

however, Henrietta Drake-Brockman argued that the wreck must lie in the Wallabi Group.14 

On	4	June	1963	an	Abrolhos	rock-lobster	fisherman,	Dave	Johnson,	showed	Geraldton	divers	

Max and Graham Cramer and Greg Allen an anchor that he had often observed from his boat 

while setting pots.15 The divers entered the water on the Morning Reef in 28º29´.517 south, 

113º47´.514 east, around 74 kilometres from Geraldton, and discovered the Batavia wreck in 

18 feet of water.

During four seasons of excavation between 1973 and 1976 a Western Australian Museum 

team under the direction of Jeremy Green excavated the site.16 I was a member of that team. We 

raised 137 shaped sandstone blocks, over 36 tonnes in all, from the seaward end of the wreck. 

Assembling	 the	blocks	on	 the	flattened	coral	by	our	Beacon	Island	base	camp	we	saw	 that	

they formed an archway. Green’s archival research subsequently showed that they had been 

intended for fabrication as a gateway at the Kasteel, and that a replacement shipment had been 

installed by the early 1630s. A seafarer visiting the Kasteel described it thus:

One of the Gates looks towards the Sea, thro’ which the goods come in from the Ships 

into the Warehouses, and its call’d the Water-gate. The other goeth into the City, which 

therefore they call the City-Gate.17

After being displayed for many years in Fremantle, the portico has now been assembled at 

the Geraldton Museum, forming the entrance to a gallery of Dutch shipwreck artefacts.

We raised the surviving ship’s timbers, comprising the stern quarter of the port side of the 

ship with the lower section of the transom and sternpost. The timbers, initially preserved in 
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polyethylene glycol, now form the centrepiece of the Maritime Museum’s Shipwreck Galleries 

in Fremantle. A variety of navigational and military equipment, silver domestic ware, silver 

coins and ceramic material complement the Batavia Gallery.

The archaeological work is continuing on Beacon Island. In 1994 a Maritime Museum team 

led	by	Myra	Stanbury	investigated	a	site	where	fishermen	had	disturbed	skeletal	remains.18 The 

team found a burial site containing three adults and two children. Who were they? Forensic 

techniques including DNA testing have been applied to reconstruct the events and the lives of 

these victims of Cornelisz’ piracy ambitions. Age, sex, health, diet, appearance and identity are 

all being examined.

Some	questions	may	never	be	answered	definitively.	Take	the	dry-stone	rectangular	structures	

seen in 1879 by John Forrest on West Wallabi, regarded in modern times as Weibbe Hayes’ 

encampment and generally referred to as Australia’s oldest European buildings. In 1964 an 

Aquinas College expedition found in the Slaughter Point structure shards from a beardman jug 

that bore the Amsterdam coat-of-arms.19 This is strong circumstantial evidence of occupation 

by Batavia survivors.

It remains possible, however, that the structures were built by nineteenth century visitors, 

who collected the shards from surrounding bare ground and placed them in the Slaughter Point 

structure. Prime suspects for such action must be the Beagle’s scientists and surveyors, who 

stayed in the vicinity of West Wallabi for 13 days in May 1840. Did they unintentionally 

confuse	 the	 archaeological	 record?	The	officers	were	very	 interested	 in	 shipwreck	material	

during their time in the Southern Group and collected a range of Zeewijk material, including 

a cannon, thinking it came from the Batavia.  On West Wallabi they scoured the area of the 

Slaughter Point structure, on one occasion alone killing seventy-six wallaby there, and for that 

reason naming it Slaughter Point.20 Two crewmen shot over 400 wallabies there in two days!21 

Above: Stone portico blocks pinned the stern 
hull timbers to the seabed. Note the part 
number for assisting workmen in assembling 
the structure at Batavia. Photo: Jeremy Green, 
WA Museum. 

Top: Henrietta’s anchor, named in honour 
of Dutch shipwrecks researcher Henrietta 
Drake-Brockman. Photo: Patrick Baker,  
WA Museum.



They would surely have noticed any existing structures and, given their intense interest in 

‘curiosities’,	would	surely	have	speculated	at	length	about	such	structures	in	their	journals.	

Yet	they	made	no	mention	of	seeing	previously	constructed	structures.	Crewmen	found	two	

water caverns there and spent much of their time digging wells, collecting three tons of 

water	and	cutting	firewood.22	The	crew	conducted	close	tidal	surveys	and	scientific	faunal	

examination. In our own museum experience we have had people camp ashore overnight on 

West Wallabi because a minor tide fall can leave even light aluminium boats stranded. The 

Beagle crew were dealing with heavy wooden longboats and likely did overnighters ashore 

at Slaughter Point. 

Consider, then, the hypothesis that several crew of the Beagle stayed ashore or needed a 

provisions and equipment store ashore. They would want a structure; dry-stone walls could be 

built easily from the abundant coral fragments and covered with canvas, to keep the wallabies 

from eating their provisions, and to shelter from heavy rain that fell on 14 May. When one of 

our museum staff was stranded overnight on the East Wallabi airstrip, the wallabies ate the 

green provisions he had brought from the mainland.

In 1994, the Parliamentary Select Committee on Ancient Shipwrecks, considering again the 

research component, the actual circumstances of the discovery, and the question whether the 

players acted toward the public good, determined Max Cramer, Dave Johnson and researcher 

Hugh Edwards to be primary discoverers of the Batavia wreck, and researcher Bruce Melrose, 

and divers Graham Cramer and Greg Allen to be secondary discoverers.23 Edwards and Melrose 

had put forward theories about where the wreck might lie, and where the survivors camped.

During low-swell conditions the Batavia wreck is a pleasant snorkel or scuba dive, with 

anchors	and	cannon,	baldchin	groper	and	snapper	in	the	deeper	water,	and	lots	of	pretty	fish	

and coral in the shallows.

Above: A chainsaw was used to cut the 
timbers into manageable lengths for lifting. 
Photo: Jeremy Green, WA Museum.

Top: Jeremy Green photographing the hull of 
the Batavia underwater. Photo: Patrick Baker, 
WA Museum.
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Top: Raising the fashion piece, one of two 
timbers forming the breadth of a ship at the 
stern. Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.

Bottom: The workboat Henrietta, used on 
the Museum’s expeditions to the Batavia 
wrecksite. Photo: Patrick Baker, WA Museum.




