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Introduction






Sky full of ships, bay full of town,


A port of waters jellied brown:


Such is the world no tide may stir,


Sealed by the great cartographer.


O, could he but clap up like this


My decomposed metropolis,


Those other countries of the mind,


So tousled, dark and undefined!




Kenneth Slessor, The Atlas1





Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would look for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of exploration. At that time there were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked particularly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my finger on it and say, ‘When I grow up I will go there.’ … Other places were scattered about the Equator, and in every sort of latitude all over the two hemispheres. I have been in some of them, and … well, we won’t talk about that. But there was one yet – the biggest, the most blank, so to speak – that I had a hankering after. True, by this time it was not a blank space any more. It had got filled since my boyhood with rivers and lakes and names. It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery – a white patch for a boy to dream gloriously over. It had become a place of darkness.


Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness2


For nearly 130 years after 1642, when Abel Tasman became the first European to sight and record New Zealand, maps containing fragments of information about New Zealand ricocheted around the world. Roughly sketched coastlines, pen-and-ink topographical silhouettes, a stockpile of names (the first accomplice of colonisation) attached to locations, and a mass of coordinates, measurements, calibrations and estimations were all copied, refined, translated and augmented as they spread among Europe’s imperial powers and the continent’s growing reading classes.


These two-dimensional representations were fleshed out by the copious commentaries that supplemented them and, as the number of maps multiplied, their form evolved. Monochromatic engravings began to blush with colour, quilled cartography gave way to printed text and images, and what were once solitary maps – buried deep in trading companies’ archives – now appeared in mass-produced publications, in several languages, and fed the imaginations of new generations of explorers.


In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, intelligence about imperial discoveries ran through various arteries. From the heavily clotted official channels to the fast-flowing informal routes, cartographical information continued to circulate, despite occasional efforts to restrict its movement. Between the gossipy exchanges in colonial outposts, the map merchants in Europe churning out countless copies of distant territories, the agents of trading companies, and scholars keen to decipher the world’s uncharted extremities, there was little prospect of maps in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries ever being kept secret for long. The forces in favour of the democratisation of knowledge about the earth’s territorial arrangements were simply too strong.


The specific focus on maps as part of the history of exploration, discovery and colonisation is a relatively recent field of enquiry. Roughly speaking, up until the mid-twentieth century, maps tended to be the preserve of specialist librarians and antiquarian collectors, for whom the aesthetic or suggestive qualities of these items was of prime importance. In the post-war period, though, there was a sea change in attitudes towards cartography, with the study of maps drawing on a range of academic disciplines and contributing substantially to understanding the ways in which Europe penetrated and perceived the world beyond its borders.3 Previously, maps were generally seen simply as documents that displayed places and the spaces between them, and not much more than that. Their historical value tended to be confined to exercises in comparison as a means of documenting progress in cartographical technique and accuracy over time. In recent decades, however, such views of maps have fallen sharply out of favour. Instead of being works innocently depicting distances between territories, cartography has come to be portrayed as the advance guard to imperial assertions of cultural, political and geographic dominance,4 exercising a form of centrifugal force on the way that the world outside Europe was portrayed and regarded. Both views – the naïve and the nefarious – represent opposing poles in the perception of maps. At different times, and in different hands, maps have served a range of overlapping functions and were never either wholly independent of or fully complicit with the much greater political, economic and cultural forces from which they emerged.


In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, maps were also an integral part of the flow of intelligence between European nations. The nature of states’ involvement in the international arena was shaped in part on the intelligence they had at their disposal. However, paradoxically, in order to have access to this intelligence in the first place, they needed to be actively involved in the international realm.5 During Europe’s Age of Discovery (from roughly the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries),6 this balance tilted strongly in favour of intelligence gathering as the precursor for any decisions being made on foreign policy. This resulted in those nations which possessed the financial and technological means undertaking expeditions to seek out territories that were either unknown, unmapped or ‘unclaimed’7 by other European powers.8 Yet, as the experience of New Zealand’s emergence in maps reveals, the process was almost autonomous of any direct state control. Yes, plans were devised, capital was raised and orders issued for exploratory expeditions. However, once the intelligence had been gathered, it tended to take on a life of its own and proved beyond the ability of any single state in this period to control it fully. There were too many informal networks, too many places in the intelligence border where breaches could occur, too many entrepreneurs concerned with personal profit rather than state policy, and too many instances of institutional inertia and incompetence to maintain the type of restraint over intelligence that would be exercised with more success in later centuries.


How the shape of New Zealand came to appear in map form encompasses these trends and relationships. There is a risk, though, that the whole process comes to be seen as little more than the workings of anonymous bureaucracies, functioning in some great Europe-wide institutional ecosystem of clerks and cartographers. What this work shows, in contrast, is that the means by which the country came to be mapped was dependent on a range of individuals – many of whom were extraordinarily able in their respective fields – and often occurred in spite of state involvement, rather than because of it. It can be almost instinctive to attribute European mapmaking in this era to government directives and policies, but this would be to overestimate their influence. Ultimately, the image of New Zealand came into view on maps as a result of ‘the tremendous shaping, form-creating force working from within’ the minds of particular individuals.9 Of course, no cartographer or explorer was an island, separate from the nations in which they lived and worked. However, while politicians and policy-makers endeavoured to put in place schemes for their countries’ overseas mapmaking expeditions, those involved in executing them were summoned as much by their own will and often uncompromising brilliance, and it was precisely from this volatile dynamic that the outline of New Zealand eventually came into view.




Note on Terminology


The terms ‘chart’ and ‘map’ generally have a distinct meaning. The former is normally used by sailors to navigate routes on bodies of water and may display features such as tides, currents and coasts, while the latter tend to focus on the layout of terrestrial features. However, in the centuries that this book surveys, the terms have been used in such a variety of ways – and often interchangeably – that the precise distinction is not depended on here. Instead, both terms are used to describe the representation of aspects of a location on paper (or a globe).
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	  1.   K. Slessor, ‘The Atlas’, in A.J. Haft, ‘Imagining Space and Time in Kenneth Slessor’s “Dutch Seacoast” and Joan Blaeu’s Town Atlas of The Netherlands: Maps and Mapping in Kenneth Slessor’s Poetic Sequence The Atlas, Part Three’, Cartographic Perspectives 74 (2013), pp. 41-42.



	  2.   J. Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 108.



	  3.   M.H. Edney, ‘Putting “Cartography” into the History of Cartography: Arthur H. Robinson, David Woodward, and the Creation of a Discipline’, Cartographic Perspectives 51 (2005), pp. 14-15.



	  4.   P.M. Smith, ‘Mapping Australasia’, History Compass 7, no. 4 (2009), p. 1099.



	  5.   See, for example, M. Thomas, ‘Colonial States as Intelligence States: Security Policing and the Limits of Colonial Rule in France’s Muslim Territories, 1920-40’, Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no. 6 (2005), 1033-60; K. Raj, ‘Colonial Encounters and the Forging of New Knowledge and National Identities: Great Britain and India, 1760-1850’, Osiris 15 (2000), 119-34; D. Killingray, ‘The Maintenance of Law and Order in British Colonial Africa’, African Affairs 85, no. 340 (1986), 411-37; P. Murphy, ‘Creating a Commonwealth Intelligence Culture: The View from Central Africa 1945-1965’, Intelligence and National Security 17, no. 3 (2002), 131-62.



	  6.   J.H. Parry, The Age of Reconnaissance: Discovery, Exploration and Settlement, 1450-1650 (London: Phoenix Press, 1962), p. i.



	  7.   See, for example, A. Fitzmaurice, ‘The Genealogy of Terra Nullius’, Australian Historical Studies 38, no. 129 (2007), 1-15.



	  8.   C. Bayly, Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in India, 1780-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 2-3. Bayly’s concept of ‘information order’ is derived from M. Castells, The Informational City: Information, Technology, Economic Restructuring, and the Urban-Regional Process (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989).



	  9.   F. Nietzsche, The Will to Power (New York: Vintage Books, 1968), p. 344.




















Chapter 1

Cartography and the Age of Discovery









Hessel Gerritsz and His Map of Batavia


Although he was highly prolific, the quantity of Hessel Gerritsz’s output tended to dip from around November to March each year as the dim winter daylight placed too much strain on his eyes to craft the minute details that his clients required on their maps. Still, though, the demand for his services in the 1620s and early 1630s was undiminished. Thus, as the shopkeepers, city officials, clergy, pick-pockets and even the prostitutes began to desert Amsterdam’s streets in the chilly darkening mid-afternoons each year during this period, Gerritsz would roll up his maps, sheathe them in a specially-designed calfskin satchel to protect them from the elements, and make his way along the cobblestone-lined Kloveniersburgwal canal to the imposing headquarters of his principal employer, the Dutch East India Company (identified by its Dutch acronym VOC – Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie).1 When this monumental late-Renaissance edifice was completed in 1606, it was one of the largest buildings in Amsterdam and embodied in architectural form the financial muscle that the company flexed. While he waited for the main door at the entrance of the company’s offices to be opened, across from the inky canal, Gerritsz would be able to see the outline of the neat row of tall, narrow baroque houses on the eastern bank, posing elegantly against the fading light and massing black clouds – a view that has survived to the present day.


After depositing his work, usually with one of the company’s directors,2 and having discussed his current projects and possible new commissions,3 Gerritsz would head homeward, with only the flickering lanterns outside the doors of a few houses providing faint spots of iridescence along the way. As he walked back, he would hug his huik – a heavy hooded cloak – closer to his body to shield himself as much as he could from the icy air that funnelled through the Markermeer from the North Sea. It was a route he had taken for more than a decade since he had been contracted by the Dutch East India Company to produce and improve maps for:




all places, regions, islands, and harbours relevant for the Asian navigation … all logbooks that he already received and which he will receive from now on through the directors, will have to be stored in the East India House [in Amsterdam]; he will keep a complete catalogue of the logbooks … he will correct the standard charts only after the directors have approved the corrections; on his death his widow or heirs will hand over all the papers in his possession.4





Tucked in at the end of the agreement that Gerritsz had with the company was the requirement that he would ‘publish nothing without the permission of the directors … [and] he should observe secrecy about his work’.5 Breaching this would incur a fine of 6,000 guilders (the modern equivalent of just under £200,000). Such a heavy penalty was an indication of how commercially valuable maps were becoming to the company, particularly when its commercial empire was in fierce competition in this era with those of Portugal, England and Spain.


In addition to this contract, Gerritsz undertook commissions for the West India Company, the Dutch Admiralty of Amsterdam and other agencies if the work was available. At times, he collaborated with Willem Janszoon Blaeu, a cartographer ten years his senior, who specialised in atlases6 and who passed on many of his cartographical skills to Gerritsz.7 These were not the only mapmakers, however, who were employed by the trading companies in Amsterdam in this period and there was consequently a degree of rivalry among the studios8 over which could produce the most dependable charts as promptly as possible for their wealthy clients.


In 1613, Gerritsz had attempted to further his chosen career as he neared the end of his apprenticeship by publishing a small book containing just one map. It was a copy of an English chart produced by John Daniels around 1611, which had made its way to the Netherlands after an English navigator – Allen Sallowes – deserted his vessel to escape debts he owed in England and befriended a group of Dutch sailors, to whom the map was passed on.9 Instead of being a compendium of maps and charts, as might have been expected of an up-and-coming cartographer, Gerritsz’s book was a scientific treatise on a Norwegian archipelago in the Arctic Ocean then known as Spitsbergen.10 He saturated his text with geographical coordinates and descriptions of the location’s terrain, coast and resources – the sort of information that he hoped would convince the Dutch East India Company of his abilities. Moreover, just in case this was not quite sufficient to arouse the company’s interest, he deliberately seasoned the book’s subtitle with an anti-English flavour (referring to the ‘annoyances which the Whalers, Basque, Dutch, and Flemish, Have endured at the Hands of the English’).11 The ploy was successful and, with his loyalties and capabilities thus demonstrated, he soon entered into the circle of cartographers contracted by the company to map its expansion.


By 1630, Gerritsz was one of the greatest mapmakers in Europe. From his Amsterdam workshop – which was crammed with paints, palettes, props, piles of papers, easels, benches, books, works-in-progress and all the other bric-a-brac of his profession – this 49-year-old cartographer, artist, publisher, surveyor and engraver produced territorial maps and maritime charts to a standard that was the equal of anything being created at that time.12
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In almost every sense, Amsterdam was a world away from Batavia (now Jakarta) – the muggy tropical trading post that was at the farthest reach of Dutch mercantilism in the early seventeenth century and that bordered what was for Europeans in this era the edge of the known world. It was a map of Batavia produced by Gerritsz (based on a preliminary version sketched the previous year by the cartographer Jacob Cornelisz van Cuyck)13 that he delivered to the company’s offices on Kloveniersburgwal one afternoon in 1630. This map – created when urban planning was as much a capricious art as a pedestrian science – was comprised of a series of streets laid out in rigid vertical and horizontal lines (in keeping with the Roman grid system in which he had been trained),14 with a serpentine waterway curving along part of its periphery being the only significant concession to the landscape. This was not the layout of an existing city, though, but one that officials of the Dutch East India Company hoped in the 1630s would sprout from the trading post they had planted in Batavia in 1619. The imagined form of the settlement fleshed out in Gerritsz’s map was comprised of a fort, numerous commercial buildings, houses, a moat, city walls, canals, agricultural land and, of course, for this fiercely Protestant imperial power, churches.15 This minor work of commercial, colonial and cultural ambition is as useful a point as any from which a chain of cartographical events can be traced, leading eventually to the creation of the first map of New Zealand.








Mercator’s Boost to Explorers



Exploration has always been an appetite that grows with the eating. Certainly, the more that the Dutch charted the outer stretches of their mercantile empire – starting from the mid-sixteenth century – the keener they were to discover what opportunities lay beyond. Maps were a vital piece in the apparatus of this process and, at the time, represented a peculiar concoction of the mechanics of cartography and the exercise of imagination.


The idea that something existed past that hazy point where the ocean vanishes into the horizon had been part of the architecture of Western thought for millennia. Herodotus’ fantastical account (written around 430 BC) of the Phoenician exploration of Libya, for example, emphasised the exoticism of territories beyond the known world.16 Nearly a century later, Plato’s story about the fictional country of Atlantis became the trope for the notion of a significant landmass – in this case ‘larger than Libya and Asia’17 – that was situated just outside the perimeter of current geographical knowledge.18 Perceptions of the world in this era remained a rich mix of fact and fantasy, with uncharted regions ‘a blank space of delightful mystery … to dream gloriously over’.19 However, just as nature abhors a vacuum, so do inquisitive minds get frustrated by the unknown. It was therefore inevitable that the inundations of speculation that had submerged ideas about the world’s physiography would gradually begin to recede in the wake of a more disciplined approach to mapmaking.


It was Claudius Ptolemy – the great Egyptian astronomer, geographer, and mathematician20 – who, around AD 150, undertook one of the first serious efforts to produce a map of the world as it was known to Greco-Roman civilisation. Instead of embroidering the work with elaborately-stitched speculation about fictional continents full of fanciful creatures, Ptolemy’s map was based solidly on the more dependable fabric of science. For the first time, longitudinal and latitudinal lines, along with astronomical observations, were used to give dimensions and anything that could not be verified was omitted. The work in which Ptolemy’s maps appeared was titled Geographia,21 and its careful cartography was accompanied by a detailed text which remained central to Europe’s understanding of the world for more than a thousand years after it was written. Ptolemy’s ambition was to represent reality rather than replace it and, in the following centuries, Geographia served as the archetype for academics concerned with mapping the physical form of the world. What few copies of it existed themselves became part of geography, travelling through Europe and the Middle East22 in sprawling networks of knowledge. Somewhere en route, though, the unthinkable happened: the last remaining parchment of Ptolemy’s original map was lost. Copies of it had been made, but over time, these too had disappeared into the oblivion of some remote cloistered library or monastic cell that was eventually abandoned, or perished in fires or floods, or at the hands of thieves looking for more easily tradable treasures.


What followed was one of the great acts of scholarly reincarnation. Around 1295, a Byzantine monk, Maximus Planudes, sought out a copy of Geographia and managed to obtain one, but with the maps missing.23 He then began the painstaking process of reconstructing Ptolemy’s map from the coordinates and other details contained in the surviving text.24 The result was a map of the world that had not been seen possibly for many hundreds of years. Within a century, the ‘new’ Ptolemy map was migrating westward, reaching Florence in 1397, where Geographia was translated into Latin and then other languages.


The pace at which the new versions of Ptolemy’s work spread throughout Europe quickened dramatically from the 1470s onwards when printed editions began to be published in Rome (and later elsewhere). Some volumes contained coloured images of the maps, enabling readers to see – in the most vivid tones that technology offered – the seas, deserts, mountain ranges, rivers and landmasses that made up the world. Sagging along the bottom of Ptolemy’s reconstructed map was a red latitudinal line (incorrectly labelled the Tropic of Capricorn), which served as the boundary of what the West knew about the world in this era. Anything beyond that red line was ‘outside the circuit of civilisation’25 – a moral and geographical blank canvas where lay all manner of possibilities and pitfalls.26


By the fifteenth century, with Geographia circulating widely throughout Europe, the whiff of opportunity reached the flared nostrils of traders, clerics, military leaders and imperial-minded politicians, all of whom could almost smell the prospects for furthering their respective ambitions in new territories, and, although temporal interests tended to dominate plans to probe those areas that were still unmapped, there was often a religious dimension hovering over most of the exploratory expeditions that began to get under way from this time. Voyages of discovery were, in one sense, a type of maritime pilgrimage27 and, for those Catholic nations engaged in the pursuit of new lands, the blessing of the Church became a form of spiritual sanction for what was otherwise a very secular undertaking. Mapmaking consequently took on more pronounced religious functions at times. In one reasonably representative example, attributed to Amerigo Vespucci, the early sixteenth-century Florentine explorer, the author noted during his voyages ‘the marvellous works wrought by that sublime creator of all things, our God’ and prayed that, through his acts of discovery, ‘the immense work of almighty God, partly unknown to the ancients, but known to us, may be understood’.28 Maps could thus be construed as acts of divine revelation – making known parts of Creation that were previously concealed.


For a while, science was happy to cohabit with dogma – each was seen simply as a different side of the same coin. However, whilst dogma was encased by the edicts of the Church, science was becoming freer to flourish and, in some parts of Europe by the end of the sixteenth century, was increasingly unfettered by papal restrictions. Cartography fell comfortably into the category of a science and was bound by the emerging enlightenment principles of experimentation, observation and verification. Unlike fields such as chemistry or mathematics, though, cartography also had one foot in the world of politics and commerce. Maps outlined the parameters of power and charted routes to profits. They were a means of quantifying terrain, which was the necessary precursor to claiming some sort of interest in that terrain, and possessed the power to define a state sometimes even before the inhabitants of that territory knew of that state’s existence.29 The demarcation of lands on maps even had a quasi-legal dimension, as though they were a silent assertion of property rights. Indeed, in the absence of the bureaucratic apparatus of land titles and written registration of ownership in many territories outside Europe, maps sufficed as an interim substitute (while showing no regard for alternative landownership concepts that might have prevailed in some of the affected regions).


What maps omitted was often just as important as what they depicted. In the seventeenth century, the cultural, political and social landscape of an area was usually absent from maps. Instead, when trading-company directors or state officials laid out a chart on a table and hunched over it to examine its details, they were looking at a two-dimensional outline of territories, with perhaps a few topographical pointers added, but little more. The lack of political mapping (such as demarking the boundaries of indigenous communities) was itself a political gesture, based on the presumption that the only sort of political power that mattered was the European variety.


Maps were also vital in laying the groundwork for the establishment of colonial administrations in some territories.30 A fledgling colonial presence in a remote region needed to have some sense of the reach of its authority, and existing boundaries on maps could be useful (though not necessarily binding) in determining where colonial jurisdiction applied.


There was something slightly predatory in this whole process, though. Cartography laid out the contours of colonisation and was often used by nations to signal where their imperial intentions lay, or that their grip on a particular territory was tightening. Moreover, for the regions being colonised, maps imposed a European construction of geographical space. For the Dutch in the seventeenth century, maps portrayed a specific economic geography and the routes to commercial enlargement. A territory roughly outlined was usually an indication of its low worth or priority, whereas more economically desirable locations were often densely detailed.


Maps were therefore hardly neutral or purely objective exercises in geographical depiction31 but, instead, were part of the process of drawing in remote and formerly unknown territories into the consciousness of Europe. Once imbedded in the collective mind of the colonising nation, maps imbued those remote territories with a history and sense of meaning that they supposedly previously lacked. Maps were the first step in making the exotic and obscure (conjured up in the adventurous-sounding yet literal term ‘uncharted territory’) familiar, comprehensible and even slightly mundane. To be mapped by Europe in this era was to be put on notice that, at some point, Europe would carry out its designs on your territory. There simply could be no colonisation or commerce without cartography. These elegantly penned and generously coloured charts were not so much illustrations as manifestos, and those involved in Amsterdam’s mapmaking industry in the seventeenth century understood this very well. After all, it was the schemes of colonists and traders which kept them in business. The sorts of sophisticated maps being produced in the Netherlands in the early seventeenth century were themselves possible in large part because of corresponding advances in fields such as ship design, surveying techniques, navigational technology and improved communications. These factors, coupled with the fact that profitable trading companies could afford to invest in high-quality cartography, resulted in Amsterdam becoming one of the most important mapmaking centres in Europe.


Images of the world, as it was pictured in the sixteenth century, had been circulating throughout Europe in this period. In the course of their travels, copies of these maps were made, errors reproduced and compounded, and misconceptions were converted into certainties. This sort of laxity was permissible with maps designed to entertain those armchair explorers who were wealthy enough to afford them and who treated them largely as (expensive) curios. However, merchants needed something more dependable if they were to consider venturing to new locations to expand their businesses. It was the mapmaker and geographer Gerardus Mercator (born in modern-day Belgium), who disrupted the prevailing cartographic conventions with his publication in 1569 of a heavily-annotated atlas of the territories of the globe known to Europe. It was the first attempt at creating a conformal image of the world, based on a cylindrical projection, which enabled the Earth’s meridians and latitudes to be represented on the flat surface of a map32 – a technique that was of immediate benefit to maritime navigation. Gerardus’ son, Rumoldus, inherited his father’s devotion to cartographic accuracy and, in 1595, published a revised version of the atlas. Rumoldus died in 1599 and, five years later, the copper plates of the atlas he and his father had made were purchased by his brother-in-law, the Amsterdam-based cartographer, Jodocus Hondius. Hondius was famous for the accuracy and artistry of his maps and subsequently published several editions of what became known as the Mercator-Hondius Atlas,33 which were works of renewal rather than recycling. By the early 1600s, Amsterdam had emerged as one of the centres of European mapmaking and, unlike cartographic works published in some other countries, the Dutch made an effort to translate many of their publications (especially into French), which immediately opened them up to new markets and had the effect of making the map business in Amsterdam more lucrative still.


From the 1630s, a new and even more industrious generation of cartographers had established itself in Amsterdam. As popular demand for their atlases grew, there was something of a publishing arms race, with a rush to produce larger works containing more maps. Blaeu released his Atlantis Appendix in 1630 – a volume comprising of 60 maps – and then reissued the work the following year with an additional 100 maps and charts.34 The city at this time seemed awash with people involved in the map industry. In 1633, Henricus Hondius (Jodocus’ son) made an even bigger splash when he published (in partnership with his brother-in-law, Johannes Janssonius) a two-volume atlas that included 239 maps.35 Similar editions in German, Latin, Dutch, French and English followed and, towards the end of the decade, Hondius and Janssonius were publishing enlarged, three-volume atlases, bulging with an unprecedented 328 maps.


The Amsterdam atlases flooding the European market in this decade were luxury items. The expense in preparing and printing them was reflected in their price, and many ended up in the collections of wealthy bibliophiles, who cherished them as artistic artefacts maybe even more than as sources of geographical information. Behind the scenes, however, there was sometimes considerable disarray, as publishers sought to make a tidy profit from the mess of maps piled and filed in cartographers’ studios. Old copperplate engravings were re-used (fair enough) but their use sometimes persisted for decades after it was known that the details on the maps were wrong.36 Copper plates were traded among publishers, and it was not uncommon for an engraver’s name to be replaced to give the impression that the map was a new creation. To muddy the waters even further, some engravers used the names of more famous cartographers in their family to give the works a greater sense of authority to map-buyers.37 In a similar manner, signatures or authors’ initials printed at the end of a passage of text in an atlas were sometimes altered, with methods ranging from simply crossing out the signature, to modifying it with a pen, stamping a new signature over it, or occasionally scratching it, but carefully enough to avoid creating a hole in the paper.38 Coloured maps in these published collections were done by hand (using watercolours), with some of the more established cartographers employing their own colourists, although they would call on contractors during busy periods to ensure that their output met demand. Unsurprisingly, haste affected the standard of colouring, as it did the consistency of the atlases. The maps were printed separately from the text of these publications, resulting in map sheets being shuffled and stockpiled as they awaited collation by book-binders. Thus, by the time an edition was published, usually no two copies were exactly alike.39


The vigorous business of cartography in Amsterdam was umbilically connected to the flourishing trading companies based in the city. They invested in mapmakers and demanded ever more precise charts to aid their mercantile activities. However, most cartographers were generally contracted by the trading companies rather than employed by them and, during any lulls in business, had to resort to publishing to make ends meet. Some, like Hondius and Janssonius, relied on the atlas market to bolster their revenues when company contracts were thin on the ground, whereas others, such as Gerritsz, could turn their skills to art engravings. By the late 1630s, the expansion of Dutch commerce internationally had led to the Dutch East India Company establishing its own cartographic workshops, offering the city’s leading mapmakers more regular and certain employment. Cartography was now insinuated into the workings of these mercantile monoliths, with specialists in this field now part of the hives of those companies which were despatching expeditions out to the known ends of the earth.
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Chapter 2

The VOC and Dutch Batavia










Van Linschoten’s Itenerario



Maps did not just plot the course of Dutch commercial expansion. In the 1590s, they led the way, enabling ambitious merchants from the Netherlands to wrangle themselves into a global trading network that was dominated at the time by Europe’s two imperial behemoths: Spain and Portugal. For centuries, the Low Countries had been a centre of the European trade in fishing, textiles and agriculture, but that continental prosperity was being eclipsed in the latter decades of the 1500s by intercontinental growth led by Spanish and Portuguese merchants, whose state-backed expeditions of conquest and consumption created lucrative international monopolies in the Americas and parts of Africa and Asia.


Slaves and spices were among the key goods enriching these two economic superpowers in this period, with clove, nutmeg, and mace in particular having been extracted by the Portuguese from around Indonesia since 1512.1 For the Protestant Netherlands, however, muscling into this lucrative Catholic cartel using military force was not an option and so Dutch merchants resorted to a more effective weapon: efficiency. Spain, in particular, had invested heavily in a flotilla of warships to protect its trade routes and to prise open markets in the New World. The Dutch, in contrast, largely escaped the expense of a ponderous navy in favour of a less confrontational tactic. In one instance, for example, when attempting to make forays into the Caribbean, their merchants were faced with a Spanish naval blockade. Instead of retaliating, the Dutch ships simply sailed off in search of new markets elsewhere in the region where they could obtain the goods that they sought without Spanish interference.


This sort of prodding and probing by the Dutch in the realm of their competitors was possible because the geographic spread of the New World was so vast that even the most powerful European empires lacked the means to monopolise their trade in these regions entirely. It was a comparable situation with Portugal, which had a foothold in Asia but which, like the Spanish, was unable to defend every inch of the territories where it traded, and which similarly suffered from the corrosive inefficiencies inherent in monopolies. In Portugal’s case, this resulted in its merchants struggling to meet growing demand for Asian goods in Europe, thus creating an opening for another trading nation to send ships to Asia to exploit this situation.2 The Netherlands had the opportunity to capitalise on this unsatisfied demand, but not yet quite the means.


Other circumstances were converging at this time, however, to propel Dutch commercial expansion beyond Europe. The Spanish takeover of Antwerp in 1585 had forced many of that city’s occupants, including most of its merchants, into exile and, by 1590, the majority of these traders had migrated to Amsterdam, bringing their substantial knowledge of international commerce and their business contacts with them.3 This coincided with advances in Dutch shipbuilding and design, which, together with improvements in navigation techniques, enabled merchants in the Netherlands to reach more distant markets more frequently.4 However, one final ingredient was needed for these developments to achieve the alchemy of empire-formation, and that was a set of maps. Without knowing the routes and destinations of their Portuguese competitors, the Dutch would remain as an economically marooned nation, confined to trading mainly with its terrestrial neighbours.


Of course, the Portuguese kept such information a closely guarded secret. The paranoia with which they had concealed this intelligence for a century was justified because it ensured that the monopoly they had on resource extraction remained secure. Yet, it was more blind luck than foresight that ensured that Portugal had kept confidential the maps and charts by which its economic empire functioned. After all, the messy mix of traders, officials and Church clerics – all with their own employees and entourages – had become bloated from the privileges deriving from the monopoly, as a result the barriers guarding the details of the country’s shipping routes had become porous. Just how porous was exemplified in the case of the Dutch merchant Jan Huygen van Linschoten.


In 1579, at the age of sixteen, van Linschoten had moved from the Netherlands to Spain, to work with his older brother as a trader. A year later, he shifted to Portugal to take up a similar role and, through bumping into the right people at the right time, ended up being employed as the secretary to the Archbishop of Goa. While van Linschoten’s livelihood came from the Catholic Church and the Portuguese state, his loyalties were rooted much more deeply in the Netherlands, where he had been born.5 That loyalty never waned and, as he travelled extensively along the routes that Portugal’s traders sailed to acquire cargoes of spices and other goods prized in Europe,6 somewhere in the deep recesses of his imagination the idea of documenting his journeys for the benefit of his birth country germinated. Secretly, he jotted down details of trade routes, meteorological data, tides, port locations, the geography of Portuguese territories, details of the peoples and cultures of these places and, crucially, maps. There were maps for navigation, maps showing Portugal’s colonial possessions, maps revealing the street layouts of trading posts, maps revealing ship movements, maps containing hundreds of place-names along the coasts of various countries, maps showing precise information on the river systems of South America, India and the Congo, maps displaying the topography of the islands of St Helena and Ascension, maps disclosing the position of the islands of Indonesia and maps of the world showing where all the other territories were located globally. In 1596, van Linschoten assembled the details from this unprecedentedly vast intelligence pillage and published them in a 460-page book, which he somewhat brazenly titled Itinerario.7


Itinerario was like an autopsy of the Portuguese Empire at this time, with all the entrails of navigation and trade locations spilling out in maps and texts for readers to pick through. It was not just Dutch readers, though, who were enthralled by the contents of this work. Van Linschoten’s publisher, Cornelis Claesz, made an arrangement with a counterpart in London, John Wolfe, who produced an English version of the book in 1598, and other editions in French, Latin and German soon followed. Van Linschoten had mentioned in Itinerario that the Portuguese presence in India had become unstable and was afflicted by decadence.8 He then achieved what probably no other person in history has done: to reorder European imperial power with the publication of a single book. In the few years that followed, Portugal’s expansive trading empire, built on cartographical confidentiality, collapsed.


In the Netherlands, the sort of opportunism Van Linschoten had exhibited was regarded as an act of national virtue, enabling the country’s merchants to unleash their entrepreneurial impulses in new territories and allowing its ruling classes to take what they were convinced was their rightful place in the pantheon of European maritime powers. Van Linschoten’s book and maps were also an important part of the lineage leading to New Zealand’s first map. They accelerated the gestation of the Dutch East India Company and eventually encouraged tentative ventures by the company’s mariners into the South Pacific.


[image: ]




Almost immediately following Itinerario’s publication, Dutch forays into West Africa and Asia got under way. At first, they were barely viable financially; but they were immensely important in other ways. Technologically, they showed that Dutch navigators in Dutch ships were the equal of any others in Europe. Politically, these expeditions confirmed to everyone how rapidly and how completely Portugal’s maritime prowess had flagged. Symbolically, residents in the Netherlands sensed that their country’s time in the sun was dawning. At no previous point in its history had the prospects of prosperity seemed so attainable to this fledgling imperial power. However, the great Dutch commercial emporium that looked to be approaching on the horizon was still more a future hope than a present reality.


By 1600, the previously secret information that van Linschoten had appropriated from the Portuguese and then supplied freely to his countrymen had launched an armada of Dutch vessels off in search of fortune along the newly-revealed trade routes. Dozens of ships began to sail from the Netherlands each year for Africa, Asia and the Americas, encountering only sporadic Portuguese and Spanish resistance along the way. However, cost-cutting arising from competition between individual Dutch shipowners, combined with the European market being inundated with spices at certain times, led to fluctuating prices for the goods these traders brought back with them.9 In the longer term, this was not the basis for a sustainable, profitable business, and so merchants and officials began to scramble for a solution that would achieve two seemingly opposite outcomes: an increase in the quantity of Dutch-imported goods into Europe; and the maintenance of the prices for those goods. It was an ambition that seemed to defy the basic economic laws of supply and demand, but one that was crucial for the Dutch if their budding trade-based empire was to have any chance of surviving and then succeeding.


There was no time for lengthy deliberation on this matter. The collapsing Portuguese monopoly was creating a global trade vacuum, and Dutch officials appreciated from the outset that, if they failed to capitalise promptly on these circumstances, some other nation would. Their resolution to this dilemma proved to be both practical and providential. On 20 March 1602, the Dutch government ordered that the numerous small trading firms in the country consolidate into a single trading company (originally known as the United East India Company, VOC). Although merchants had no choice in the matter, there was much to induce them to support the initiative. The authorities issued a charter granting its traders a monopoly trading right in Asia. This was a pre-emptive move, allowing Dutch merchants to feast on the carcass of the Portuguese monopoly in the knowledge that other potential predators would be deterred by the prospect of retaliation from the Dutch government if the monopoly was interfered with.10


The VOC was unlike anything that had previously existed. From its inception, it was a beguiling ménage of business, politics and war. Primarily, it was a joint stock company (initially attracting over six million florins in capital from 1,800 investors, mainly merchants) with a multinational operation and was governed by a board of seventeen directors drawn from the largest shareholders.11 Unsurprisingly, though, the state that had brought this vast entity into being was hardly likely to be a spectator looking on at the company’s fate. Too much was at stake for such a hands-off approach. The government of the Netherlands ended up pouring subsidies into the company, in return for which it cultivated it as a military force. In the rush to praise the company’s eventual financial triumphs, there has sometimes been a tendency to bury its earlier military dimension. The commitment to making the company a fighting force – in every sense – was enormously expensive and hobbled its profitability until the early 1620s.12 However, the Dutch government’s military capacity was greatly enhanced by the epiphytic relationship it had created with the company and, for decades, it served as the guarantee that the monopoly for its merchants in parts of Asia would remain unchallenged by other European powers.


With the company’s rigging now in place, Dutch trading vessels set out for Asia on a sea of optimism. All the constituent parts – from investors, directors, officials and politicians, to boat-builders, merchants, sailors and soldiers – began working together like some single, expanding organism. One of the elements that made this growth possible was the emergence of a professional cartographic industry, centred in Amsterdam. Mapmakers were brought in, along with seasoned pilots, to instruct trainee navigators. Lessons were given on navigation, land-surveying, trigonometry and basic cartographical techniques.13 In the colonies, an apprenticeship system operated, in which novice mapmakers were trained by their superiors to provide at least the basic elements on which more detailed and professional maps could later be based.14


At breathtaking speed, the company grew to the point where it took on some of the traits of a nation. This was particularly noticeable from the 1620s on, when it established its overseas headquarters in Batavia. Its Governor-General in Asia, Jan Pieterszoon Coen, bullishly extended the company’s territorial dominion and jurisdiction, and pumped profits back into the colony to strengthen its position in the region. Revenue was what really mattered, as Coen conceded to the company directors in 1622, suggesting to them that ‘[n]o great attention should be paid to the question of reputation or honour’ for their own sake, on the basis that honour lay with the person ‘who without doing unright or violence has the profit’.15 This was not accomplished without some opposition, however. The dying beast of the Portuguese Empire was still able to muster enough strength on occasion to resist these Dutch incursions, which forced the company to engage in a protracted war with the Portuguese (and their Spanish ally). At the same time, another pretender was attracting attention in this part of Asia. The recently-formed English Honourable East India Company16 was cautiously investigating what commercial prospects the region held. The Dutch were therefore forced into an elaborate diplomatic balancing act, with the two emerging maritime powers sometimes cooperating and sometimes in conflict with each other.17







The Importance of the Dutch Settlement at Batavia


As autumn deadened into winter each year, preparations in Amsterdam got under way for the departure of the Dutch East India Company’s Kerstvloot (‘Christmas fleet’) to Batavia. These fleets were typically comprised of large, bulky cargo vessels, accompanied by a smattering of smaller transport ships and a warship to fend off pirates, the Portuguese, the Spanish or the English (the distinction between the vessels of these nations and pirates was not always clear).18 Winter was a challenging time to depart, with sailors having to contend with the stormy and bitterly cold North Sea as they sailed from the Netherlands. However, by way of compensation, it also meant that the fleets would encounter more favourable weather on the final leg of their journey to Batavia. Furthermore, it was also generally easier to recruit sailors in Europe over winter, when work locally was thinner on the ground. As additional vessels bolstered the company’s fleet by the 1610s, the departure schedules were expanded. There was the Kermisvloot (‘Fair fleet’), which left Amsterdam around the time of the city’s September fair and was generally smaller in size (usually carrying mail and domestic supplies rather than trade goods). Then, in spring, the larger Paasvloot (‘Easter fleet’) set off for Asia, completing the company’s annual trade cycle.19


The pride of these fleets, or their workhorses, depending on how you looked at it, were the East Indiamen. These were 700-ton, square-rigged, sailing ships that were designed, built and operated by the company and that were capable of carrying up to 300 people, but which were ill-suited to sailing windward and also notoriously difficult to navigate in storms and in confined waters.20 To a degree, the physical limitations of these vessels were offset by the excellent cartographical information that was lavished on their captains. Lavish is an appropriate term because these were works of exquisite composition accompanied by suitably modest, although still expert, ornamentation. Amsterdam’s cartographers had been kept busy throughout this era, stitching together any intelligence about the company’s trading routes that was sent to them and modifying their maps and charts accordingly. Through the trial and error of company mariners, and the observations they meticulously recorded, Amsterdam’s mapmakers were producing works of great accuracy, which made the voyages of the fleets more secure. These charts included more than just a layout of locations. Navigation lines radiated in all directions, and details on winds, tides and hazards were included and, like everything else, subject to constant updating as new information about the passages to and from Asia made its way back to the company’s headquarters.


Towards the end of the year, as preparations gathered pace for the departure of the Kerstvloot, activity at the port at Amsterdam would become even more frantic. Hunched workers lugged sails and ropes along the docks, while passengers, sailors, and merchants bustled their way through, trying to find particular ships, checking on inventories and making last-minute arrangements. Everyone was battling the cold. Although light flurries of snow might waft through, making surfaces even more slippery, rain was the greater enemy. It saturated stores and soaked though the coats and capes of those loading the ships, making their movements even more sluggish. Often, mists chilled by air from the Arctic billowed in. Visibility would then be reduced to the point where only the forest of ships’ masts would be visible, making departure too risky. Still, though, preparations continued. Crates containing supplies were shoved and wheeled onto decks and into hulls, cattle and poultry were corralled into spare spaces, scores of last-minute preparations were made, inspectors and officials completed their paperwork and goodbyes were said. The arrangements were so considerable because the risks were so great. Once on the open ocean, a ship became a cocoon, having to contain every necessity of life for its crew for several months at a time.


When the head of the fleet was satisfied that everything and everyone was ready for departure, and when the weather obliged, the ships were finally able to be released from their moorings and leave. To the sounds of creaking rigging, sails being whipped by the breeze and sailors hoarsely yelling in every direction, the fleet embarked on the shortest leg of its voyage – just 100 kilometres north to Texel. This floorboard-flat island was used as a water supply by Dutch sailors setting out on long voyages. The water in the island’s wells was rich in iron, which meant that it would take longer to spoil than water obtained on the mainland.21 Texel was also a good location for the fleet to pause and gather the latest intelligence on shipping activity in the vicinity. If the English Channel was judged to be fairly free of risk from English pirates, the company ships would then sail south, sometimes joining vessels affiliated with the company’s offices in Delft, Rotterdam and Zeeland. However, if the Netherlands’ fluctuating relations with England were at one of their periodic low points, the company flotilla would head northwest, arching around Scotland before making its way south.22


One of the more important navigational breakthroughs for these fleets occurred in 1610, when Dutch maps were amended to depict a new course between the Netherlands and Batavia. From that time, the nation’s ships would hug the West African coast as far as modern-day Gambia, and then plunge in a south-westerly direction for the next 4,500 kilometres into the South Atlantic Ocean. From there, the fleets would swerve directly east towards the Cape of Good Hope, where they would dock to be refitted and re-supplied for the next leg of the voyage. This final stage involved a 7,500-kilometre route, with the surging winds of the Roaring Forties driving the ships swiftly eastward. Then, just before reaching the eastern coast of Australia, the fleet would again abruptly change direction – like a flock of birds – this time turning north for the final leg (around 3,500 kilometres) to Batavia.


This course was pioneered by Hendrik Brouwer, from which it derived its popular name: the Brouwer Route. It made the journey faster and reduced the risk of encountering violent seasonal storms. Shorter travelling times also meant that provisions were less likely to go bad and the health of the crew would be better safeguarded as a result. The Brouwer Route was so effective that, in 1616, the company mandated that it be the official course for all its ships sailing to the region.23 However, there was one persistently frustrating impediment to this otherwise expertly-mapped passage: humanity had yet to work out a way of measuring longitude.24 As a result, captains would have to estimate how far east they had sailed from the Cape of Good Hope before turning north. If the distance was underestimated, they might end up on the arid shores of Australia’s west coast. If it was overestimated, they would arrive in India instead of Indonesia. Tackling this challenge relied on the experience of the ships’ captains, who daily had to determine how far their vessels had sailed and then, when they estimated that the desired distance had been covered, change their direction to point to Batavia. Copies of instructions for traversing this route were handed to every captain and mate before departing the Netherlands, although it was only as late as 1652 that the first printed versions of the map were issued.25 This was because maintaining a dependence on hand-drawn charts lessened the possibility of the documents entering into the hands of competitors26 (the very thing that had led to the Dutch superseding Portuguese commercial dominance in Asia).


By the 1630s, the increase in the number of journeys made by the company’s vessels – which went hand-in-glove with improved maps – had led to the route from the Netherlands to Batavia being nicknamed the wagenspoor (‘cart track’)27 but more for the frequency of its use rather than any certainty it offered. Familiarity did not breed security in this case: and it was not just the dangers that came from the weather or navigational miscalculation. The threats the fleets faced were often primarily onboard ones. The food would usually turn rancid after around a month at sea, and crew and passengers sometimes suffered disease, which found an easy roaming ground among the ships’ cramped quarters and poorly-nourished occupants. The greatest health threat that plagued passengers, though, was scurvy, caused by a deficiency of vitamin C. It could lead to anaemia, exhaustion, aching and swollen limbs, spontaneous bleeding, ulcerated gums, a loss of teeth and, occasionally, death.28 Still, though, there was always a willing queue of men eager to serve on the company’s vessels, mainly because the pay offered was better than that which could generally be obtained on the mainland and because promotion prospects were good (even if only due to the fact that death-rates on the journeys were so high that, over time, survivors found their competition often severely reduced in number).29


One telling sign of how commerce reigned as king on these voyages was in the hierarchy that prevailed in the fleets. There was the crew, then assorted extras (cooks, barbers, carpenters) and, a level above them, doctors. Further up the ladder were the navigators and captains but, looking down on all, were the senior merchants who travelled with their cargoes. These ‘upper merchants’, as they were called, were conferred with the rank of ‘commandeur’ and were partly in charge of the fleets – only partly, though, because a council of merchants and captains also had a significant role decision-making on these voyages.30 When it came to navigation, though, they were obliged to act in partnership with the captains of the ships in the fleet, on whose nautical experience the commercial success of the expeditions depended. The result was an opaque command structure, but one that nonetheless worked effectively most of the time.


If the daily measurements of distance travelled were sufficiently accurate, and if the commanders and captains of the fleets had adhered to their charts and detailed navigational instructions, then in the final days of their voyage, the landmass they would see on the horizon would be West Java. Using the island of Krakatoa as a guide, these vessels would navigate through the Sunda Strait, past the company watch post at Anjer-Kidu, and then sail the final 130 kilometres to Batavia.


Maps, as much as any other facet of the VOC’s operations, safeguarded this vast enterprise and so, from the beginning of the seventeenth century, efforts were made to standardise surveying methods and mapmaking to ensure that this colossal commercial venture was not undermined in any way by inconsistent cartographical information. One example of this standardisation was the Rijnlandse roede (‘Rhineland rod’). This was a surveying unit of 3.767 metres.31 Of these rods 5.5 metres amounted to a chain, which became the set measure for public works and land administration (although in instances where accuracy was less important, paces remained the favoured unit). By 1642, the rules governing these standardised measurements had been metaphorically carved in stone in the form of the Batavia law codes (Bataviasche Statuten).32 These rules included responsibilities for surveyors and administrators to adhere to these standardised measures, and for details of the mapping of any territory to be confirmed by officials in Batavia and in the Netherlands before any construction work commenced.33 Thus, Amsterdam and Batavia were bound by both a sailing route and, increasingly, shared surveying and mapping conventions. Standardisation in terrestrial maps soon spread to their nautical counterparts and, all the time, the accretions of cartographical knowledge continued to accumulate, literally outlining Dutch dominance in various parts of the world outside Europe.
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